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STANZA LINK DAY – DECEMBER 5TH  2005

Poetry Studio, 22 Betterton Street, London WC2H 9BX

REPORTS, MINUTES & RECOMMENDATIONS

For ease of reference, and to make this a useful, working document, we have set it out in 3 parts:

Summary Report of Day

Minutes of items covered

Recommendations & Future Progress

Thank you to all who attended and made such valuable contributions; we hope you feel as we do that there is every reason to proceed and see what can be made of this new development for the society, to give it a local and individual reality as well as a central base. 

SUMMARY REPORT

----------------------------

12 attended out of 24 stanzas; plus Carl Dhiman Membership Manager

Keith Bennett; Lynette Craig; Charles Johnson; Edmund Matyjaszek; Jane Morley; Helen Mort; Les Robinson; Maggie Sawkins; Patricia Startin; Erica Warburton (for Mary Williams); Nikki Bennett Willetts; Helen Jagger Wood

Out of 26 stanzas, 6 are in London, 17 in England (all regions including North East, North West, South West), none at present in Wales/Scotland, 3 overseas in Paris, Auvergne & Spain. Relative activities of stanzas set out in minutes. 

The day, called Stanza Link Day or SLD for ease of reference, began with introductions and tour of Betterton Street. Comments were made on lack of poetry books on sale in cafe. The emergence of the stanzas from the debate over the society’s constitution the last 2 years was outlined, and possible purposes of the stanzas: 

-to make the society real as a society of members who can know and meet one another -to embed the democratic nature of the society further to revision of its constitution 

-to enable the purposes of the society – poetry itself – to be better served

The previously distributed agenda was then gone through (see Minutes & Recommendations below). Summary of membership stats (about 3000 currently and slowly rising) and known characteristics of  members outlined. From survey done 2 years ago to which less than 20% replied, profile of members older and scattered throughout UK; this was contrasted with current younger attendance at Poetry events, readings, festivals; school, student and other membership levels discussed.

There was the opportunity after the day to see St Giles Church which has been offered to the society as a venue for meetings, readings etc, and to attend the first Poetry Society lecture given by George Steiner. 

MINUTES

-------------

Below is a general summary of the discussions throughout the day and points made.

Points that link to recommendations in bold.
Each stanza rep outlined what had happened in their area.

Variety was remarkable, often depending on area, and pre-existing poetry activity.

London and cities like Cambridge were very different from rural areas. Cambridge interestingly was not just an academic or undergraduate stanza.

Postcode division for contact was sometimes inappropriate as the natural “reach” of a an area – Lynette Craig in N London spelled this out – might be different from any postcode allocation.

Critical need for SRs (stanza reps) to have access to e-mail/address list of members. Stickers to go over current members’ forms; an e-mail to all stanza area members to solicit consent for SR contact (“opt-in” consent under Data Protection Laws for e-mail marketing); contact method to be re-ordered to ensure SR can initiate contact with stanza members

Certain areas have very few members, or members scattered. Quite a few stanzas only had the SR plus 1 or 2 other members; were uncertain how to proceed. Other areas had a number of members responding; activities included regular meetings, readings, studying a certain poet, own poetry readings. 

Pre-existing groups – Helen Wood raised this for herself in Cornwall – sometimes already served poetry and those interested in it. An additional group such as a stanza may add little. Whether such groups to be approached with an affiliate status to be considered.

This led to a discussion of the purpose of stanzas and advantages of membership. 

Apart from Poetry Review (not read widely especially prior to Fiona Sampson as new editor and cited as reason for non-renewal by more than one SR) and Poetry News (more welcome than PR), what were the advantages of membership (if any)? 

Whether stanzas would redress this for members if no groups locally, and whether the social and information aspects would enhance membership to be seen. The aspect of supporting the central body - PS - representing poetry seen as valid in itself for many.

It was necessary to be clear about stanza and membership advantages. Description of Stanzas to go in each renewal letter – and local SR details if possible? More space in PN – perhaps a stanza profile like the current member’s profile? Members’ letters? Sense that members have a to-and-fro access to the society?

Sometimes with pre-existing groups – Isle of Wight is an example – the stanza activity was more of an information service. But then it enabled a number of member poets to be brought together to make a good event with schools on National Poetry Day, so the link or network aspect worked well in that instance. Being able to supply information to members from PS resources, and act as a link locally over poetry seen as one service stanza could provide to members and others. Local & national calendars of events, based on current PS one of forthcoming events, could be done for local stanzas and between stanzas.  National Trust regional inserts in their mailings a good model for this; 9 Arts Council regions mirrored on LANDMARKS website a possible structure for this.

