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Editorial

This Revolution will not be Tamed
Today of all days, as we celebrate the life of journo king A.A Gill, it seems particularly poignant that I 

should be celebrating this edition of Piccalilli – a compilation of our students’ finest writing and 

artwork. The giant of the literary world, Gill’s writing was decipherable on immediate reading. Take 

his stunning description on the front line of the immigration crisis:

“the body of a young woman with her baby, born to the deep, still joined to her by its umbilical cord. 

In labour, she drowned. Its first breath the great salt tears of the sea.” 

It is people like Gill who remind me why I am part of a pretty spectacular movement – literature. It is 

an ever-changing one and my generation is in charge of the next revolution. Like the commodity I 

discuss in a review of the Almeida Theatre’s production of Oil, this movement is one constantly 

evolving. What a time to be alive! Take Bob Dylan winning the Nobel Prize for Literature; while Ian 

McEwan was thrilled, my first reaction was one of disgust. Then I took the liberty of reading Dylan’s 

lyrics more carefully, and I understood how it is that his verse  stole the show. Myself included, I 

think perhaps people misunderstood that just because Dylan might classify his occupation as 

musician, rather than writer, this should nullify his ability to win the prize; his unconventionality 

was suspicious. But in this day and age, what is the conventional? I have now come to classify 

literature as anything that falls under the category of “words, words, words.” 

The penultimate line of Dylan’s “Let Me Follow You Down” goes, “Yes I’ll do anything in this 

godalmighty world”. I have had the pleasure of seeing and reading all that has been submitted for 

this edition, where it appears my contemporaries can also do anything. An open reading a couple of 

weeks ago was a raging success, with everything from oblique poetry to fast-paced reportage. It was 

everything from Constable to Kandinsky.  Sarah Howe was our poet in residence, and I was even 

fortunate enough to interview her. Indigo Williams gave us a rhythmic performance which got 

everybody talking. Isy Eversfield and I went to watch acclaimed writer Lionel Shiver speak at the 

Marlborough Literary Festival; the list is ongoing. 

I am overwhelmed by the diversity in material of this Piccalilli. Never have I seen such a vast 

proportion of writing from the lower school, or range of art/photography: for instance, Henry Harte 

capturing the hustle and bustle of impoverished Delhi on the cover, or Ella Scammell’s life drawing, 

for which ironically I can find no other word to describe than real. I am neither feminist nor anti-

feminist, but in my experience students here often categorize poetry and creative writing as frothy 

and feminine.  When I took on the role as editor, I really wanted this to change. One only has to think 

of the writing of Irvine Walsh or Iain Bank’s The Wasp Factory to know it certainly isn’t the case. 

Thrillingly, I have received much reception recently where male individuals have asked if they can 

contribute to the magazine, and I am pleased to see that the Piccalilli is en(gender)ing many 

individuals to write! 

I hope your enjoyment of devouring these pages is equalled to that we had while compiling this 

Piccalilli. I appeal to all of my readers, parents, grandparents, friends and students to do something 

incredibly simple that can create so much. Put pen to paper, and see what you can create. No matter 

what you think of it, show it somebody, read it aloud; the page is yours. I would be delighted if you 

would join me in raising a toast to artists current, new and those no longer with us. 

Enjoy. 

Issy Carr
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Old Marlburian Writing 
In Patagonia

Bruce Chatwin’s extraordinary masterpiece of travel writing about Argentina 

was published forty years ago, in 1977.  In an article in The Independent in 2012, 

the writer Robert MacFarlane describes its impact: ‘In Patagonia made Bruce 

Chatwin famous overnight [and it] revolutionised travel writing. Puckish and 

witty, it rebuked the po-faced and self-vaunting character of many post-war 

travelogues. Instead of setting out in search of a river’s source, a mountain’s 

summit or a lost tribe, Chatwin headed for South America on the trail of a piece 

of brontosaurus skin and ended up finding sloth turds at the end of the world.’  

Experimental in form and technique, the book is full of brilliant description, not 

so much of place but of people – as in this portrait of a European woman living in 

exile in Las Pampas.

She was waiting for me, a white face behind a dusty window. She smiled, her 

painted mouth unfurling as a red flag caught in a sudden breeze. Her hair was 

dyed dark-auburn. Her legs were a Mesopotamia of varicose veins. She still had 

the tatters of an extraordinary beauty.

 She had been making pastry and the grey dough clung to her hands. Her 

blood-red nails were cracked and chipped.

 ‘J’aime bien la cuisine,’ she said. ‘C’est une des seules choses que je peux 

faíre maintenant.’

 Her French was halting and slow. Her face lit up as she remembered the 

idioms of her childhood.  She took up a coloured photograph of her city and began 

to recall the names of quays, streets, parks, fountains and avenues. Together we 

strolled around pre-war Geneva.

 Long ago she sang in operettas and cafés concerts. She came to 

Argentina, the land of opportunity and the tango, in the early 1930s.  She showed 

me copies of her own song: Novia Pálida, The PaIe Bride.  The tempo was slow 

waltz. On the green cover was her picture, taken in 1932, leaning over the white 

rail of a ship, in a sailor suit with a wide white collar, smiling a diffident smile.

 At some negative turning point she had married a moon-faced Swede. 

They joined two failures in one and drifted towards the end of the world. Caught 

by chance in this eddy, they built the perfect cottage of his native Malmö, with 

its intelligent windows and vertical battens painted red with iron-oxide.

 The Swede died fifteen years ago and she had never left Río Pico. Their 

son was a trucker. He wore chequered shirts and a red handkerchief at the neck, 

but when he relaxed, his face collapsed in Nordic sadness.

Her two rooms led one into the other. A pair of plastic curtains divided the space. 

She had painted them in trompe l’oeil to resemble the crimson velvet of theatre 

draperies, tied back with tassels of gold.

‘I can still paint a little,’ she said.

She had covered every inch of wall with murals, some in paint, some in coloured 

crayons.
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When Brightness 
Fails

He is afraid of growing up alone.

He lives amongst fields, staring,  

hoping for a shooting star at night,  

but frightened of the dark that creeps  

over the meadows.  

Birds in silhouette  

fly slowly past the moon. 

Summer broods.

Meriel Nolan
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Things Happen, or They Don’t

Next door, springs rattle to a finish and the sordid hurt returns, like dirt under the fingernail.  A 

busy hotel room it seems. No space for moving without drifting, or grinning. 

She is standing, blinking unrehearsed but foolishly inept, between her echo and the towel rack. 

He eyes her from the bed. Something primitive in his gaze, too sincere for a mirror kisser, but not 

unlike the heart stripped of fat and muscle with just the angel veins exposed.

But oh, the jukebox love song, hot swing music. Hear it croon, sweet and low, from a bedside 

radio as she hums with slippery understanding and begins to move in sympathy to it. Whilst he, 

a half slept habit, dribbles with the first day of June.

The world is softer like this, isn’t it?

A heatwave. He is pasty and unused to it. Sticky and sweaty, his skin melts tender in a 

toothache white and holds his greasy hands miles apart. He is covered in midge bites, scratching 

without thinking, scratching without waking up, and dabbing at the back of his knees with 

vinegar in between dozes, not knowing if the acid helps but it’s cool and his brain is busy 

thinking of other things.

Can you picture me with grey hair?

She asks this with greed - and she is greedy - but in self loathing and the sore adoration for his 

two other lovers’ faces behind closed eyes. He had heard about this from her Moleskine, whose 

words, like black beetles, had hurried past his eyes, spitting out mouthfuls of bruises and 

overflowing into kisses, themselves like alkaline metals in water, and on to love and other 

cruelties, like a glutton for punishment.

My Mother ploughed her forties as a blonde, so I suppose I’ll start wearing a beret today.

Instead she wears only a navy blue blazer, shared with stand up comedians and Frankenstein 

alike. His own, in fact, as he asks her to leave with lust like coarse paper, bleached pulp rolled 

into sheets, and about as much kindness as kidneys kept in freezers for friends.

The deadbolt is turning but the chain has already slid across. There was no goodbye, just an 

ending. And herself, as another lover, forsaken at the bolted door.

