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Charlotte Knight was commended for her poem 
‘MOONDADDY’ in the National Poetry 
Competition 2019. The judges said: “There’s not a 
word wasted in this small but sure-footed poem 
which expresses imaginatively (and beautifully) the 
vulnerability, alienation and conflict of a pregnancy. 
It is difficult not to admire how the poem manages 
to hold all of this in its tiny fragile walls.” 
 
In this resource, Charlotte looks at two other 
winning poems from the National Poetry 
Competition by Mark Pajak and Stephen Sexton 
that use the couplet form and their relationship to 
the lyric voice. 

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

Mark Pajak’s ‘Trick’ consists of a subtle yet expert 
execution of the couplet form. Couplets often imply 
relationship, imply meaning, between two verses. But 
in the case of ‘Trick’, implications move beyond the 
verses, into the dynamic between the two local boys. 
The older boy blindfolds the younger, and: 
 

In its blackness, he imagines the moment held 
like a knife above his friend’s head. His friend 
 
who whispers. Don’t. Move. And then 
there’s a kiss. Lips quickly snipping against his. 

 
Each line break gives way to a new intimacy, which 
seems more surprising to the boy than it does to  
the reader. But intimacy is a double-edged sword –  
a moment is “held / like a knife”, kisses are lips 
“snipping against his”. Intimacy is a thing being done 
to the younger boy. Something sharp and forbidden is 
implied in the breaths the couplets make us take. They 
support the creation of tension between the boys, and 
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tension in the reader’s journey. The poem culminates 
in a lyric turn further carried by the couplets, in 
which the younger boy: 
 

pulls his blindfold. Looks 
 
the older boy full in his up-close face. And sees 
that he’s bleeding, everywhere, under his skin. 

 
We find that the hurt being implied is now subverted, 
is internalised by the older boy. The expectation we 
had of the older boy is subverted by the breaks in 
couplets, is completely turned on its head. ‘Trick’ 
perfects its depiction of a dizzying moment between 
two people, the confusion of emotions, the darkness  
it leaves them in. 

Points to discuss 
 
1.  In a “disused tool-shed”, Pajak finds lyric ways of 
    describing the environment, moving us from a dank 
    shed into a place that’s almost beautiful. How does 
    the lyric language in this poem expand its setting? 
 
2.  What does the weaponry imagery imply about the 
    boys’ feelings towards same-sex relationships? 
 
3.  Following being blindfolded, the poem’s visual form 
    of the couplet still persists. Why could this be? 
 
4.  In the wake of the kiss there is only silence. How do 
    silences and the unsaid work in this poem? 
 
Writing prompts 
 
1.  ‘Trick’ communicates its darkness to the reader 
    through a series of sharp objects. Write a poem 
    about a secret without stating what the secret is. 
    How can we show, rather than tell, the secret? What 
    images can we utilise to communicate our message 
    to the reader? 
 
2.  With the knowledge that couplets often imply a 
    relationship, take the couplet form and use it to 
    write about a complicated relationship you have with 
    someone – this could be a parent, a friend, a lover. 
    What moment in time do you pinpoint as being the 
    complication in your relationship? Could a turn 
    within the couplet form allow for that complication 
    to be reconciled? 
 
3.  Take a traditional form, in Pajak’s case the couplet, 
    and think of the most non-traditional direction you 
    can take this in. Interpret that how you will: subject, 
    relationship, language... The point is we can make 
    progress in poetry by taking the traditional and 
    making it new.

National Poetry Competition artwork by Whooli Chen, 
centralillustration.com/illustration/whooli-chen



‘The Curfew’ is a surreal, expansive poem cleverly 
encapsulated by couplets. Much as Pajak’s ‘Trick’ 
subverts previous lines through their breaks, ‘The 
Curfew’ slips between two timelines, couplet by 
couplet: one of an escaped zoo in the present, the  
other of a miner grandfather in the past. 
 
Not only do the couplets transport us between realities, 
they also move us through changes of tone in the 
speaker’s voice, who tells us 
 

The memorial fountain says nothing 
of the weeks before the rescue failed 
 
but mentions God which, as my grandfather 
used to say, is just the name of the plateau 
 
you view the consequences of your living from. 
Or something like that. He said a lot of things. 

 
Through the use of couplets we see a doing and  
an undoing of the poem’s grace, of the speaker’s 
confidence in what they are telling us. This is how  
we find vulnerability in what is otherwise a strongly 
sealed-off poem, and is part of ‘The Curfew’s unique 
lyric appeal. 
 
Elsewhere, we find that Sexton’s couplets have a 
mirroring effect, his verses riddled with repetition. 
From “sunrise to sunrise and sunrise”, to a reminder 
that the speaker’s grandfather said a lot of things about 
vegetables, to the constant assonance throughout, ‘The 
Curfew’ becomes an echo chamber in which language 
interacts with time and reality differently. 
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On ‘The Curfew’  
by Stephen Sexton

2 As the poem builds, the two realities meet and merge, 
culminating in the grown grandchild becoming a bird: 
 

Even a cabbage is not without desire 
 
my grandfather said one day, and now 
among the animals, I feel under my wings 
 
the word for things I thought I knew 
departing, and I understand him. 

