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Forward/emagazine Student Critics Competition (2017)  
Winner Critical Appreciation (16-19) 
 
Annabelle Fuller, Gateways School on ‘The True Story of Eleanor Marx in Ten Parts’ by Tara 
Bergin 
 
Eleanor’s story, told in a series of fragmentary vignettes, seems simultaneously zoomed-out and 
highly focused. Though we are only given ten scraps of scenes, they are patchworked together to 
form a single and complete narrative via rhythm and sparingly used rhyme. 
Stanzas three and five toy with the piece’s form by reading like playscripts. ‘The Housekeeper’ and 
‘The Coroner’ appear as impersonal characters, and the dialogue between Edward and The 
Coroner is mere emotionless script, with the reader relegated to the role of objective spectator by 
Bergin’s irony. The real knockout lines are those which deal with minutiae, like ‘(She was forty-
three.)’, with brackets adding an uncomfortably blithe note to the fact that ‘feeble’ Edward cannot 
recall Eleanor's age. The usage of apparently irrelevant details is actually the backbone of the 
piece. 

Bergin also subverts conventional images to reflect the poem’s Modernist nature. The seventh 
stanza’s metaphor is reminiscent of fairy tales - like Snow White, Eleanor ate ‘a chunk of poisoned 
apple’, and her body is displayed in ‘a cupboard with two glass panes’, the socialist version of a 
glass coffin. We are acutely aware that no prince will rescue our protagonist - in fact, Edward's 
behaviour triggered her fate. 

The trope of girl versus woman is also explored via the image of a bride, reflecting themes of 
nostalgia, innocence and experience. Here, Eleanor’s corpse is dressed in white, but ‘it's not her 
bridal dress… It’s from her childhood’, and her body is displayed in Maiden Lane (unmarried, she is 
perhaps still in a state of maidenhood). By reminding us of this, Bergin reveals her protagonist's 
hidden frailty. Eleanor dies in her childhood clothes, perhaps attempting to rival the youth and 
vigour of Edward’s new wife. 

This melding of opposites is what gives the poem such strength - the archaic genitives of the first 
two lines elevate Eleanor's story to mythic proportions, since she is ‘of the eight-hour day’ and 
Edward is a Janus-figure ‘of the two faces’. We don’t yet appreciate the tragedy of this image, but 
the portrayal of them as hero and heroine soon becomes bitterly ironic. 

Bergin also uses figurative negative space to produce unorthodox imagery. The urn only ‘holds the 
ashes of the soft summer dress’, rather than of Eleanor’s body - this discrepancy acts as an 
uncomfortable reminder of her horrific death. The ambiguity of ‘Her tears are dew / and she 
crushes nothing’ could suggest her powerlessness, and reflect the sense of waste stemming from 
her suicide. 

The final stanza and line, ‘Nearly all of this is true’, subverts the poem’s whole premise and 
prompts several responses. It reminds us of the piece’s re-creative nature, though the poem does 
in fact resonate without an appreciation of factual context. We inadvertently wonder which 
details have been fabricated, and whether or not we have received the ‘true story’ promised by 
the title. There is also the question of whether the poem’s truth matters; if it has incited empathy, 
isn’t that enough? 
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Forward/emagazine Student Critics Competition (2017)  
Highly Commended Critical Appreciation (16-19) 
 
Tom Allan, Camden School for Girls on ‘The True Story of Eleanor Marx in Ten Parts’ by Tara Bergin 
 
‘The True Story of Eleanor Marx in Ten Parts’ is a refreshingly undramatic and unsentimental 
account of the subject matter. It is remarkably brief, made formal by its format of numbered parts. 
 
The opening line of the poem defines Marx as ‘Eleanor of the eight-hour day’. In this line there is a 
strange contrast between the ostentatious, old-fashioned phrasing and the reference to an 
unglamorous working day. This phrasing is repeated for ‘Edward of the two faces’, making the two 
sound like opponents from Old English legend, while grounding them in reality with the reference 
to an ‘eight hour day’. 
 
