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Andy Croft’s Middlesbrough-based Smokestack Books has been at the 
forefront of radical – socialist and communist – poetry publication since 
2004, and has produced some of the most exceptional poetry collections to 
come from any imprint during this time. This bulk review of a small selec-
tion from Smokestack’s prodigious output should give a sense of just how 
ambitiously broad the press’s range and how unflinchingly committed the 
press is to providing a platform for some of the most thought-provoking 
nonconformist voices in twenty-first century verse. 

This reviewer has previously reviewed an extensive range of Smokestack 
titles at his socialist literary webzine The Recusant; however, he had mis-
takenly overlooked Granny Albyn’s Complaint by Glaswegian poet David 
Betteridge (2008), and since it is a volume drawing heavily on socialist 
history, it is particularly relevant to readers of this journal. The blurb to 
Betteridge’s book encapsulates this absorbing collection as ‘Green thoughts 
in a red shade’, and while there is something of the British lyrical tradition 
running through much of Betteridge’s poems, there is also an interna-
tionalist leaning stemming from a career spent partly abroad, including 
in Scandinavia – the Continent’s last outpost for social democratic values. 
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There is, too, something of the Makar in Betteridge, which puts him – 
together with his political and poetic sympathies – in the Scots tradition of 
Sorley Maclean (Gaelic: Somhairle MacGill-Eain) and fellow Glaswegian 
Edwin Morgan (d. 2010). The title of this volume alludes to the Scottish 
polemical tradition of the complaynt, a form of robust – but anonymous – 
territorial sparring-by-parchment of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. 
It is also intended as a titular homage to Betteridge’s native Glasgow; as is 
most of the book, albeit punctuated with flourishes of English red, as in 
the Shelleyean ‘A New Mask of Anarchy’; and the Blakeian ‘Auguries of 
Evil’, which has the timbre and imagery of the anthemic ‘London’ from 
Songs of Experience (1794). ‘May Day: In Parenthesis’, a poem about a 
public protest march, is scorched with political optimism, as symbolised 
in the ‘unimpeded blue’ of the sky. There is an almost religious tone to 
its celebration of common purpose: ‘pipers, with their melismatic turns 
of tune’ (melismatic: the vocal style of Gregorian chant in which one syl-
lable in a sung text is protracted with several notes). One speaker at the 
demonstration is quoted using a cartographical metaphor for political 
transcendence: 

‘… We are, or should try to be/ makers of the maps we follow, / mer-
cators of our polity’ – a plea for true participatory democracy. The poem 
also incorporates an allusion to Rosa Luxemburg, doomed heroine of 
the short-lived Marxist revolution of 1918-19 Germany. Betteridge is a 
socialist poet bursting with a sense of Romantic optimism, even during 
meditations which choose overarching metaphors of the perennial fore-
stalling of true socialist progress; as in ‘A Fish Rising’, where capitalism 
and the forces of ‘reaction’ are personified as a bottom-feeding carp, 
which periodically drifts up to the surface to feed off human social pro-
gress – ‘noses/ back to the cool of its brown deep’. Betteridge names these 
carp of history: first they were the ‘Romans’, then they were the Christian 
‘monks’. But almost in an unconscious echo of the lingering afterglow of 
Christianity’s original message, we get: ‘One wound, one cry, one song, 
one name / can travel faster than a Caesar’s hate’. Betteridge is a poet with 
a firm grasp of socialist history, as shown in ‘The People’s Palace History 
Paintings’, where he invokes historic movements such as ‘the Calton 
Weavers / then the Chartists, Suffragettes, and Socialists’. In ‘In Brecht’s 
Bar’, Betteridge recounts the yarns of a late socialist associate who is 
‘Now dead … – a hero – / in the History he liked to hear’. ‘Glasgow’s 
Needleworks Project’ is a wonderful surge of panegyric lyricism evoking 
the atmosphere of William Morris and the Arts and Crafts Movement. 
The ebullience of the sentiment is buoyed on the delight in language. The 
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poet writes of the River Clyde ‘dwindling through my window’, and 
eulogises on his city’s artistic heritage, citing the Fauvist-inspired ‘Scottish 
Colourists’, in suitably painterly language. This phantasmagorical pag-
eantry is a demotic coming together of the living with their ancestral 
phantasms (including Rosa Luxembourg’s ghost). Betteridge then bleeds 
the teleological imagery into a reemphasis of the socialist inheritance as a 
moving continuum of collective human consciousness. The volume as a 
whole serves as a poetic celebration of key figures, movements and events 
in the history of British and European socialism; the seam of dialectical 
materialism runs throughout, but it is one which is implicitly the sum of 
its very human and inspiriting parts.

