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                                                                    Dr Derek Coyle[footnoteRef:1]   [1:  Photograph courtesy of the Leinster Leader https://www.leinsterleader.ie/news/home/377778/my-kildare-life-interview-with-kildare-poet-and-lecturer-derek-coyle.html      ] 



Reading John Ashbery in Costa Coffee, Carlow      

Att läsa John Carbery på Costa Coffee, Carlow

The real and alternative world of the Irish poet Derek Coyle. 

     Derek Coyle’s Reading John Ashbery in Costa Coffee[footnoteRef:2], Carlow is a bilingual English Swedish collection, published in 2019 by Magnus Grehn Förlag, translated by Peter Nyberg and Anette Höglund. Although a prize-winning poet, published in the UK, Sweden, USA and his homeland Ireland, it is his first collection. [2:  Derek, Coyle, Reading John Ashbery in Costa Coffee, Carlow, Att läsa John Carbery på Costa Coffee,  Carlow, trans. by Peter Nyberg, Anette Höglund (Tranås, Sweden: Magnus Grehn, 2019)] 

     Coyle is not a solitary poet; he is one of the founding associates of the Carlow Writers’ Cooperative. He has also represented Ireland with a residency at the Tranås literary festival, been featured at Jönköping’s International Poetry festival, and has close ties with the Welsh Swedish group Poets and Pints Pilsnerpoesi. As a result of the pandemic and the reach of Zoom, listeners in India, Costa Rica, Romania and Colombia amongst others, have been able to discover his work.
     When not creating or performing his poetry, Dr Coyle is a lecturer in English Literature and Creative Writing at Carlow College, St Patrick’s, in Éire / Ireland.
     Dr Lucy Collins[footnoteRef:3] of University College Dublin, sums up beautifully the crux of the collection in her words on the back cover blurb. [3:  Lucy Collins is the author of Contemporary Irish Women Poets: Memory and Estrangement (2015).
  Lucy, Collins, Contemporary Irish Women Poets: Memory and Estrangement (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press,    2015)  <www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1gpcbt1> [accessed 20 March 2021].
] 

‘These vivid, untamed poems testify to the power of the imagination to conjure new worlds.’
Here is a collection that can be read by readers who just wish to skim through the poems, they will still enjoy Coyle’s use of language and narrative during their reading. For those who like to dig deeper, and love the analytical side of the art, there is plenty here to provoke and delight, literary juices will flow. 
     Not being bilingual in Swedish and English, is no obstacle to the enjoyment that can be gained reading the poems. The print is not too small to annoy, and there is plenty of white space surrounding the words, which gives a lightness to the work and a sense each line is at ease on the page. A block of densely packed words may be off putting to some readers. With the short lines communicating a distinct rhythm, and his precise use of enjambment[footnoteRef:4], Coyle’s’ poems just beg to be read out loud.  [4:  Enjambment - The running-over of a sentence or phrase from one poetic line to the next, without terminal punctuation;  the opposite of end-stopped  https://www.poetryfoundation.org/learn/glossary-terms/enjambment [accessed 18 March 2021].] 

     In preference to printing English with Swedish facing it, each poem is printed in its entirety. Thus, the reader can concentrate without the other language catching their eye and then losing the flow. But do take the time to read the poem in the second language , even without any knowledge of how it sounds, it is fascinating to hear if you use the same rhythms, pauses and emphasis. Translation software is not much help at picking up the metre of the work, your own eyes and ears always know best.
      Was he really reading John Ashbery in Costa Coffee, Carlow? Reliable sources say yes[footnoteRef:5], Google says the one in Hanover Road. Ashbery was an American Pulitzer Prize winning poet, he worked in Paris and New York until his death in 2017. Ashbery’s work was sophisticated, original, elegant, and often obscure[footnoteRef:6], look at one of his collections and decide for yourself[footnoteRef:7],[footnoteRef:8]. Coyle’s poems do give a nod to Ashbery, in the sense they can be read on two levels, but the former has a lighter and more contemporary feel. Before you jump into your first poem, Peter Murphy’s forward[footnoteRef:9] is worth a look at, being a short review of Coyle’s poetry. [5:  Reliable sources are never revealed.]  [6:  https://www.britannica.com/biography/John-Ashbery [accessed 19 March 2021].]  [7:  For example, John, Ashbery, April Galleons (Manchester: Carcanet Press Ltd, 1984).]  [8:  For example, John, Ashbery, Chinese Whispers (Manchester: Carcanet Press Ltd, 2002).]  [9:  Derek, Coyle, Reading John Ashbery in Costa Coffee, Carlow, Att läsa John Carbery på  Costa Coffee,  Carlow, trans. by Peter Nyberg, Anette Höglund (Tranås, Sweden: Magnus Grehn, 2019) p9.] 

