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Eric Berlin won the 2015 National Poetry 
Competition with ‘Night Errand’, in which a 
haunted speaker moved through an American 
shopping mall at night culminating in a surprising 
twist (and featuring a very prominent Jeff 
Goldblum cameo). His writing resource looks at 
two poems from the competition’s history which 
also turn on their heels, subverting the reader's 
expectations and bringing about a shift in our 
understanding: ‘Embrace’ by Rhian Gallagher, and 
‘Night Feed’ by Charlie Druce. 

 

Eric Berlin lives in upstate New York, where he 
works online as a freelance editor. As a poet, he has 
won the National Poetry Competition, University 
of Canberra Vice-Chancellor’s Prize, Bradford on 
Avon Poetry Prize, and Ledge Poetry Prize. He 
recently taught in the Reneé Crown Honors 
Program at Syracuse University, USA, and is 
studying the poetic prosody of standup and rallies 
for applications to activism and autism. An 
interview with Josie Long on the prosody of 
standup can be found in Comedy Studies. 

National Poetry 
Competition resource  
by Eric Berlin

On ‘Embrace’ by  
Rhian Gallagher
This poem of awakening trusts its use of the odd and 
striking to become relevant over time, choosing a lack 
of pretence over sonic pyrotechnics. As if aiming to 
express rather than impress, Gallagher draws 
understated details from observation and finds poetry 
in the unmitigated weirdness of lived experience.  
 
Points to discuss 
 
1.  What phrases depict the speaker as resisting change, 
    and what factors lead to her eventual transformation? 
 
2.  Throughout this ecstatic poem, we see bodies and 
    clothing: “body-search pose”, “the sound of a press 
    squeezing a line along a sleeve”, “under our winter 
    jackets”. Are bodies and clothing treated differently? 
    Which words describe a force that comes from 
    within, and which from without? 
 
3.  As a possible lineage for this poem, consider Walt
    Whitman’s ‘Crossing Brooklyn Ferry’: “Just as you 
    stand and lean on the rail, yet hurry with the swift 
    current, I stood yet was hurried [...] / I too walk’d 
    the streets of Manhattan island, and bathed in the 

1

Eric Berlin.

Using this resource 
 
The discussion points work equally well for 
individual contemplation or group discussion. If  
you are working with these poems in a class or group 
setting, you may wish to ask the questions to the 
whole group or choose to discuss in pairs.  
 
Feeling inspired? If you’d like to use these  
writing prompts to pen your own National  
Poetry Competition entry, the competition opens  
for submissions in the summer and closes on  
31 October every year. You can find out the most  
up-to-date information on how to submit to  
the competition at poetrysociety.org.uk/npc



 

© 2020 The Poetry Society & the author/s 
poetrysociety.org.uk 

    waters around it, / I too felt the curious abrupt 
    questionings stir within me... Throb, baffled and 
    curious brain! throw out questions and answers!”  
    In which passages might Gallagher be experiencing 
    alienation, empathy, and awareness of other lives / 
    solitudes? 
 
4.  The passing mention of Lady Liberty also makes 
    Emma Lazarus relevant, whose sonnet appears on its 
    base: “Here at our sea-washed, sunset gates shall stand/ 
    A mighty woman with a torch, whose flame / Is the 
    imprisoned lightning, and her name / Mother of 
    Exiles...” How central is the idea of exile in ‘Embrace’?  
 
5. In a couple of passages, the word order makes us 
    revise our understanding as it unfolds: first, “wrestling 
    with the sea” becomes “wrestling with the sea on our 
    skin”. Later, “Gulping, knees undone...” seems to 
    describe the “Two guys”, but then turns out to be 
    about the speaker and her lover. How might such 
    momentary misunderstandings be useful in a poem 
    about letting down barriers?  
 
6.  The last three lines are almost entirely composed of 
    monosyllabic words. How does this change tempo 
    and register? Compare this with the line in Don 
    Paterson’s ‘Wave’: “I was nothing but a fold in her 
    blue gown”. 
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7.  The closing line could be describing the initial 
    embrace or the memory it spurred, or both. How 
    might this valence intensify the poem’s concluding 
    gesture? 
 
Writing prompts 
 
1.  Write about a specific embrace that transformed 
    you in some way, building a montage from the 
    details that surrounded you. Trust the striking 
    sensory impressions, and avoid the urge to explain 
    them, even using fragments if that helps you savour 
    the pulp of the details. Be ready to chase memories 
    that arise in the process, since these fleeting 
    associations become the poetic leaps that propel 
    your readers. 
 
2.  Think of an instance when you lost track of time, 
    when you let yourself be swept away by something 
    more important or urgent than the daily routine. 
    Spend time with your memories before trying to find 
    words. On scrap paper, draw some images that 
    come back to you, as a way of keeping words at 
    bay. This builds a barrel of vivid impressions 
    pickled in each other’s juices. Keep drawing until 
    words start coming to you.  

Judges: Neil Astley, Jonathan Edwards & 
Karen McCarthy Woolf 
 
Enter online at poetrysociety.org.uk/npc 
Deadline for entries: 31 October 2020 
 
Ten prizes  
First Prize: £5000 
Second Prize: £2000 
Third Prize: £1000 
Commendations: £200 

Established in 1978, The Poetry Society’s National 
Poetry Competition is one of the world’s biggest and 
most prestigious poetry contests. Winners include 
both established and emerging poets, and for many 
the prize has proved an important career milestone. 
Win, and add your name to a roll-call that includes 
Carol Ann Duffy, Ruth Padel, Tony Harrison, Jo 
Shapcott, Colette Bryce, Philip Gross  
and Sinéad Morrissey. 
 
