
On ‘The Goldsmith’s Apprentice’ 
by Keith Chandler  
(Commended, 2012)
In most of the poetry I read, or have read in the past, 
the world of work – especially ‘manual’ work – seems 
an under-explored area. I’ve been doing a lot of family 
history research and thinking about the physically tough 
and often badly paid jobs undertaken by my ancestors 
(coal mining, agricultural labouring, seamstressing/ 
mending, domestic service, nannying, sheep shearing, 
butter carrying, cobbling, clog making). 

‘The Goldsmith’s Apprentice’ drew me in 
immediately with its blunt, factual ‘job description’ – 
narrated by an authoritative voice. I’d never heard the 
term ‘trashers’ before and thought it was a terrific word! 
Then comes the shock of ‘you will lock yourself in at 
eight’. The workplace is a kind of prison; there’s no escape, 
no window to look through. The apprentice’s instructions 
are clear; hands to be swilled in sawdust, and the ‘elmer’ 
will be more ‘valuable’ than the apprentice’s wages. 

In the second stanza, it’s clear that the narrator 
is a ‘collective’ first person which makes me feel the 
apprentice is ‘outnumbered’. There’s something so sinister 
about that ‘We’. This stanza uses clear terms to show 
which skills the apprentice will learn – sawing, buffing, 
soldering, hammering – but there’s a change in tone, 
figurative language, wonderful similes and other images 
– ‘blowpipe dangling from your lip/like a forgotten 
cheroot’ and ‘clinging like silky fingers/to Beauty’s neck’, 
while the ‘lost wax method’ will involve the melted-
out moulds ‘weeping fat tears.’ The more ‘literary’ tone 
rubs in the grim reality of this job. Beautiful, precious, 
valuable objects are produced through highly skilled 
work, but the price the apprentice will pay will be the 
painful death described in the final lines of the poem – 
‘stoop backed, purblind/your lungs lit up like a golden 
branch’. I couldn’t help thinking of Midas in that image 
– gold is so revered, but what’s its true cost?”I learned so 
much from this poem, about a ‘process’ but also about 
the subtleties of tweaking a narrative perspective. The 
apprentice is being directly addressed; this is what to 
expect, this is what will happen to you. But the reader 
is also being addressed; this is what it was like. You can’t 
un-know this. 

Using this resource
The discussion points work for individual 
contemplation and 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 discuss them 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
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Points for discussion

1. Read the poem out loud, noting the rhythms and 
cadences of each line. What are your favourite 
words/phrases from the first stanza – and why? 
Similarly, in the second stanza? Do you find yourself 
drawn to shorter or longer words?  

2. What have you learned about becoming a goldsmith, 
at this time? Did you have any idea before reading 
the poem what it would have involved? 

3. Do you think this is a ‘political’ poem? How so?

Writing prompts 

1. What jobs have you done, so far? Write a list 
(including any voluntary/unpaid work). Underline 
the one that was the most difficult or challenging 
for whatever reason. Spend seven minutes ‘free 
writing’ everything you remember about that 
job – e.g. ‘I remember the way the carpet behind 
the bar stuck to my shoes as I cleaned out the 
drip trays.’ Don’t edit or self-censor. Once you’ve 
generated some material, start to shape it, using 
the ‘collective first person’ narrative perspective 
with the ‘group narrator’ giving instructions to 
someone who is about to start this particular 
job. Obviously, you can fictionalise, exaggerate, 
make stuff up. It’s probably helpful to start 
‘at the beginning’ – what’s the first thing that 
happens when ‘you’ turn up for work? This can 
be a powerful/bossy perspective – e.g. ‘We expect 
absolute commitment to the Organisation’s values, 
at all times…’ 

2. If you can interview someone about their 
work history. (Living) family members can be 
useful, but if that’s not possible, ask a friend 
(or colleague!). Ask lots of questions – what 
was the best thing about this job/what was the 
worst? One you have a good idea of what the 
job involved, write a draft of a poem ‘set’ at this 
workplace, where something unexpected happens. 
Could be ‘realistic’ – e.g. a child in a primary 

school class empties all the paint onto the floor 
or supernatural – an angel or other spiritual 
messenger arrives on a hospital ward, or prison, or 
pub; all the tins on the supermarket shelves fly out 
of a window…keep the tone ‘factual’ but make 
the action ‘extraordinary.’ 