Harriet Place



The Fall of Icarus

The boy who could fly 

Fell that day 

Like a swan he swooped 

Like a stone he dropped 

Although around him it seemed 

Nothing had happened 

What can they say? 

What can they do?

The boy who could fly fell that day

It is a bizarre thing 

To watch heads turn 

Act oblivious 

A shepherd 

Too interested in the sky 

The ploughman 

Suddenly loves his work 

Even the sun 

Shrinks down behind the clouds

The boy who could fly fell that day

Henrietta Mackenzie

Regret

Haiku

Mean words made in anger. 

I can’t take them back now: 

damage already done.

Harmony Allen
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Onions

Raw fingers grapple at the pearly dome.   

Try to keep the layers from sliding as you slice 

through the layers of threaded green rings,  

as tears peel and pool in your eyes.

‘Dice me,’ they say. 

But why? 

I could chop you small and never know the difference.

Oil, smooth in its flat yellow circle. 

A shrill hiss as they tumble into the pan;  

cook until they’re soft,  

like skin.

Or leave them  

   distracted 

and return to blistered, angry scabs 

that weep smoke.

Emily Symington
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Our House in Kibwezi

I used to know every twist and turn of the road as it 

snaked its way towards the turning. After that it 

was always easy; all you had to do was count the 

acacia trees on the left and you’d find the turnoff 

hidden by large sisal plants.  But now I hardly 

remember: I never went back, there was no reason to.

But I do remember the house, the garden and, of 

course, the rock.  The way the garden was 

transformed from a field with a couple of small 

baobabs and a desert rose to a garden with flower 

beds filed with countless aloes and other bizarre 

plants; and a bird bath that brought what seemed 

like hundreds of different birds that battled over 

sunflower seeds and chirped amongst themselves.   

And towards the end of December the sweet smell 

of the desert roses that bloomed pink or just a plain 

white, adding colour to the garden in the hottest 

month of the year, when most of the grass had 

become tufts dotted around in the sandy red dust.  

But they never lasted long, only a week or even less. 

Behind the house, mango, paw-paw, lemon and 

grapefruit trees towered above the cabbages, 

sukuma and chillies that made up our simple 

vegetable garden.  I used to wait beneath the trees 

with Cyclops, our bush pig that we rescued form a 

lonely man at the side of the road, as mangoes were 

knocked off the tree one by one.  I remember they 

were always green and hard, unlike the ones that 

we got from the market, that were red and soft.

The house itself was large, and its red bricks soaked 

up the heat like a sponge during the day and kept 

us warm at night through hailstorms or long, hard 

thunderstorms.  The veranda faced east towards 

the Yatta Plateau that slithered through the 

landscape from Thika to Tsavo.  When it rained, the 

veranda always flooded but that wasn’t much of an 

issue, and we would slide up and down on the 

slippery stone floor while someone swept the water 

over the sides onto the plants below.

The rock itself was a treat: we would go there when 

guests were around for sundowners or for 

Christmas.  It was the tallest monument on the sisal 

farm, surrounded by an army of sharp bushes, trees, 

and the ropes of wait-a-bit thorns ready to catch 

you by any bit of loose clothing, or by your hair.  

After rain, the rock was surrounded by puddles of 

water that rolled off the slopes like tears.  The rock 

was speckled with tufts of rough grass peeking 

through small nooks and crannies in the rock, each 

tuft providing a support or handhold for children 

trying to climb the slippery slopes.  But once at the 

top, you were rewarded with a view invisible to 

those still on level ground: the sunlight would catch 

the white snows of Kilimanjaro, turning them to 

orange or pink while the sun sank beneath a wall of 

cloud on the horizon. 

I remember the desire to stay in our house in 

Kibwezi.  After loading bags and dogs into the back 

of the car, we drove through Dwa, waving goodbye 

to local children, waving goodbye to memories, 

waving goodbye forever.  Now I see only that 

turnoff on the way to the coast; I still see the 

shrinking snows of Kilimanjaro, the Yatta Plateau 

getting drier and drier each year, the Tana River 

gracefully slicing its way through the barren Tsavo 

landscape, getting narrower. But never the house, 

never the garden with the desert roses, never the 

market at Dwa, with the soft red mangoes.

Sasha Hewett

Life Writing
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Calcata

I was in the winter of my life, and the people  

I met along that street were my only summer. 

Their radiant eyes glowed in the pale moonlight 

like the innocent shops on the street.

I went to that town to follow my dreams,  

but upon an unfortunate series of events  

saw those dreams deranged, like a million stars in 

night sky 

that I wished on, sparkling and broken.

I and my new friends drove loudly into the bar.  

Yet I felt like an imposter, with cartoon smile  

and fabricated accent. My friend introduced me to a 

man,  

an old man, whose face intrigued me: battle-wound 

scars  

and punk-like make-up that hid his eyes  

from my eyes, like a masquerade.

I spent the rest of the night in that dive,  

laughing, dancing and crying: a paradisiacal state 

of mind. 

I never got to see those people again.  

When my parents found out how I was living, 

they forced me home.

But the beauty of those nights and the people I met 

was my memory: my happy-place.

Giacomo Prideaux
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Twin

I had a twin brother – Cameron Thomas Tappuni. 

Every morning my mother used to drive  

my brother and me to school.  My brother 

used to play the same song every morning. 

He only listened to it once each time. 

When the song played I used to look out the window 

and see planes flying overhead.  If my mother  

ever offered to play the song again, 

my brother always refused. Though when 

you looked at him, he was always thinking of the song.

Luke Tappuni
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New Voices : Shell Writers
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My Grandmother’s Tooth.

For as long as I can remember, I have been 

fixated on the enormous tooth that stood on 

the mantelpiece of my Grandmother’s living 

room. When I was young, too young to read,  

I asked her what it was and she replied with 

audacity, knowing that it was hers and hers 

alone. Apparently it came from the ancient 

Megalodon shark, which could have been 

about 30 times bigger than a great white 

shark. 

She used to tell me stories of how incredible 

the creature was and how it had a mouth the 

size of a grown man. I wanted to touch it and 

feel it, but my grandmother had insisted that 

it had been preserved for millions of years in 

the ice of Norway that the whole skeleton was 

intact, and that my great, great, great 

grandfather was on a scientific expedition 

when he found the skeleton. Unfortunately,  

he could only get his hands on a tooth… and 

since then it has been in our family for 

generations.

When I was a little older the tooth’s sheer 

enormity reminded me of things. It firstly 

reminded me of my very fat and scruffy 

teacher in school; he would sometimes lean 

over me to look at my work and almost 

suffocate me. It also reminded me of a visit to 

the dentist down the road. He had glistening 

white teeth like the tooth, but he was so nasty 

and seemed to enjoy tearing people’s mouths 

apart… there was actually a rumor that he 

kept all the teeth of all his victims in a cabinet 

under his desk. I never went again.

I always asked her if maybe one day I could 

have it… but the answer was always the same 

“it will be yours soon enough!” But, but… I 

had trouble figuring out what ‘soon enough’ 

meant because it never seemed to get closer.

As time wore on, my grandmother got sick 

and eventually died at the age of 92. Even 

though it was a sad time, I had to ask my 

mother a simple question “So is the tooth 

mine now?” and then my mother crushed my 

dreams with four simple words:  “we threw it 

away”.

I was never really the same again. It had been 

the only distraction from the real world, it 

would have been a distraction from all the 

bullies who said it wasn’t real, all the teachers 

who said I was ‘nothing more than a stupid 

child who dreams about fantasy.’ So when we 

lost it, I became lonely and insecure and 

started agreeing with the bullies and the 

ignorant, vain teachers. 

Freddie Reynolds



New Voices : Shell Writers

I Remember a Room… 

The floor boards moaned as I walked down the dark corridor. The house was asleep. The light was 

hiding and strangely there was a wind whirling down the still staircase. 

  The room was a mess. You could see how the sunlight was trying to flood in but the arrogant 

curtains were denying its entry. Just a ray of light squeezing through the tiny slit of the curtains. 

