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Every year, The Poetry Society commissions a poet to write a new poem as part of the official celebrations 

welcoming the Christmas tree to London’s Trafalgar Square.   
 
The poem receives its premiere at the lighting up ceremony on Thursday 2 December, where it is performed by 
a trio of London schoolchildren. The poem also adorns the base of the tree on a colourful banner throughout 
the festive season, designed by Marcus Walters. 
 
The 2021 poem has been written by Sinéad Morrissey, winner of the 2020 European Poet of Freedom 

Award, and author of six acclaimed poetry collections. Sinéad’s poem is called ‘The Fourth King’ and speaks 
from the perspective of the Christmas tree. The poem celebrates this special tree – known as the Queen of the 
Forest for its height – as well as the role of trees as the lungs of the planet. 
 
Sinéad said of the poem: “The specialness of this example of a tree kind of really spoke to me and the fact that 
it's elected to go on this journey and that it is a gift from one nation to another nation. All of those things lit up  
my mind and I felt very inspired to focus on the tree itself as a special instance of Christmas spirit.” 
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“I think this tree is amazing for several reasons. First of all, it’s amazing because it’s so tall. It comes from the 
high forest that rings the Earth up around the Arctic Circle, and I’ve imagined this tree standing taller than all 
the other trees – poking its head above the forest canopy. It’s also amazing because of what it does. Trees take  
in carbon dioxide but breathe out oxygen – they act as the planet’s lungs. In this age of climate change, trees 
couldn’t be more important. Just as the Christmas story is about a baby who offers hope to mankind, trees  
offer hope to mankind too. So in the poem I imagine the tree breathing and cleaning the air, helping all of  
us to breathe.” 
 
The poem begins: 
  

They found me high 
above the breathing canopy,   
tightjacketed prodigy— 
interstellar silence 
laced through my hair 
and frost like a tapestry 
nailed to my door. 

 
A tree has been given by the Mayor of Oslo to the people of London every year since 1947. The Lord Mayor of 
Westminster receives the gift in a traditional celebration which marks the start of the Christmas season in the 
capital.   
 
Three children from a local primary school, St Saviour’s Church of England Primary School in Westminster, are 
performing this year’s special poem. They are Year 6 pupils Isobel Chappell, Leon Ganje Day and Vasilis 
Vasiliou. 
 
The Poetry Society would like to thank Gateway Academy, Our Lady of Dolours, St Mary of the Angels 
Primary School and St Saviour’s Church of England Primary School in Westminster for taking part in poetry 
workshops inspired by ‘The Fourth King’.  
 
The children were selected after taking part in a programme of writing and performance workshops in school, 
led by poets Cheryl Moskowitz and Coral Rumble for The Poetry Society. The children learned about the 
history of the Christmas tree tradition, wrote their own poems, and were the first secret readers of Sinéad 
Morrissey’s new poem, which they have had great fun practising. New group poems written by children from all 
four schools are also published on The Poetry Society’s website, inspired by ‘The Fourth King’. 
 
The lighting-up of the tree in 2021 will be the first in-person tree lighting ceremony in two years, with 
Westminster City Council hosting their first ever digital tree-lighting event in 2020. The Lord Mayor of 
Westminster invites the public to gather in person on Thursday 2 December from 6pm. 
 
The Mayor of Oslo’s gift of a Christmas tree to the people of London is a symbol of peace and friendship, in 
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recognition from Norway of Britain’s support during World War II. The Poetry Society launched its ‘Look 
North More Often’ Christmas tree project with the Royal Norwegian Embassy in 2009, to celebrate the tree’s 
arrival from Norway, with the help of professional poets and local schoolchildren. As well as the children who 
take part in poet-led workshops in their schools, teachers across the country use new digital resources from the 
project every year, to share writing ideas from the project in their own classrooms. 

Sinéad Morrissey’s poem, ‘The Fourth King’ will be displayed on banners around the base of the Christmas tree 
in Trafalgar Square, designed by artist Marcus Walters. It can be visited until 6 January 2022. Up to three 
million people usually visit the Square over the period.  