 
And it is precisely in this moment of confused realities 
where we find ‘The Curfew’s tenderness. 
 
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? 
 



© 2021 The Poetry Society & the author/s 
poetrysociety.org.uk 

Writing prompts 
 
1.  Sexton utilises the couplet form to create and then 
    undo statements. Write a poem in couplets in which 
    you present the reader with an image in one line, 
    only to negate or take away that image in the next. 
    What effect do you think this would have on the 
    reader?  
 
2.  ‘The Curfew’ contains enough animals to fill an ark, 
    and its couplet form helps them to travel two-by-
    two in the reader’s mind. Your prompt is to write a 
    poem in couplets, filling it with as many animals as 
    possible. Try to utilise the couplet form to support  
    a sense of parallelism between the animals. What 
    comparisons can we draw between animals, and  
    how does form help us to do so? 
 
3.  Repetition permeates the structure of ‘The Curfew’, 
    possibly as a reflection of grief and lingering 
    memories. Consider a moment in your life which 
    you can’t quite escape. How might repetition 
    interact with this memory on the page? 

 
About Charlotte Knight 
 
British-Ukrainian poet Charlotte Knight is a 2021 
New Poets Prize winner, and was commended in 
the National Poetry Competition in 2019. Her 
work has featured variously in Magma, SPAM and 
elsewhere. Charlotte has completed a Masters in 
Creative & Life Writing at Goldsmiths College. 
Her pamphlet, Ways of Healing, will be published 
by Smith|Doorstop in June 2022. 

Enter the National Poetry 
Competition 2021 

FREE  

second poem 
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From l to r: Fiona Benson, David Constantine, Rachel Long (photo: 
Amaal Said)

Judges: Fiona Benson, David Constantine  
& Rachel Long 
 
First Prize: £5,000 • Second Prize: £2,000 
Third Prize: £1,000 • Commendations: £200 
 
Enter online at poetrysociety.org.uk/npc 
Deadline for entries: 31 October 2021 
 
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 & rules at www.poetrysociety.org.uk/npc
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Mark Pajak 
Trick 
 
Inside this disused tool-shed in Hammer Wood 
slatted walls morse daylight on an earth floor. 
 
Here two local boys find a knife, its blade 
freckled in rust. The older boy picks it up, 
 
with its egg whiff of wet metal, and points 
to his friend to back against the wall for a trick. 
 
Then the younger boy’s t-shirt is hustled 
over his head and rolled into a blindfold. 
 
In its blackness, he imagines the moment held 
like a knife above his friend’s head. His friend 
 
who whispers. Don’t. Move. And then 
there’s a kiss. Lips quickly snipping against his. 
 
Silence. He’s aware of his chest, the negative 
of his t-shirt. He pulls his blindfold. Looks 
 
the older boy full in his up-close face. And sees 
that he’s bleeding, everywhere, under his skin.

‘Trick’ was commended in the National 
Poetry Competition 2020. © The author, 
2021. More at poems.poetrysociety.org.uk
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Stephen Sexton 
The Curfew 
 
The radicals sprung the locks that night, hurrah! 
and their lovely collarbones were almost moonly. 
 
Rhinos shrieked and bellowed, elephants tromboned 
and the animals nosed into town. 
 
Sunrise to sunrise and sunrise we kept indoors. 
If you can’t count your onions, what can you count 
 
my grandfather used to say. He said a lot of things. 
Among the other miners he was legendary: 
 
when no more than the thought of the pink crumple 
of his infant daughter’s body came to mind 
 
a glow would swell in the pit, the men 
would mayhem bauxite by the light 
 
his tenderness emitted. 
Some of me lived inside her even then. 
 
The memorial fountain says nothing 
of the weeks before the rescue failed 
 
but mentions God which, as my grandfather 
used to say, is just the name of the plateau 
 
you view the consequences of your living from. 
Or something like that. He said a lot of things. 
 
He grew wise and weary as an albatross 
and left for that great kingdom of nevertheless. 
 
It would have pleased his handsome shoulders 
to watch this grizzly scoop for salmon 
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‘The Curfew’ was the winner of the National Poetry 
Competition 2016. © The author, 2021. More at 
poems.poetrysociety.org.uk

 
in the fountain of his friends, or the Bengals, 
or the shakedown squad of chimpanzees 
 
who bang and bang on the grocery window. 
One by one eleven miners starved to death. 
 
In the streets they collar or tranquillise 
the ocelots and run a spike of ketamine 
 
through the plumbing in the fountain. 
Dromedaries blue-mood around the pub 
 
aloof under their reservoirs of fat. 
I don’t sleep, but oh plateau! these days 
 
of violence have been my happiest. 
Even a cabbage is not without desire 
 
my grandfather said one day, and now 
among the animals, I feel under my wings 
 
the words for things I thought I knew 
departing, and I understand him.


