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Flamboyant Coincidence
Ange Mlinko, Foxglovewise (Faber) £10.99

Reviewed by Rowland Bagnall

As an asthmatic, I’m sensitive to changes in the air. 
Though never severely or dangerously difficult, my 
breathing is affected by humidity and sudden cold, pol-
len and wood smoke, perfume and cats, cigare#es, aer-
osol, dust and exhaust fumes. This may explain why my 
experience of reading Foxglovewise was one of noticing 
its atmospheres, ‘thick / and perfumed as an unguent’, 
‘clammy with muscat fug’ – where even ‘The great refin-
ery of sunset / leaves smoke and bilge in the sky’.

From ‘thermal curl[s]’ to ‘smudgy cigars’, Mlinko’s 
poems swirl with thickening agents, the air abuzz, ‘elec-
tric with bees’, fli#ing with ‘Hummingbirds and bu#er-
flies’, the sky, from time to time, amassing monstrous 
Texan thunderclouds, ‘spurting electricity’, whipping 
‘sulfurous wind’. Meanwhile, constant sound and music: 
whether ‘the selfsame / chime’ of ‘owls and church bells’ 
or the poems’ tide of different languages – Greek and 
Spanish, snatches of Latin, a flurry of ‘old Sco#ish 
names’ – or simply ‘the crowd-roar’ and ‘announcer’s 
commentary’ blaring from an airport bar, Mlinko’s poet-
ry is a cacophonous environment, where palm trees 
‘start up like a band in a sudden breeze’, flooding ‘the 
gu#ers of the ears’.

The fullness of the air in Foxglovewise brings Bishop’s 
‘Florida’ to mind, especially her ‘Thirty or more buzzards 
[…] dri$ing down, down, down’, ‘like stirred-up flakes 
of sediment / sinking through water’, a viscous, liquid 
atmosphere, slow and subtropical. A current resident of 
Florida – ‘the state with the pre#iest name’, according 
to Bishop – Mlinko appears drawn to the indeterminate 
nature of the landscape. Indeed, her latest poems 
(Mlinko’s seventh collection, though her first in the UK) 
are published in the same breath as a new critical mono-
graph, Difficult Ornaments: Florida and the Poets (2024), 
an exploration of the impact of the Sunshine State on a 
succession of writers for whom ‘Florida was an exotic 
detour’, ‘sensually intriguing, but also an abstraction 
that could be worked out in verse’. ‘The terrain is always 
shi$ing’, notes Mlinko in her introduction: ‘Poised 
between drought and flood, gardeners actually water 
their lawns in the rainy season.’

As with her previous collections, Foxglovewise reveals 
Mlinko to be a restless traveller, roaming from place to 
place, resistant to permanence. (‘[A]re you like the haw-
thorn tree, / always the same thing in the same place’, 
read lines from Louise Glück’s ‘Matins’, deployed as an 
epigraph, ‘or are you more the foxglove, inconsistent, 
first springing up / a pink spike on the slope behind the 
daisies, / and the next year, purple in the rose garden?’) 
Grouped into sections, the poems in this collection are 
divided by a symbol resembling the prow of an ocean 
liner, the kind familiar to travel posters from the 1930s. 
Several of the best poems here take place in Scotland; 

listening to the Iliad on headphones in a rural cemetery, 
the poet feels as though she stands ‘in two foreign coun-
tries at once’. Elsewhere, the poems are full of expats 
and migration routes, charting complex family histories, 
American myths, alive to the fact that even ‘To remem-
ber is to cross / Through no-man’s-land / Into an imag-
inary country’, to borrow lines from A.E. Stallings, 
Mlinko’s friend and correspondent. In Foxglovewise, 
Mlinko is especially a#uned to the relationship between 
a place and its accruing past, where ‘Memories […] sur-
face as a kind of automatism’. As she asks on this col-
lection’s final page, ‘Are we bound / to the soil we’re born 
or consigned to?’, a relative, perhaps, of Bishop’s own 
question of travel: ‘Should we have stayed at home and 
thought of here?’

For all Mlinko’s voyaging, it is the thick, swampy abun-
dance of Florida – its ‘disquieting kaleidoscope’ of exot-
ic plants and creatures – that takes centre stage. There 
is a sense of paradox about the place, at once beautiful 
and slightly gruesome, home to ‘voluptuary’ humming-
birds and ‘emerald frog[s]’, shrouded ‘in an ecstasy of 
coastal mist’ but also under threat from hurricanes and 
muddy flooding, trees affected by ‘huanglongbing’  
(a disease producing ‘Grotesque oranges’), the fort at 
Dry Tortugas slowly ‘sinking peu à peu’. Bishop’s own 
poem of Florida is tugged between the same extremes, 
a ‘state that floats in brackish water, / held together by 
mangrove roots / that bear while living oysters in clus-
ters, / and when dead strew white swamps with skele-
tons’, later picturing ‘the monstrous, endless, sagging 
coast-line’, ‘delicately ornamented’.

And yet, this swampiness creates a pleasing tension 
in Mlinko’s poems, present in her (delicately ornamen-
tal?) use of form, her beautifully constructed stanzas, 
the fluidity of her controlled experiments, her Paul Mul-
doonesque rhymes and half-rhymes that ‘slow the lan-
guage roaring down the page’ (confessor/hairdresser; 
Miami Zoo/peekaboo). Present, also, are Mlinko’s trade-
mark flourishes of unpredictable, flamboyant (i.e. fla-
mingo-like) vocabulary, sudden polysyllabic mouthfuls 
that catch us off-guard; ‘amphibrachic’, ‘melismatic’ and 
‘sacerdotal’ surface in the opening poem alone. While 
these sophisticated structures and (Write it!) sesquipe-
dalian encounters can be flummoxing, they are equally 
deligh+ul and o$en impressive, like watching the per-
formance of a sculptor or an acrobat. More than this, 
they seem deliberately to slow the pace of Mlinko’s writ-
ing – and our reading – to that of the Florida swamp, 
‘semiotically rich’, a reminder that the language of poet-
ry is a thicker substance than the stuff of prose, gener-
ating meaning at a different speed.