Ruth Valentine is very much a community-oriented poet, dividing her 
time between writing books for schools on welfare issues, advising chari-
ties, conducting secular funerals, and producing her own highly lyrical and 
socially incisive verse. On the Saltmarsh (2012) is described by its blurb as 
‘a book about language and silence’, in particular, the ‘silence’ of countless 
victims of corrupt and violent regimes throughout the world. The title of 
the book, echoing – at least to this reviewer – that rather surreal anthologi-
cal favourite of early twentieth-century poet Harold Monro’s, ‘Overheard 
on a Saltmarsh’ (in which a ‘Green glass goblin’ is attempting to cajole 
some ‘beads’ from a nymph), feels appropriate for a poet who, similarly to 
Monro, couches social polemic in refined lyricism. Indeed, ‘The Boat on the 
Saltmarsh’ is adumbrated by a Monro-esque quality in its dialogic struc-
ture and eerie imagery reminiscent of old nursery rhymes. ‘The Saltmarsh 
as No Man’s Land’ closes the first sequence with the saltmarsh personified 
as a neglectful, even abusive, elemental mother, and some contempora-
neously polemical allusions to ‘rusted land-mines’ and ‘cluster bombs’. 
‘Where the Bodies Are’ is a poem-polemic on General Pinochet’s violently 
oppressive right-wing Chilean regime (1973-1989). Valentine’s greatest 
poetic strength is to graphically evoke political atrocities through physical 
description – objects, stains on furnishings – almost as if she is getting each 
tangibly evoked scene to express not only the events themselves but also 
the polemical echoes of them, as in ‘Handprints’. Valentine’s unflinch-
ing deep-focus lens produces some truly shocking tropes throughout ‘The 
Fortunate’, as in ‘2: Hamide’, where an attempt by Pinochet’s authorities 
to clean up a scene of domestic torture is crafted in a gruesomely satirical 
tone: ‘No-one has yet invented the right bleach / to take out finger-trails 
on a veneer / kitchen-door’. In ‘5: In Person’, Valentine moves sublimely 
from the physical to the metaphysical quandaries and repercussions of 
violent oppression. ‘The Chosen’ is a graphically evocative poem about 
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the Jewish Holocaust, almost mediumistic in its deeply empathetic depic-
tion. On the Saltmarsh is a beguiling, exceptionally composed volume of 
poems touching on some of the most sensitive nerve-points of mid-to-late 
twentieth century history, as well as treading the still-primed mines of 
the present; it is a highly figurative, lyrical circumnavigation of the whole 
Grand Guignol of gulags, guerrilla regimes and the terrible ramifications 
that scar civilian populations long after desert fatigues have vanished back 
into the sand-dust of departing helicopters. 

