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The Telegraph's best poetry books of 2017 
 Tristram Fane Saunders  
 
Who reads poetry? It’s often accused of being a closed shop; writers speaking to other 
writers, ignored by the outside world. But with book sales booming, it’s time to set the 
record straight. In Who Reads Poetry (University of Chicago, £18) you’ll find essays 
by punks and politicians, a midwife and a general, all avid readers of verse. For 
ironworker Josh Warn, a well-crafted poem a well-crafted poem has the same tactile 
appeal as a box of ¾in drive sockets. 
 
Then there’s cartoonist Aders Nilsen, whose doodled contribution “Poetry Is Useless” 
tests the other great lie about poetry: that it has to be good for something. Bookshops 
heave with anthologies for weddings, for funerals and, inevitably, for Christmas, all 
plugging the idea of the useful poem, applied to a situation like a patch to a flat tyre. It’s 
possible to do this sort of thing extremely well – Telegraph columnist William 
Sieghart’s The Poetry Pharmacy (Particular, £12.99) makes a strong case for poetry 
as the soul’s salve. But there’s still an unfair double-standard at work: no-one asks what 
a novel is for. 
 
What would Useful Verses (Picador, £9.99) even look like? Richard Osmond has an 
idea. A forager by trade, he begins his playful, self-critiquing debut with “Useful Verses 
for Distinguishing Cow Parsley from Poison Hemlock” – a poem that might save your 
life – nestled among medieval charms, internet clickbait and a note for the council 
about Japanese knotweed. 
 
All undeniably good for something, though hardly in the “1,000 Best Poems for Broken 
Hearts” sense. If a poem is supposed to be a kind of a bitesize self-help guide, how do 
we explain the Deaths of the Poets(Cape, £14.99), so often tragically premature? 
Didn’t they read their own advice? It's a question Paul Farley and Michael Symmons 
Roberts wrestle with in a wry, rambling biographical road-trip through writers’ last 
days. They start out aiming to bust the “toxic myth” of the poète maudite, yet ultimately 
can’t escape its allure. 
 
Elsewhere, in Simon Armitage’s New Cemetery (Propolis, £12.99), “the departed 
have yet to arrive”. Now Oxford Professor of Poetry but plainspoken as ever, Armitage 
stumps off to his shed to muse on mortality in an exquisitely made art-book, his words 
in white on black alongside haunting illustrations. While we’re on the subject, Tara 
Bergin’s The Tragic Death of Eleanor Marx (Carcanet, £9.99) is worth the cover-
price for its first two poems alone. 
 
But enough about death. Among the living, it has been a remarkable year for debut 
collections. The best, for this reader, was Zambia-born Kayo 
Chingonyi’s Kumukanda (Chatto, £10). Whether recalling his parents’ deaths or 
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celebrating the art of the mixtape, Chingonyi’s sheer poise and assurance is 
astonishing. In the background noise of a sampled track, he hears “the room/ fetching 
itself from itself in hiccups and spools.” 
 
In the lyrical All the Prayers in the House (Bloodaxe, £9.95), Miriam Nash sings of 
seals and lighthouses (“unhook the shadow from the lamp”) and the curious dance of 
divorce. She grew up on the Isle of Erraid, where Robert Louis Stevenson once lived. 
She writes to him. He writes back. It’s lovely. 
 
Hera Lindsay Bird (Penguin, £9.99) is not. This award-winning New Zealand enfant 
terrible’s debut is self-titled like a pop LP – and full of outrageous guilty pleasures. She 
writes with the cheek of Frank O’Hara at his most flippant. Her best-known poem is so 
rude even the title is unprintable here. But Bird is, at heart, a romantic: the glibness 
hides “a backwards sentimentality/ Like a Christmas card with the robins scratched 
out”. 
 
It’s poles apart from the year’s other most celebrated debut, Ocean Vuong’s Night Sky 
With Exit Wounds (Cape, £10), a First Collection winner at the Forward Prizes, now 
tipped for the T S Eliot. A Vietnamese refugee raised in America, Vuong writes with a 
piercing, dreamlike clarity. 
 
If first collections seem too risky for gift-giving, play it safe with an anthology. The 
Forward Book of Poetry (Bookmark, £9.99) remains an invaluable annual round-
up, but why not try Ten: Poets of the New Generation (Bloodaxe, £9.95)? It’s 
edited by Karen McCarthy Woolf, whose dexterous Seasonal 
Disturbances (Carcanet, £9.99) includes “found-sonnets”, a zuihitsu prose poem and 
two golden shovels. Golden whats? Get The Golden Shovel Anthology (University of 
Arkansas, £30), an admirable, A-list-filled centenary tribute to the great African-
American poet Gwendolyn Brooks, and find out. 
 
Back to Ten, an anthology of work by black and ethnic minority poets, where the new 
generation’s standout name is British-Indonesian Will Harris, still to publish a 
collection, but author of a fine pamphlet called All This Is Implied (£5) from 
HappenStance, a tiny Scottish press always worth watching for new talent. Its previous 
pamphleteers include Osmond and Chrissy Williams, whose debut Bear (Bloodaxe, 
£9.95) contains the creepiest poem ever written about Angela Lansbury. Buy it.
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