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Shelley famously held that poets were the 
‘unacknowledged legislators of the world’.  2014 
Forward Prize judge Jeremy Paxman would like to 
agree, but sees contemporary English poetry as 
‘conniving at its own irrelevance’ by no longer 
engaging with ‘the public’ and public themes.  
Versus, Vehemence, Vision (VVV) will enable 
participants to consider what might constitute 
public poetry and how poets might engage more 
widely and effectively with civil society without 
pandering or resorting to the soap box.  The tension 
between maintaining the purity of the artist’s vision 

and the compromise demanded (?) by engagement 
with real or imagined audiences will be explored.  
Participants will consider a range of different types 
of public poetry by a range of poets — including 
Shelley himself, Tony Harrison, Geoffrey Hill, 
Moniza Alvi, Carol Ann Duffy, Gerard Manley 
Hopkins, W.B. Yeats, John Montague, Seamus 
Heaney, and in translation, Bertolt Brecht, Sorley 
Maclean and Vasko Popa — and in five 
assignments, will write poetry that engages with 
public issues in a range of forms and styles. 

 
Course structure 
 
The course is structured around five assignments and some preparatory work, which mostly involves reading 
and thinking.  Each assignment will typically involve:  
 

 Reading/study of one main (essential) and several subsidiary (desirable) poems; 

 Writing a poem, usually in the form of the main poem studied; 

 An online tutorial and sharing of work, and, of course; 

 Consideration of the public nature of the main poems studied and an evaluation of their 
effectiveness, taking into account historical, cultural and social contexts, audience and audience 
reception, motivation, intention (yes, intention!), language and form. 

 
Note: VVV does not pre-suppose any particular party political or ‘small-p’ political outlook on the part of 
participants — Tories, Whigs and Kropotkin Anarchists are all welcome.  The sole requirement for participants 
is that they be willing to read, study and write poetry that goes beyond the first person lyric and engages with the 
wider world in a way that at least potentially contributes to culture, society and debate. 
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