Much of the poem is occupied with the distinction between appearance and reality, perhaps 
relating the events Edward’s dishonesty in his affair. Marx dies in a white dress that appears to be 
a ‘bridal dress’, but is really from her childhood; she appears ‘as if asleep’ but has ‘strangely purple 
cheeks’ and though her cremation appears to be a rising phoenix, she only transforms into an urn 
full of ashes. 
 
There is also a focus on negative phrasing, focusing on what is not true but could have been. ‘The 
Phoenix, / [...] / Doesn’t Rise’, ‘Edward doesn’t claim her’, ‘And she crushes nothing’. Again, by 
contrasting reality against what could have happened, Bergin draws attention to the unclimactic, 
undramatic nature of the death. She draws pictures of a ‘woman who knew the power of the 
proletariat’ compressed into ‘ashes’. 
 
Aside from this mundanity, the speaker is forceful in their condemnation of ‘Edward of the two 
faces’, who they call ‘feeble’, who cannot correctly state his wife’s age and whose infidelity is 
criticised with irony in the line ‘Because now he has a real wife’. The criticisms of Edward suggest 
that the poem is an elegy to Marx, not just a matter-of-fact recollection of events - they suggest a 
definite sympathy, claiming that Marx bit the apple ‘under duress’ (from Edward). 
 
The last part of the poem is the most unexpected: ‘Nearly all of this is true’, a line that almost 
chastises the reader for being too trusting of the speaker. It emphasises that the content of the 
poem is speculation, an imaginative interpretation of real events rather than a factual account. 
This conforms to the ongoing theme of distorted truth. 
 
I find ‘The True Story of Eleanor Marx in Ten Parts’ interesting because its tone is incongruent with 
its themes. While many poems that memorialise the dead are either reverent or condemning, 
Eleanor simply recounts past events with none of the sensational tone of its counterparts. 
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Forward/emagazine Student Critics Competition (2017)  
Winner Critical Appreciation (Teacher) 
 
Magnus Buchanan, Elizabeth College on ‘Aura’ by Emily Berry 
 
The most striking immediate impression of Emily Berry's delicately balanced elegy are the twin 
slabs of its text, tombstones which seem to declare the unbridgeable space between the living and 
the dead. Yet the poet's words flow smoothly across the chasm throughout, just as she feels and 
ultimately wills the miraculous connection to her mother after her funeral. These split halves, left 
and right justified on the page like repelling magnets, act as a constant reminder of what the poet 
is attempting to enact in this brave, spare poem. They are also its only punctuation, fittingly in this 
realm without room for full stops, pauses or doubts: for to falter would be to fall.  
 
This is also a poem whose deceptively simple delivery scatters ambiguities and paradoxes which 
capture the inextricable ties that bind child to parent. These begin with the address of ‘little 
water’, a diminutive which carries the affection for a child alongside its connotations of the womb 
and birth. This seems odd at first given that the poem is from a daughter to her mother, yet they 
come to illuminate the seemingly prosaic delivery of ‘you went inside’ which occurs later. Read 
together, the sense must be that Berry's mother now exists inside her, in much the way an unborn 
child might. This adds a subtle extra dimension to the reference to the congregation's knowledge 
of the ‘dark’ with its more obvious symbolism of death. 
 
It is as if Berry is acknowledging the role of the ‘luminous’ mourners in enabling her new sense of 
connection ‘afterwards’. The repetition of this word underscores the echoing weight of Berry's 
grief before the momentous revelation that she could still ‘see’ her mother becomes an 
overwhelming torrent which speaks as much of compulsion as capability. Later, the phrase 
‘remarkable sadness’ has the force of oxymoron: the suffering is experienced by the poet, yet in 
keeping with her theme, she has stepped outside herself to observe and contemplate its beauty.  
 
It is here that the title 'Aura' comes into its own. Its sound and mirrored vowels already give it the 
right shape for the poem's supernatural leanings. But the poet unshackles this exotic word further 
by removing the definite article in the poem's climax. We often speak of someone or somewhere 
having an aura, but here the point of ‘just aura’ is that these personal (and metaphysical) 
boundaries have evaporated. Perhaps this is also why the humble conjunction ‘and’ is elevated 
throughout to an ampersand: connection has become an idea with mystical force to the poet. 
 
Is her tightrope feat ultimately the triumph of faith and love, or delusion?  
 
