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D
espite the number of anthologies I have edited with glee, I confess I have a strange anxiety
about anthologies. They overwhelm me. The larger they are, the more overwhelmed I
feel. The feeling is similar to the sensation of entering a major metropolitan art gallery

full of master works. I don’t know where to start. I panic, and then I become distressed about my
inability to process what I am seeing. Of course I keep going to these galleries and I keep leaving
with a sense that I have benefited from the experience. It helps when the gallery is a good one –
well-designed and full of striking work. The good news is that these two anthologies manage to
justify their existence on that basis as well.

Out of Bounds, edited by Jackie Kay, James Proctor and Gemma Robinson, makes as compelling
a case as I have seen that there is a vibrant and accomplished body of poetry by Black and Asian
poets in the UK. It is a substantial book and it features one hundred and thirty poets, several of
whom are represented by two or three poems. The book does feel cramped, the font noticeably
small, and the compactness makes reading harder than one would want, but it is the price one
pays, I suppose. Of course, as the editors point out, the anthology does not attempt to be a canon-
building project. Instead, it remains committed to its conceptual framework, which is represented
by the title of the collection: Out of Bounds. The editors do not devote a great deal of space to the
possible readings of the term, allowing me to indulge a little here.

“Out of bounds” is a term normally associated with sports – when a ball goes outside of the
play area demanding a stoppage of the game and a restart from the sidelines, one says that the ball
is “out of bounds”. The idea, then, is that these writers who might have existed outside the
mainstream of British life, have managed to turn that position into a viable and exciting place – a
kind of counter presence that redefines the lines of separation that exist. Thus, the idea of
transgression, border crossing, and alternate thinking and creativity are all evoked by the title.

However, the editors seem keen on having us pay more attention to the idea of space and place
than is implied by the title. The anthology is structured deliberately around the idea of the British
geographic space, such that the sections of the work replicate the map of the UK. First, the three
British nations, Scotland, Wales and England are represented. Scotland and Wales get their own
sections, while England is represented by its regions: North, Midlands and South.

This organising system allows them to make a most critical point – that all of Britain has been
fully ‘colonised’ by these Black and Asian poets through their physical and imaginative occupation
of the space. Typically, the idea of Black and Asian presence has largely been assumed to be
isolated to the south of England – namely London.

Rather than propose that the poets ‘belong’ to any of these locales – either by their residency
or by their claims of some national or regional loyalty, thus allowing the editors to elect anything
by those poets from each region for inclusion – the editors instead have collected poems that
actually engage with the idea of place – poems that speak about these regions and help us envision
these spaces through the prism of race and identity.

This allows them to produce a book that, while wonderfully reflective of some of the exciting
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poets writing today in the UK, also includes selections that date as far back as Una Marson, the
Jamaican poet whose heyday was during the nineteen forties and fifties in the UK. The anthology
also features Louise Bennett, Kamau Brathwaite, George Lamming (who began his career as a
poet), Wole Soyinka and John Figueroa. The benefit of their inclusion is that it establishes that
there is a fairly long and evolving tradition of Black and Asian poets writing in and about Britain.
The selections help us to observe the movement from the experiences of the immigrants of the
forties and fifties and those of the British-born Black and Asian poets who are busy redefining
what Britain is.

Another curious decision made by the authors is not to get preoccupied with the matter of
nationality and residency. This allows them to include the work of poets such as Derek Walcott
and Lorna Goodison, neither of whom has actually lived in the UK for an extended period of
time. Yet their poems fall under what the editors deftly describe as the “global communities caught
in Britain’s imperial past and present”.

One does get the sense, however, that the editors simply sought to find rich, dynamic and
compellingly written poems that offer an insight into the idea of Britain, like the amusing ‘Do’
Care’ by Bashabi Fraser who writes of a daughter negotiating the complex issue of national
loyalties in a girl of multiple heritages and ‘homes’, through an examination of sports fandom.
When the stakes are highest, she will take no sides, because she “do’ care” who wins when the
teams she loves are competing. I choose to mention this poem of almost two hundred collected
here because it somehow captures exactly my feeling about the collection – and here the phrase
“do’ care” does not mean that I don’t care about the idea of the collection, the execution of the
collection or the achievement of the collection, but that I admire the work so much that I don’t
care to spend time quibbling about who might have been left out (Fifi Anobil of Wales, Janet Kofi
Tsekpo and many others) and/or who might have been included, since at the end of the day I find
this a convincing read.

Without meaning to be, Out of Bounds has become the most comprehensive gathering of Black
and Asian British poets in any single volume, and in this the editors have done a great service. I
have found it annoyingly impossible to single out poems and poets, but I have to say that I have
found myself remarking at the high quality of the work selected and the effective way in which the
editors engage place and identity, complicating the very idea of Britishness.

