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Since it was founded in 1912, The Poetry 
Review, published quarterly by The Poetry 
Society, has been home to the world’s best 
writing – by both internationally renowned 
and emerging poets, newcomers and 
Nobel Prize winners.  
 
Each issue, we’ll look at a poem from an issue in 
detail – asking questions which you might like to 
answer at meetings of The Poetry Society’s regional 
Stanza groups, at other reading or writing groups,  
or as part of your own individual relationship with 
poetry. Poems beget poems – we’ll add in some 
writing prompts too.  
 
‘Labels for the Exhibition of an Hitherto Private 
Cabinet of Masks’ by Gregory Leadbetter 
 

Our latest poem, selected from The Poetry 
Review Summer 2020 issue is Gregory 
Leadbetter’s ‘Labels for the Exhibition of an 
Hitherto Private Cabinet of Masks’. Turn 
the page to read the poem and our ideas for 
exploring it further.

Discussion  
points & writing 

prompts

“The Poetry Review is unquestionably the 
most significant, flagship publication of its 
type in Britain, and has held that position  
for many years now.” – Simon Armitage  
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Gregory Leadbetter 
Labels for the Exhibition of an Hitherto  
Private Cabinet of Masks  
 
 
A mask for the opening of the mouth 
        where death has occluded the breath. 
 
A mask in the figure of an emerald moth 
        emergent from the pupa of the head. 
 
A mask torn from a seraph 
        as it fled to its vacuum. 
 
A mask of sticks in the likeness of a man 
        found in use as the nest of a bird (species uncertain). 
 
A mask lifted from the bark of a pear at Wyre 
        said to weep sap from the cut of its eyes. 
 
A mask taken from a witch in the likeness of a wren 
        (said to have revealed her human form). 
 
A mask like to the head of a devilfish 
        fetched from the sea at Candia. 
 
A mask in the likeness of a sleeping child 
        donated by its mother. 
 
A mask of alabaster in the likeness of the collector 
        as he was last seen in this life. 
 

‘Labels for the Exhibition of an Hitherto Private Cabinet of Masks’ was published in 
The Poetry Review, Vol 102, No. 2, Summer 2020. © The Poetry Society & the 
author, 2020. More at  poetrysociety.org.uk
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Discussion points 
 
•  Why wear a mask? Protection, disguise – or 
   something more transformational? How might the 
   wearer of a weeping mask, a witch’s mask or any of 
   the other masks in the poem be transformed? 
•  “death has occluded the breath”, “last seen in this 
   life”: just what sort of selection of objects has the 
   collector curated in their Cabinet? Have you ever 
   fancied building your own Cabinet of Curiosities? 
   Here are some hints: https://en.wikipedia.org/ 
   wiki/Cabinet_of_curiosities 
•  Why do you think the cabinet was “hitherto 
   private”? Why might it now be exhibited? 
•  Write a poem about masks. Write it for people who 
   wear them, or people who don’t. Make the 
   challenge harder: don’t refer directly to the Covid 
   pandemic. Make the challenge harder still: don’t 
   use the word ‘mask’. 
 
 
About the Poet 
 
Gregory Leadbetter is the author of three poetry 
collections: Maskwork (Nine Arches Press, 2020),  
The Fetch (Nine Arches Press, 2016) and the 
pamphlet The Body in the Well (HappenStance, 2007). 
His book Coleridge and the Daemonic Imagination 
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2011) won the University 
English Book Prize 2012. He has published widely on 
Romantic poetry and thought, twentieth-century and 
contemporary poetry, and he has written poetry and 
radio drama for the BBC. Five poems from The Fetch 
have been set to music for piano and voice by the 
composer and pianist Eric McElroy. He is Professor  
of Poetry at Birmingham City University. 

For more from the Summer 2020 of  
The Poetry Review, visit the issue 
webpage at bit.ly/tpr1102 
 

4Read the free selected poems, essays and reviews 

4Sample our exclusive, online-only features ‘Behind 
     the Poem’, ‘In Front of the Poem’ and ‘Poetry 
     Mixtape’ 

4Listen to our podcast series with fascinating 
     exchanges between editor Emily Berry and 
     contributors 

4Sign up for our fully searchable digital version of 
     The Poetry Review and archive, for phone, tablet 
     and PC (a benefit that’s entirely free to Full 
     Members of The Poetry Society.) 

4Buy a copy of the Review or subscribe, or best of 
     all, join The Poetry Society, to guarantee your 
     copy, while you enjoy the many other benefits of 
     membership, including special members’ 
     discounts, Poetry News and a member area with 
     exclusive content. Visit poetrysociety.org.uk/join 

4The Poetry Review welcomes your submissions  
     – full details at bit.ly/tpr1102
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