In answer, Berry's last use of the conditional is utterly apt. A more obvious choice might be ‘if only 
I could’, directly acknowledging the poet's resignation to the unbridgeable chasm. But this does 
not seize the moment like ‘would’ which immerses us in the poet's desperate resolve. Perhaps it 
will be in vain, but while we read, we too believe. 

Forward/emagazine Student Critics Competition (2017)  
Winner Critical Appreciation (14-16) 
 
Gabriella Rossetti, Anglo European School on ‘Aura’ by Emily Berry 
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Death threatens our erasure. This anxiety is one that plagues Emily Berry’s ‘Aura’, a poem which 
recapitulates the overwhelming nature of grief in an effort to attain some sense of control over it.  

The most striking facet of ‘Aura’, which provides the foundations of its underlying anxiety, is the 
chasm formed by the text, imitating the insurmountable distance between the speaker and their 
deceased. This lacuna carved out through the centre is a blank column, the emptiness 
representing the poet’s precise fear of what awaits the dead - to lie forgotten and erased. 

We see this fear again in the obsession with preserving their bodies. This is articulated through the 
mention of a ‘cemetery’, where they are physically kept, as well as the speaker’s fixation on 
making their deceased ‘reappear’. So too the sensory description ‘see you’, which ends the poem, 
shows us conserving traces of the dead is the priority, so that they remain remembered.  

However, ‘Aura’ is not a poem which suggests these anxious feelings can be articulated neatly – or 
perhaps at all. Berry demonstrates this through her exasperating lack of punctuation. ‘Aura’ is a 
poem wherein the task of clarifying emotions about death through the language of the living is 
near impossible: the physical substance of the poem cannot be manipulated to fit the rules of 
conventional grammar. Berry likens emotions to ‘water’, a recurring motif in the Stranger, Baby 
collection. Thus she imparts to us the ineffability of grief; articulating it is like trying to grasp the 
ocean in your hands.  

‘Aura’, then, is Berry’s attempt at exercising her power as a poet to impose control over a situation 
that is utterly out of her control, bridging the chasm between the two columns of text, forcing a 
union between the ‘living & the dead’. This physical act prevents the erasure that she fears; 
indeed it physically removes it from the poem. The significance of the ampersand also plays an 
important role, the union of the Latin E and T serving as a symbol for ligatured objects.  

Furthermore, its use makes us more aware that the poem is a self-conscious artefact. Poet Nick 
Flynn says of the ampersand that it reinforces the idea of a poem as a ‘constructed object.’ Berry 
wants us aware that she is crafting this poem, and that it is the act of writing that allows her to 
achieve a fusion between her and her deceased, granting her a channel of authority over the 
situation.  

In this sense, ‘Aura’ is a visibly therapeutic tool for Berry. The use of anaphora - ‘I could see’ – 
instills a prophetic gravity into the moment of union between the living and the dead. This 
becomes the pinnacle moment of the poem, when the dead merge with the living, eradicating the 
possibility of their erasure. ‘Aura’ is Berry’s testament to the power of poetry: it offers a chance to 
remake some part of what has been lost, offering it up in perpetuity. 
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Forward/emagazine Student Critics Competition (2017)  
Highly Commended Critical Appreciation (14-16) 
 
Alice Tittley, Rugby High School on ‘My Life According to You’ by Sinéad Morrissey 
 
Morrissey has created an intriguing perspective on life with this poem, which, through a clever use 
of tenses and a cyclical structure, conveys one woman’s life as she reminisces of the past then 
dreams of the future with ‘you’ – her new baby girl. Throughout this poem, Morrissey’s choice of 
language is somewhat simplified and unsophisticated, however it creates an upbeat, light-hearted 
tone. Since I believe this poem is a retelling of a woman’s life to her baby, this purposefully light 
tone wherein the more melancholic aspects of her life are idealised and unrealistic – for instance 
Morrissey’s description of a presumed miscarriage as a baby who ‘knocked at the door’ but ‘didn’t 
come in’, therefore making the poem less emotionally involved (at first glance), and as a result 
more suitable for a child.   
 
