Reflective Essay  - Alier Collins
In this essay I will analyse the process of working as a team to create a performance showcase and the development of my contributing prose poem ‘Of Nine Nights.’ I will first discuss the craft, theme and form of my piece before exploring the challenges and outcomes of our performance event. 
‘Of Nine Nights’ follows an interaction between myself and my boss, Andy, in which we shared music and wine on a quiet Sunday evening whilst at work. I was primarily inspired by ‘Prologue To An Adventure’ by Dylan Thomas as he uses vivid concrete imagery to describe the time and place[footnoteRef:1]. Thomas uses Viktor Shklovsky’s defamiliarisation, giving objects and places a surreal yet immediate feel[footnoteRef:2]. Thomas describes everyday objects and concepts in a way which challenges our perceptions of the seemingly normal whilst maintaining a strong rhythm, for example, Thomas describes watches as “time bound to their wrists or blinded in their pockets” (Thomas, pp. 1). I emulated defamiliarisation in my work through elements of nostalgia and using visual descriptions of sound such as the “merlot cadence” of Andy’s voice. Music becomes a physical experience in which his “his body [is] the drainpipes, gutter in a thunderstorm, carrying me away.”  [1:  Dylan Thomas, Prologue to an Adventure, Wales Magazine: Summer 1937 – No. 1, (London, Frank and Cass Company Limited, 1937) ]  [2:  Viktor Shklovsky, ‘Art as Technique’ (Warwick University website, Originally published in 1917)] 

John Goodby notes that Thomas’ method is different than that of many poets as they start with an experience and find the words to fit, whereas Thomas works “from words” not toward them[footnoteRef:3]. Thomas had an originating “nest of phrases” and felt that every poet must also work “from the concrete image outwards” (Goodby, p.xxx). Despite discovering this technique recently, I also do this with my work and always have done. My “nest of phrases,” if you will, for this piece was “A Bar of Nine Nights,” “streetlights spotlights” and “windows in churchyards in Octobers long gone” (Goodby p.xxx). From here, I searched my memory for an experience which might fit the group of images and found the evening in December 2021 where Andy and I were sharing music and drinking wine.  [3:  John Goodby, ed., The Collected Poems of Dylan Thomas (London: Weidenfeld & Nicoloson, 2014) Subsequent references are given in the text as Goodby followed by the page number ] 

Peter Barry explores time and place critically in his book Reading Poetry as he argues that “time and place as represented in poems can never be precisely aligned with time and place elsewhere in our experience”[footnoteRef:4]. Thus, even though the events in my poem happened, they did not happen whilst I wrote it. Barry argues that all poems based on real events are written with a sense of hindsight, even if they are written in the present tense, as if they are happening here and now (Barry, p.135). Barry uses Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory as the term “chronotope” explains how time and place in poems have three layers: the moments of experience, writing and reading (Barry p.135).  [4:  Peter Barry, Reading Poetry, (Manchester, Manchester University Press, 2013) Subsequent references are given in the text as Barry followed by the page number] 

I was also inspired by Lynette Roberts’ ‘Poem From Llanybri’ as she used her two characters coming together – the speaker and their friend to create a nostalgia for old times and homesickness for a place which no longer exists[footnoteRef:5]. As I explain in my poem, the “news” Andy has to give me is that he is selling the bar, so there is a sense of homesickness for the old and a nostalgic feeling left behind. Feedback I received in the workshop suggested I needed to add the final line to explain the news and burst the bubble so rather than end with “Stay a while in this Bar of Nine Nights,” I chose to end with “Ali, I’m selling up,” which a classmate said it “works great.”  [5:  Lynette Roberts, ‘Poem from Llanybri’, Lynette Roberts Collected Poems, edited by John Pikoulis, (Bridgend, Poetry Wales Press Ltd, 1998) p.53] 

Workshopping my piece brought to light the idea that those who did not know Andy thought there was a romantic element to the piece (more of a ‘cool uncle’ really). Some feedback I received suggested that readers thought it was romantic due to the song lyrics from Jeff Buckley’s ‘Lover, You Should’ve Come Over’ but rather than change the song from the memory, I chose to allow the audience to interpret it how they wanted to [footnoteRef:6]. I decided to lean into the romance of it as it added to the nostalgic feel.  [6:  Jeff Buckley, ‘Lover, You Should’ve Come Over’, Grace, (USA,1994)] 

In creating the performance event we were aiming to promote ourselves and our writing. I faced challenges with confessional theme meaning I did not stay to watch everyone’s performances; however, I took an organisational role in the preparation of the event, helping Preece and other members of the group to decide the format and structure of the evening, and designing the running order. I also played a part in the publicity as I helped put up the posters which Ben had made around the campus and town. 
Although there were technical difficulties with sound during the dress rehearsal, we were able to contact a member of the site team to sort that out for us (after attempting to do it ourselves). The performance went well overall, although there was a larger audience than we had expected which caused anxiety as I was first to perform. It was a largely successful event. Even though I was quite anxious and didn’t particularly like being on stage, a few members of the audience came over to me in the interval to praise my piece and tell me I did well. 
I do think we achieved our aim of promoting ourselves and our writing within Lampeter as many audience members were members of the public rather than our fellow students. However, we were not able to reach agents or publishers with a small town event. 
In conclusion, the process of working as a team to create a performance showcase was challenging, but ultimately successful. The development of my contributing prose poem ‘Of Nine Nights’ was based on starting with a “nest of phrases” like Dylan Thomas’ works, such as ‘Prologue to an Adventure and explored the nature of time and place in poetry when considering nostalgia and emotion of past events. 
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