Banquet Speech

Tim Lilburn

Thank you Zhao Si for your kind words. Please communicate my thanks to the
board of The European Medal for extending this award to me.

It is an honour for me to be invited to join a group of medal laureates that
includes Tomas Venclova and Ataol Behramoglu.

It is possible, even at the best of times, for poets, some poets, to be a little
embarrassed by their vocation. It can seem an anachronism or affectation,
being a poet. We are in a historical moment when poets can be especially
conflicted about what they do - poetry can seemso. ineffectual before climate
change, the rise of.fascism and the need to decolonize and work toward
reconciliation with First Nations. "Some are tempted now to think that they
should set poetry aside and turn to hetivism or that they should make their
poetry overtly political and turn it into pages of declaration and denunciation.
Beauty seems an avoidance of%olmcél responsibility, a kind' of elitism, a form
of privileged avmdance of 1nvolVeme:nt and therefore a maskmg, an abetting, of
injustice. _ /2 s N &
1z N - I |

But we should not be s0 qmck,{o bandon poetry in extreme, even dire, times
like these. I like, to recall the ex@ Ie of Pablo Neruda, in particular what he
attempted to do his great book (Ganto) Generale and certain long poems in it like
“Let the Woodcutter Awaken” and “The Heights of Machu Picchu.” Neruda
wrote much of this book while he was in exile in Mexico, fleeing the Chilean
dictatorship of that time. He' saW*" t_hese poems, -especially the first one, as
important means of stopping the" appearance of European totalitarianism in the
Western Hemisphere in the 1940s. Neruda learned much from the great
Mexican muralists like Diego Rivera while living in Mexico in the 1940s and
these poems grew out of that experience. He learned from Rivera that if you
present large sweeping depictions of society and history, you will free people,
give them a sense of power. They see it all laid out before them, previously
fragmented political and economic forces, set into pattern, and they are less
cowed, confused and ideologically charmed. He also learned from the Mexican
muralists to love the small and the particular. Describe in detail distinct lives,
within the sweeping view, and you create love and empathy in your readers
and help establish a commonwealth of respect and civility. These are some of
the things Neruda learned and he tried to practice them in his poems.

I believe the act of poetry making itself is a contemplative engine and, as such,
it can have deep social effect. Attention breeds courtesy, an openness to the
new and unlike. So poetry does not dwell at the social margins; it is not an
adjunct to life and politics. It stands at the center of both; in its empathy,
imagination, narrative range, its commitment to the striking of beautiful,
arresting patterns, it creates the political center.



So I tell a room of poets — keep gathering your fragments, hatching startling
metaphors and working the dynamism that results in the penetrating seeing
lyric poetry, all poetry, demands, in which both objects and their beholders are
liberated.
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