Contrast is also a key component of the poem, as Morrissey often focusses on small innate details 
that create strong imagery, rather than the moment as a whole. She describes the flat in Dublin 
with a ‘little bed’, ‘little kitchen’, ‘little towel rack’ and ‘lots of little cups and saucers’, emphasising 
the small, cramped feel of the apartment through her repetition of ‘little’, whilst almost omitting 
the boyfriend entirely, writing simply, he ‘was a vet’ who ‘went to Africa’. Little emphasis is put on 
their relationship, only that once the boyfriend got back he ‘wasn’t my friend’. Morrissey’s choice 
use of contrasts allows her to convey the emotions and setting of her protagonist and her 
dismissal of select details implies they are no longer relevant or impactful to the woman – and are 
therefore deliberately ignored. 
 
Morrissey’s choice of pacing is also crucial, since through run-on lines and listing, she creates 
tension which continues to build and build with each verse, until suddenly, the pace changes with 
the birth of her daughter. Morrissey’s rushed description of her life up until that point is 
emphasised by this sudden shift from run-on lines to: ‘that’s it really’, ‘when you grow up…’. This 
shows that the woman places more importance on the future and present rather than the past. 
Her use of direct address to ‘you’ (her daughter) partway through the poem and the 
corresponding change in tense further implies that the entire poem (and therefore her entire life) 
had all been leading up to this one crucial moment, lingering only a moment before imagining the 
future in which she will meet ‘your children’ furthering the cyclical structure of the poem and also 
showing the personal importance Morrissey has placed on that one moment of revelation. 
 
Morrissey’s poem, ‘My life according to you’ presents an intriguing perspective on a woman’s life, 
though the stylised approach, which after multiple readings exposes the layered details in which 
Morrissey describes a woman’s life up until her baby daughter is born. I found this approach to be 
more compelling and interesting because of her attention to detail- from her use of a childlike 
vocabulary, to her use of contrast to illustrate key moments of her life. 
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Forward/emagazine Student Critics Competition (2017)  
Winner Creative Response & Reflective Commentary (16-19) 
Mukahang Limbu, Oxford Spires for his poem ‘Ithaca’ and commentary, in response to 
‘Telemachus’ by Ocean Vuong 

On Ithaca  
 
Sons wait like chillies pressed against  
lean sandalwood altar backs without 
 
the sweat to slip. Sons smell the spice  
on the hands of mothers, who kiss palm-to- 
 
-palm- and dream of being wives to empty beds, to  
soldiers too afraid to wear their boots. Fathers  
 
polish that black leather with the hot lick  
of a lighter. Always. Fathers clean. Fathers 
 
wash. Fathers wash Night out from the hair of 
their sons. Father washes Mother’s pale face. 

*** 
ma’s 

face ma’s arms 
ma’s eyes  

 
were  

a mountain trail 
too vast 

 
to  

wrap around my  
chest 

 
ma’s 

face ma’s arms 
ma’s eyes  

 
are  

a narrow path with 
dull 

 
stones  

oceans and 
rhododendron 

*** 
Papa pushed my hair back, and with grease spiked it into spears. 

Grandma said, boys like you will never catch the sunlight. You are the shade of sunrise. 
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Reflective commentary: 
I first discovered Ocean Vuong, as a performance poet, online, reading his piece: ‘notebook 
fragments’, and was immediately inspired by his honest exploration of his own identity (cultural 
background and sexuality) because these aspects are apparent in my own conflicts, growing up as 
a homosexual adolescent in a Nepalese community. 

Telemachus centres on one of Vuong’s (and my) recurrent themes: the relationship of fathers and 
sons. Vuong, Telemachus, and I all share a wandering father, and my poem focuses on the impact 
of this loss on a family. Like Vuong’s, my poem is autobiographical but seeks to be general too, so I 
use cohesive 3rd person plurals, ‘Sons…’, ‘Mothers…’, to create an impersonal tone and an 
omniscient narrator. In this, I am echoing Vuong’s calm yet clearly personal narrative with its 
intimate speculations and gestures- ‘I might...’, ‘I turn…’. In both poems, we understand, for all the 
myth-making there is a close relationship and a loss. 

