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Joe Dunthorne was commended in the National 
Poetry Competition 2019 for his poem ‘Due to  
a series of ill judgements on my part’.  
 
Joe says: “I chose these two poems for how they 
make surrealism feel real. I love that their outlandish 
elements – a woman eating houses and breathing 
fire, a mum pottering around the garden with a 
‘four-foot bastard sword’ – serve to help us 
understand the emotional force of seemingly 
mundane realities. These poems use surrealism, not 
for the sake of it or to be quirky, but to refresh our 
understanding of the world.”

National Poetry 
Competition resource  
by Joe Dunthorne

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

In ‘Mum with Sword’ by Jack Nicholls, the speaker 
seems to be using their vivid imagination as a way to 
cope with a difficult situation. In fact, the speaker’s 
apparent fantasy – of their mum carrying a sword, 
living in a castle with pheasants – is such an essential 
coping mechanism that the speaker refuses to let it be 
dismissed as a joke or a metaphor. This is made clear 
in the brilliantly deadpan opening stanza: 
 

My mum carries a sword now. You 
    misunderstand me. My mum 
carries a sword now. My mum has a long, 
    solemn sword 
 
swinging behind her when she turns to put the 
    birdseed 
in the feeder. 

 
In deceptively simple language it makes a defence of 
the seriousness – and the necessity – of escaping into 
our imaginations. By insisting so much on the 

On ‘Mum with Sword’ 
by Jack Nicholls
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existence of the mum’s sword, it also convinces us that 
there must be another reality, the one the speaker is 
trying to forget. This invites us to ask: what is the 
speaker running from? How bad must things be if 
they find it necessary to recast their home as a castle 
with gothic mirrors, their “lovely” mum wielding 
medieval weaponry? We realise that the sword is real 
because the speaker needs it to be.  
 
The poem creates two worlds that exist simultaneously: 
one that is flamboyant and funny, the other mundane 
and desperate. 
 
Points to discuss 
 
1.  What is the ‘reality’ of the poem, as you see it, and 
    what is the fantasy? 
 
2.  Why does the speaker need to invent a fantasy? 
 
3.  What is the significance of the mother’s “four-foot 
    bastard sword”? Why is her house presented as a 
    castle? 
 
4.  The poem itself asks questions about how the 
    mum feels: “Is she struggling? Are veins cording 
    her biceps? Will her cardie snag and balled tissues 
    come tumbling from the sleeve?” How do you 
    think she feels? What is her relationship to the 
    speaker, her child? 
 
5.  How do you interpret the double meaning of the 
    sword being “drawn” in the penultimate stanza? 

Writing prompts 
 
1.  Write a poem about someone you know intimately 
    but place them in an unlikely or impossible context. 
    For example, you could write a poem in which your 
    mother cannot stop growing. She is already taller 
    than the tallest trees and cannot stop. Or perhaps 
    your sibling lives underground now, is a connoisseur 
    of soil. Or perhaps you read on social media that 
    your childhood best friend has just gone supernova. 
    Try to find a balance between realistic details and 
    impossible ones.  
 
2.  Next, I want you to write an avoidant poem. First, 
    think of a time when you’ve found yourself in a 
    painful situation. Perhaps you had your heart broken 
    or you were unwell or you lost a job. Take a 
    moment to sit in the discomfort of those feelings. 
 
3.  Now think of something that you do when you’re 
    trying to escape negative feelings. It could be playing 
    sport or music or taking a bath or meditating or 
    whatever. I want you to write a poem that explores 
    that distraction, the effort we make to avoid 
    thinking about something painful, without 
    mentioning the painful thing itself. How might the 
    ignored pain still manifest in the distraction? Perhaps 
    it could be a poem about how we might jog until 
    our toenails turn blue? Or a poem about how 
    travelling alone to admire the architecture of every 
    single parish church in Wales might start to seem 
    like mania? Or a poem about obsessively shaving 
    dead skin from our heels, using ever sharper tools? 

 
About Joe Dunthorne 
 
Joe Dunthorne was commended in the National Poetry Competition 2019 for his poem ‘Due to a series of ill 
judgements on my part’. He was born and brought up in Swansea. His debut novel, Submarine, was translated 
into twenty languages and made into an award-winning film. His second novel, Wild Abandon, won the Society 
of Authors’ Encore Award. His latest novel is The Adulterants. His debut poetry collection, O Positive, was 
published by Faber and Faber in 2019. He lives in London. 
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On ‘I know you only 
invited me in for a 
coffee, but’ by Natalie Shaw

2 Points to discuss 
 
1.  What is the ‘reality’ of the poem, as you see it, and 
    what is the fantasy? 
 
2.  Why does this speaker need to invent a fantasy? 
 
3.  Look up M. Mangetout on Google. Does it change 
    the poem to know that there was a real person for 
    whom eating a house (or, in his case, an aeroplane) 
    was possible? 
 
4.  What feeling does the final line –”I am breathing 
    fire and a bit too busy to help” – leave you with? 
 
Writing prompts 
 
1.  Think of a time when you felt trapped or closed in. 

Perhaps in a bad job or a bad relationship, or in an 
exam hall or an awkward conversation. Write a few 
lines that try to capture that sense of claustrophobia. 
Use sensory details: the smell of the exam hall, the 
overhead lights in the office, the sound of your partner 
breathing. How does that trapped feeling manifest?  