As the light bounced off the mouldy mirror, the dirt was dancing in the spectrum and the room 

itself smelled of damp. 

The furniture was old and dull, it looked sad. There was just one chair in the corner that seemed 

mischievous, as if it knew what was going on. 

They said the house was hundreds of years old.  

They said the furniture was “new”. 

They said the chair was older than them.  

They said the chair was haunted. 

Look closely, you could see that the material was slowly sinking off its structure, the back was 

upright like it was awake and ready. The legs were still strong. Je really did love that chair. 

Back then it was just a chair, a chair like every other. Back then he was just a man, a monk. He 

always sat on that chair, every day, all through the day. Nobody else sat on it. 

In fact he loved that chair so much that one day he never got up from it; he never woke up. 

Every night he walks down the still staircase.  

He’s the whirling wind, he’s the reason why the chair is haunted. 

He’s the reason why I came here today. 

Alicia Pearson-Chisman
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Transience 

Wasted eyes with shopping bag translucence stare 

up from the pavement.  Rotten teeth. Open palm. 

Skin like old boots, wrinkled and stretched, hardly 

skin at all. Grizzled hair stuffed into a black wool 

hat. 

Sentinel of a shop entrance.

Walk past. Avert your eyes. Perfume mingled with 

gutter smell, somewhere between old food and 

stagnant water and shit. Coats and scarves hurry 

past, bustling onto buses and wandering under 

walkways. Dragon breath fills the air, short sharp 

bursts of it. Cherry noses. Watery eyes. Heads 

ducked from the wind; grey slush underfoot. 

Snatches of songs from shopping malls and 

coffeehouses, jinglebells and reindeer and magic 

snowmen. Nothing like Christmas alone. 

The rush of a car riding through a puddle. 

There are fewer people now. Turn a corner and the 

lights of the shops begin to go off. Velvety darkness 

studded with boiled sweet streetlamps. Happy 

families tucked into matchbox houses, arms elbow 

deep in quality street selections and eyes glued to a 

Christmas special. Walk past. Walk away. Avert 

your eyes. Grimace at the cold. You are the watcher 

in the night. You are the shadow at the back of their 

minds, the one they know exists but that they 

ignore. Ignore today, ignore tomorrow. They avert 

their eyes. 

There are no stars above. The moon even covered 

with cloud, here and there breaking through but 

always obscured again. Snatches of light; long 

swathes of darkness. Black park, frost coated. Icing 

sugar glinting in what moonlight there is. As yet 

untouched. Solitary stroller coming towards you, 

lead in hand, dog on lead. Also alone. They don’t 

stop. They don’t catch your eye. 

You find yourself, as you knew you would, back here 

now. Open the door with a key from your pocket. 

Wipe your feet before you go up the stairs. Enter the 

apartment. 

She stands there, half asleep, bathed in the 

transience of blueish fridge light. Clad in one of your 

t shirts – or is it hers, now? – she hears you, 

flinches, but she doesn’t turn. You feel her listening 

for your movements. You watch her, waiting for her 

to explain. 

Deadlock.

‘Where have you been?’

‘Out. Why are you up?’

The conversation, unsaid, lingers in the air. You are 

the one to break the silence. You remove your shoes, 

one by one in the hallway. You hang up your coat. 

You remove your trousers, one leg at a time, all the 

while watching her while she stares into the fridge. 

As if she has found an answer in the one place you 

forgot to look – but you know already that tomorrow 

she will be searching again. 

You fall into bed, half clad, half frozen, facing the 

wall. Eyes open. She climbs in next to you; the bed 

shifts under her weight. You wait to feel her back 

pressing into yours, some semblance of human 

warmth. You wait for too long before you realise 

you’ll be waiting forever. 

Light from the street outside dances across the 

sheet, yellow and buttery, here and there 

accompanied by night-time restlessness – but when 

your eyes finally do close, a bluish light is branded 

onto your eyelids.

Tomorrow you will get up and do it all over again.

Deadlock. 

Bella Maxwell



A Fallen Angel

Dear Lord… or Dad, or, or, Father, or or - 

I don’t know what I’m meant to call You anymore. 

You were once everything to me, 

But You kept asking for more. 

I never meant to betray You, 

But Your heart was hard to get to. 

And then You made those wretched humans 

And they took up all Your love. 

What about our plans? 

What about my love? 

I did everything I could to make You look at me. 

Did You never once notice my misery? 

I know You can hear mine. 

I’m sick to death of this silence, 

And I’m sick of being a punishment. 

Maybe we could come to a compliance, 

But that would involve us talking, 

And that’s too much to ask of our King, 

So righteous on Your high horse, 

No wonder people are giving up on You. 

You wouldn’t spare any of us a single minutes, of course. 

And the rest of us just have to make do. 

How dare You expect us just to obey? 

Our whole lives until Judgement Day. 

*Sigh* What am I doing? 

I just want You to know how pathetic You are, 

And how blind everyone else is. 

Those humans deserve to be burnt to a char. 

They are disgusting creatures, 

All similar to Your features. 

Selfish vermin pushing themselves to extinction, 

Horrible inhabitants of Your ‘prized creation’. 

Am I to blame for this affliction? 

I think You’ll find they’re Your causation 

And You loved them more than Your own. 

But I wouldn’t want to knock You off Your throne.

Liv Gregory
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Reportage

Il Palio di Siena 

The Palio di Siena is a horse race that is held twice 

each summer, in the central square in Siena, Italy, 

between riders representing the city’s districts, the 

contrada.  Tara Pusinelli offers an eye-witness 

account of the event’s pageantry, colour, heat and 

danger.

The crowd sat on the edge of their stall seats, half 

in apprehension, the other half to avoid singeing a 

mark from the scalding iron seats on their backs. 

The stands sweated. 

Then the tension was silenced abruptly, interrupted 

by a turn on the haunches of a black stallion. 

Ripples of approval at the first contrada to parade 

their stables’ finest stock ran round the square like 

a pulsating electric current. The grooms adorned in 

thick velvet outfits looked like authentic medieval 

knights as described in gothic romances. I was 

engrossed in the splendour of it all, when Geordie 

patted me on the shoulder and said, “Tara, you’re 

already frying, please put some sun cream on.”

“Oh right, yeah, good idea,” I vacantly replied to his 

goofy face. “Which contrada are we supporting?”

“The Wolf. The blue one about to enter,” Jake 

informed the group, and we all looked to the arched 

entrance.

“They won last time, back in August last year,” 

Harry said, “but this first July race is the one they 

all really care about, the big one.”

I had known little to nothing about the Palio when 

Harry had first invited me to stay with him and 

watch it, but everything about it up until this point 

had been fantastical. The procession lasted four 

hours, from two until six, by which time we were all 

feeling the onset of sunstroke. Nevertheless, it was 

four hours of unparalleled displays of extravagance 

I have seen thus far in my life. Each contrada took 

full advantage of this opportunity to flash their 

wealth, in whatever form was deemed socially 

acceptable.

Flag bearers were dressed in embellished, arrogant 

outfits that made them look rather like cartoons, 

due to the obscenely over-sized head garments and 

shoes. The colours whirled into a vibrant headache 

aided by the incessant sun. Oxen kicked up trails of 

the yellow sand of the square into the eyes of 

red-cheeked flower girls who were trampling rose 

petals into the dirt. It was quite unlike any 

spectacle I had seen before. I felt immersed in an 

entirely extraordinary ancient and foreign culture. 

“I think this is the last contrada entering now,” 

Geordie announced, as he flicked through the 

programme with sweaty paws.

“What happens next then?” I said. 

“The thrilling bit begins!” Harry said drooling with 

mockery. This is what we came for, I thought. The 

infamous Palio race.

I looked around at all the locals, who fidgeted and 

ranted in those final moments before the race. It 

seemed strange to me how much this meant to 

them, but for me and my friends it was all in the 

name of entertainment. A shot fired. I thought I’d 

missed it. A false start. But as was custom, 

apparently, after a false start the horses, which I 

then had a good time to look at, would continue 

round the circuit as a final parade of their grandeur. 

