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For National Poetry Day, 28 September, share a poem with your book group. 

Explore this list of ten poetry books recommended for book groups.  

Swims by Elizabeth-Jane Burnett, Penned in the Margins 

Swims is a book that probes language, asking about the multiple meanings and connections of words. What 

different meanings are there of the word ‘swim’ ‘swims’ and ‘swimming’? How can these help us to understand the 

book? 

Think about some of the big environmental and political issues in the book. How do these interact with the individual 

act of swimming and the personal loss at the heart of the book? 

Many of the sections are named after a place. How much did they evoke a specific land/waterscape for you? Did they 

make you feel more or less like getting out into nature (and even swimming in it!)? 

Citizen: An American Lyric by Claudia Rankine, Penguin 

The subtitle of Citizen is An American Lyric. How much do you think the issues it raises can be applied to the UK or 

not? 

Citizen deals with issues of rage and anger. Is the text itself angry? Is this an emotional text? How do you think that 

is connected to the poet’s decision to write the book in ways that look and sound like an essay? 

What do the photos add to the poetry?  

Who is/are the ‘I’, ‘You’ and ‘We’? Who is the poem addressing? 

Let Them Eat Chaos by Kate Tempest, Picador 

At the beginning of the book is a note: ‘This poem was written to be read aloud’. Did you read the poem aloud to 

yourself? How do you think this changed your reading experience?  

The poem uses various rhymes and rhythms. What different forms of communication and expression (for instance 

conversation, rap, ballads) did these evoke?  

The characters in the poem all come from different backgrounds and lead different lives. What do they share? Did 

you respond to any character in particular? 

 



 

readinggroups.org 

 

Forward Book Of Poetry 2018, various, Faber & Faber 

Did reading this anthology change your mind about what kind of poetry is being published in the UK today? 

There are many different forms and approaches at work here. What surprised you? What pleased you?  

What is your favourite poem in this collection? Why? 

Then Come Back by Pablo Neruda, Bloodaxe Books 

As well as the translations and originals, there are images of the manuscripts and detailed notes at the back of the 

book. Did you use these resources and how did they shape your reading? Do you prefer to have more or less context 

when reading a poem? 

How do you feel about reading work in translation? Do you look at the original poems?  

These poems were written between the early 1950s and 1973, when Neruda died. Do they feel of their time or 

timeless? Do they feel Chilean, or universal? 

Say Something Back by Denise Riley, Picador 

These poems deal with and express grief. One of the most common times that people encounter poetry is at a 

funeral. Why do you think poetry is such a powerful way of tackling the subject of death and loss? 

Other than grief, what emotions are found in these poems? What emotions did they conjure in you? 

Which images struck you most in this collection? Why do you think there are so many images of the natural world – 

weather, seasons, plants, landscapes?    

British Museum, Daljit Nagra, Faber & Faber 

The British Museum is an institution national in name but international in its collection. Exploring how many of the 

exhibits came to be in there requires a frank confrontation with colonialism. How does the title poem and the book as 

a whole explore the idea of the interaction of cultures? 

Nagra refers to a great number of other poets and writers in this collection. Why do you think he does this? What do 

you think his relationship is with these different authors? 

There is a great joy and playfulness with language in this collection, including words from other tongues than 

English. Is language empowering? Can it also be harmful? 

The Art Of Falling by Kim Moore, Seren Books 

The central sequence, ‘How I Abandoned My Body to His Keeping’, deals with a physically abusive relationship. What 

feelings did it evoke in you? Sympathy, discomfort, anger? What reasons do you think there could be for wishing to 

write about such experiences? Is speaking about such situations an empowering 

thing to do? 
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What issues of class does this collection raise in poems such as ‘My People’? Is the poet’s perception of her own 

background positive or negative? And what is her own position or place? 

There is also joy in this collection. A central theme of the collection is music and playing instruments. What music did 

you find in the poems themselves? 

Inside The Wave by Helen Dunmore, Bloodaxe Books 

These poems explore the known, the familiar. They deal with garden birds and daily chores. In what ways do 

Dunmore’s poems celebrate and find beauty in the everyday?  

What pace do these poems seem to wish to be read at? Hurried or leisurely? What volume do you hear them at? Are 

they loud or whispered? Why do you think this might be? 

Dunmore sadly passed away earlier this year (2017). Many of these poems deal with the experience of terminal 

illness and the anticipation of death. How does this shape the book? Does it change the way you read other poems 

that don’t directly explore the situation? Would you give or recommend this book to someone who was themselves 

going through the same experience or had a loved one who was?  

The Immigration Handbook by Caroline Smith, Seren Books 

The poems in this collection are based on Smith’s own experience as an Immigration Caseworker in London. Did you 

learn things from the book? What emotions did it raise in you?   

Although the characters are composites, they are based on the true stories of real people. Did you find them 

relatable?  

The tone of these poems is very warm and human. How does this contrast with the legal and bureaucratic language 

which is interspersed through the book? What is the effect? 

For extracts, reading group notes and more information visit 

www.nationalpoetryday.co.uk  #NationalPoetryDay  

 

 

 

 