Owen Gallagher’s Tea with the Taliban (2012) is a more directly polem-
ical poetry volume. Gallagher shares a very clipped – sometimes sparse 
– lyrical precision with other politicised Northern poets such as Ian Parks 
(cue his The Exile’s House, Waterloo Press, 2012); also in common with 
Parks is a curious propensity for dovetailing poetic themes and metaphors of 
politics and romantic love. But much of Gallagher’s polemical tilt is towards 
empathising with and expressing the traumas induced in young servicemen 
thrust into futile Middle-Eastern war zones. In the more historical context, 
there is much to relish: ‘Emma Goldman’ is a hagiographical poem to its 
eponymous early twentieth century Russian anarchist and ‘riot inciter’. In 
many ways this figurative encomium reads like a political love poem when, 
after imagining receiving a ballot paper scrawled over by Goldman advis-
ing the poet to ‘spoil it’, Gallagher produces a startlingly imagistic, almost 
romancing trope: ‘Without hesitating I struck a match for Anarchy / and lit 
out on horseback / past a world I knew, galloped towards Emma / her arms 
open like a wishbone’. ‘On Trotsky’s Anniversary’ is a similarly respectful 
memorial-poem: ‘I raised the ice-pick and thought of Mercader / bringing 
it down on Trotsky’s skull/ and red spilling all the way to Russia / seeping 
upwards onto Stalin’s hands’. Gallagher poignantly allows war imageries to 
seep into poems on ostensibly very different subjects – though in the case 
of ‘The Mind Hospital’, touching as it appears to on his ex-soldier father’s 
post-traumatic afflictions, possibly related to dementia, such battle-dressed 
leitmotivs seem both literally and metaphorically appropriate: ‘My father’s 
mind is full of land-mines  / his finger jerks an imaginary trigger’. ‘The 
Afghan Rope Trick’ stands comparison with some of the desert-bound war 
lyricism of Alun Lewis and Keith Douglas: ‘his laced up boots, his rifle 
protruding from the sand/ and tags hanging from the trigger / were left 
where he had been posted / He would peer past snipers, wade/ in the River 
Tullaghabegely and catch  Donegal salmon in his hands’. ‘The Unofficial 
Exhibit’ is another figurative war-piece, this time brilliantly highlighting 
the shameful plight of many ex-soldiers who return home to different types 
of battle, such as post-traumatic stress disorder, but who lack psychiatric 
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support, meaning many are unable to re-adapt to civilian life, unable to 
work, and, in many cases, become homeless. As Gallagher puts it in the 
first moving verse: ‘The one-armed soldier’s hand extends, not / for him 
to be hauled back from where he has / in the past, fallen, or to be shaken, 
but/ to beg for loose change. His beret lies/ empty … ’. This is hugely 
poignant imagery (particularly in the last trope), and echoes once more the 
perennial domestic plight of the soldier, idolised when at duty abroad, but 
either tacitly judged, or even ignored entirely, when returning home. Here 
one recalls Rudyard Kipling’s ballad on precisely this theme, ‘Tommy’. It 
almost makes one wonder whether the only soldiers ever really accorded 
true respect are those who return in coffins draped in Union Jacks (those 
public processions late of Wootton Bassett). But what of the returning vet-
erans, physically and mentally scarred by wars that also seem to have little 
except futile purpose? Well, in the case of Gallagher’s veteran, many end 
up on the streets of the nation for which they have made such sacrifices. 
Gallagher’s khaki polemic has an almost symbiotically regimented way of 
keeping strictly but evocatively to its point: ‘The streets of London are 
paved with ex-soldiers / from the Falklands to Afghanistan / in hand to 
hand combat with themselves’. This is powerfully empathetic poetry which 
brings much-needed attention to the guilty secret of a nation only too glad 
to wave its ungrateful flag. Not only have so many of the troops sent out to 
Iraq and Afghanistan been shamefully under-equipped in practical terms 
by successive governments, but those who have survived their ordeals 
have returned home to a mental health system under-equipped to provide 
them adequate support. ‘Yalta’ is another accomplishedly composed poem 
on the timeless societal and military betrayal of army veterans: ‘An iron 
curtain was drawn that only birds and missiles / could cross. Stalin’s claim 
to Poland hardened / as did Roosevelt’s arteries’. Again, Gallagher’s ability 
to be so succinctly emotive is impressive. His tropes feel instinctively con-
trolled, compact but loaded, like little bombs. This concision gives many 
of his poems an epigrammatic quality, and their very metrical, sometimes 
half-rhymed lines also lend them a mnemonic potency – these are, after all, 
poems well worth remembering. ‘The Pope and Saint Marx’ is a depiction 
of the poet’s working-class Catholic upbringing, infused as it was with a 
conscious socialism: ‘Back then, every Catholic home possessed a picture 
of Pope John / XXIII. Some had lights that flashed, it was said,/ to the 
rhythm of his heart …// Mother’s brother, Hugh, had two pictures, side 
by side:/ one was the Pope, the other Saint Marx as Hugh called him / 
One was to assist us/ into Heaven, the other to enable us to take what we 
were due/ on Earth’. ‘The Pay Poke’ is a poem about working poverty of 
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the type which sees the monthly wage practically disappear as soon as it’s 
received – again, Gallagher invokes religious imagery to satirise this sacrifi-
cial monthly ritual of paying debts and bills from a rapidly dwindling pay 
packet: ‘Only the shadows of the two men crossed the doorway./ I peeled 
father’s pay packet open, laid out his wages in piles’. ‘The Lead Thieves’ 
is an irreverent poem about the poet’s father and brother stripping ‘lead 
from the church roof’ to boil down and use to ‘cast / religious figurines’ 
including ‘Arsenius the Weeping Monk’ and, of course, ‘Jude for hopeless 
causes’. It’s a scene straight out of the Boulting Brothers’ Heaven’s Above! 
(1963), a perpetually rollup-lipped Eric Sykes rolling up the church roof 
with sidekick Roy Kinnear. Again, it’s slightly ambiguous as to just how 
figurative or imagined some of these poems are, but one suspects there 
are grains of genuine experience within them. ‘The Aisle to Heaven’ is a 
beautifully described vignette on the poet as a child at what would seem 
to be a Catholic boys’ school. In ‘Newsworthy’ Gallagher aphoristically 
coins: ‘workers race like paramedics / to where a capitalist axe was raised’. 
‘The Land Rush’ produces a similarly striking aphorism: ‘This planet has 
more owners of title-deeds than trees’. ‘Left, Right Left … ’ is a brilliant 
epigram to dialectical materialism, which ends poignantly: ‘This we know: 
there is need on one side / greed on the other; our stomachs expand / or 
shrink to what they know / Anthems, arms and flags accumulate / in his-
tory’s wardrobe’. 