I titled my poem ‘'On Ithaca’; the island, where Telemachus and his mother Penelope waited for 
Odysseus, and this allows me to echo Vuong’s configuration of a western classic epic into his 
Vietnamese/American story: my Ithaca is clearly Nepal.  

My poem is about waiting. Therefore, I mirrored Vuong’s couplet form, broken by running 
enjambment and broken syntax and rhythm to establish distance, create a feeling of 
breathlessness, and an agony of anticipation.   

Vuong’s Telemachus realises his father’s scars will always be with him. My Telemachus makes his 
way to peace through his mother: the two tenses, ‘were a mountain trail’, ‘are a narrow path’, are 
used to create a sense of growth.  

At the end of the path is a grandmother, a couplet, at the Eastern, right side of the page.  
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Forward/emagazine Student Critics Competition (2017)  
Highly Commended Creative Response & Reflective 
Commentary (16-19) 
 
Allegra Mullan, Camden School for Girls for her poem and commentary in response to ‘My Life 
According to You’ by Sinéad Morrissey 
 
A response to My Life According to You (by Sinéad Morissey) 
 
So I was born before I realized and 
You were already there and big so you 
Knew things and told me some of them 
But then it snowed and you got hit 
By a sledge but I remembered it wrong 
And for a while I thought it was me 
And we lived in a house and then a different house 
And the first door was yellow and the second was green 
And I missed the yellow door and I cried for  
A while but not for long because it made 
     
      my head hurt 
But you let me sleep at the end of your bed 
And then I was still little but I was as big as I had ever been 
So then you were ten and wouldn’t 
Let me sleep at the end of your bed anymore 
And I cried even though my head hurt 
And it was okay because you would still 
Talk to me and you would have your friends 
Round and I could talk to them but only some of them but that was before  
      
      you were quiet  
and you watched a lot of telly all day 
And I went to school and I read books and I felt much older than before 
Everyone kept telling me off I met a boy who I liked and  
He liked books too but he didn’t like me 
You didn’t like me either for a long time and my head hurt 
A lot but then one day you did again when I was a teenager 
And even though I couldn't sleep at the end of your bed 
You talked to me and maybe it was even better 
This way because  
      I have so much more to tell you now 
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Commentary 
Morrisey’s poem dramatizes the way in which memory re-enacts the past. One recovered detail 
detonates the next, and the lack of punctuation means that her readers are forced to work 
sentences out of the chain of words. Their racing rhythm is only interrupted by the lurch of the 
heavily indented line breaks that end each stanza: ‘he was just lonely/ for his sister/ to come and 
keep him company’ – solely through structure Morissey enables us feel we are the ones 
remembering. 

What I discovered when trying to imitate this was how one recollection could provoke another. 
Memory is unpunctuated. The lack of punctuation also allows the poem to imitate the rushing way 
a child might narrate a story. Until discovering the identity of Morrisey’s ‘You’ near the end of her 
poem I had assumed that the childishness of her language choices (‘sparkly’ and ‘tummy’ for 
example) were in the voice of the speaker’s childhood self. Only on finding out that the speaker 
was addressing her daughter did I realize that this voice was the speaking half-language that an 
adult speaks to a child. Here the language takes on an emotional change; the speaker’s child has 
reawakened the child in her.  

Morissey’s poem is an exploration of the way that a mother thinks about her own childhood in 
order to understand her daughter. As soon as we hear of the speaker’s daughter being born we 
hear about the possibility of her grandchildren. It seems that women cannot help but compare 
their lives to each other’s, yet cannot be satisfied with the parallels they draw. This is why I chose 
to write a narrative of sisterhood. This relationship involves not a cyclical structure but a 
conflicting, parallel progress. Morissey’s speaker is remembering alone; my speaker’s memories 
are tangled with another’s. 
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Forward/emagazine Student Critics Competition (2017)  
Winner Creative Response & Reflective Commentary (Teacher) 
 