They chomped furiously at their bits and streaks of 

foamy sweat dribbled down their flanks. Geordie 

grabbed my hand. 

“Is it weird that I’m scared?” he said. 

“Not at all, this is terrifying!” chipped in Maya, 

who’d remained preoccupied with her camera up 

until this point. The horses lined up again, and I 

was focussed intently on them this time. The 

jockeys grappled with their sweaty reins, arms 

visibly fatigued by the stallions prancing about 

beneath them. The ribbon dropped and the shot 

fired for a second time, even more resonating. The 

horses leapt forward like water bursting through a 

dam, their riders jostling and shoving each other 

the way children do. This was a dirty race. A smoky 

eruption of dust tailed the pack as they skirted 

round the first corner. We were sitting over that 

corner, and beneath me I could see the walls lined 

with crash mats. Seconds later it became evident 

why, as the first rider to be victim of the dirty 

tactics of this race was hurled hard into the 

padding, his horse flipping and fraught, and 
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Photographs at  
Half-Light

Now he’ll flick through photos of her. 

He’ll sit on his bench at half-light,  

where the fields are bathed warm 

in gold, and the stem of the glass  

winks red in his hand.

In fluttered dose he’ll sip. 

Dark, thick in his cheeks. 

Lips veined with claret,  

a drop on his chin 

trickling like a lost kiss.

One hand clutches at the paper – unread –  

curled in folds of crumpled skin.

Now he’ll flick through photos of her, 

dented by years of touch.

Small, denim  

and pink-cheeked –  

all gums and gaps.  

Limbs soft and rounded.

Confident, ten and plump. 

A grin brimming from her eyes.

Sixteen and all in writing 

blurred ink that bled: 

‘1998 – 2014’: 

Rest in peace.

He won’t. 

Now he’ll flick through photos of her.

Emily Symington

terrifyingly close to squashing him entirely. 

“Bloody hell!”

“I can’t watch!”

“Is he ok?!” 

“Looks pretty dead to me…” sang the chorus of 

unsuspecting tourists that made up me and my 

friends. We all refocussed for the second lap. Five 

of the opening twelve horse and rider pairs 

remained now. Our contrada was still in the mix. 

The jockeys thrashed the horses’ quarters 

hysterically and clamped their thighs hard around 

them, willing them on faster with everything they 

had. Yet another horse skidded out of the race at 

the penultimate corner, hurling its rider into a 

heap.  I was horrified and hooked simultaneously. 

The final shove was upon them, and you could 

feel the weight of the crowd’s worry in the air. A 

dusty blur of four horses dashed across the line. 

“Who won?” I said. 

“WE DI…” and Harry was cut off by the cries, 

tears, tantrums and celebrations of grown men 

and women throwing themselves into the mob 

that now dominated the track. 

Tara Pusinelli
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Autumn Without 
Grace 

Elegantly graceful sitting so high, 

Gazing upon the unstable red seas beneath, 

My kingdom blazing, as I stay steady, 

Fathering a superior mind-set. 

Thundering an innocent disobedience, 

I want not to fall from this elegance. 

Battling serpents in downward spirals,  

My comrades collapse upon layered souls.

The wild wind only strays from his fate’s path 

When arrogance sets with our lustrous dusk. 

Even only anon does he let fall, 

Those who fly too close to our sun.

Without warning my torso pirouettes, 

Twisting, whirling, revolving, falling. 

Fire reaches her teary tongues to bleakness, 

Dragging her tickling nails, through dented air.

Falling upon the carpet of lost souls, 

I feel as I have committed perjury. 

Elegantly graceful sitting so high, 

Culminated in a fall from grace infinitely unrefined.

Claudia Vyvya



The Callanish Stones

Moss springs beneath my feet;  

a misty drizzle brushes my face.   

The stones stand as strong as ancient keeps,  

spiders’ webs covering them like lace.

My icy hands stroke their cracks,  

worn and deep as weathered scars.  

Tears stream down a face which lacks  

eyes to give them, though they stand to look to stars.

They wait for a god who has long since gone,  

speculating the inlet of salt-sea, brine; 

echoes wait here, remembering religious songs, 

amongst three-metre giants, this sacred shrine.

A circle of honour, a circle of rite,  

a circle of once was, stone tomb in its height.

Ella Hall 

 

 

Ella’s sonnet was the winner of the 2016 Remove Poetry Festival,  
as judged by the poet Sarah Howe.

Thoughts, Words

I wonder if words can suffocate,  

if syllables can catch in your throat  

and leave you struggling for breath, 

whether silence is something stronger  

than speech. 

 Yet here I am 

curving pen onto page to make sounds  

that will never dare pass my lips, creating lines 

and dots that translate into noise  

that will never be heard.

In a classroom full of blank faces and blank pages, 

I sit and spill words like ink. 

When I speak I cannot strike out my words, 

or breathe myself within the quiet marks of a pen. 

So I do not transpose my thoughts into sounds, 

but hide them, here, in the space between syllables. 

Perpetua Haydn Taylor
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Found Poem

At night we share our words by oil-lamp. 

We discuss the dead land crowded  

by extraordinary creatures, memories  

of an ice-cold lake frozen over,  

followed by leaves falling from trees,  

the order  of the falling so informal.  

Then we talk about the three black men  

who played their instruments so effortlessly,  

including in our talk their postures  

and the blood-red wallpaper behind the band.

These words make us fear the years closing in.

Barnaby Baker



Sarah Howe 
Interview 

The College’s writer-in-residence in early October was 
Sarah Howe, winner of the2016 T S Eliot Prize, the 
biggest poetry prize in the country.  She gave a brilliant 
reading in Adderley at the start of her residency, and 
was an inspiring presence in the classroom during her 
time here.  Issy Carr was thrilled to interview her for 
Piccalilli.

Issy:  Please could we start with you telling me a little 

bit about yourself and where you come from?

Sarah Howe: Sure. So, my name is Sarah Howe and I’m 
a poet, and I am also an academic actually, so I split my 
time between teaching people about literature and 
writing poems myself.  I was born in Hong Kong, but 
my family moved to England when I was seven, and I 
think that migration and also the journeys I did later in 
my life in my late teens and twenties, going back again 
to Hong Kong and China after so long away, have been 
really very important to my writing and to this first 
book of mine; ‘Loop of Jade’.

And what started you writing poetry?  Was it like a 

specific moment or anything?

I actually find this question almost a little bit 
embarrassing to answer, because I know that poets 
and writers often say that they were impassioned 
scribblers ever since, you know, they were five years 
old and I don’t think that was the case for me. I guess 
one important turning point came when I was about 
sixteen, and to that point I had maybe written the odd 
poem in class, as a task from teachers, but one day I 
was wandering down the English corridor and I saw a 
leaflet for the Foyle Young Poets Competition, and I 
scribbled down the details because I thought ‘Oh, 

maybe I could do this.’  So I went back home and spent 
the next few days just seeing what happened when I 
tried to write poems. I remember that what I was 
writing, I think, was really influenced by Sylvia Plath at 
that age, because I had met certain Plath poems, 
maybe ‘Morning Song’ and ‘The Tulips’ and some 
others in classes and was totally bewitched by them.  
They felt like nothing I had ever met until that point. So 
I printed out some of these poems I wrote, put them in 
an envelope and didn’t think anything would come of 
it, then found out some months later that I had been 
chosen as one of the fifteen winners.  Part of the prize 
was a week’s residential course tutored by two 
professional poets, and that was an amazingly 
formative experience. I was actually so, so happy about 
the sense of companionship and fellow feeling, to find 
these other teenagers who were very interested in the 
sorts of things I was interested in, that when I had to 
go home to London on the train at the end that I kind of 
cried to everyone, which was quite embarrassing.  I 
think that was the point that I can date my first writing 
poems.

It’s strange; I think I have had exactly the same thing 

about Sylvia Plath.  Her imagery is just so captivating 

that poetry suddenly becomes so much more than just 

words on a page that are put in front of you...