‘The Minister of Poetry’, cushioned by the quote ‘a people without 

poetry are butterflies without wings’, is an amusing satirical piece which 
begins: ‘Under the State of Emergency/ the first act of the new Government 
/ will be to declare a Department of Poetry’. Poetry being perhaps the 
most impecunious of artistic mediums, the depiction of its sudden pro-
curement by politicians as a powerful and essential societal tool is at once 
hilarious as it is ironic given that in Soviet Russia, for instance, it was 
considered of high cultural and political capital by certain state leaders 
(albeit more often than not channelled through ‘agitprop’, Gorky being 
one early exponent). ‘Driving to Utopia’ is another satirical piece, this 
time depicting an idyllic socialist society peopled by such luminaries of 
the Left as ‘Red’ Shelley, Mayakovsky, and counting among its customary 
tipples ‘a Robert Owen cocktail’. Highly surreal. The collection ends on 
one of the most memorable epigrammatic poems, ‘Democracy was a Fine 
Idea’, which warrants quoting in full – the first line being a capitulation 
to the intra-textual title: ‘until the Government dragged it onto the floor/ 
of the House of Commons, ripped / its thoughts out and held them high, 
/ taunting the opposition’. Owen Gallagher’s Tea with the Taliban is a 
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collection of incontrovertible, distinctly red truths poured like liquid lead 
into the moulds of succinct, well-formed – and -informed – poems, many 
on the under-written theme of war veterans, which have much to impart 
for these protracted days of sandy fatigues, Union Jack-draped coffins 
processing through quaint country towns, and successive ‘interventionist’ 
prime ministers intent on their stints at foreign adventurisms in desperate 
attempts to resuscitate the blimpish sentiments of long-dead empire, as 
well as bagging a bit more oil into the bargain. 

Finally we turn to Angel in Flames (2012), which brings together 
radical American poet and political activist James Scully’s ‘Selected 
Poems and Translations, 1967-2011’. It is important to mention here that 
Connecticut-born Scully was the son of a factory worker mother and 
shipbuilder father, so solidly from the American working class (or possi-
bly what the Americans themselves might term ‘middle class’). Scully was 
active in the US anti-war movement during the Sixties, and also lived in 
Chile at the toxic period of 1973-4, his ‘Santiago apartment … used as a safe 
house for the Movimiento de Izuquierda Revolucionaria’. Emphatically, 
then, Scully is an empirically political poet, and his prolific output force-
fully reflects this. Scully’s sparse, surgically precise but richly worded, 
very assonantal, lyricism is often infused, ironically, given its Marxian 
sensibilities, with an almost religious urgency. But isn’t Marxism after all 
a form of secular Manicheaism? Whereas religion is about the eternal con-
flict between good and evil, dialectical materialism debatably translates 
this conflictual dualism into the paradigm of labour and capital. A poem 
such as ‘Wild Trees’, for instance, may possibly be read – pessimistically 
– as an allegory on the seeming impossibility of utopian socialism, dis-
guised as, or juxtaposed with, the unreachableness of a mythical pre-Fall, 
perfect human condition; just as the seventeenth-century Levellers and 
Diggers believed in a pre-Norman Saxon Golden Age of land-based egali-
tarianism before the patchwork hedged-in hegemonies: ‘we came upon/ 
the obvious: crab apples, / blood clots of rusted fruit // these aroused in 
us / nostalgia / for what never existed / and never would // beyond, we 
noticed other trees / orchard apples abandoned / to the obsolescence / 
of prelapsarian desires’. With the term ‘prelapsarian’ we have an implicit 
allusion to the pre-Fall state: it would appear Scully’s polemic here is in 
the vestigial impotence that is, in the minds of most Marxists, the inef-
fectual, inhibiting (i.e. ‘opium of the masses’), even damaging nature of 
Christianity, as symbolised in the ‘orchard (or ‘church’?) apples’ ‘aban-
doned’ to its ‘obsolescence’. The totems of Christian religiosity are to 
the poet ‘hollow trunks / twisted, fruitless, lifeless’ and, at least to Scully, 