3. Research your ancestor’s occupations. Was 
someone you’re descended from in domestic 
service? Or did they endure forced labour? Or 
maybe they were a hangman? Find out about what 
their job involved – the technicalities, using the 
proper terms. Then write a first draft of a poem 
where you imagine them going about their daily 
occupation – addressing them directly, by name, 
and perhaps asking questions. E.g. ‘Elsie, does 
your back ache after a morning of scrubbing 
that rich woman’s steps?’ This can be a subtly or 
overtly ‘political’ poem if you have strong feelings 
about a particular situation. 

On ‘The Meat Thieves’  
by Susan Wicks  
(Commended, 2002)

 
This is a gloriously original poem about ‘the work’ of 
thieves, narrated by the thieves (who also seem to be 
heavy drinkers) themselves. They are unwanted – not 
allowed to ‘apply’ to be drivers but they ‘take on’ the 
job anyway. This is both a playful and a dark poem, 
risk-taking, prepared to offend sensibilities. Those 
qualities make the poem stronger because the reader 
must confront their own discomfort; must become, for 
the duration of the poem, ‘complicit’. I feel it’s a poem 
that invites its readers to examine their own moral 
perspectives on more than one issue, but primarily, for 
me, it’s not an ‘issues’ poem (however well-meaning, 
they can be tedious and hectoring). Susan Wicks is far 
too skilled a poet for that.

On one level, it’s a poem ‘about’ acts of criminality 
– but, if you believe killing animals for food is wrong – 
is there another layer of legitimised ‘wrongness’? There’s 
so much I admire about this poem: the subversive choice 
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of the ‘collective first person’ to narrate the poem; the 
genius first and last lines. It’s extremely skilful in terms 
of both ‘obvious’ and subtle ‘sound effects’ and image 
patterns, and I’m going to ask you to think about these 
in more detail in the questions. It doesn’t use a ‘set 
meter’ – and yet there’s tremendous tightness – one 
might say discipline – in the poem’s rhythms – never 
meandering or self-indulgent. It’s a poem that should be 
read aloud – or whispered into a single, listening ear.

Points for discussion

1. Close your eyes, and in a quiet place, ask someone 
to read this poem to you - twice. Notice which 
individual words really resonate with you and which 
visual images play out in your imagination. Once the 
readings are finished, open your eyes and quickly jot 
down some notes. What struck you most – and why? 
Did you notice/remember the first and last lines? 

2. On the page explore the ‘sound effects’ in this poem. 
Don’t rush – this is meant to be enjoyable! Underline 
them – e.g. assonance/interior rhyme (e.g. greased 
machine, discarded heart, hide/finds); alliteration 
(e.g. hook/hands, far from). How do particular 
phrases/images ‘riff off’ each other? Notice how 
many ‘s’ sounds there are in this poem – what effect 
do they have, in terms of tone, pace? 

3. The narrative point of view – the ‘collective first 
person’ (rather like a Greek chorus) is unusual, 
subversive. Why do you think the poet chose to 
write ‘in the voices of ’ the protagonists? What other 
narrative perspectives might she have used and how 
would that have changed the mood/tone/intention 
of the poem?

Writing prompts

1. Think about a ‘group’ who might narrate a poem or 
story. Jot down some ideas. Aim for seven or eight 
examples, e.g. parents at a primary school gate; 
security staff at a museum; passengers on a crowded 
commuter train…as long as everyone in ‘the group’ 

has enough in common in terms of occupation or 
experience that’s fine. Once you’ve jotted down some 
possibilities, ask yourself which one appeals most, 
which ‘group’ you think might be most interesting to 
‘hear.’ Then plunge in with a sentence starting with 
‘We’. Anything will do, to get started – ‘We know the 
quiet ones are the most dangerous’. Then follow that 
thought, spin a sort of narrative, a set of observations. 
Your first line may change in the next draft – that’s 
fine. Write it down, see where it takes you. 

