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INHABITING 
A MOMENT

Poet and academic Anna Jackson’s new book is about the joys of poetry. 
She talks with Mark Broatch about metaphors and arguments, 

surprising yourself and how to know when a poem is working.

In Actions and Travels  you 
include about 100 of the “poems 
I love and what it is I love about 
them” along with a broad 
range of poets from around 
the world, younger local ones 

such as Hera Lindsay Bird and Tayi 
Tibble, and plenty of dead ones such as 
Donne, Keats, Bishop and Blake. The 
book has theory, ample examples and 
even exercises, but less direct teaching 
of techniques – who is it aimed at?
It is more a book about reading poetry 
than writing poetry – the writing sug-
gestions come as an appendix at the 
end, although they draw on the poems 
and poetic strategies I talk about in each 
chapter. But the best way to learn how to 
write poetry is to read poetry, so anyone 
interested in writing poetry should get 
something from the book. But I wrote it 
mostly as a kind of conversation with other 
readers of poetry, who might be inter-
ested in comparing their own readings of 
poems with mine. I had in mind two kinds 
of conversations I have had quite often in 
real life. First, I quite often talk to readers 
who love poetry by Coleridge or Keats but 
can’t see how contemporary poetry is even 
poetry if it doesn’t rhyme or fit a metrical 
scheme. They often don’t know how to 
begin to find new poems they might love 
as much as the poetry they already know. 
Second, younger poets, who can introduce 
me to the most astonishing, experimental, 
challenging contemporary poetry, can 
sometimes be surprisingly dismissive of 
poetry written more than a few decades 
ago. They sometimes confess to feeling 
daunted by the idea of reading poetry from 
the past without a knowledge of metrical 

scansion or historical context. But if you 
like to luxuriate in the lush imagery and 
gorgeous vocabulary of Coleridge’s Kubla 
Khan or Keats’s Ode to a Nightingale, you 
might find yourself equally taken with 
the queasy gorgeousness of the poetry of 
Rebecca Hawkes. And, on the other hand, 
if you relish the ingenious and outrageous 
arguments of Luke Kennard’s wolf psychi-
atrist in poems such as Wolf on the Couch 

and Wolf Nationalist, or love following the 
convoluted metaphysics of Patricia Lock-
wood’s extended metaphors, it would be 
a pity to miss out on John Donne’s equally 
ingenious arguments in poems like The 
Flea. My book isn’t  a scholarly work, it is a 
conversational, improvisatory collection 
of observations and responses, drawing 
on enough of a range of poems that most 
readers should find at least one or two 
discoveries in it – of poets they didn’t 
know  and find they love – as well as some 
favourites they might like to re-encounter 
in a new setting.

Your book talks about “charged phrases” 
and “poets’ conversations with their 
own feelings”. What is your own go-to 
definition of poetry?
I like both these definitions. The title 
of the book, Actions and Travels, comes 
from an Anne Carson quote about the 
poem as “an action of the mind captured 
on the page” that the reader has to travel 
through, repeating the original action of 
the poet’s mind. I love that definition for 
the way it includes both reader and writer. 
Brian Blanchfield, an American poet and 
essayist I really like, says that in poetry, 
more than any other kind of literature, 
“the sensations of reading are charged 
with the creative feelings of writing, and 
vice versa”, and this is true for me. When 
I read a poem I love, I do almost feel as if 
I am writing it, or thinking it, perhaps. 
I read it even more intimately than an 
actor reads the lines of a character they 
are portraying, because I am reading lines 
as if they are about my own feelings. And 
when I write a poem, whether I am writing 
autobiographically or not, I know a poem is 