Sudeep Sen, in his introduction to The Harper Collins Book of English Poetry, seems to suggest
that the phenomenon of Indian Poetry in English is a relative young one – arguably as old as the
modern nation of India. He says that his decision to collect the work of poets born after nineteen
fifty, represents his attempt to establish a marker of the emergence of Indian poetry in English,
one that nicely marks out a piece of territory around which to draw some conclusions about the
poetry produced. By titling the collection The Harper Collins Book of English Poetry, something
quite bold is taking place. The publishers, one can only assume, are arguing that this anthology
constitutes a major contribution to poetry in English and one that should be appreciated for its
global authority. I am reminded of Chinua Achebe’s provocative reminder that “English is a
Nigerian language”. One gets a taste of Sen’s discriminating eye in the selections of some of the
stand-out poets collected. And while these are the poets whose reputations we know well, there is
no guarantee that the selections will do them justice. In this anthology Meena Alexander, David
Dabydeen, Vikram Seth, Sujata Bhatt, Raman Mundair, Priya Sarukkai Chabira, Michelle Cahill,
Menka Shivdasani, and, of course, Sen himself, are all represented by some stunning poems. Of
special note are Chabria’s long sequence ‘Everyday Things in my Life’ and Mundair’s very necessary
‘Chattri Yatra’.

I remain fascinated by how unselfconsciously so many of the poets ‘own’ and co-opt the
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idioms and the mythologies of western literary practice, and how authoritative is their command
of this source – such that western classical music, politics, literature, mythology and popular
culture become elemental to their poetics. I reject the temptation to see this as something of a
subtle re-colonisation, but choose instead to remind myself of how porous the walls of culture,
identity and geography are in the contemporary space. The poets collected here live all over the
world, many of them were born in cultures other than India, and most, like much of the world,
find themselves citizens of a complex and information-rich world of the internet, international
travel and migration. The poetry reflects this. In this sense, one would be hard-pressed (as I
suspect Sen himself is, explaining why he punts the task of trying to construct an aesthetic or
some kind of literary mapping of modern Indian poetry to “academics and scholars” and, one
supposes, reviewers) to somehow unearth some essential ‘Indian poetic’ from this anthology. And
yet, if one is prepared to accept the idea of openness, a broad imaginative palette gladly embracing
all orthodoxies and in so doing dismantling them, as the defining character of what we see
collected here, then we may, in fact have arrived at a functional aesthetic. It makes sense, for
instance, that the British-born Daljit Nagra seems far more fascinated by the meaning of being
Indian than any of the poets who live and write in India.

I can only point to some highlights in a volume of more than five hundred pages and
representing eighty-five poets. There is an intellectual energy and daring in Jeet Thayil’s work –
the irresistible danger of confession and wisdom (“It’s an affliction to grow up motherless, with
your lady mother / living beside you” (‘Letter from a Mughal Emperor 2006’). His honesty is
sometimes alarming: “When you said, ‘I mean it, we live like stones,’/ you broke something in me
only heroin / could fix” (‘Heroin Sestina’). I am inclined to go searching for more work by this
poet, as I am to find the first full-length collection of Judith Lal, whose poems collected here have
an assurance of idea, but more importantly, a kind of hunger for the world – a capacity to be
surprised, puzzled and engaged by the world. It is a contagious thing. See her poem ‘Chit’ to see
what I mean. Another tantalisingly interesting voice is Monica Moody, a fairly young poet whose
experiments with syntax and versification sharpen her interest in politics and the personal
intersecting in fruitfully troubling ways. Here she is on Delhi: “I stuff // the feeling into my mouth
/ become a crow // device to scratch throats / trash bins” (‘I, Or’). I will resort now to listing a few
names of poets whose work I am committed to seeking out having been introduced to them here.
The list would include Sridala Swami, Deepankar Khiwani (‘Life on the Island’), Chitra Banerjee
Divakaruni (‘After Death: A Landscape’), Bibhu Padhi (‘Someone Has Been Missing’), Bhanu
Kapil (‘Schizophrene’), Robin S. Ngangom (if only for the line, “Only poetry of ruins is real”),
Subhashini Kaligotla (‘Reading Plato’), Vikas K. Menon (whose ‘Pyre’ is simply arresting) and
Anindita Sengupta whose metaphors are startling:

A backyard of bramble and weed was where

we found noise. It wandered knock-kneed

and had a tongue full of pins. (‘Brink’)

Knowing Sen’s work, I see his fingerprints all over this extremely beautiful book with its
striking cover image. The poems are given space to breathe, and the small details – the tiny
symbols, the deft font choices, and the generous use of title pages to showcase the poets – give this
book a quality of care and taste that is enviable.

For all the amazing work in these two anthologies, what impresses most is the monumental
accomplishment of the editors. Sen has been at this for a while and he should be recognised for
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his tireless efforts as an editor of numerous poets under his quite successful small imprint Aark
Arts, and as the dogged editor of many anthologies of Indian poetry that constantly make the case
for a lively and engaging poetic movement coming out of India and its diaspora. This volume is a
culmination of that work – a work of care, thoroughness and generosity. Kay, Proctor and
Robinson did not take the easy route of just tossing a bunch of poems together for their anthology
– instead, they found a thematic focus that would be broad enough to allow for comprehension
and representation, and narrow enough to make our reading discoveries fresh as we plow through
all those pages. In the end they have not cured me of my fear of anthologies, but they have at least
confirmed what I have always suspected: that anthologies remain extremely necessary in this
business.

Kwame Dawes is a poet and writer of fiction, non-fiction, criticism and drama. He is the Glenna Luschei Editor of
Prairie Schooner and a Chancellor’s Professor of English at the University of Nebraska. His Duppy Conqueror: New and
Selected Poems will be published by Copper Canyon in 2013.
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