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Review by Richie McCaffery
I’ve heard film theory circles discuss
movies that ‘break the fourth wall’,
meaning that the film is suddenly no
longer contained in the pre-determined
confines of its medium and instead
transgresses those boundaries, often
addressing us directly. As a poet, Harry
Josephine Giles is not content to let their
work languish in the two-dimensional
paper and ink zone of most poetry. Take,
for instance, one of the more polemical
poems here, the strikingly titled ‘Abolish
the Police’ which begins as something of an incantation, or a malison:

The poem is a only witch’s work, under
only the best round moon, only the deep
ordering of its words enough to banish
police from this plane. Only cast it with me,
abolish, cast your circle, abolish,
There follows the spell ‘abolish the police’ repeated ad infinitum, so that it runs
off the page and out of sight and earshot. Giles also has a second poem, also titled
‘Abolish the Police’ which operates on a cleverly metapoetic level, talking about
the imagined experience of the poet reciting their poem to a room full of policeofficers:
When I read my poem ‘Abolish the Police’
to the audience of police,

the police all applaud and say, “Well done,
oh yes, well done,”
their handcuffs rattling
on their little blue plastic chairs.
Poems like these remind me strongly of the Cambridge poets of the British Poetry
Revival, particularly Peter Ackroyd’s

Giles is clearly subverting the monolithically male heterosexual image of Scottish
poetry, but in a way that is simultaneously affectionate and supportive of the past.
These are not the poems of some sort of tawdry, punkish shock-tactic mentality,
hell-bent on tearing down everything that has come before, but rather poems that
use old forms and words to say something new and revitalised. Again, it is no
mere coincidence that Giles’s collection begins in a bucolic, albeit modern and
mechanised, setting redolent of Burns two centuries before. One of my favourite
poems here is ‘Strategic Plan for the Reintroduction of Agricultural Birdsong’
where the robotic bureaucratic language of governmental policies collides with
the lilting beauty of bird calls. As the poem progresses, the speaker seems to
metamorphose into a bird:
ob-ob-ob-ob-JEKtiiiiiff
striving for optimising the potential of
centres of expertise in birdsong through

in order to do so you are resorting to the modus operandi of that very fascist?
Similarly the second version of ‘Abolish the Police’ ends with the speaker slitting
the throats of the police in the audience of the poetry reading and then drinking
their blood. The image of the police screaming ‘like a rock of solan geese’ is an
outstanding one, but again an act of gross violence is essentially being fetishized.
These poems seem to come from some sort of Clockwork Orange-esque amoral
and entropic angle. However, it is clear from poems such as those in the
‘Erasures’ sequence, made from redacted texts from the SDS Tradecraft Manual
(to enable police officers to infiltrate environmental activist organisations) that
Giles is dealing with an increasingly draconian and authoritarian landscape and
that extreme measures are called for. Giles’s poems, rather like some of Hugh
MacDiarmid’s (I’m thinking mainly of his poems calling for the bombing of
London) are not intended to be taken at face value, but rather to shock us out of
our sleepy obedience to the State. Giles’s jokily prescriptivist poems in ‘Rules’
show how spontaneous things like a hike in the countryside could be turned into a
standardised, dehumanised and competitive ‘game’ the rules of which everyone
must abide by, such as in ‘Target’:
With permanent marker, draw three concentric rings on a patch of
exposed skin. The centre scores 20; the middle, 10; the outer, 5. Encourage
the midgies to bite there. At the end of the walk, compare your scores.
Funny and absurd as this may sound, these poems are hinting at a world that
could well become a reality. As the title The Games suggests, there is plenty of
ludic word-play and humour on offer here, but ‘games’ is a double edged thing,

bringing also to mind the bloody sports of the past. The countryside of these
poems is Arcadian in the truest sense of the word, in the sense that death is also
there, that there is no lasting escape from it. The seriousness of many of these
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