And I think my love, my engagement with Plath has 
sort of evolved over the years, which is not to say that 
my first, visceral, emotional response to her as a 
teenager were invalid, I think that that is also a 
perfectly good way of reading Plath, but just that what 
was initially for me the sort of emotional wrench and 
punch of her poems , over the years has become a 
fascination with, as you say, her imagery, the 
extraordinary way she makes metaphors,  is what I sort 
of find myself going back to her for now.

What sort of things did you begin by writing about?  

What sort of themes attracted you

That’s an interesting question; I actually can’t 
remember what any of those teenage poems were all 
about really except probably that sub-Plath there were 
all perhaps emotionally angsty, so I think the one that 
won the Foyle competition unfortunately resurfaced on 
the internet in recent years when the Poetry Society 
digitised their archive. It’s called ‘Why Do I Hate You 
Now’, you can probably imagine what sort of poem that 
is from the title.  So after that experience with the 
Foyles prize I then pretty much stopped writing again 
except for the odd poem when I was at University; 
there was something about learning how to be a 
literary critic (which is what they teach you in an 
English degree) that I actually found quite inhibiting to 
write my own poems.  The things I wrote were these 
very fussy, very over worked sonnets and complicated 
forms so there was another stage after that when I was 
about 20 or 21 when I sort of swept that all away again, 
and those poems emerged and actually I think of them 
as the first step towards Loop of Jade. 

This is your first book?  

Yes, this is my first book and some of those poems that 
I wrote at twenty-one are still in this book, so they sort 
of lasted out the ten years it took to write the rest of 
the manuscript.  They were often about place:  I had 
gone to live in America for a year as a graduate student 
and there was something about going to another 
country, another culture and being a foreigner again 
that seemed to open up these floodgates of 
remembering what it had been like aged seven to come 
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to England.  Elizabeth Bishop, the American poet who I 
love very much and discovered at that age in America, 
she used to describe moving around a lot in her life; 
she spent long periods in Brazil and other places all 
along the East Coast of the Americas, but she said that 
she could not write clearly about a place until she had 
left it, and I really found that when I was in America 
that I was writing poems that seemed clearer because I 
wasn’t in places that they were about.

I’m interested in what you say about the difficulty of 

reading criticism at the same time as writing poetry; 

when I started writing it completely changed my 

perception of criticising and analysing poetry as I 

would often think that maybe the writer wasn’t 

thinking that at all.  Sometimes when I write I don’t 

think clearly at all, and other times I really want to 

convey an idea to my  audience.

I absolutely agree and I think that what was going 
wrong when I was trying as an undergraduate to write 
poems was that I thought it was all about the 
conscious mind.  It was not until that slightly later 
phase that I realised that what I needed to do was 
actually find ways of letting the unconscious speak, 
just as you say sometimes you feel that it is instinct 
that is guiding your hand.

You talked about Elizabeth Bishop; in which other 

poets do you especially look for inspiration or that you 

just particularly like?

I feel like I go to poets for different things and 
sometimes the poets that I am most enthusiastic about 
at any given moment aren’t even necessarily the ones 
that I’ll want to read to get myself into the zone of 
writing.  For me the American poet John Ashbery is a 
very interesting spur to writing; reading him is almost 
less like reading a normal text, it is less like reading a 
poem than say listening to the lyrics of a song that 
does not make much sense or staring at a piece of 
abstract art.  Ashbery was very interested in abstract 
painting (he actually worked as an art critic) and for me 
I feel like asking an Ashbery poem, ‘What do you 
mean?’ is a bit like looking at a canvas by Kandinsky 
and asking ‘What do these splotches and colours 
mean?’  It’s not what it means: is it is about the looking 
and the feeling and the sensing – and something about 
that with Ashbery I find very helpful to get me going 
with my own poems.  

Do your poems come completely out of your own life, as 

Sylvia Plath’s echo her life, or do you think they are just 

a product of thoughtful imagination? 

It’s a mixture of the both.  I think even for poets who, 
whether they embrace that label ‘confessional’ or buck 
against it, that would be the case for them too.  A poem 
is never a direct transcription of life: there is always 
some element of crafting or shaping or imagining 
involved, and I think my poems move between those 
two poles.  Some of them feel as if they’re telling a 
story about a life, my life or my mother’s life, or my 
family’s life; and others are involved with much larger 
currents about history, nation, how societies have 
evolved over the millennia to be what they are now 
and how they interact with each other.  So some of my 
poems don’t feel like they are about me at all but 
actually even those ones I think do come back down to 
certain key occupations, often in my case about being 
mixed race or being somebody placed between two 
cultures.

Aside from poetry what else do you like to write? Do 

you like writing novels or fiction?

I’m actually quite genre bound; I would only count 
myself as a poet really. I don’t venture into fiction or 
prose fiction per se, partly because I don’t think that 
my sense of narrative works in quite that way.  I think I 
would find it impossible to plot a novel, and I think 
that’s something to do with the way I am in the world, 
the way I move through the world.  The world feels like 
a series of episodes or fragments to me, which seems to 
translate much more easily into poetry with its gaps, 
with line breaks and stanza breaks and so on, than into 
a more conventional realist novelistic structure.  I do 
write essays though: I quite enjoy the essay as a form 
and there are some currents in very recent 
contemporary poetry that suggest that there’s a sort of 
rapprochement taking place between poetry and the 
‘lyric essay’ as  it is sometimes called, so I often write 
travel essays and I find that discipline very interesting.  

Is there another completely different profession that 

you might like to have in the future or dream of having 

other than being a poet?

Oh, that’s an interesting question.  I don’t know if I still 
dream to be it in the future but, you know in those 
teenage years I didn’t really have an impulse or an urge 
to write poems; at that time I desperately wanted to be 
a painter, I dreamed of being a painter, and I actually 
spent a year after university with my own studio trying 
to put together a portfolio for art school.  But in the end 
I decided to do a postgraduate study in English 
Literature instead, so I felt like there was forking of 
paths and I decided to go down one.  But part of me 
still feels like there is a painter in there somewhere, 
even though I don’t really paint or draw anymore these 
days.  I feel like that urge, that need, comes out in my 
poems somehow.

Thank you, Sarah. That was so interesting. Thank you. 
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Market at Evening

The market is nearly over: only a few stalls remain. 

There is a butcher’s stand, with lamb’s legs 

and a fishmonger’s, prawns cooling in ice; 

a flower stall, where pink and white lilies  

are giving off strong scents.  Here is a sweet store:  

sour sherberts, and sweet strawberry strings.

In the corner of the market-place, middle-aged men  

sit on benches, laughing over strong-smelling cigars.   

Smoke rises and hangs in a cloud above their grey heads. 

Night is nearing, and stars are already visible, splashed  

on the sky like ink on a blank page.  The shops are already 

closing, lights flickering off one by one.

Cameron Bell



Curiosity Never Retires 

She remembers doing all the working  

but still not knowing the answers.  

She comes to no conclusion.  

There were blue eyes reflecting  

the light, but now the same eyes  

are burnt out with looking.  

She is afraid of what is in  

darkness, but she doesn’t know  

this: that the truth has already  

been tattooed on her back.

Elysia Rougie 
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Compass 

It will take you somewhere 

someday, you will follow it; 

on your tongue you will learn 

the taste of high flying birds.

To the east, dry but light, 

camels meet grey-eared 

elephants cloaked in rubies glinting, 

where golden grains lie on and on.

To the west, bright lights, 

big cities. Yellow vehicles blur  

great voices above murmuring crowds. 

In my dreams the needle keeps spinning.

To the south, yellow sticks 

make homes, to keep the beasts 

outside, beads wrapped about my neck: 

red, yellow, black. I am one

to the North, white bliss  

wrapped up in mountains with  

numb fingers, the cold is a shock.  

The needle is broken.

Alex Dunlop 

Mother  

Fingers tap on a keyboard.  

Paper scrunches.   

A pen scratches. 

Black and white words everywhere. 

The computer glares:  

Only the sound of thinking.