Also the A5 monthly calendar Jess York produces for the cafe could be distributed to stanzas for onward distribution. News from stanzas could then come up to the centre and/or to other stanzas for circulation. Communication between SRs themselves and for SRs to pass on by means of monthly SR e-mail – Stanza News? – agreed to start January 2006. Up to SRs to then re-distribute to members. This showed importance of getting e-mail “opt-in” permission.

In scattered geographical areas – Nicki Bennett Willets found this in Bath, and others elsewhere – a locus of activity or place is a problem. Whether at festival activities or other events (PS or not), PS could have a stanza stall available for general use, a kind of transportable roadshow, so that both stanza presence and membership recruitment made easier but this needs further clarification. Stanzas next to each other could help out. Keith Bennett in Lymington had helped out Isle of Wight for National Poetry Day; also helped at Bournemouth festival (which could involve for instance Dorchester Stanza in future). One aspect in London that came up was that an Ealing stanza found there was a good group called Pitshanger Poets so rep felt nothing to pursue. But Acton stanza nearby, so worthwhile putting them in touch. It was felt existence of pre-existing groups should not preclude a stanza, but nature of link and how stanza would function positively to be explored. 

If stanza involved with local group, the idea was discussed of having a standard form of words, possibly “in association with the XXX stanza of the Poetry Society”. This would help to market and brand the stanzas and the society. Need to check this wording to preclude any legal liability in worst case.

The actual formal structure of stanza development within the society was outlined, and the need to include SRs in this. Currently there is a Membership Development Committee that reports to the council (this committee set up the SLD) with Edmund, Keith, Carl current members. When this meets – roughly every quarter – stanza reps could attend and/or be co-opted, and meetings held in a stanza area. 

Role of stanzas in education work of society also area of possibility for SR to be active, but admin burden often considerable with schools. Frank Geary, Education Officer, spoke about this side of society’s work, which has substantial allocated project funds. The keenness of schools to be involved in NPD could allow SRs an active role. But links to enable poets to be placed in schools could enhance the stanza locally, and allow publicity and recruitment. 

Also, visiting poets, or poets touring, could be put in touch with stanzas for readings, workshops or schools placement. Knowing there is a local PS rep could become part of what is looked for in planning tours, readings etc which could be very useful for all of our poet members!! A need perhaps to start to advertise more widely stanza existence in 2006? The idea was also discussed of visiting member poets reading or working at discount fees for other members. For some, one presumed benefit of the society was to enable easier access to good poets, but this could only be done by agreement among members themselves so as not to commit any poet to lesser fees etc. Running an actual list of poets fraught with problems – who is on the list for instance! – but members aiding members could be further explored. This would also help overseas stanzas in that an overseas SR could be the first point of contact for visiting poet/other members (Jane Morley in Paris, Christopher North in Spain).

Finances of stanzas discussed; currently main central cost membership manager post (Carl); £ 1500 budget garnered from individual donations for stanza travel/meeting costs and now item in budget for stanzas; further donations for stanzas to be solicited? Other funds to be raised? Currently, members’ subs really only pay for Poetry Review, so any increase in members, even if traceable to stanza/recruitment activity, cannot easily be allocated to stanzas. Stanzas will run on volunteer basis with cost assistance from donations at present. There are possible merits in this also as it makes it purely members’ activity. Long-term benefit to society for itself, and in eyes of funders, to have a vigorous, widespread stanza structure.

RECOMMENDATIONS

------------------------------

1. Stanza News between SRs to start January 2006 – Carl/Ed/Keith to do dummy

2. Calendar of PS events national to be distributed; local templates run on NT model

3. SRs to be kept informed of PS events to allow local SR involvement/recruitment

4. Jess York’s A5 for Poetry Cafe to have all SRs on circulation, and to be checked as type of local calendar

5. “Opt-in” on members’ e-mail to be checked URGENTLY – Carl/Ed

6. Stanza areas – postcodes for instance – to be re-checked and re-done

7. Provision of hard-copy list of members (minus e-mails if not opt-in) to be checked

8. Stickers to go over membership leaflet advertising stanza & requesting “opt-in” to be raised at January council for admin/cost implications; and logo stickers also?

9. Stanza description to be drawn up 

10. Renewal letters to have stanza description and SR contact details?

11. Poetry News to be approached for expanded Stanza page and/or Stanza profile

12. Finances of stanzas to be checked with council; and donation/fund-raising.

13. Transportable “Roadshow” for general use but also for SR use at festivals etc

14. Affiliate status for existing groups to be explored

15. “In association with XXX Stanza of Poetry Society” to be checked as wording

16. Next MDC meeting to be in stanza area with SR(s) involved

17. Next SLD at Ledbury in summer 2006 both as meeting and as publicity etc

EJM/KB/CD 

22.12.05
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