“The best way to learn 
how to write poetry 
is to read poetry.”
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working if it feels strange to me even when 
I am still writing it – if I can feel surprised 
by where the poem takes me and feel as 
if it almost must have been written by 
someone else. This is more of a descrip-
tion of an experience than a definition. 
Poet and publisher Helen Rickerby likes 
to say poetry is what you read as poetry; it 
is more a mode of reading than a genre of 
writing. But there are ways to set readers 
up to read your writing as poetry, mostly 
ways of slowing the reading down: it will 
be short, for a start, or made up of a lot of 

short segments; it will be set out with a lot 
of white space on the page; it may have a 
mystery to it, narrative leaps or associa-
tions the reader needs to draw on; it may 
slow the reading down by the beauty of the 
language, by sounds that you want to hear 
as sounds, so that you may even want to 
read the poem out loud, maybe memorise 
it. The poem is often about a single state 
of emotion or a single charged moment 
in time, perhaps addressed to a “you” who 
may be the reader, or a character in the 
poem, or may even be a nightingale, rain, 
a tree fern, a country, an idea. The reader 
becomes both the “I” and the “you” of a 
poem, inhabiting a moment lifted out of 
time and place, following the action of the 
poet’s mind, travelling through the pas-
sages of the poem.

Can you describe your view of the 
poet’s ideal perspective, between the 
“insistent self” and Emerson’s “trans-
parent eyeball”?
I love an insistent self. I love poetry 
that has a really distinct voice – like 
the poetry of Anne Kennedy or Emily 
Dickinson – and I love poetry about 

extreme psychological states. But, fol-
lowing on from the definition of poetry 
above, these two perspectives, insistent 
self or transparent eyeball, aren’t as 
far removed as they might seem to be. 
In fact, maybe that is a way of thinking 
about poetry – the genre in which the 
insistent self becomes a self open to 
anyone to inhabit, and a genre in which 
an anonymous, universalising perspec-
tive can be very intimately felt.
Much poetry is read online these days, 
in the form of lighter-weight Instagram 

poets but also punchier material such 
as Maggie Smith’s Good Bones – “Life 
is short, though I keep this from my 
children …” What are the positives and 
negatives of reading poetry shorn of 
helpful context?
Actions and Travels is all about reading 
poetry out of context. I could even think of 
it as a definition of poetry – scenes, points 
of view, fragments of narrative, charac-
ter portraits that stand alone and can be 
posted on social media, sent to friends or 
learnt by heart to recite to yourself when 
your own life makes sense in exactly those 
words. There’s all sorts of poetry circu-
lating, and some really brilliant poetry 
has begun as Twitter comedy, like a lot of 
Patricia Lockwood’s verse. You could even 

say lifting writing out of context can create 
poetry – the poet Joe Dunthorne discov-
ered he was much more successful when 
random tweets he had made on Twitter 
were appropriated as poems for a fake 
Instagram account in his name. Unusually, 
the account was being used to lure read-
ers into investing in fake crypto coinage; 
why the scammer thought anyone would 
look to a poet for investment advice, even 
a relatively successful Instagram poet, 
Dunthorne wasn’t able to figure out. In 
addition, Instagram can also give poetry 

context – you are reading a poem by a poet 
you know through the pictures they give 
you of their life. I am not against context. 
A knowledge of the historical context, or 
biographical knowledge about the poet’s 
life, can really deepen an understanding 
of a poem. But you don’t need to bring any-
thing to a poem, you just need to read it.

The book explores different modes of 
writing poetry: simple, sumptuous, 
sprawling, concise, argumentative. As 
a poet, what do you tend towards? Do 
you have any suggestions for people 
trying to find their own mode and 
subject?
There are so many different ways a poem 
can work that it doesn’t make sense to 
be too prescriptive. I think it is always 
worth trying to surprise yourself when 
you are writing, finding ways to catch 
yourself off guard and let the poem mean 
more than you could have intended. 
There are ways you can trick yourself 
into finding a meaning you didn’t intend. 
One simple method, also recommended 
for fiction writers by the brilliant short 
story writer Eamonn Marra, is to splice 