Lotte Quinn
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The Man in the Mirror
The curtains are open; I must’ve forgotten to close 

them last night. A soft breeze brings me and my 

thoughts around and right back to where they had 

been when I fell asleep – darting auspiciously 

around my room. I sit up slightly, trying to shake the 

slumber off enough to get out of bed. A slow 

process. My drowsy eyes follow ribbons of light 

flooding in through bare windows, illuminating my 

room with the morning.

It had started again yesterday. I wasn’t going to tell 

anyone this time; I wasn’t going back to where I’d 

been sent, it wasn’t a gift.

I heave myself out of bed and begin to dress. Same 

clothes as yesterday, too early for decisions. 

Perhaps I’ll treat myself to a fresh pair of socks. 

I walk over to the sink and pick up my razor, heavy 

in my hand. I start to drag it across my cheek when 

I catch a glimpse of my reflection. A black man, 

brown eyes and a big build stares back – not skinny 

pale blue eyed me. I knew it was going to happen 

but it shocks me anyway and I cut into my neck. 

Warm blood trickles down. The reflection mirrors 

my exact movements as though it were me. He has 

a stern look about him, the skin around his eyes is 

wrinkled and saggy and his head is shaved. He 

doesn’t look old but his eyes do. I block out the 

reflection with spray deodorant and brush my teeth. 

I make it onto the tube without seeing the man 

again but I can’t escape him here. He sits right 

opposite me in the window, staring back at me - 

right into my eyes. I fiddle with frayed carpet on the 

seat next to me. I tug at the orange material 

aggressively, winning disapproving looks from 

those around. The floor under my feet is disgusting, 

a mixture of dirt, piss and news. Still, it’s better to 

look at than something no one else can see.

The man steps in time with me as I look to my left 

into shop windows from Camden station. I light up 

a cigarette and walk straight ahead, nearly there. 

I buy a coffee from the local vendor with the loose 

change in my pocket. 

‘All good Dino?’

‘All good mate.’

Hopping over cobbled stones I make it up the few 

steps to get to the office, taking the back entrance 

to avoid the big glass doors at the front. I squeeze 

past any person of authority and crash into my 

cubicle. I check my watch, not a bad effort 

considering this morning’s events.

The next few hours pass painfully. The buzz of a 

phone or rustle of paper puts me right back onto the 

edge I was trying to slip away from, slip away from 

into any kind of comfort. My desk looks particularly 

clean and orderly today, emphasizing my inner 

feelings of chaos and cluster. 

Then it happened. The television screen above my 

cubicle lit up with the latest news. A cold wave of 

dread washed over me as I forced my eyes to read 

the stream of white subtitles on the red strip at the 

bottom. ‘Missing man found dead’. They showed 

the face of the victim: the same face that I had seen 

in the mirror that morning. I groaned quietly, head 

in hands, massaging my temples. Why did it always 

feel like my fault?

After the person dies, my own reflection always 

comes back and I become the image that fills in the 

space left behind by the recently deceased. I 

become my own vision of death. 

I stand up and make my way (a little shakily) to the 

bathroom. It’s empty.

I push down on the soap dispenser and feel the cool 

green gel slip into my palm, I can see the wrinkles 

in my hand through the lotion. It starts to spread 

out as I open my palm slowly, covering nearly all of 

it. I hold my other hand under the tap until a steady 

stream of lukewarm water invades it and I bring the 

soapy one down to meet it. Bubbles explode around 

my wrists, nipping at my sleeves and enveloping my 

watch. The water feels pleasant, I want it on my 

head and down my back – I want to be engulfed by 

it.  

The sight of myself in the mirror was comforting, it 

was real. The boy looking back didn’t deserve this. 

His grey eyes pierce the glass and the small fleck of 

orange in the right one makes him unsymmetrical. 

Strands of yellow hair fall to the left of his face, 

never staying behind his ear despite his constant 

efforts. Freckles dot his cheeks, giving a youthful 

edge to his otherwise weary look – they stay 

stubbornly even through the dark months. 

The next morning another unfamiliar man stares 

back at me. I skip the shave and smoke a cigarette 

instead. 

I walk over the bridge and down to the high-street 

in my lunch break, I’m not that hungry. I glance over 

the side and the waters practically black. As I look 

up from my cigarette I see the tousled dark hair of 

this morning’s man in the mirror. I break into a light 

jog and I can feel the familiar creases in my 

forehead begin to appear. He’s walking faster now 

and I’m jogging faster, beads of sweat are falling 

into my eyes, the salt stinging. As he lifts his leg to 

step into the road I grab his jacket and pull him 
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back violently, a car skimming his nose. I kneel onto 

the ground to catch my breath and he stares at me 

in awe. 

‘Th-th-thank you’ he stutters.

I crash through the door of a café and into the toilet. 

The mirror was so grimy I had to clean it with my 

sleeve. It wasn’t the Asian man but another. 

Relentless. When will it stop? How can I stop it? 

The next few days passed in a similar manner, but 

each death made each day, each hour harder. It was 

weighing down on me, I’m not sure how much more 

of this I can take. I’m going crazy.

It’s Saturday morning. My eyes are crusty and my 

mouth is dry and I can feel a trail of saliva down the 

side of cheek. I need to get my shit together. I curl 

into a ball for a few more minutes, rejecting the cold 

air outside my duvet and holding my knees to my 

chest.

I submit myself to my grumbling stomach half an 

hour later and roll out of bed in my boxers. 

I whack in some toast and turn the kettle and the 

radio on. I like the radio; it fills in the silent void 

that is my apartment - I don’t actually care about 

what they’re talking about. 

I lumber back over to the kettle as it begins to 

screech for attention and catch a distorted glimpse 

of myself in its curved metal surface. 

Myself. 

I tear across the room to the sink. I’ve covered the 

mirror with paper so I don’t have to deal with it in 

the mornings but I rip it off fervently. 

My own face stares back. 

It’s a beautiful morning and the sunlight’s 

streaming in again and so I get back into bed and 

watch. I feel serene. A sense of closure I suppose. 

Stella Smith 
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The House with all 
the Curtains Drawn 

The way an artist draws from memory 

black charcoal across  

your spine like piano keys 

facing the blank wall: 

vacant, white. 

The dinner gone cold again; 

the lights throb too 

brightly, 

in the kitchen sink there’s 

a satin stain of red wine residue.

Shattered glass like 

an adolescent’s voice 

breaking. 

A hole in the chain link fence 

lets the black cat slide through.

Your eyes are numb. 

Buried in the snow from outside, 

the room colour changes with the months 

as your eyes do. 

The curtains are now drawn:  

bruised, purple.

Eliza Cameron



The Arnolfini Wedding 

He knew them well, 

They that stood before him. 

With each stroke he added life to their silent corpses, 

Figures became men against a canvas sheet 

With eyes that gripped the face of those who passed – 

Forever silent yet somehow screaming, 

Crying for attention from those who look on. 

In the stillness of the frame they are frozen 

But yet still breathing, 

Their humanity perfectly captured in the stillness of art.

And as I stare deeper 

Into a world of oil and colour, 

I see a shadow –  

Faint at first, 

But still there, 

A silent figure who stares right back 

Who looks just like me to the finest detail, 

Who does nothing 

But stare straight back.

Sam Bucks
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This image is from Perpetua Haydn Taylor’s beautiful hand-made book, Colours.



Sundays 

Sundays were always lunch with my grandparents;  

out to the cottage at the bottom of the hill:  

Granny at the door to greet us with a kiss,  

Grandpa just behind, holding the wine of the day. 

It was always lamb and small talk on the menu, 

then rhubarb fool and farewell till next Sunday.

Now it is grandpa coming to ours for lunch,  

out to the home on the top of the hill. 

I greet him with a kiss, 

my brother just behind, holding a glass. 

Our roles have come round a complete circle, 

and continue to change as the seasons pass.

Rosie Sykes
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Couplings

a translation from the Welsh of Menna Elfyn

Our love is a mess.  Like our house we wish to renovate, 

we start at the rooftop, mending love with beams of support;

we prepare to let go but brick walls keep it together.  

Chiselled and shaped we become one as the house.

Time passes and our crafts are developed,  

we repair and replenish as all is not lost;

passion develops and it all fits together;  

but the insolent selves can wait their turn.

