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Like her earlier book of poetry, The Paths of Survival (2017), in Ghost Passage Josephine Balmer is interested 
in what she calls ‘the urgent chain of humanity’, the links and continuities which connect us over the centuries, 
concentrating in this case on the archaeological finds of Roman London–engravings from tombstones, tiles, clay 
lamps, a child’s leather sole, what lies beneath the dark earth, all the shards preserved in wood, clay and stone, 
material elements which tell us much about our history. This historical perspective is represented, brought to life 
at different angles, with a particularity, a rich economy of style which shapes a new reality of living voices from 
the Roman era of occupation. The poems, based on fragments, express a world, a way of life, recording the 
physical and cultural world of a society at a particular time in history, an interlacing of words, lives and 
destructiveness ‘to give a feeling of the reality of the speaker… a constantly felt dramatic voice’ (Ezra Pound’s 
words on his own technique in The Cantos). So it is Balmer presents vestiges, traces of Roman life in London, 
‘the hoard of forgotten worlds’ as she phrased it in The Paths of Survival,  the vulnerability, the fragility of the 
citizens’ and slaves’ lives, bringing a culture back to life through their idiosyncratic voices: 
 
     The cries of butchers in the market halls, 
     haze of blacksmiths, hum of metalworkers; 
     a scent of spice from across the empire, 
     stench of piss trickling out from tanners’ stalls. 
 
     The swell of every language: Gallic, Greek, 
     German, Numidian, Thracian, Phrygian. 
     The swagger of swollen businessmen 
     claiming their ownership of our coined streets. 
 
We hear the voices of brewers and tavern owners, of accountants and policemen, of builders and tourists, of 
teachers and lawyers. We hear of Britons learning ‘new letters, new tools’, of homesick Romans, Greeks and 
Gauls, of educators teaching the native ‘savages’ ‘to sooth the jagged edge’ of their dialect. One shard reveals a 
callous note regarding the sale of a slave-girl (‘Make hard coin out of soft flesh’), a foreshadowing perhaps of 
the later British Empire when the colonised became the colonisers, highlighting that sense of historical 
continuity which is always at the forefront of Balmer’s aesthetic. This is not an egregious comment, as one 
Cicero (Minor) notes ‘I’d found subdued villages, smoke / scrolled up like fading stylus strokes’, and one 
Roman describes the Thames as ‘this filthy, sluggish/northern river’. This evocation of the spirit of the past 
reminded me of Marlow’s words in Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, that ‘we live in the flicker of history, 
and how the Romans (‘a wonderful lot of handymen’) encountered ‘savages’ when they first came to Britain, 
‘the uttermost ends of the earth’, to extend their empire. 
 
   We see ex-pats seeking new business, new fortunes being made (having been ‘priced out of Rome’), 
merchants selling ‘Syrian glass’ and ‘tessarae for mosaics’ (which reminded me a little of David Jones’s The 
Tribune’s Visitation and The Sleeping Lord). One very moving fragment is that of a child’s leather sole with the 
word ‘Hector’ stamped on it. This is how a loved one is acknowledged and remembered, and the brief name 
serves as a telling epitaph. The homely artefacts which are unearthed serve as symbols in the sequence, much as 
they do in Rilke’s Duino Elegies, where jugs, gates, fruit-trees, windows serve to emphasise our passing 
signatures. The messages engraved on marble slabs, writing tablets, clay pots, tiles, flagons, jewellery and 
amulets give us an imagined insight into various lives and occupations. There is much more to the sequence than 
I can outline here, but an additional thrill to reading the book lies with the useful historical notes and sources 
listed by the poet, facts gleaned from excavations, reports, epitaphs, and so on, giving us information on ‘the 
first generation of Londoners’. I also like the way in which the wonderful cover to the book (a reproduction of ‘a 
tiny carved cameo seal, dating from the third century CE and found on the Thames foreshore’) leads us into the 
heart of the city of London itself.  
 
In Ghost Passage Poetry and History (Euterpe and Clio) meet, not competing for once, but brilliantly fused and 
celebrated. It is a book worth returning to time and again. 
          W.S. Milne 
 
 