     Reading John Ashbery in Costa Coffee Carlow[footnoteRef:10], apart from being the title, is a poem that has all the elements of the writer’s work in one package; it may also be the best in the collection and worthy of more discussion than is usual in a review. [10:  Coyle, Reading John Ashbery, p.38.] 

The unexpected is present from the very beginning of the poem,
             ‘I am thirsty, and want more than a mocha –
             iced, mint, or otherwise – can provide.’  
The immediate response may be to think he’s going for a jug of water, or straight to the alcohol, no –
          ‘James Joyce is in the corner.’
Unexpected. Twenty-one lines later the first stanza is completed but your mind is trying to decide what is happening here. Is he drunk? Does he want to be elsewhere? The tone is one of everyday conversation, casual and light, but James Joyce is chatting to the other dead poet, Patrick Kavanagh[footnoteRef:11] about Kerr’s pink potatoes! John Lennon, Roy Orbison, Genghis Khan, and Gandhi make an appearance as team members in an afterlife table quiz. Two astonishing laugh out loud moments occur, when John Lennon asks, ‘who shot J.R?’ and his belief that Gandhi is cheating. As the reader, initially you postulate whether Coyle is looking to quench his cultural thirst, writing a nonsense poem, or presenting an Alan Bennett type Talking Heads[footnoteRef:12].  [11:  An Irish poet, more information available at https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/patrick-kavanagh.]  [12:  Alan Bennett, Talking Heads (London: BBC Books, 2007).] 

     Not a bit of it, you must study the rest of the poem while imagining him sitting in the café. 
The first line of the 2nd stanza,
                    ‘In many ways it is the centre of the world’ 
sees the poet, not moving just watching and listening; Costa is the eye of the storm as the tornado spins outside. A people watchers paradise.
It is mundane,
          ‘It’s hectic on a Sunday before Christmas
          and you never know who will wonder in.’
Bizarre,
          ‘Mecca, Lourdes, or even Las Vegas,
           have nothing on it,’ {Carlow’s Costa that is}.
Full of Love,
          ‘When this place was the Pizza Hut
           I had my Sunday lunch here
           with my lover, whom I was really mad about.’
Best of all is lust, earthy and knowing,
          ‘There’s a guy over in the corner
           I fancy from the gym. He’s shit hot.
           I’m pretty sure his walk is not 100% straight.’
Fun with friends, judgemental about the possible I.R.A. man and the dullness of winter clothing. Bitchy when commenting on the pink haired woman whose dress clashes with it, dullards at the counter, the theological bad-mannered boor who ignores the blue nimbused saint. It is like tuning in to a philosopher’s brain as he ponders the meaning of the Costa world, it is important but you have to work out why.
     The ending confronts you with a complete turnaround, from philosophical musing to mayhem. Death, bombs plus the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, with John Lennon and Genghis Khan, bored equestrians taking pot shots at the living from beyond the grave.
     Take a pause to get your breath back. Despite not leaving the environs of a café in Carlow, Coyle’s whirlwind words will leave you flummoxed and unsure about what has just happened.
     Music is an integral part of the collection, overtly and veiled. Carlow Poem #47 is a paean to Beethoven’s genius, and the poet’s wish to emulate this.
          ‘When Beethoven played piano
          in Vienna,
          it was like the moon
           generated more heat
           than the sun, flashing
           sporadically in weird
           electrifying bursts of energy.
           I want my poems
           to be like that.’
Musician Keith Richards of the Rolling Stones and his love of tea is the theme of Carlow Poem # 9. Johnny Cash, with Louis Armstrong in New Orleans turn up in Kathleen Ní Houlihan[footnoteRef:13], each stanza starting with the line ‘Rumour has it’ as in Adele’s 2011 hit album ‘Adele 21’[footnoteRef:14]. The reader will want to sing, rather than read this one aloud. Carlow Poem # 55 with its dancing robin and sweating cellists in Carlow Poem #43. The Three Musicians is chock full of notes and instruments which rise from the page in a medieval - modern harmony. The sound of monks and Christy Moore[footnoteRef:15] blended in a cosmic music studio, then released onto an unsuspecting public. [13:  Kathleen Ní Houlihan is a play by W.B. Yates and Lady Gregory, Kathleen represents Ireland in this 1902 play, more information is available at  https://irishstudies.sunygeneseoenglish.org/cathleen-ni-houlihan-2/ .]  [14:  ‘Adele 21’, written by Adele Adkins and Ryan Tedder, produced by Ryan Tedder, Columbia record label, released November 2011.]  [15:  Ireland’s greatest living musician] 