Socialist History 53.indd   97Socialist History 53.indd   97 10/06/2018   13:57:4010/06/2018   13:57:40



98 Socialist History 53

a lapsed Catholic, ‘they explained nothing / illuminated nothing’. They 
are ‘scabrous trunks’ which line the ‘trolley rails of childhood / torn up’. 
Scully then strips down the stony icons of Catholicism, ‘the Mary’ who ‘in 
her muteness / …gives away nothing’: ‘Mary, in whom / all questions died 
before they could come to mind’. This poem forms a powerful polemic 
against the social complacency of religion, and though this writer is not 
an atheist as presumably – and no doubt for good reasons – Scully is, he 
completely empathises with the sentiments, especially the expressionless, 
seemingly unquestioning Catholic iconography. But at another level, it 
seems clear that Scully is expressing here a sense of disillusionment in his 
lifelong socialism – his own ‘Auden moment’ – by the implied juxtaposi-
tion of a mythical prelapsarian state with a debatably equally mythical 
pre-capitalist past; and this reviewer uses the word debatably here since 
Scully’s dialectic is by no means conclusive and is thereby more a prompt 
towards such a debate than an attempt to close it on a permanently pes-
simistic note. 

In ‘Babble’, Scully describes his factory-working mother Hazel while 
she is dying of an unspecified illness in what is presumably a nursing 
home. Here the poet brings in many ancient Classical images and allusions 
to evoke the timeless theme of human mortality and its seeming futility: 
‘baa baa baa baa baa/ behind the screen – / Irene, a fetal curl / dying of 
nothing but old / babbling gargling old old argh’. Those first two lines 
are in many ways sublime: ‘baa baa’ would appear to allude to the roots 
of the Greek word barbaros (βάρβαρος) which onomatopoeically denoted 
those people who spoke in a language other than Greek, which, unintel-
ligible, sounded like babble (derived, of course, from Babel, or Babylon, 
whose tower of Biblical legend was struck down by God who then pun-
ished the world with a splintering of its one single language into many 
different ones, or ‘tongues’). Following this oral Glossolalia (to speak in 

tongues) with the phrase ‘behind a screen’ at once creates a metaphysical 
analogy with the incomprehensibility and ‘unknowableness’ of the nature 
of death and non-existence: the undiscovered country over a border, or 
‘behind a screen’. This extended lyric is scored through with some linger-
ing aphorisms, such as ‘how did we ever/ leap into speech?’, ‘agonies of 
rumour’, ‘the logorrhoea of eternal life’ and ‘the factory crumpled hands 
/ are monumental’. 

In ‘There is No Truth to the Rumour’, Scully explores the ancient use 
of animal skins to make papyri to write on, and sublimely juxtaposes this 
archaic human practise – before the development of wood-based paper – 
with imagery of bruising, wounding, mutilation: ‘yet regardless of grade, 
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without exception, / skin being mostly collagen, / the water in ink or paint 
/ would melt it slightly / creating a raised bed for the writing / like welts 
on a body / showing what’s been done to it’. 

