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It has been a locked and frozen year. Through our windows, over our 
screens, ran scenes of desertion and silence that were hard to recognise. 
Deprivation entered our homes. Doors closed on us (if we were blessed 
enough to have them). Some were not safe behind them (so many never 
were). A kind of sensory famine struck. The absence of touch cut us off 
from all happening. Streets emptied. Days atrophied. Certainties vanished. 
Loss dug trenches. We had to sit vigil in the cell of ourselves, at that 
stillpoint Auden directed every poet to: some of us felt that we did touch 
‘the bottom of the night’. The only line to follow was deeper in, darker 
down, to poetry. The page was the only safe place our breath could go.

‘Something is always born’ of visits to this place, Anaïs Nin has 
told us. ‘Great art was born of great terrors, great loneliness, great 
inhibitions, instabilities.’ Likewise, Rilke wrote that ‘all art is the result 
of one’s having been in danger’. A lockdown-search for lines brought 
me back, too, to Adam Zagajewski’s luminous mandate to ‘Try to Praise 
the Mutilated World,’ and Brecht’s simple four-line brutalised mantra 
‘Motto’: ‘In the dark times/Will there also be singing?/Yes, there will be 
singing/About the dark times.’ When the doors closed on us, we knew 
we had to keep singing — even though some days all our songs could do 
was send vowel sounds into the dark. 

If on these islands we have long been ‘singers of loneliness’ as Robin 
Hyde once stated, then this year’s loneliness hurt us into harder song. 
We picked up what instruments we had, and used our language to 
scratch the walls. From our raw towns, our barred roads, our broke days, 
our disfigured screens, in our boredom and crisis and disbelief and 
grief, we did what we could to sing what felt unspeakable, to mark the 
mouth of poetry which will always survive beneath the mask.

The mouth beneath the mask
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Poetry made different things of the silence that fell inside our lives 
this year: our homes became the frontline, and no two dispatches 
from that place will ever strike identical notes. The sounds we made 
were as personal as our skins, as divergent as our losses, as plural as 
our yearning. You won’t find any simple track back through lockdown 
in this book: this year forged arterial routes through our language 
which mapped different landscape for all. From wild dissent to warm 
contentment, from lines aglow with gratitude to pages parched with 
need, from hallowing to howl, from grace to fragmentation, the forms 
that poetry took on our tongues this year were intimate, manifold, 
intensive, autonomic, moulded by private stress. 

But these are not just poems sculpted in extremis: rest and pleasure 
are here, too, and light-footed fun. Mortality gets a kind of tender piss 
taken out of it: we crack up at the black exaggerations of our angst, 
clown around with our own wasted desires. We sketch what’s left 
standing with evanescent lyric, our remnants all the more fragile and 
lit-up. We set afloat disjointed whispers into the strange new hush. 
There are brushes of joy in foretaste, forecast. We commemorate, 
measuring before and after. There are murmurs which spill from fear 
to fullness, there are sprawling exposures and composed recountings. 
We contemplate our taonga, we show our wounds. We took into that 
enclosure what was already in us: it made us pay unguarded, tight-
bounded attention. That’s a condition of art.

So many poems filtered through my living room during my task of 
selecting pieces for this book, and each were valued as an utterance 
raised in response to the strange, stricken year we were facing. By the 
stage that I had to narrow my choices, and narrow again, for the sake 
of the manuscript, I knew each voice so closely that I felt the cuts. But 
ultimately there were voices that stunned me, woke me, arrested my 
outlook and shook it, tunnelled my breastbone and broke its numbness 
with wonder, laughter, poise, ferocity, chill, defiance, ache, praise, awe. 
There were pieces that claimed an instant stake in this yearbook with 
indelible, necessary lines. I could feel when the poet was ‘taking aim 
with the whole body, the whole life’, as Jane Hirshfield terms it; when 
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the fingertips, the ligature, the heart-sounds of the poet had reached 
print ‘as the physical hands of the potter are in the clay’.

At some point in lockdown I unpacked a stack of boxes in my small, 
quiet home, containing wrapped back-issues of every previous edition 
of Poetry New Zealand Yearbook; they looked like sandbags shored 
along the sills of my cottage against a rising tide. I believe that poetry 
acts with that level of alert, with that pressing an urgency. It saves who 
we are and where we are failing, who we long to be and what we are 
going through, one vital song at a time. This issue is now part of our first 
line of defence.
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