          ‘was a musical monk
           who thought in Gregorian chant,
           eloquent, meditative, an aura,
           of slow murmuring beauty hovered 
           over his every move.’
And,
           ’ ‘I’m nothing special, nothing
           grand’, sang the audacious Christy Moore
           with some passion and a whole lot of guts,
           ‘I’m a very ordinary working man’’.
Such vision and ingenuity are refreshing in a poetry market flooded with middle of the road blandness. Although less obvious in other poems, the music is still there in the tempo and beat, it is heard as the words are read aloud.
     As mentioned earlier, Coyle is a multi-layered writer, the reader taking what they wish from his work, his four environmental poems; Carlow Poem #17, #19, #21, and #23 demonstrate this to good effect.
A first reading of the work is almost whimsical,
          ‘The sea decided 
           to go on strike,
           it had finally
           had enough’.     # 17

          ‘The clouds chimed
           in with the sea
           in one loud
           and uniform ‘Yea!’’.     #19
However, these are angry poems, furious at our lack of care for the planet, sarcastically over sweet and seditious. The last four lines of the series,
          ‘All they declare at customs is:
          ’I am of the earth,
           and to the earth
           I will return all I owe’’     # 23
Sugar coated truth is so much easier to swallow, and these slip down nicely.
     While each poem in this volume can be read in one bite, whichever level you choose, it is worth doing some research to get the most from them. Particularly in the case of the first work in the collection The Shoulder. If you have little knowledge of Kafka and his lover Milena Jesenská[footnoteRef:16], this a sad, gentle, but sensual love story. But when you can appreciate their relationship in more depth, it turns into an historical, descriptive, more pictural narrative. Raw, tragic, and powerfully erotic, Kafka’s suffering with tuberculosis and Jesenská’s death at Ravensbrück concentration camp makes it so poignant. [16:  A good source of information can be found at the Kafka Museum https://kafkamuseum.cz>women>milena-jesenska .] 

     Coyle uses the image of Kafka kissing Jesenská’s shoulder twice in the poem. The first time is at the end of a section full of unhappiness; coughing up blood, the drudgery of the asbestos factory, a tyrannical father and the law.
          ‘He loved and feared
           her living fire. He stands
           and kisses her left shoulder
           as she draws back her blouse.’
It is profoundly sad, despite loving her, he is afraid. But when he repeats the kiss at the end of the poem, it is gentle, tender.
          ‘Since he has come to love her
           he has discovered his love
           for the world, a world in which 
           he has lately come across her left shoulder.
           He kisses it,
           the way a man
           might kiss the head of his new-born child.’
Her love has allowed him to love the world, the last line being a perfect description of an unconditional love that is understood by the world.
     This elegant poem has also been made into a six-minute film directed by Pauric Brennan,
Derek Coyle and Audrey Cooper are the actors with Gráinne Mulvey providing music and voice[footnoteRef:17]. It is an interesting interpretation, not all the words are heard clearly, think listening to a poem on a noisy phone line, it is very evocative of the poem. [17:  Watch the film here https://youtube.com/watch?v=410TYZCHOSY.   ] 

     A Carlow Song Cycle with music again by Gráinne Mulvey, with the voices of Liz Hilliard and Morgan Buckley, is a thirty-minute film with a selection of Coyle’s poems providing the words[footnoteRef:18]. This is quite different to the film’s soundtrack, a combination of plainsong over a simple melody, haunting, it sounds as if the sea sirens are keening for lost lovers. If you listen to this before looking at the poetry collection, you may not be able to reconcile them to each other. However, once the reader is steeped in the magic of the poetry, and goes back to the cycle, it makes sense. [18:  Play the music on https://soundcloud.com/gr-inne-mulvey/a-carlow-song-cycle-grainne-mulvey-liz-hilliard-sop-morgan-buckley-gt-poetry-derek-coyle . ] 

     Reading John Ashbery in Costa Coffee Carlow is full of love, poets, music, sadness and anger, a sweet and sour mixture, with plenty of nods to the scatological, see Carlow poem # 7, # 103 and #47.  At the end of the book either you will be full of energy from the whirligig you have just experienced, or, exhausted from concentrating on the intensity of the language. You may see the inspiration from other poets: of course John Ashbery along with W.B.Yeats, Louis MacNeice, Patrick Kavanagh, Frank O’Hara, Beckett and Glück; but nothing is stolen or recycled from them. Coyle’s work is contemporary with the benefit of possessing the gravity of a master.
     Coyle has without doubt succeeded in his wish for his poems to have a similar affect on the reader, as Beethoven’s music did on the listener. It worked for this reviewer, a highly recommended collection of poetry.


*****
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