‘Boxcars’ touches on the Jewish Holocaust and again Scully pro-
duces resonant biblical-arboreal imagery: ‘these faces / like tremulous 
leaves / curled whitely, sensing change in the weather / of a place with no 
trees’. This is an epic lyric, unflinching in its descriptive directness of the 
Holocaust, and is one of the most powerful empathic depictions of that 
terrible episode in human history this writer has read. Scully’s stripped-
down, surgical lyricism rises to the occasion of this most challenging of 
subjects: ‘more night, more fog, rolls in/ the natural light of the world/ 
obsessed/ with an agenda/ turns, merely, to lightning …’. Scully doesn’t 
flinch from facing this horror head on: ‘HOLOCAUST fires gasped 
sucking / air out of the air, … / the long dead, first, in shrouds of cloth-
ing,/ then the sad-eyed, the darkly artful, the sullen / leaving behind / 
the striped stick figures in terrible baker’s caps / serving now no further 
purpose’. ‘Boxcars’ is certainly no easy read, due to its acutely graphic 
grip on its subject, but it demonstrates Scully’s undeniable gift at stripping 
down the grisly reductionism of the crimes themselves into a sparse and 
gut-churning precision of image: ‘eyes, nose, lips / never again / to relate a 
human face’. Scully also deftly emphasizes the cowardice of human com-
plicity in the inhuman act: ‘machetes take their sweet time awaiting / the 
decency of dark / to come in’. Scully evokes much of the horrors symboli-
cally: ‘the way a column of smoke / gushes up / on its own exhaustion / 
wreathing an agony of shadows’. Ultimately there is an understandable 
nihilism in Scully’s poetic exposition of the Holocaust, and it touches on 
the arrested ghostliness of human existence in the timeless continuum we 
attempt to map as history: ‘we exist as present absentees / insects / in per-
ennial rubble / under a heaven of unforgiving genesis’. 

The existential futility, meaninglessness, of war and conflict, par-
ticularly genocide, is touched on again in ‘Qana’: ‘their deaths / like 
little yapping dogs / rush out / into the nerve-endings of the universe’. 
‘Atahualpa Death Prayer’ comprises twenty-three short lyrics relating to 
the eponymous last emperor of the Incas; twenty-one particularly caught 
this writer’s eye: ‘ruled be heaped up punishments / cut to the quick / 
stupefied, estranged, without justice / isolated / weighing how our bodies 
have no shadows’. ‘White Phosphorus’ chillingly depicts the slow, corro-
sive scarring on victims of the eponymous chemical weapon, in this case, 
that which was allegedly dropped as bombs by Israeli forces on Palestinian 
residential areas (2008-9).
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‘Midsummer’ finds Scully in rare bucolic mood, but not without a 
characteristic hint of the apocalyptic: ‘the cows browse in oblivion’. ‘I 
Frammenti’ is a portrait of an elderly couple the poet stayed with in 
Dalmatia on the Croatian coast in 1963, and contains some exquisite 
descriptions. The war-torn nature of this particularly Balkan society 
is hinted at with descriptive brio: ‘Even the washed up sea urchin, / a 
raspberry-speckled egg / shocked with spines / like a contact mine’. 
In ‘Walking With Deirdre’ we are treated to the following morbid but 
sublime trope: ‘To open a window / Pasternak observed this / before he 
melted into the landscape – / is to open a vein’. Another of Scully’s linger-
ing visceral images occurs in ‘In Cuzco’, set in said Peruvian city, Scully’s 
last stop before entering Pinochet’s Chile: ‘(the heart in its ribs / like a 
bloody flag in a fist) / they quick-stepped in / through the cold wet street, 
/ hupping and fluttering a red flag’. These empirical South American 
poems produce some of Scully’s most striking images: ‘The worn out / 
blue of his shirt / is gray as the overworked sky’ from ‘The Day of the 
Night’ is one of many examples.