Entry fees: £7 for your first poem; £4 for  
each subsequent poem in the same submission.  
Free second poem for Poetry Society members. Full 
details and rules at www.poetrysociety.org.uk/npc

Enter the National Poetry 
Competition 2020 

FREE second NPC poem for Poetry Society 
members
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This sonnet begins in a straightforward, peaceful mode 
then quickly spirals into fearful thinking, as the speaker 
envisions the dangers that surround him and his child. 
Surprisingly, he depicts each of these threats as somehow 
natural, as if they stem from a desperation that is familiar 
to him as well. To survive in this world, he seems to 
suggest, that some sort of compassion is essential. 
 
Points to discuss 
 
1.  When a poem employs the register of plain-speak, 
    unusual word pairings are especially effective. 
    Without looking back, what pairings can you recall? 
 
2.  The speaker addresses his infant directly, though the 
    child can’t follow. What does this imply about this 
    moment’s meaning for the speaker? Samuel Taylor 
    Coleridge wrote ‘Frost at Midnight’, from a similar 
    “solitude, which suits/ abstruser musings.” What 
    images accentuate the child’s vulnerability and 
    promise in these poems? 
 
3.  Which details were observed and which imagined? 
    For comparison, see Ted Hughes’s ‘The Thought 
    Fox’: “I imagine this midnight moment’s forest: / 
    Something else is alive / Beside the clock’s loneliness 
    [...] Something more near/ Though deeper within 
    darkness / Is entering...” 
 
4.  In this relaxed sonnet, what theme in the first 
    quatrain gets expanded in the second? Hint: follow 
    the assonance of “beyond”, and note how the images 
    increase in scale. 
 
5.  What dramatic turn (volta) takes place in lines 8-9? 
    How does the speaker’s status change here? To 
    whom is he exposed? 

On ‘Night Feed’  
by Charlie Druce
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6.  Since most lines here are interrupted by 
    punctuation or syntax (caesura), exceptions are 
    tangible. Why might uninterrupted syntax be 
    especially apt for lines 4, 13 and 14? 
 
7.  The opening and penultimate lines are the only 
    ones with 10 syllables. Why might Druce abide 
    most strictly by the sonnet form at these moments 
    of approaching the threshold and backing away? 
 
 
Writing prompts 
 
1.  Think of a time when you approached the edge of 
    a fearful thought then backed away. In 14 lines, 
    give a snapshot of that process, placing the 
    dramatic tilt (or inflection point) at line 8.  
 
2.  Vulnerability can be seen as a weakness or a
    strength. Recall a moment when you were safe but 
    in the presence of potential danger. That 
    heightened state of mind can bring ‘luminous 
    details’ into focus from the margins of your 
    attention. Without villainizing the threat, compile 
    a list of sensory details that are devoid of judgment, 
    to reawaken that memory for yourself, and let 
    them suggest a direction for the next few lines. 
    Remember that you’re doing your work as a poet 
    when you’re following these inner leads rather than 
    trying to lead your subconscious as its master.

National Poetry Competition artwork by Arna Miller. arnamiller.com
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Rhian Gallagher 
Embrace 
 
Unshowered, wrestling with the sea still on our skin 
when she catches me, mid-room, with a kiss. 
Not a passing glance of lips, but her intended 
till I press back against the wall 
laughing, in a body-search pose 
as ready as her to forget about dinner. 
  
Once, in our first months, we headed down Christopher Street 
starch wafting from an open laundry, the sound of a press 
squeezing a line along a sleeve. We slipped 
across the West Side Highway, out on the pier 
pressing our faces to the fence to catch an air of sea, 
distant Liberty. Winter sun pouring its heart out 
over the Hudson, she stepped into me – 
the cold became a memory 
smudged under our winter coats. 
  
Two guys stood on the far side of the pier 
looking baffled, how long they’d been there 
god knows. Gulping, knees undone, we surfaced like swimmers 
and almost ran back up Christopher Street 
laughing. We’d been gone an hour, the night had come 
there were shelves of lights up and down the tall streets,  
she was all over me. Everything had turned on.

‘Embrace’ by Rhian Gallagher was placed third in the 
2001 National Poetry Competition. © The author, 
2020. More at poems.poetrysociety.org.uk
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Charlie Druce 
Night Feed 
 
 
We stand at the door and watch the pale night,  
you, my twelve pounds of grackle bird, seagull boy,  
oblivious to the moonlight and what lies beyond –  
the foxes silently slipping through fences,  
robbers waiting in their cars for a gap in their nerves.  
A helicopter rides overhead, restless and searching.  
It’s all right birdie boy, it’s not us they’re looking for.  
But its beam exposes me – how even now  
I am preparing you, handing you down my alibis,  
already thickening your soft new-leaf skin.  
A siren bleeds and the chopper canters away.  
You ruffle down in my arms’ nest, eyes closing,  
So we leave the garden to its own stealth  
and the foxes to their rusty shadows in the wet grass. 
 

‘Night Feed’ by Charlie Druce was commended in the 
2006 National Poetry Competition. © The author, 
2020. More at poems.poetrysociety.org.uk