Olga Dermott-Bond, Rugby High School for her poem and commentary in response 
to ‘28’ by Maria Apichella 
 
the end of the night 
 
‘Think you there was or might be such a man / As this I dreamed of?’ (Anthony and Cleopatra, Act V Scene II) 
 
the thighs of my skinny vodka are barely covered  
with Coke, short-skirted sugar in my mouth, 
this nightclub is a fermented kingdom of clay; 
you take my hand  

   and we are suddenly outside 
I am shivering inside my hurried jacket, 
throbbing music aches like a distant hangover   
               
we stagger against an Irish February towards the  
seafront where this night wind is tight, black as liquorice  
chewing at my ankles 

 lamp posts rattle as we stand close to them 
              boats clink and roll like empty beer bottles  
              against the harbour wall 
 
your breath is lager and I can taste cigarette ash 
feathered, settling  

                  on my lip as a dying bird, 
 
there is no shelter from what you say next 
 
 

words     smash     on      sobbing     kerbstones  
 

 
I watch as you walk back up the hill  

tornadoes spill from your pockets 
            whistling whilst  
                                       I gulp against this pitch 
 
I want to scoop myself back into a plastic bucket but 
these wet cloying clumps are stuck in my throat and eyes and everywhere  
so I stand in the rain, bladderwrack hair,  
salt gusts are dirty ropes flaying my face, 
low clouds have drunk too much of the sea 
   
my heart hammers cracked like a useless pink spade – 
sandcastles of what I wanted to say to you collapsed against my ribs  
 



Forward/emagazine Critics Competition 2017 – Winning and Highly Commended Entries 
Please do not distribute beyond your school, in print or electronically 

Reflective commentary 
 
I chose to write a poem in response to Apichella’s work, as I was drawn to the immediacy, clarity 
and beauty of the poem: I loved its setting (unmistakably Welsh) and the tender portrait of a 
relationship that we as readers glimpse briefly.  I think what struck me most was the voice of the 
speaker – young, impressionable, ‘hungry’.  I loved how free verse was used so skilfully, as was the 
use of present tense for the majority of the poem - apart from the last two lines, which creates a 
sense of reflection and distance.  The portrayals of ‘male’ and ‘female’ also interested me. 
 
My instinctive response as a writer was to explore a vivid memory of my own, which also took 
place on a Celtic Fringe – although the setting is Northern Irish. The tone of my poem is much 
darker admittedly, but I hope it stays true to the spirit of Apichella’s work.  I have also used free 
verse and shared lines, which seemed to fit the ‘story.’ I have tried to create a strong sense of 
place through snapshot impressionism, as well as using a range of imagery to present both the 
speaker of the poem and the (ex) boyfriend. The use of present tense is used to capture this 
portrait of a private moment – a rites of passage.  Whereas Apichella used the motif of the bee so 
effectively, I included the inter textual reference of ‘Anthony and Cleopatra’ – I was studying it at 
the time, and I thought it created a contrast between the speaker’s romantic notions of love and 
the reality of this first relationship coming to an end. 
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Forward/emagazine Student Critics Competition (2017)  
Winner Creative-Critical Response (14-16) 
 
Lucy Thynne, Lady Margaret School for her poem ‘grandma’ and commentary, in response 
to ‘Telemachus’ by Ocean Vuong 
 
 
grandma 
 
 
firm, she grips my hand after sunday lunch and draws me  

to the bottom of the garden, whispering quick!  

these people are driving me crazy, while i try not to think  

about the irony. there, she talks to the cat. calls it the name of her last  

cat; tells me how the milkman never comes, once and then again.  

i watch the trees, think how they look like women praying  

for things they will never have. think how strange that this  

was once the woman who could lift me with paper brown arms,  

who harvested men’s hearts with the ease she now forgets a name -  

because what is a name if she knows someone by their colour?  

i am a forest green, she whispers, like it is a secret she can hide  

only beneath her tongue. she doesn’t believe i am her granddaughter  

but holds me close anyway. hollow. teaches me that learning to hold  

is sometimes more necessary than being held, that the sky is not  

always your ceiling. how I loved her then, shell dipped in half light. weak,  

but only to those who would not listen . this: that though she no longer   

baked with flour-crusted hands, she makes me promise that i one day  

will, prepare lunches for my children and the children inside of them.  

i nod, draw the trees with my toes, reminding her it’s time to go - but she’s far  

away, distant, somewhere where the amount remembered  

equals the amount forgotten. 

