Reflections on ‘Tall Tales of Aging’ and its place within Confessions of Creative Minds
Richard Temple (2006258)

In this essay, I will examine how working within a team to stage a literary event and the necessity for communal co-operation impacted my creative process and curation. I will demonstrate how I fashioned and adapted my work for the interactive framework.
Transport problems limited my ability to actively participate in the initial decision-making process. The theme chosen for the show was confessional writing — a form I would normally avoid for spoken word. Ironically this was liberating, presenting opportunities for experimentation. 
Since Lowell, Sexton and Plath, confessional poetry has tended toward deeply personal, usually negative, emotional revelation — a therapeutic or redemptive exercise which strives to find commonality with others who may feel isolated. As Sexton’s doctor told her, ‘Don’t kill yourself … your poems might mean something to someone else one day’.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Barbara Kevles, ‘The Art of Poetry: Anne Sexton (1968)’, in Anne Sexton: The Artist and Her Critics, ed. by J. D. Mc Clatchy (Bloomington and London: Indiana University Press, 1978), pp. 3-29 (p. 4).] 

I have had some publication successes with dark confessionalism but was concerned that a two-hour show comprising such intense self-analysis might prove challenging for an audience. Page poetry has the advantage of allowing the reader to dip in and out as they wish, but even then, Sexton’s teacher and friend Holmes would write in a letter that ‘It's all a release for you, but what is it for anyone else except a spectacle of someone experiencing release’.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Ashley Hope Pérez, ‘Anne Sexton in Search of "an Accident of Hope"’, New England Review (1990-), 34.1 (2013), 20-31 (p. 23).] 

I have been developing a recognisable style for live presentations, heavily influenced by post-punk performance poetry, which utilises humour — particularly self-deprecating deadpan — to break through the infamous British emotional reserve. Since my existing performance portfolio was unsuitable, I determined to develop three new pieces, united by a loose theme of aging, to present a journey from a plateau of pure confessionalism into increasing absurdity. I would end with an established and tested piece concerning expectations placed on writers, as a facetious meta-commentary about working within the framework of the show and its place in a module about pitching for publication. I asked for the final set, hoping that this approach might allow the audience to decompress before leaving.
The first piece set the scene for the quartet, using an opening line (also the title) of ‘I overslept!’ in place of introductions. The first four stanzas then proceed as stripped-down unrhymed free verse, expressing my experience of ADHD burnout and dyschronometric displacement — authentic confessionalism, owing a debt to Ginsberg’s punchy internal jazz rhythms. However, as Winters noted, ‘free verse that is really verse … is, in its peculiar fashion, the antithesis of free’.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Yvor Winters, Primitivism and Decadence: A Study of American Experimental Poetry (New York: Arrow Editions, 1937), p. 7.] 

In this case, I have used the form like a tripping drum-intro into the fifth stanza, where the pace picks up in a barrage of internal rhymes about neuroatypicality, continuing unabated for four full stanzas, then abruptly stalling with a pithy understatement:
So, we scramble to dismantle insubstantial explanations –
unrealistic expectations.
Call it ‘diversity’, or ‘insanity’,
but in the end you’ll see, it’s all just me
and all my little traumas.

Subsequently, the voice splits into a confrontational ‘they/you’ and ‘I’. ‘They/you’, attempt to continue the rhyming diatribe, whereas ‘I’ demonstrate ADHD thought processes, taking a common metaphor literally and getting stuck in a tangent about my cat, continually undermining the beat and rolling internal rhyme.
The second piece, ‘It Must Be Spring’, concerns Seasonal Affective Disorder. However, I approached it with cynical deadpan self-deprecation, with lines such as:
[bookmark: _Hlk166944486]Plants unfurl organs
flailing in parks
like ‘70s perverts.

I describe Spring as ‘20 minutes of frozen sun and a daffodil’, before signing off with:
But don’t concern yourselves.
I’ll be just fine,

come August.

This seeks to reduce audience discomfort offering humorous distance from the theme of depression.
The third poem, ‘My Elderly Companion’, forms the centre of the set, directly confronting the aging theme. I presented an unedited first draft to the team for workshopping and was surprised at how little revision they felt was necessary. This forces me to consider whether I am overworking poetic pieces, going forward. They had two suggestions.
The original read:
I mean, I don’t intend to sound unkind –
it’s not just vanity and pride –
but his flabby mottled thighs and belly
caught me by surprise!

The team suggested that ‘mottled belly and thighs’ would continue the A/A/A/A/A/A half-rhyme scheme. I had missed this, since the final iamb breaks the trochaic metre, but I was able to rework around this idea:
I don’t intend to sound unkind –
and it’s not vanity or pride –
but his belly and his mottled thighs
just caught me by surprise!
Also, I was struggling with the penultimate stanza:
…we live together now
and I somehow muddle forward
to a mutual extinction
with my elderly companion.
The group agreed that ‘I’ experiencing ‘mutual’ extinction is confusing, and suggested emphasizing that this is not a current state:
[bookmark: _Hlk167048604]…well, now we live together
and I somehow muddle on toward
a mutual extinction…
Though minimal, the improvement from these changes is exponential.
The set ends with a tried performance piece called ‘Book Deal’, offering a safe finish to lighten the mood. I rearranged stanzas to follow the journey from confessional to absurd, but the modified ballad form reveals a more light-hearted approach from the start. Each stanza comprises three iambic tetrameters and an iambic trimeter refrain. This was inspired by Cooper Clarke’s ‘Daily Express’, but with shorter stanzas, stripping his A/A/A/A/B/B rhyme-scheme down to A/A/A/B.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  John Cooper Clarke, ‘(You Never See a Nipple in the) Daily Express’, in Ten Years in an Open Necked Shirt (London: Vintage Books, 2012, orig. 1977), pp. 108-9.] 

A beta reader suggested that the penultimate line ‘I can dance like Bryan Ferry’ might lose a younger audience, tabling substitution for ‘Katy Perry’. Watching me try to dance like Katy Perry would undoubtably be funnier but is perhaps a step too far.
As concerns grew regarding the dark atmosphere, it was proposed that I present two poems in each half. I was flexible but, after explaining the internal progression, consensus supported the unified set.
The composition and curation of my set required a quite novel approach to complement and enable the show, with collaborative scheduling for mood and pace allowing for some very dark emotional work to shine without alienating the audience.
-x-
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