
Poetry Salzburg Review, No.32, Spring 2018 
 
KEITH HUTSON 
 
Paradise Lost 
 
Josephine Balmer. Letting Go. Mayfield: Agenda Editions, 2017. 48 pp. ISBN 978-1-
908527-29-5, £10.00 pb. 

 
In her pamphlet, Letting Go, the classicist and historian Josephine Balmer gives us thirty 
sonnets, combined with two other poems, mourning the death of her mother. The poetry of 
personal loss is never easy to review because balanced criticism can seem insensitive. First, I 
have to say that Balmer is a very good writer of sonnets. There is no need to rehearse this 
throughout my review. She can handle the traditional metrical, syllabic and volta 
requirements of the form well. The sonnet form is a strait-jacket made by angels because of 
the creative freedom its intensity and discipline Force the poet to find. Some poets sneer at 
strict form. I assume this is because they are not very good at it. Balmer blends original 
poetry with classical versioning, so we have lots of sonnets after Plato, Hesiod, Livy, Virgil, 
et al. Notes at the back of the book help us to navigate this blending of old and new. The first 
poem, not a sonnet, "Things We Leave Behind" (11) recalls the rediscovery of the family 
table, sent to a charity shop, now found again "[...]in the newly-opened café": 

 
a resting-place for dust-blanched builders 
slumped over strong tea, the full English, 
 as dark and heady as funeral incense. 
 
This sets the elegiac scene for the sonnets that follow, and "Lost" (13) is a beautiful 

piece recounting the shock of the sudden death of a loved-one: 
                  
                                 [...] We'd just spoken - 
I heard her laughing, hanging up the phone –  
but when next we gathered, friends, family,  
one of us would be missing, tricked away. 

 
"Tricked away" is a powerful phrase - there is menace there, threat, the upsetting of a natural 
order. "Ring" (15) has the epigraph 'for Dad'. I think it is one of Balmer's most moving 
sonnets, telling of the two occasions the poet's father had held his wife's wedding ring: "The 
last time he had held it in his hands / was Penzance, late nineteen-fifty-five [..]".This was on 
their wedding day, and "[ ... ] the weight of a box in his best suit / became a bond, unbroken, 
resolute." The volta is deftly handled as the sestet takes us to the second time he held the ring: 
"The door chimes: undertakers at the gate. / Now there's just one vow left for him to make." 

"To-Do" (16) is a list poem, which I often dislike because they can be a 'cop-out' from 
saying something meaningful. This sonnet, itemising the tedious, exhausting funeral 
arrangements that have to be made, "Decide sandwiches for the caterers. / Get order for 
service for the printer." through to "Choose a coffin from the undertakers." and beyond, is 
perfectly pitched and the list technique is wholly appropriate. "Frost" (21) takes us to the day 
of the funeral itself: 

 
A hard day, so raw it could flay an ox.  
As our black procession finally tracked 



north across the lanes, we breathed out frost 
until the fields and Forest seemed to crack. 

 
The mourning throughout this pamphlet could be, in lesser hands, too relentless, even 

disingenuous in its insistence - surely there were times - of family laughter when the poet's 
mother was alive: can humour not be allowed as an occasional vehicle for elegy? Balmer has, 
however, a gentle touch which prevents me dwelling too much on this question. Another 
satisfying sonnet is "The Long Break" (31) which takes us back to when the poet's mother 
was still alive, the poet working away or on holiday and suffering from homesickness: "In 
Paris or Rome I would queue for hours, / in each P0 until a booth was free". At last, the poet 
would speak on the telephone to her mother: "[. ..]. And all my homesickness / would ripple 
out when she answered the phone / in her clipped voice like some resting actress. / I'd see her 
sitting on her pulled-out chair". 

I am not equipped to comment upon how successful the merging of classical and 
personal themes in the poems is, but I feel that any notes at the back of a collection should 
not be necessary to explain a poem but to act as more of an additional treat. However, most of 
these poems are able to stand alone, and it is one of the more successful sequences addressing 
personal grief that I have read for some time. 

 
 


