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by TIM UPPERTON

David Eggleton, “the mad 
Kiwi ranter”, is New Zea-
land’s Poet Laureate. It’s 
a career arc a bit like Tim 
Shadbolt’s, who went from 

author of Bullshit & Jellybeans to mayor 
of Invercargill. On the way, Eggleton has 
won every literary award it’s possible to 
receive in this country. He was a terrifi c 
editor of Landfall and has published 15 
collections of poems. This generous selec-
tion from his work over the past 35 years, 
packed within respectable hardcovers, is 
overdue.

Eggleton is largely invisible in his work: 
it’s surprising how rarely the lyric “I” 
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Poetry

A selection of works 
from our Poet 
Laureate spanning 
35 years is begging 
to be read out loud. 

Ghosts may be the sense 
we have of something 
left behind in houses 
that have been deserted, 
almost like a haunting.

Teem work

by NICHOLAS REID

Siobhan Harvey’s GHOSTS (Otago 
University Press, $27.50) has much 
in common with one of her earlier 
collections, Lost Relatives. It is 

intensely concerned with families and 
their eff ect upon us for good or ill. Ghosts 

may be the sense we have of something left  
behind in houses that have been deserted, 
almost like a haunting. More urgently, 
“ghosts” are the memories we still keep, 
years later, of our fi rst upbringing. These 
twin themes occasionally lead Harvey to 
topical social commentary on the housing 
crisis and the fate of immigrants. Her 
deepest concern, however, is a recall to the 
abusive and unloving English childhood 
she endured, emphasised in this collec-
tion’s appended essay. This is a deeply 
felt and carefully structured collection of 
poetry, conceived as a unity. The tone may 
oft en be melancholy, but Ghosts does not 
indulge in self-pity. Harvey works through 
to a sane reconciliation with the past, and 
it has the uplift  that real poetry can give.

This year is the 700th anniversary 
of the death of Italy’s greatest poet, 
Dante Alighieri. This is the occa-

sion for MORE FAVOURABLE WATERS 
(Cuba Press, $25), edited by Marco Sonzo-
gni and Timothy Smith. Thirty-three New 
Zealand poets each write a poem of 33 

lines answering the 33 cantos that make 
up Dante’s Purgatorio, the middle part of 
his Divine Comedy. The climb up Mount 
Purgatory is sometimes reimagined as 
being in this country. Only a few poets, 

such as Sue Wootton, attempt Dante’s 
original terza rima – a three-line stanza 
using chain rhyme – but it’s 33 lines all 
the way. The pleasure lies in seeing how 
various the poets’ approaches are. Vincent 
O’Sullivan, Tim Upperton and Elizabeth 
Morton produce poems that encompass 
the whole concept of purgatory, whereas 
Majella Cullinane questions that whole 
concept. By contrast, Janis Freegard, 

Best recent poetry

A melancholy but 
uplifting collection 
delves into an 
abusive upbringing.

Spectres 
of the past
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is an explicit presence, even in the guise 
of a persona. He tends to look out rather 
than in. Yet he’s also everywhere, with his 
distinctive style, his way of looking and 
speaking. Panning out, zooming in – the 
poems are kinetic, on the move. Eggleton’s 
poems teem with life, with nouns and 
verbs, with details, all senses alert. They 
teem, especially, with sounds. They’re 
written to be read out loud – sometimes 
very loud.

In an early poem, Wings over Ponsonby, 
all his tics are there. “He has had the fi lth 
of living, wants it all to go phut; / through 
his window he spies a voided coil left  by a 
mutt.” That could easily be James K Baxter, 
its swoop of the scatological soon followed 
by a soar of the theological: “The factory 
belches the off al smell of beasts in freezers, 
/ up into where the promontory plies its 
angels and breezes.”

Eggleton’s poems honour and mytholo-
gise the lives of the working class, and 
they subject these lives to loving scrutiny. 
When the poems turn their gaze towards 
well-paid professional workers, they tend 
to lapse into stereotype. In the same poem, 
“accountants gloat / over pots of dough, 
an Austin Allegro or horse-race winnings 
on the tote”. Maybe they do this, although 

these days, I guess, they’re more likely 
to gloat over their investment-housing 
portfolios. I don’t know any accountants. I 
wonder if Eggleton does.

He’s a poet of broad, satirical swipes – 
I’m reminded of Baxter again, especially 
of Baxter the balladeer – oft en with easy 
targets in his sights. In The Book Reviewer, 

for example, the subject concocts “a sticky 
syllable pudding / from the quicksilver 
promise of someone else’s words”. Well, it’s 
easy to see why I might object to that, but 
Eggleton, himself a four-time reviewer of 
the year winner at the New Zealand Book 
Awards, knows better.

In poem aft er poem, Eggleton’s love of 
words is made manifest: the taste of 
them on the tongue, their heft , their 

sound. Syzygy, for instance, is a lovely 
poem about the Moon that I’m sure came 

about because the word “syzygy” – not as 
hard to pronounce as you might think – 
exists and Eggleton couldn’t help himself. 
Rhyme, alliteration and assonance are 
his tools, constantly in use. At times, they 
overpower the sense – eff ective on the 
soapbox, maybe, less eff ective on the page. 
Such poems are more public utterances 
than personal communications; like the 
subject of Ode to the Beer Crate, they pro-
vide “a platform for a speaker to stand on 
and address a crowd”.

Eggleton was a spoken-word poet from 
the start. “Tell all the truth and tell it slant,” 
Emily Dickinson advised, and there is 
plenty of truth here, even if the slant is 
sometimes lacking. When sound and sense 
are in concert, you feel more seduced and 
less hectored, and the eff ects can be subtle 
and beautiful, the music integral to the 
meaning, as in Shed Light: “Ladder of light 
that leans upright; / river of light that 
fl ows from sight: / you let the light in, let 
light in – / shed light, 
river light, earth 
light; / brilliant light 
to journey by.” l

 THE WILDER 
YEARS: Selected 
poems, by David 
Eggleton (Otago 
University Press, $40)

When sound and 
sense are in concert, 
you feel more seduced 
and less hectored, 
and the eff ects can be 
subtle and beautiful.

Airini Beautrais, Michael Fitzsimons and 
Kōtuku Titihuia Nuttall focus on specifi c 
sins: pride, anger, intemperate love and 
gluttony. And the styles are as various as 
the poets – prose poem for Helen Rick-
erby, rough colloquial for Jeff rey Paparoa 
Holman and jocularity when David Eggle-
ton goes fl ying with Dante’s Beatrice.

Courtney Sina Mer-
edith’s BURST KISSES 
ON THE ACTUAL 

WINDS (Beatnik Publish-
ing, $30) is from a 

poet who works 
by conciseness 
rather than 
profusion. 
Her poems 
are short, 
lean and cut 
to the bone. 
Of Samoan, 

Mangaian and Irish descent, Meredith 
styles herself a “brown queer single edu-
cated professional creative woman”, always 
concerned to display the Auckland culture 
she lives in. Meredith likes to experiment 
with shape poems, list poems, poems 
set out as offi  cial documents and poems 
fragmented into short phrases. Oft en 
the confessional fi rst- or second-person 
dominates, in poems such as Remember 
when you were with a woman? and Aroha 
Mai. And there is pointed comment on 
dominant media in The internet told me to 
go for a run and in the ambiguous dialogue 
poem STOP SENDING POEMS. A collection 
with lots of sass. l

Left, Dante Alighieri; below, Courtney Sina 
Meredith.
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David Eggleton: a spoken-word poet from 
the start.