“The poem is often 
about a single 
state of emotion 
or a single charged 
moment in time.”
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Classic and contemporary: 
from left, William Shakespeare, 
John Keats, Emily Dickinson, 
Joe Dunthorne,  Tayi Tibble, 
Rebecca Hawkes.
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together two different drafts, or two 
fragments from different things you 
were working on, and let the juxtaposi-
tion do the work of coming up with a 
significance you couldn’t have thought 
of. Sometimes it works, sometimes it 
doesn’t. Using rhyme, or a set form like 
a sestina or a villanelle, can also lead 
you places you wouldn’t otherwise 
have gone, though rhyme in particular 
can also lead you straight back into the 
predictable. Again, if it works, it works. 
If it doesn’t, there may be a line or two 

you can salvage. Google Translate can 
sometimes offer some surprising results 
that have a poetic resonance you couldn’t 
have thought of, if you translate a phrase 
or a whole poem back and forth from a 
language or two. Surprise, then, is one 
thing I’m always looking for. But I want 
it to mean something, too. If you find a 
subject that really matters, the voice or 
mode will often follow. And, on the other 
hand, if you allow enough looseness and 
free association into a poem, it will prob-
ably take you towards the 
subjects that matter to you 
the most, even if that wasn’t 
where you were expecting 
to go.

What, in terms of knowl-
edge, form and technique, 
separates enthusiastic 
scribblers and published 
poets, in your opinion? 
What do you recommend 
for people to improve 
their skill? What personal 
favourites do you think 
people should read?

The main thing that divides published 
and unpublished poets is that published 
poets have sent their work out for 
publication, often over and over again 
before a poem is accepted somewhere. If 
you are reading poetry journals, which 
are mostly online today, you’ll know 
where you want to send your writing 
to – you want it to be read by the poets 
you already love reading. If you love their 
writing, there’s a good chance they’ll love 
yours. But you don’t have to be publish-
ing poetry to write poetry. You can write 

it for someone you love, for an occasion, 
to express your own feelings, to capture 
the resonance of a dream, just to make a 
little artwork you love and want to reread 
yourself, as if someone else had written 
it. One hundred of my personal favour-
ites are in the book, but every reader, and 
especially every writer, will want to find 
their own favourites. Read everything, 
from now and from then, from here and 
from there! I love online literary journal 
Starling for poetry by exciting younger 

writers, and Paula Green’s 
NZ Poetry Shelf for its 
combination of original 
poetry, online readings, 
interviews and reviews. 
There’s no need to take 
any time over poems you 
don’t immediately take to. 
If you read enough, you’ll 
find one or two you love 
and want to read again. 
After you’ve read and 
loved your own select few, 
some of the poems you 
initially passed over might 
have more resonance for 

Poetry
News to me
by Maggie Rainey-Smith

She explained hospital corners
to me during the Edinburgh Festival
at the North British Hotel, I was
in training as a chambermaid

It was 1972 and I stripped the bed
in which John Huston, the father
of Angelica, had just slept the night
although I’d barely heard of him

A couple, French I think, arrived
late one morning and slept all
day and all night, like lovers should
except I couldn’t clean the room

I was only 21, and didn’t know
that love should last this long
so I knocked several times, anxious
to utilise my hospital corners

No reply and all this was news to me
a Kiwi on her OE, eager to please
I scrubbed floors on my knees
in other unoccupied bedrooms

The vacuum was almost bigger
than I was and a thoughtful guest
stopped to unravel the lengthy
cord I nearly vacuumed over

I was mortified beyond belief
when a very posh woman tore
a strip off me for throwing the
newspaper into the rubbish

That a strewn newspaper on a
lover’s bed was for folding
for rereading and not for rubbish
was news to me, a Kiwi on her OE

I lasted through the Festival and
learned a lot about literary types
who used their bedrooms as if
they were private dining halls

I soon learned to leave lovers
in their bedrooms undisturbed
and not to be disturbed by
things I found in their beds

From, FORMICA, (The Cuba Press), 
 out now.

you on a second reading. But if not, there 
is no shortage of poems out there for you 
to discover. l
ACTIONS AND TRAVELS: How poetry 
works, by Anna Jackson (AUP, $35)