The longer narrative lyrical poem ‘Isa Mar’ pays tribute to the over-
thrown Chilean Socialist government’s exiled diplomat Marcos Orlando 
Letelier del Solar who was assassinated in Washington DC, 1976, by 
Pinochet’s agents. On Pinochet Scully writes: ‘When he opens his mouth 
/ all Santiago / contracts to a shrunken head // The poet is dead. / The 
Minister of Public Works / lugs his urn from one rented mausoleum/ to 
another. / His land can’t live with it. / Which tosses and turns / in the 
General Cemetery / like a relic thrown into the sea … ’. ‘Isa Mar’ is a poem 
which serves as Chilean social document; it is didactic in the least obtrusive 
sense, carried as it is by some astonishingly astute and evocative images – 
as, again, in Scully’s scalpel-sharp depiction of the deceptively avuncular 
and dusty dictator: ‘General Pinochet / pokes up / his grandfatherly head 
/ barking like a seal / out in the mist’. Scully adds that he ‘is addicted to 
stiff white uniforms / like self-torture, / To recall / how crisp / and clean it 
used to feel?’. ‘Now Sing’ is one of the most uncompromisingly graphic, 
lyrically affecting poems on the torture and execution (by firing squad) 
of a casualty of conflict this writer has ever read: ‘NOW sing: the guards 
howling / beat him with obscenities. / But he did. / His legend is / he 
was singing / Venceremos / when they shot him. / Even for them, it was 
too much // they killed him, / they couldn’t kill enough’. ‘Witness César 
Vallejo’ is a kind of invocation to the radical Peruvian poet; it is a strange 
but strikingly aphorismic lyric, partly touching on the Spanish Civil War, 
in which Vallejo was involved, which seems initially slightly sardonic: ‘To 
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his card carrying / communism we appeal, / his blank passport / utopian 
/ forehead, / his vest and shoes, / his marxist-leninist study groups. / and, 
why not, his arrogance / his fractured earnestness / so literal! / And the 
blushing / aureole on his pillar of militant light … / Why not!’. 

Scully occasionally invokes some key voices in the modernistic 
American poetic heritage to which his own belongs, as in ‘Poe Votes’: 
‘Wednesday Oct. 3rd, 1849 / all liquored up / and dragged / (Crane guesses) 
/ retching through Baltimore’. This poem also commemorates the appar-
ently sordid death of the great American author of gothic phantasmagoria, 
Edgar Allen Poe, who was found delirious – or intoxicated – on the streets 
of Baltimore, seemingly dressed in someone else’s clothes, on an election 
day. All these aspects led some to speculate that, in spite of his own fragile 
and poisoned pathology (tubercular, alcoholic etc.), Poe might have been 
the victim of a macabre practice known as ‘cooping’, whereby unwilling 
persons were sometimes made drunk, even drugged, and forced by gangs 
hired by certain politicians to vote for particular candidates, sometimes 
several times, and who were sometimes beaten or even murdered if they 
refused.

Scully’s voluminous and absorbing volume concludes caustically with 
his own poetic polemic on the state of contemporary poetry, simply titled, 
without rhetorical question mark, ‘What is Poetry’. From his empirically 
politicised perspective, he immediately challenges much of the synthetic 
‘radical chic’ (a term coined by the socialist poet and critic Alan Dent) and 
posturing of contemporary mainstream poetry: ‘At night whom does it 
adore / yet at dawn / what dream would it go to the wall for’. Scully asks, 
is poetry ‘the ideology of a class or the puff of genius’ – again, sans ques-
tion mark, which makes it more rhetorical; a kind of Socratic statement. 
Scully also puts in his own inimitable word on the perennial Audenian 
‘poetry and politics’ paradigm: ‘does it make anything happen / or does 
it die to itself, till others notice the smell / is it shrill does its voice break 
/ or must it be a baritone of honey’. This is a blistering riposte to the 
continuing poetic debate on the true meaning of Auden’s ambiguous 
trope ‘poetry makes nothing happen’ (‘In Memory of W.B. Yeats’; always 
interpreted literally, and conveniently truncated by anyone who cherry-
picks it, since Auden’s passage goes on to partly contradict itself by saying 
poetry ‘survives / In the valley of its making / A way of happening, a 
mouth’). But the very experiential nature of poetry such as Scully’s shows 
that, in a symbiotic sense, poetry does make things happen, or can at least 
play some part in happenings – and in that sense is sometimes itself ‘a way 
of happening, a mouth’ – of witness. And even if, in the eyes of the jaded, 
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poets such as Scully ultimately ‘make nothing happen’, it will still be an 
emphatic, titanium ‘nothing’. Angel in Flames is not simply a collection of 
deeply compassionate and imaginative poems; it is a collecting together 
of forty-plus years’ socialist commitment through thought, witness and 
activism, and will undoubtedly prove to be an invaluable future source of 
political experience as poetic document. 

Where there’s Smokestack, there’s fire; and it is heartening to know that 
in these dark days of literal and literary austerity there is still a formidable 
publishing light shining in Middlesbrough; one which is kindled on the 
living trans-historical spirit of the British and European radical socialist 
tradition, commemorated in exceptional contemporary political poetry. 
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