2. This is a take on the idea of ‘The Golden Shovel.’ Take 
the end words of both stanzas of The Meat Thieves 
and write them down in a vertical list, so they are 
on the right hand side of a page. Thus you will have 
meat, pick, wait, safe…etc. Now, think about where 
this might be set – but avoid writing a draft of a poem 
set in a butchers, or any other ‘meaty’ environment. 
A school? A gallery? A toyshop? Defy your own 
expectations. Write a first line that ends in meat/
meaty and a next line that ends in pick/picking…etc. 
Just see where it takes you, and don’t overthink the 
first draft. Play, have fun.  

3. Imagine you’re the butcher, or if you prefer, a pair 
of butchers. (A brace of butchers?) Anyway. You 
turn up for work early the next morning and find 
your premises has been raided. You observe what’s 
gone, what’s broken. Then imagine you find a note 
from whoever has broken in – perhaps pinned to 
a chopping board by a large knife. The note is the 
poem, The Meat Thieves. Write your response – either 
first person singular (‘I’….) or first person collective 
(‘We…’) Be as rude, angry or grudgingly admiring as 
you like. Experiment with ‘voice.’ Maybe you don’t 
write back using simile and metaphor – your imagery 
is very direct. Maybe there’s a word or phrase you 
repeat several times. Maybe your spelling is eccentric/
imperfect. Or maybe your response is chillingly 
precise and grammatically exquisite. Maybe the final 
image/sentiment is one of revenge, or forgiveness, or 
something completely unexpected. 
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Keith Chandler
The Goldsmith’s Apprentice 
You will change into ‘trashers’, canvas shoes,
when you lock yourself in at eight.
Collecting your strongbox from the safe
it will be weighed. It will be weighed again
when you clock off at six.
You will sit at a vice with apron attached
to funnel the filed off dust.
You will blow your nose into newspaper
and not put grease in your hair.
Similarly, when you swill your hands
(your lunch box having been inspected)
it will be into this tank of sawdust
into which you will also expectorate.
All these – shoes, clothes, snot, sawdust –
will be burnt off at the end of the month
into a rough bar called an ‘elmer’
worth more than you earn all year.

In return we will teach you to saw and buff;
to solder, blowpipe dangling from your lip
like a forgotten cheroot;
to cast by ‘lost wax method’
rings and brooches, each mould unique
then melted out, weeping fat tears;
to hammer flake so fine
it will float like a feather above your face;
to draw out wire for filigree work
shinier than a girl’s hair, stronger than her love;
to forge, clinging like slinky fingers
to Beauty’s neck, chains so slim
no one but yourself may see the links.
You will breathe this atmosphere of dust
and soft percussion, dying at last
stoop backed, purblind,
your lungs lit up like a golden branch.

‘The Goldsmith’s Apprentice’ was commended in the National Poetry 
Competition 2012. © The author, 2022. 
Find more inspiration at poems.poetrysociety.org.uk
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Susan Wicks
The Meat Thieves
‘Drivers wanted. Thieves and alcoholics need not
apply.’ Job ad in a butcher’s window.

And yet we’re good with meat.
Our agile fingers know how to pick
a crusted lock. Corn-fed chickens wait
quartered in the cold safe
in a fur of breath. Under our coats
we hide small finds—an ear, a stiffened wing,
a wishbone; rabbit’s kidneys slide their satin eyes
into our pockets where the fluff congeals.
We can tiptoe through blood
and leave no footprints: friends will testify
we were far from this square of sawdust,
far from ourselves.

When we first saw meat
swing from your hook our hands started to shake
as we reached for the bottle. Now we stroke apart
the cutlets on their spine of bone. The marbled fat
is cool, the suet clean as candles;
mince curls like hair
from the greased machine. And each discarded heart
is a maze of hidden chambers, every valve
gasps open. In a gold wave

the sawdust swells underfoot:
all we can take is ours

and the getaway car waiting,
packed tight from roof to floor
with perishable goods. We’ll part the air
in a screech of burnt rubber. While you turn
in your sheet we’ll stitch up your town
with a zigzag of tail-lights,
hooting and whooping at a job well done.

‘The Meat Thieves’ was commended at the National Poetry Competition, 
2002 © The author, 2022. More at poems.poetrysociety.org.uk


