
Poetry Parnassus
SIMON ARMITAGE

P
oets are the tramps of literature. That’s both a complaint about the way we have to peddle our
handiwork and a grateful acknowledgement of the freedom and independence associated with
the role. We are itinerants of sorts, often on the move between readings and residencies,

between one idea and the next. It’s a portable art; I might have visited a few dozen poets in their
homes but I’ve bumped into many hundreds of them in green rooms, bookshops, lecture theatres,
conference centres, foyers and reception areas. When I gave up being a full-time probation officer
to become a full-time poet I thought I would be trading the mean streets of Greater Manchester
for the relative peace and quiet of a book-lined back-bedroom, but the multi-storey car park behind
Wakefield Westgate Station has become a more familiar haunt.

In 2010 I began a residency at London’s Southbank Centre, and announced my intention to
try and allocate poets a space they could call their own, especially those poets from outside the
M25 who often find themselves in the capital for one poetic reason or another but, not being
members of the Athenaeum or the Groucho Club, end up wandering around in the rain or the
traffic. I thought the Southbank with its central location, its dedicated Poetry Library, its
refurbished public spaces, re-affirmed open-door policy and its long-standing relationship with
the homeless could provide the ideal venue. All we need is somewhere to sit, read, talk, drink, log-
on, think, even write, and on that basis I conducted a rather non-scientific feasibility study, wrote
it up and handed it in. I’m still waiting for a reply. Daydreaming in a more abstract way about
putting a roof over the heads of wandering poets I also suggested that in Olympic year we should
invite a poet from every participating country for a kind of unprecedented global poetry
gathering, and they said, “OK, let’s do it.”

Mount Parnassus in Greece is said to be the sacred residence of the god Apollo, spiritual
dwelling of the muses and the home of the “first poet” Orpheus. During the last week of June this
year it is our ambition to recreate the foot-slopes of that mountain along the shore of the river
Thames and among the many rooms, bars, workspaces and auditoria belonging to the Southbank
complex. For over eighteen months we’ve been attempting to identify poets from the two hundred
and four Olympic countries (the number seems to vary week by week as nations emerge, dissolve,
abstain etc), beginning with a long nomination and consultation process. Ultimately, though, this
is a curated and programmed event, and we have only invited poets whose work excites us and
whose presence we hope will bring vitality and integrity to the project, some decidedly literary,
others from storytelling, oral or performing traditions, some world famous, others barely known
outside their own borders (and some hardly known within them either). It probably goes without
saying that this has been a mind-bending administrative and bureaucratic task with eventually
many dozens of people working on the Parnassus project, overseeing the anxieties, aspirations,
dietary requirements and airline seating preferences of several dozens of poets on an almost daily
basis and in over fifty different languages. In more anxious moments I do worry that we have
created an utterly unmanageable nightmare scenario, an amalgamation of the Tower of Babel and
the Eurovision Song Contest. But I also cling to the idea that Poetry Parnassus might be unique,
not just in its size and ambition (the biggest ever?), but in its attitude and ideology. In its daring,
in fact. Building on the Southbank’s Poetry International Festival, and with a nod in the direction
of the landmark and legendary 1965 Albert Hall event which went down in history as “the Poetry
Olympics”, Parnassus has developed into a week of readings, translation, seminars, conferencing,
workshop and discussion. As well as headline-grabbing events such as Casagrande’s Rain of Poems
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(a hundred thousand poems in the shape of bookmarks dropped from a helicopter), The World
Record (a book consisting of handwritten poems from poets of every nation) and gala readings
involving Nobel Laureates, the schedule also includes more intimate or specialised events,
reflecting the range of poetic voices at work in the world today, and recognising the varying forms
and approaches poetry might take. Parnassus will also include launch events for five new
collections (Bloodaxe Books will publish an accompanying anthology and Modern Poetry in
Translation is dedicating an issue to Parnassus), a day-long conference or “summit” debating
issues such as poetry and money, and a special event honouring Ted Hughes’s involvement with
both Poetry International and MPT, including readings from his letters and recitals of his poems
in Greek, Turkish and Italian. Poets such as Seamus Heaney, Jo Shapcott, Wole Soyinka, Kay Ryan,
Yang Lian and Jack Mapanje will already be familiar to some readers, poets such as Kazakhstan’s
Akerke Mussabekova (our youngest poet at 24) and Luxembourg’s Anise Koltz (sixty years older)
less so. Inevitably, the world being the place it is, voices of protest and survival will also speak
loudly during Parnassus: Albania’s Luljeta Lleshanaku grew up under house-arrest, Jang Jin Seong
was the former court poet to North Korea’s Kim Jong-il who fled to China and then South Korea,
Cambodia’s Kosal Khiev was born in a Thai refugee camp and in 2011 deported from the USA,
and Nicaraguan poet Gioconda Belli was a Sandinista revolutionary in the struggle against the
Somoza dictatorship.

Poetry, we’re told, was part of the original Olympics, and quite possibly an actual event. But
in contrast with the great political and financial behemoth into which the modern Olympics have
morphed, Parnassus was conceived in a genuine spirit of participation and cooperation. It was
also conceived as non-competitive in the sense that there will be no podium positions and no use
of the word medal in its verb form, though the extent to which personal glory and “winning”
inform the contemporary poet’s psyche might have been another of our seminar subjects. Neither
will there be national anthems or any expectation that poets will drape themselves in the flags of
their countries or dress in their national costume, either literally or metaphorically. All we’re
asking is that those invited bring a sense of their own poetic language to London for a week in
early summer and use Parnassus as a platform for delivery and a forum for interaction. In my
experience, poets tend to have complicated and conflicted notions of nationality and nationhood,
and if Poetry Parnassus turns out to be an opportunity for poets to distance themselves from
borders and frontiers or even speak out against them, so be it.

Translation will be the keystone of this project, and translation, as we know, is the great
impossibility of poetry. Yet poetry would be a moribund, hermetic and sterile activity without it.
Parnassus itself is a similarly impossible proposition, though if we do fall short of our original
intention it will not be for want of trying or through lack of ambition. On that note, if you’re
reading this and happen know of or even happen to be a truly excellent poet from Brunei
Darussalam, Madagascar, Monaco, Papua New Guinea, Timor-Leste, Vanuatu or one of the
sixteen other Olympic countries for which we have so far drawn a blank, please speak up.

Poetry Parnassus is at the Southbank Centre, Belvedere Road, London SE1 8XX, from 26 June to 1 July.
www.southbankcentre.co.uk

Simon Armitage is curator of Poetry Parnassus. Walking Home, an account of his poetic journey along the Pennine
Way, is published in July 2012.

5

POETRY REVIEW ‘Mapping the Delta’

Published in Poetry Review 102:2, Summer 2012. www.poetrysociety.org.uk
© The individual author © The selection, Poetry Review.