Amelia Tracey



Trouble in Mind

The Creative Writing group saw this 1950s American play at the Ustinov Theatre, Bath, and were 

enthralled by its power, its emotional complexity and its relevance to race issues of today.  Written by Alice 

Childress, a trailblazing playwright, it’s a funny and also quite disturbing portrayal of the stereotypes 

African Americans have fought against for generations, which still resonate all too clearly with a 

contemporary audience. Set backstage during rehearsals for a Deep South anti-lynching play called Chaos 

in Belleville, this has all the complications one would expect of a play about race within a play about race.  

The protagonist is Wiletta Mayer, a singer and actor with a lifetime’s experience, pleased to have been 

given the mother’s role, despite her misgivings about the play’s merits. She’s willing to go along with it to 

keep the white director happy. Only as rehearsals progress does she begin to question its message, and 

protest against the stereotypes of black characters she and her fellow actors are expected to play.  

Tanya Moodie, as Wiletta, was superb: she is a character still excited by the possibilities offered by theatre 

– yet there is a cynical overtone to her, after playing countless ‘Mammies’ and ‘Jemimas’, and she advises 

the young actor who is to play her son that there is no art in theatre, and that he should just do as he’s told, 

and laugh at the (white) Director’s jokes.  But she is so spirited that she cannot subdue her energy of her 

hope for too long; even as she is acting the stereotype she is expected to be, there is a knowing complexity 

and irony to her that is both hilarious and troubling.  And these rebellious moments develop into a climactic 

moment of defiance, when she refuses to play what a white director says is natural for a black woman. 

While this is overwhelmingly Wiletta’s story, the whole cast was superb. The play’s other black characters 

may agree with Wiletta, but they’re less willing to risk their jobs; veteran actor Sheldon (Joseph Marcell), 

reluctantly goes along with the stereotype; Kiza Deen’s Millie is bright and sassy in life but will only go 

through the motions of her part, while Daniel Ezra’s eager and naive John quickly discovers the 

compromises he must make to survive in theatre. Meanwhile, Jonathan Cullen gave a rich performance as 

white director Al Manners, who insists on the play being as he sees it; but, in this emotionally complex 

piece, he eventually modifies his dictatorial attitude: the action may not be credible to the actors, he says, 

but it’s credible to the audience – and the audience, however liberal they may claim to be, ultimately 

cannot shake off their inherently racist attitudes. 

This was a discomforting moment for the Ustinov audience, and a powerful one; and, in the light of the 

divisions in American society that were thrown into relief by the recent presidential election, Laurence 

Boswell’s revival of this play is a very timely one. 

Review
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Mustang 

 “The filmmakers approach their characters not as 

political objects but as rare humans grappling with 

that unique moment when childhood gives 

way-painfully but sometimes beautifully-to brutal 

realities.” – Washington City Paper.

This is just one of the numerous raving reviews that 

was released on the film ‘Mustang’ after its 

premiere at the Cannes film festival of 2015, and 

many members of Marlborough’s newly re-formed 

Film Society emulated the same feelings after the 

film premiered on the evening of the 25th of 

November in the Ellis theatre. 

Written and directed by Deniz Gamze Ergüven, the 

film centres on five free-spirited teenaged sisters 

who live in a tiny village in Northern Turkey. After 

an elderly neighbour tells the girls’ grandmother 

and uncle that she saw them playing ‘suggestively’ 

in the sea with male classmates, the family removes 

all ‘instruments of corruption’, like cell phones and 

computers, and essentially imprisons the girls, 

subjecting them to endless lessons in housework in 

preparation for them to become brides. As the 

eldest sisters are married off, the younger ones 

bond together to avoid the same fate. Ergüven’s 

numerous shots of entangled limbs perfectly 

capture the intimacy preserved by the sisters 

despite the tumultuous narrative: just one example 

of the outstanding cinematography that supports 

the thought-provoking script, carefully crafted with 

the help of co-writer Alice Winocour. 

With spellbinding long shots of the Turkish 

coastline, the film cleverly uses expansive moments 

of complete silence to captivate and drag the often 

unwilling audience into the painful and sometimes 

grotesquely primitive world that the girls live in. 

However, this is sharply contrasted with moments 

of complete happiness, when we share comical 

moments with the sisters as they make the best of a 

bleak situation, be it by escaping to a female-only-

supporters football match, or sneaking the oldest, 

Sonay, out of the house to meet her lover. Presented 

through the perspective of the youngest sister, Lale, 

the film lets the audience becomes privilege to her 

insightful observations, communicated with the 

unfiltered honesty of a child. Whilst most of the 

explicitly distressing scenes occur off camera, this 

takes nothing away from the raw emotion presented 

so powerfully as we experience the ordeal 

alongside Lale.

In this story of female empowerment, a keen 

understanding of teenage impetuosity and adult 

cruelty is shown as we watch the girls move 

unnaturally quickly into the flinty world of a 

backward village, governed by pre-historic 

traditions and a damning indictment of patriarchal 

systems that seek to subdue the spirit that the girls 

possess. Not only does the moving storyline tackle 

the conflicts of modern and traditional values in a 

forward- thinking way, it seeks to question the 

naivety of youth and the struggles that come with 

the coming of age of both genders. A moving 

portrait of sisterhood and triumphant celebration of 

fierce femininity: Mustang’s extraordinary 

achievement is to challenge the perception of 

gender across all cultures.

The film ties in well with the themes that ran 

through this term’s school play “The Cherry 

Orchard” – by Anton Chekhov. Both stories focus on 

the maturing of teenage girls struggling with slowly 

altering traditional values against a changing 

political and social background. While set in 

profoundly different cultures in different eras, both 

manage to present these themes with painful 

honesty, in a way that remains with the audience 

long after the story has been told. 

 Salome Northridge & Anna Pembroke  



King Lear: 
A Man ‘More Sinned Against than Sinning’?

Before I saw the RSC’s production of King Lear I 

was certain I’d made my mind up that Lear was not 

the victim.  Previously, I viewed him as a raging 

tyrant rapidly declining to insanity.  However, this 

production has flipped my perspective completely.

Sitting in the mildly un-comfortable chairs waiting 

for the play to begin, I wasn’t expecting anything 

particularly mind-blowing and presumed I might be 

able to get in some good naptime.  However, the 

opening scene had me wide awake and paying 

attention.  The division of the kingdom scene was 

striking, to say the least, with Lear being carried in 

at the tail of a grand procession.  This scene is the 

first time we come into contact with our king’s wild 

temper and irrational decisions, but are these 

qualities `sins’?  Lear is so shocked by Cordelia’s 

answer to his questions that he doesn’t know what 

to do.  He is so upset by her reply that he feels he 

must not show his despair and he resorts to anger, 

banishing his favourite daughter.  And when Kent 

tries to make him see reason, possible fear of 

embarrassment and simple rage lead to Kent’s 

banishment as well.  This production allowed me to 

see that Lear took these actions in self-defence, and 

even though they were wrong he is not necessarily 

sinning.

The next time we call into question sins is when 

Goneril says he can stay but with only fifty knights.  

Goneril is being truly spiteful when she asks her 

servants to be cold and rude; she has no reason to 

be so insulting especially, when she has just 

inherited half of the kingdom.  Lear was right to 

have been furious, specifically when she is ignoring 

the agreements they made, though the RSC did a 

very good job in this scene in criminalising Goneril; 

however, I thought the lighting was too dark and 

made the scene less vivid.

A moment that proves Lear has a softer side is 

when Lear, Kent and the fool come across `Poor 

Tom’.  King Lear has sympathy for Tom’s situation 

and wants to help the poor beggar.  To me this was 

a key moment in the play; we saw a more fatherly 

side Lear.  The acting during this scene was at its 

finest – acting inside a play is always a hard feat to 

accomplish- and in my view Edgar was incredible.

One of the most memorable scenes in King Lear is 

the blinding of Gloucester.  I have to admit I was a 

little disappointed by this version.  I didn’t think 

that Gloucester’s being inside a box amplified the 

scene in any respect and it was harder for the 

actors to portray their emotions and project through 

a box.  On the other hand, the blood and actual 

`removal’ of the eyes were gory enough!

