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This is the second time I’ve had the honour of judging the Indigo Spring Competition and, once again, I was humbled by the strength and quality of the work submitted. It was a delight to see such diversity of form, style and subject matter, from skilful and experimental use of space to well-crafted sonnets. There were many important poems on climate change and the current political landscape, also courageous and vulnerable poems of love, trauma and loss. There were poems which made me belly laugh and poems which left a lump in my throat. It’s not easy to longlist, and then shortlist, when faced with such accomplished work. The final decisions come down to personal choice; poems which surprised, delighted, resonated on an emotional level and packed a punch with their use of language, voice and craft. 

I am grateful to Ronnie and Dawn for trusting me to judge this prize. Submitting work is a brave thing to do. There were many deserving entries that I reluctantly did not longlist, and I sincerely hope these well-crafted poems will find their place in the world. Congratulations to the winners, whose remarkable poems I kept coming back to.    

1st: Mars and Venus United by Love : This beautifully-crafted poem, a response to a painting of Mars, god of war, and Venus, goddess of love, made me catch my breath from the very first line where the poet introduces the idea That a tiny child with wings / might tame a warhorse. It takes real skill to write a successful ekphrastic poem, and interestingly, there were a number of strong ekphrastic poems submitted to this competition. This one resonated with me deeply; the controlled elegance of  language and punctuation, the way every word earns its keep. I loved the repetition of I like and the confiding intimacy of the voice as the reader’s eye is guided first to the woman with enough milk to feed the world / her trees still green, and then to the man, brought to his knees, his war-lust temporarily spent. This is a poem of contrasts; the delicate gold chain, the myth that holds the lovers together and the brutal reality of the bombed-out hospitals, the unsaved. We are left with the violence of stamping hooves, the full emotional impact of a painting from 1570, which is still so relevant today.


Mars and Venus United by Love by Rosie Jackson
after Paolo Veronese, 1570’s 

I like this myth. That a tiny child with wings 
might tame a warhorse. That his naked twin
might loop a gold chain round the couple’s feet. 
See how the woman has enough milk to feed
the world, her trees still green. How the man 
has, at last, fallen to his knees, war-lust spent, 
his folly starting to disarm. I like these words –
disarm, demobilise, lay down your swords. 
They’re the right kind of undoing. 
Not the bombed-out hospitals, the patients 
who yesterday were saved, today unsaved. 
Unlove, unhope, such great despairs 
this story puts behind itself: 
the swollenness, the stamping hooves. 

2nd: Allegorical: From the first reading, this was a standout poem. I was drawn in by its remarkable and clever use of language, the surprising imagery and discordant hum just below the surface. An undercurrent of violence flows from stanza to stanza; the toad is introduced as a freckled fist and the threat of his presence and sense of entitlement build throughout the poem, skilfully generating a feeling of menace. We hear how the earth is speaking through the folds of his skin, the way he knows that the moon favours him, how even the wind pauses to hear his voice. The structure and pace work well, and I love the way the poem begins and ends with the weight of a stone. This is an unsettling and important read, an allegory which demands to be heard.

Allegorical by Tina Cole

Toad squats on a stone the colour of drowned bark,
his body a map of rough splendour, a freckled fist 
dark and motionless beneath the thorny hedge.

Of course, the day grows around him, soft as moss, 
loud as crows, his pond a mirror to the sky’s slow moods 
where dragonflies stitch air, water skaters trace silver runes. 

Of course, the earth is speaking through the folds of his skin,
his throat pulsing a low, discordant hum. There is no hurry 
in his world of muck and marvel, he holds court,

tells lily pads how the pond was better before dragonflies 
came, before sedges told whispers from distant banks. 
Bigger ripples unsettle him, he calls them unrest, 

says alien goldfish dirty the water. The minnows 
flee his shadow. He knows that the moon favours him,
how even the wind pauses to hear his voice. At every 

opportunity he puffs larger, watches the kingfishers, certain 
they came to admire him. Even a bullfrog, once a stranger 
himself, sits silent now, unsure which way the current flows.

In the shallows, an adoring reflection stares back, he nods, 
as it is the only audience he ever truly needs. He waits to lure 
lesser creatures into the belief that he is just another stone.




3rd: Badbea 

This evocative poem about a historic clearing village in Caithness, effectively written in the first person, invites the reader to imagine those who dwelt here / between drystane dyke and brink of cliff. I loved the use of Scots words and the rich language which gives a real sense of the inhospitality of the landscape, where displaced inhabitants, perched on this dizzying strip / like uneasy crows had to tether their children to rocks to prevent them being blown away by the wind which speared through moss-chinked walls / scythed through skin. There is a real sense of desolation, of a life left behind, the places where we cut the peats no more. The poet also evokes a strong sense of survival: we clung to life / like heather to the high braes. The ending is truly haunting and stayed with me long after the reading. 
Badbea by Alice Stainer 
Clearance village on the East Coast of Caithness

We are those who dwelt here 
between drystane dyke and brink of cliff.

Ask how we perched on this dizzying strip
like uneasy crows 
expelled from farmers’ plenty. 
Our kin were nothing to fatted sheep 
that flecked the straths like bog-cotton.

Ask how we grappled with granite, 
tussled with breckan and whins whose roots 
ran deeper than our own, while the wind 
speared through moss-chinked walls, 
scythed through skin,
tried to tug away 
our tethered children.

Ask how still we clung to life 
like heather to the high braes, 
here where men did horses’ work 
and crofters put to sea 
for the flicker of silver darlings.

Behind us, green days in Kildonan and Ousdale 
where we cut the peats no more; 
ahead, the sea calling us 
to hope of home.

But we have never left – 
can never leave. 
Our song is inscribed 
in these scattered stanes. 
If you hear it on the wind 
as you wander through kailyard and byre,

sing it now for us.