 
2.  Now write a poem in which you imagine an 

unlikely way of escaping from, or resolving, that 
situation. Perhaps you dig a tunnel beneath your 
office desk. Or perhaps you simply begin to float 
away, out of your broken relationship, and up into a 
clear blue sky. 

 
3.  Write a passive-aggressive poem. Think of 

something that annoys you or makes you angry. 
Then write a poem in which you address the 
problem but hide your real feelings. In fact, you 
might want to make your anger sound emotionless or 
even like overblown praise. So if you were annoyed 
by the way someone clicks their pen lid you might 
write: You – you were born for jazz / the perfect 
arrhythmia / with which you click click and / click etc. 
Try and let the negative feelings be implied through 
tone rather than expressing them directly. 

I love the delicious vengefulness in Natalie Shaw’s poem 
‘I know you only invited me in for a coffee, but’. 
 

I have eaten your house 
Our children were playing inside 
 
I say playing – actually your child 
Was ignoring my child in a meanish, unkind 
    sort of way 
 
Anyway I have eaten them now 
So it is irrelevant that your child is not a kind 
    person 

 
As with ‘Mum with Sword’, it uses surrealism as a way 
to tell the truth, to explore the outsize feelings created 
by something seemingly ordinary: a bad play date. I 
love how words like “meanish”, “anyway” and “a bit” 
communicate a casualness behind which we sense the 
suppressed rage. Although the poem uses very few 
specific details – the 4x4, Dartmouth Park – there’s 
just enough for us to understand that, hidden under 
the guise of a revenge fantasy, the poem is powered by 
real life. 
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Jack Nicholls 
Mum with Sword 
 
My mum carries a sword now. You misunderstand me. My mum 
carries a sword now. My mum has a long, solemn sword 
 
swinging behind her when she turns to put the birdseed 
in the feeder. It is very strange seeing my mum on the settee 
 
holding her four-foot bastard sword. I don’t want to talk 
about the pheasants stalking round the garden singing for grapes. 
 
I am still getting used to my mum’s new sword. If I am truthful, 
I am not ready to be addressing my mum’s sword 
 
in a poem. Currently, I am not fit for work, and though I can self-certify 
for a few poems, soon I will have to have a proper, proper chat with myself. 
 
You might wonder what my mum’s new sword looks like, 
or if there is medieval detailing on the scabbard 
 
that a healthy poem would illuminate. Picturing my mum as a 
lovely woman with cool specs and smart dyed hair, 
 
as she is, you might wonder how she bears the weight of the thing. 
Is she struggling? Are veins cording her biceps? Will her cardie snag 
 
and balled tissues come tumbling from the sleeve? You might wonder 
why, when I’m wholly aware that I must satisfy you of my health, my capacity 
 
to perform my duties, when I know that you may terminate my contract 
if you choose, why I have doodled a sword on a soggy, salty napkin. 
 
Friends, I couldn’t stop shouting in the garden. 
This isn’t easy for you either. Stick to the rules: 
 
you’re allowed to now pronounce me arsehole out of earshot 
and I’m allowed to trail long smears of cold cream on the castle walls, 
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‘Mum with Sword’ by Jack Nicholls won third prize 
in the National Poetry Competition 2020. © The 
author, 2021. More at poems.poetrysociety.org.uk

and blink like an alien into a tall Gothic mirror, and feel as empty as 
a plastic yellow birdseed scoop. My mum poured it 
 
into my hand and the pheasants came running, and, though wild 
and wanting other things, they ate, just like she said they would, 
 
they fed from the flat of my hand. My mum’s sword was drawn, crudely, 
and lay amongst the daisies. It looked solemn. It looked long. 
 
It looked like a sword. I looked at it and I wrote sword. Friends, 
take me tightly in both hands and swing.
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Natalie Shaw 
I know you only invited me in for a coffee, but 
 
I have eaten your house 
Our children were playing inside 
 
I say playing – actually your child 
Was ignoring my child in a meanish, unkind sort of way 
 
Anyway I have eaten them now 
So it is irrelevant that your child is not a kind person 
 
I ate your 4×4 too 
Even though I cannot drive 
 
I am better than M. Mangetout – 
Rather than getting to work on, say, a hubcap 
 
I just swallow these things whole. 
How will you drive the streets of Dartmouth Park now? 
 
I am breathing fire and a bit too busy to help.

‘I know you only invited me in for a coffee, but’ by 
Natalie Shaw was commended in the National 
Poetry Competition 2018. © The author, 2021. 
More at poems.poetrysociety.org.uk
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FREE  second poem for Poetry 
Society 

members

Judges: Fiona Benson, David 
Constantine & Rachel Long 
 
Enter online at poetrysociety.org.uk/npc 
Deadline for entries: 31 October 2021 
 
Ten prizes  
First Prize: £5,000 
Second Prize: £2,000 
Third Prize: £1,000 
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 
 
 
National Poetry Competition artwork by Whooli Chen, 
centralillustration.com/illustration/whooli-chen

Enter the National Poetry 
Competition 2021 

http://www.poetrysociety.org.uk/npc