In collaboration with Sinéad Morrissey, The Poetry Society has created teaching resources to support primary 
school children to write inspired by ‘The Fourth King’ and by the Trafalgar Square Christmas tree. These 
resources can be freely downloaded from The Poetry Society’s resources website, Poetryclass, and include an 
interview with the poet, a letter from the poet and a lesson plan with ways into the poem and writing activities. 
Find out more at resources.poetrysociety.org.uk 

The full Christmas poem can be read on The Poetry Society website following the lighting up ceremony at 
www.poetrysociety.org.uk 

Find more information, read all the poems, and discover free learning resources: bit.ly/poetrychristmastree   

Follow the tree on Twitter @TrafalgarTree at www.poetrysociety.org.uk 

‘The Fourth King’ by Sinéad Morrissey • The poem is embargoed until 2 December 2021, 6pm 

Copy of the poem available on request •  Please email brogers@poetrysociety.org.  

– ENDS –
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Notes to Editors 

The Poetry Society 
The Poetry Society is the UK’s leading organisation for poetry. With innovative education and commissioning programmes, and a packed calendar of 
performances, competitions, and digital projects, The Poetry Society champions poetry for all ages. The Poetry Society was founded in 1909 to 
promote a “more general recognition and appreciation of poetry”. Since then, it has grown into a dynamic arts organisation, representing British 
poetry both nationally and internationally. It has a thriving worldwide membership and publishes Britain’s leading poetry magazine, The Poetry 
Review. The Poetry Society is an Arts Council England National Portfolio Organisation and a registered charity.   
poetrysociety.org.uk • Follow us on Twitter @PoetrySociety and Instagram @ThePoetrySociety 

look North More Often 
The Christmas tree poem is written as part of The Poetry Society’s ‘Look North More Often’ project, established in 2009. The project takes its name 
from a line by Norwegian poet Rolf Jacobsen. Each year pupils from different primary schools work with poets to write poems to celebrate the arrival 
of the Trafalgar Square Christmas tree. 
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2021 is the thirteenth year a poem has been commissioned to welcome the tree. The poems are: 
 
‘Tree Song’ by Kit Wright in 2009, ‘Green Magi’ by John Agard in 2010, ‘Roots’ by Roger McGough in 2011, ‘The Kindness of Trees’ by Jackie 
Kay in 2012, ‘Decorating the Tree’ by Kevin Crossley-Holland in 2013, ‘How I’ll Decorate My Tree’ by Liz Lochhead in 2014, ‘The Secret Song of 
the Tree’ by Ian McMillan in 2015, ‘The Christmas Tree’s Secret’ by Julia Copus in 2016, ‘The Friendship Tree’ by A.F. Harrold in 2017,  ‘Look 
Into My Lights’ by Joseph Coelho in 2018, ‘The Gift’ by Clare Pollard in 2019, ‘The Christmas Pine’ by Julia Donaldson in 2020, and ‘The Fourth 
King’ by Sinéad Morrissey in 2021.  
 
In 2009-10, new translations were commissioned of classic Norwegian poems by Tarjei Vesaas and Nordahl Grieg from Kevin Crossley-Holland and 
Philip Gross, which were also displayed around the tree. 
 

Sinéad Morrissey 
Sinéad Morrissey is the author of six poetry collections. Her awards include first prize in The Poetry Society’s National Poetry Competition with  
her poem ‘Through the Square Window‘ (2007), a Lannan Literary Fellowship and the E M Forster Award from the American Academy of Arts and 
Letters. Both Through the Square Window and Parallax received the Irish Times Poetry Prize. She was the winner of the T.S. Eliot Prize in 2013 and 
of the Forward Prize in 2017. In 2020 she was awarded the European Poet of Freedom Award for her collection, On Balance, translated into Polish 
by Magdalena Heydel. She is Professor of Creative Writing at Newcastle University. She was one of two judges of the 2017 Foyle Young Poets of  
the Year Award. 
 
Marcus Walters 
Marcus Walters, who created the Trafalgar Square Tree banner for Sinéad Morrissey’s poem ‘The Fourth King’, is a graphic artist and designer based 
in the UK. Marcus has collaborated with many brands, designing ranges for Levi’s, Uniqlo, Heals and John Lewis in the UK. His client list also 
includes the BBC, Honda, Amnesty International, The Fair Trade Foundation, Howies and Innocent Smoothies, while his screen printed artwork 
and lithographic prints are sold in many shops around the UK and Europe. www.marcuswalters.com 