In the final scenes, when King Lear’s mind is far 

gone and he is reunited with Cordelia, we come to 

see his realisation of love: that it need not matter 

what words you use, if you use any at all.  His relief 

at remembering and reconciling with Cordelia is 

heart-warming.  Cordelia was one of my favourite 

actors: she was bold and very true to character (not 

to say others weren’t, especially Edgar).  By the 

final scene, as I watched Lear slowly die of grief 

after Cordelia’s death, I had completely decided 

Lear was `more sinned against than sinning’.

The RSC’s production was enthralling with 

fantastic costumes and fascinating sets and 

staging.  I thought the lighting could have been 

better but that is a minor price to pay for an 

awesome play.  I do feel that the production 

victimised Lear more than the text itself, but that 

made it more interesting.  By then I thought Lear 

was just a sad old man who’d made the wrong 

decisions and come to pay for it.

Claudia Grainger

Review
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Oil

The bourgeoisie white mansion façade of the 

Almeida Theatre is deceiving.  Ella Hickson’s Oil, 

directed by Carrie Cracknell, is as complex and dark 

as the commodity itself.

Oil is a play about female emancipation. 

Progressing through the early nineteenth century  

to 2051, Hickson compared the journey of oil to the 

reoccurring artistic motif of mother (Duff) and child 

(Yolanda Kettle). Oil is a living, breathing and 

contemporized pieta, with a far more civilised 

reception than that you have to battle through  

in St Peters. 

Anne-Marie Duff was magnificent as the role of 

May. She steered us through the century and a  

half depicted through the play with a Pankhurstian 

gumption. Her stage presence compelled and her 

hearty voice rang like Christmas bells around the 

theatre walls. I recently read that Phoebe-Waller 

Bridge came up with a way to see whether an 

audience could fall in love with a character within 

five minutes. As soon as they did so, they let off a 

pink heart shaped helium balloon, and the actor 

with the most balloons on the ceiling, was the 

winner. Were this in activation for Duff, I am 

positive the entire ceiling would be a garish sea  

of pink. 

We first met May as a Cornish wife in the 

nineteenth century. Like the conversation, the 

setting was both isolated and cold, in a Dickensian 

manner. Our beloved Vicki Mortimer centred in on 

the bleakness of the secluded farm, illuminated by 

candlelight. I can’t get out my head the stunning 

image of Duff standing desperately in a silver tub, 

as her childless in-laws discover she is with child. 

This was as startling as I find the imagery of 

Chekhov.  May was real, three-dimensional, 

writhing with psychological intensity, and from  

the outset I could feel her pain within my spine. 

From Cornwall, we journeyed into an exotic 1908 

Tehran, where May is waitressing, this was 

historically when the Brits schemed to take hold of 

Persia’s natural resource. Adorned with lavish 

sweets and lanterns, splendid as Turkish delight, 

the tables hid a young Amy (Kettle) and we were 

presented the mother-child relationship. Kettle was 

versatile, throwing herself into the different ages, 

although I must say I found her thirty-year-old self 

playing a precocious child slightly irritating. From 

Arabian nights, followed the domesticity of a 1970’s 

Hampstead home. Like looking through a sepia 

filter, the oranges and reds of the interior 

accentuated the era. Lucy Carter’s lighting was as 

senior as May in her new position as an executive  

of a major Oil company. The set resembled that of 

Stephen Daldry’s production Skylight, where my 

ever-growing love for theatre began. 

The ice-cream eating camaraderie between Kettle 

and Tom Mothersdale, while slightly saccharine, 

was entertaining – especially in their breaking of 

the fourth wall, creating sexual sound effects 

through a microphone, constructing the illusion  

of an upstairs, on the off stage that was always  

in view. Cracknell and Hickson personified the 

commodity of oil, in that the composition could be 

considered a bildungsroman (a coming of age) as 

they presented the growth and reform of oil,  

aligned with the maturing of Amy. 

Finally, we returned to Cornwall, in a post-oil 

dystopian environment. The psychedelic “are you 

on the bus or off the bus” feel contrasted with the 

Hampstead realism. Dressed in fatsuits, eating off 

trays, the surrealism of the final chapter reminded 

me all too well of experience in hospital with 

appendicitis and the painting of Salvador Dali. 

Issy Carr 



The Cherry Orchard 

Jane Darby’s rendition of Chekhov’s ‘The Cherry 

Orchard’ was a humorous and vivacious production 

showcasing the epitome of entertainment that is 

Marlborough’s drama department and Jane Darby’s 

directing. Paul Cox’s set design enthralled the 

entire house, and despite its simplicity, reflected 

the bleak complexity of the Ranevskaya’s economic 

situation. As shafts of ethereal light shone through 

the large windows, and the nursery came to life, 

the symbiosis of set/lighting was faultless. 

Darby’s decision to place the audience in the thrust, 

allowed us to feel engaged and enwrapped with the 

action on stage. This engagement was enhanced by 

the comic and quintessential Chekhovian stage 

crossings of the maids and menservants who 

despite their non-verbalism, managed to secrete an 

element of humour and establish the upstairs-

downstairs. Lucy Hudson (EL U6) was the tour de 

force as she played Madam Ranevskaya, an 

aristocratic woman who had been living with an 

unnamed lover in Paris for five years. The play 

begins at her return with daughter Anya (Salome 

Northridge, Ivy L6) and governess Charlotta (Issy 

Carr, EL U6). Hudson and Northridge executed this 

mother-daughter role to perfection, topping this 

solid acting with an utterly spellbinding rendition of 

a Russian song, that transfixed all. Their rich tones 

echoed around the eerie nursey walls, like the 

gentle see-sawing of the wooden horse next to the 

inanimate object, the bookcase. 

Raneskaya returns to Russia just as her estate is 

about to be sold. Contentious businessman 

Lopakhin (Benjamin Powell) played his role with a 

manner that suggested you would not want to come 

under his powerful hammer. Stepdaughter Varya 

(Nell Maccaire) was perhaps the character we 

sympathised with the most. She input an element of 

terror into the performance, whilst clinging to her 

rosary for protection and reiterating the leitmotif on 

instability that underpins Chekhov’s masterpiece. 

Jim Crossland (C1 U6) played the role of Firs and 

adjusted to the characterisation perfectly. His 



41

grumbling and wheezes, the clinging to a walking 

stick, he was perhaps the most believable character 

of all. Each of the actors were perfectly suited to 

their roles, enhancing both the Stanislavski realism 

and humorous elements of the performance. 

A universal state of grieving was made clear by the 

actors, due to the preceding death of Madam 

Ranevskaya’s son, that takes place before the play. 

It was clear that these actors had explored their 

characters’ lives outside the walls of Chekhov’s 

construction. They were writhing with a vibrancy 

and intricacy that matched their exquisite 

costumes. It was constantly clear that they were in 

the minds of the characters, not elsewhere, thus 

making us feel as if we were guests in this 

household owned by a decaying aristocracy. 

The Cherry Orchard is the Russian alternative to 

the English Country House, which Henry James 

believed to be our greatest artistic achievement. 

Despite the difference in nationality, both are 

contemporized alterations on the first ever pastoral 

– the Garden of Eden, where the serpent 

(corruption) must inevitably arise. This play 

managed to convey its complex idea, this sense of 

uncertainty and instability in the lives of the 

characters and of society as a whole. It would be 

difficult not to relate this unknowingness to the 

ever-changing political state of our own nation. 

It was an exceptional ensemble; the camaraderie 

between cool Yasha (Ijah Ofon) and besotted 

Dunyasha (Becky Addison) was both light-hearted 

and tragic, these two adjectives I believe to be 

fundamental to the entire performance, where the 

two counteracted with one another. Darby 

constructed a poignant love affair between tragedy 

and comedy, while losing neither in the act. Special 

mentions go to the promising Max Foulds (SU L6), 

Casper Barker (SU RE) and Virat Talwar (C2 L6). 

Darby, what’s next? 

Issy Carr 
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