What the enforced slowness of Mlinko’s poetry reveals, 
to me, is something of the nature of coincidence, the 
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powerful unlikeliness of almost everything that happens, 
‘Factored into sight by a hairs breadth, / or the turn of 
the tide’: the echoes of history, accidents of evolution, 
the sheer, surreal coincidence of one word, thought or 
incident now rhyming with another ‘out of magical thin 

air’, a form of enchantment, ‘As if / a production of Ariel 
and Prospero / were pending’. These are difficult and 
ornate poems, though ones which help us, in the words 
of Seamus Heaney, to hear ‘a music that you would never 
have known / To listen to’, so ‘Listen now again’.

Chair and Table
Maurice Riordan Selected Poems, chosen by Jack Underwood (Faber) £14.99

Reviewed by Declan Ryan

This Selected Poems operates on a different basis to that 
expected – it eschews the usual chronological (or some-
times reverse-order, starting confidently on the newest 
work) method in favour of an arrangement based on 
thematic echo, and tone. The editor, Jack Underwood, 
explains that for him ‘a poem takes place outside of time 
altogether… is durational and always newly becoming’. 
It is an interesting method, which allows poems to talk 
to one another in new ways, across decades, and shows 
Riordan’s obsessions and habits to be enduring ones, 
such as the well-judged list, the turn towards the folkish, 
the morbid but winking poem of the organism, the tall 
tale. What is lost by this approach is a sense of the poet’s 
development, the human stuff – to an extent – with 
poems here about ‘Pushing sixty’ preceding more puck-
ish, youthful ones. Perhaps one isn’t supposed to read 
a Selected all the way through, anyway, but pick and mix 
– duck and dive – sampling poems as one-offs, rather 
than progressions.

Either way, the poems are the thing, and the heart of 
Riordan’s art seems – still – ‘The Idylls’ from The Holy 
Land (2007), presented here in full. These poems teeter 
on the verge of prose poetry but are based, on the whole, 
on a Frostian reported speech, a relaxed tone and phras-
ing, and present stories of the work in the fields of Rior-
dan’s father and other recognisable characters from his 
personal mythology – Dan-Jo, Moss, The Bo’son – their 
wit and observations, a ma#er-of-factness which tight-
ens, at times, into gentle comedy: ‘“What was a lake 
for?”/ “God only knows,” Moss said. “The Warrens were 
English”./ “Pleasure, I suppose”.’ As so o$en, these are 
poems which talk quietly of grand ideas, using the local 
and close-to-hand in order to illustrate the metaphysi-
cal, with one memorable poem about the biggest chang-
es seen in the characters’ lifetimes ending on a poignant 
vision which is echoed elsewhere in Riordan’s work: 
‘“That”, he said, “is my mother on her honeymoon”.’ 
The poem immediately before this sequence, here, 
‘Anniversary’, is a movingly terse vision of Riordan’s 
father, ‘ripened in death’, ‘Tonight he will come to me 
as the young bride / who shyly li$s the counterpane 
from the dream, / li$s the light cloth and fits himself to 
my side’.

The twinning, or at least correlation, between desire 
and death is another of Riordan’s preoccupations, 
whether hearing his mother’s voice during an al fresco 
encounter or an urging to upend, or at least disrupt, 
domestic comforts in ‘During the Recent Thunder & 
Lightning’: ‘The incipient desire, then, for catastro-
phes on a truly grand scale’. This hints at something 
which becomes clear from experiencing Riordan’s work 
on this larger canvas, and in a new orientation, the 
sense in which his is a disruptive, genially mischievous 
voice, one which rightly identifies the Faun as a poten-
tial mythic stand-in. Behind these o$en quiet, or at 
least down-tuned, poems there is an urge towards 
non-conformism, devilment and away from cant, or 
best behaviour – ‘Curst be the righteous. Cursed be 
the whited sepulchres. / Curst be the Just’ as ‘The 
Seven Songs of Myself’ has it. Notably, one of the angri-
est – or at least most bracingly polemic – poems here 
is the only new, uncollected one, ‘The Feast of the Holy 
Innocents’. Riordan isn’t one for the head-on collision 
with the ‘political’ poem, but his harrowing vision of 
erasure in the Holy Land brings a certain degree of 
visceral shock – in or out of context – and adds a new 
layer to his body of work as a whole – ‘the boy half-
ripped from his mother painted over as a grain bag; / 
the boy still gripped by his mother painted over as a 
wine jug’.

More o$en, his is a voice which inclines to the gentle 
ribbing, the ‘shoulder tap’ school of practical jokes, 
‘something of a small boy’s ingenuity and charm’, to 
take a line from ‘The Real Thing’. These are poems 
which veer between the household ceremony and the 
urge towards time travel, whether talking of the ‘mercy 
of forge#ing’ or in conjuring up – invoking, almost – the 
beloved dead, whether that be family or the way of life 
of his childhood in rural Cork, its by-ways, landscapes 
and rhythms, all brought back to life here with an irrev-
erent diligence. In his poem ‘Chair’ (which here is in 
between one about a table and one about beds) Riordan 
writes ‘he must learn the virtue / of minimal fuss, to 
restrain impulse, / to cut irrelevance from the process’, 
and these are words which come to serve, at least in 
some senses, as his own poetic check-list. Usefully, and 

Rowland Bagnall