 

  



Forward/emagazine Critics Competition 2017 – Winning and Highly Commended Entries 
Please do not distribute beyond your school, in print or electronically 

Reflective Commentary 

I chose to respond to Telemachus, because its theme of grief for a family member particularly stood 
out to me. Vuong’s work is, as always, so raw and profound that it captures this emotion very well, 
despite using an experience that is mythological, not personal. I wanted to respond to this by playing 
with the idea of grief for someone who has not actually passed away, and wrote this poem about 
my thoughts and feelings when my grandmother had Alzheimer’s’. Like Vuong, I wanted to write 
about loss, but in this case a sense of loss for the person she was in the past. What I really loved 
about Telemachus was that the narrator does not let a death sever any connection between him 
and his father; rather he still looks for similarities that he sees in his future self -  ‘the face not mine 
– but one I will wear to kiss all my lovers good-night’. For me the narrator says that this is an event 
he will carry throughout his entire life, not just physically as he grows into a similar face but 
emotionally, continuing that love with ‘lovers’ and ‘kiss’. I wanted to write something inspired by 
this, where my grandmother also effectively passes on love for what I will do in the future, possibly 
becoming a grandmother myself. At the same time, the loss of someone can make them seem 
disconnected from you personally – in Telemachus ‘he could be anyone’s father’, and I hope in my 
poem the disbelief that my grandmother was the same person I once knew comes across. 
Ultimately, the line ‘Do you know who I am, Ba?’ is what first inspired this poem, drawing links with 
a loss of memory. 
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Forward/emagazine Student Critics Competition (2017)  
Highly Commended Creative-Critical Response (14-16) 
Alice Broadbent, Oundle School for her poem ‘Ariadne’ and commentary, in response 
to ‘Telemachus’ by Ocean Vuong 
 
Ariadne 
I’m the parasite. I’m the disease. 
The thing no one wants. 
Once I was the feast, now I’m a leftover. 
I served my purpose, played as a marionette. 
But now I know it was all a ruse. 
 
I used to be a key that opened a door, 
But when it creaked open the novelty wore off, 
Like every new present a child begs for, 
Uses for a day, and discards. 
 
I’m the athlete, promised a match 
But left as the reserve on the sidelines. 
There’s no need for charm, 
I can’t go back home. Just another 
Mouth to feed. 
 
Beauty fades, so does usefulness. 
No love, no laughter, no life left in me. 
But the city celebrates. Theseus was triumphant. 
And I lost my head and my heart. 
I am a fish out of water, 
But I have to keep breathing. 
 
Reflective Commentary 
My poem ‘Ariadne’ was inspired by Vuong’s ‘Telemachus’. When reading Vuong’s poem I particularly liked 
how it was based on the myth, but was more dark and melancholy. In Homer’s Odyssey Telemachus has 
faith that his father survives the many years he was away from Ithaca and he subsequently finds his father 
alive, whereas in Vuong’s poem Telemachus finds his father dead. To me ‘Telemachus’ is also about family 
and belonging, something I tried to represent in my poem, ‘Ariadne’. I chose the mythological character of 
Ariadne because there is a lot of speculation over what happened to her. Some people believe that the god 
Dionysius who wanted her as his wife made Theseus stop loving her so that he could marry her. Others 
think that Dionysius stole her from a loving Theseus, and that is perhaps one of the reasons that he forgot 
to change his sails on his return to Athens in order to display his victory. Others conclude that Theseus left 
her on an island where Dionysius took her and consequently married her. However, just as ‘Telemachus’ is 
not merely a retelling, my poem is not either. In ‘Ariadne’, Theseus no longer loves Ariadne, but took her 
back to Athens, where she knows she doesn’t belong and is unwanted and was used. Belonging is shown in 
‘Telemachus’ because Telemachus does not feel he belongs with his father, as shown in the line ‘he could 
be anyone’s father.’ Furthermore, ‘Telemachus’ is about family, the son finding his father, who doesn’t 
know him. Families and legacies were very important in Ancient Greece, Ariadne, in helping Theseus, 
betrayed her family, which is why she can never return home. I also used a modern tone and syntax in my 
poem, like the one used in ‘Telemachus’.  


