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Foreword

Whether it is agapé or more directly sexual—and the
variations and permutations between these two poles are
infinitely complex—love has been at the centre of human
life. This is stating the obvious. But what is less so is the
way these manifestations of love are expressed in different
cultures, especially in terms of openness and tact to ensure
its appropriate expression. This is of importance in a
multiracial, multicultural society. Some readers may detect
this even when reading the modest number of love poems
in this anthology. And that sense would be more obvious
if we were to compare the poems of Sappho, Ovid, the
Provencal troubadours, Shakespeare, Petrarch, Donne, the
Kuruntokai, Li Po, Rumi, Mirabai, and Tagore.

Sacred and secular love have found equally powerful
expressions in other art forms, especially in paintings. It is
fitting, therefore, that many of the love poems here engage
with the artworks of the National Gallery Singapore—a
true jewel in the crown of the nation’s art landscape. The
Gallery is a distinguished and growing repository of our
country’s artistic heritage, in addition to its other function of
shaping the future of art in both Singapore and Southeast
Asia. That the Gallery has been so hospitable to our poets
is an encouraging sign, for poetry and the visual arts have
always inspired each other and are mutually supportive.
It is worth noting that Michelangelo was also a poet of
distinction. Moreover, poets are painters in the images they
use to invoke. The encounters in this anthology breathe
life into the respective mediums, allowing for poems to be
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Collage
(inspired by Trophy Landscape - Paradise painting by Milenko
Prvacki)

Genevieve Wong

Perhaps, we will say our time was a collage of early
commiserations over overpriced coffee,

snatched time in blackened zi char alleyways,

singed bee hoon lingering on our tongues, melded with white
pepper sauce.

A cacophony of text messages,

scattered throughout the day.

(electronic fragments | would later try to piece in a hole)
The ignored dreams.

Yours, not mine.

Qur lives a piecemeal of paychecks and responsibilities.

Love: a mesh of half-chewed sentences and mumbled
words,
A reticulation of tincture in fitful youth

And then, lines that had not yet grown heavy with time: | do
Love: Corrected photos uploaded.

Or perhaps we will say that our time was a wonderful mess of
humanity striving to be the best in the situation it was in,

that despite the jumble of mismatched semantics, it was the
girl’s practice papers, the boy’s dog-earred worksheets and
the shouting at the Meet the Parents sessions,

that contained our inexorable implosion.
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Questions
(translated from Tamil by Harini V.)

Harini V.

[ turned to one side

the other side’s unhappiness

and other the other directions’ smells

are forgotten

At least once in the half hour

dreams of you overwhelm and surround me

in every direction

Do | get to stay in your palms

do your hands have the strength to hold my banes and
my boons

Am | a passerby

or am | a guided path that you take to other doorsteps

These questions are things you will never hear
My hands hold poems as solace, as medicine

| cannot make sense of anything but poetry
for today

and for tomorrow

Till these questions are turned from riddles to
possibilities

I will continue finding answers in poetry!
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Eyes

Edwin Thumboo

Heading north after

the day’s ordinariness,
overtaking x to the power of 3
timber lorries, buses, wheezing
Morris Minors, and sitting out
the Muar ferry’s blown gasket,
| turn the last corner.

The gate unlocks,
the door opens,
to your eyes.
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Writing about love is a challenge. How does one
verbalise an intimate and inexpressible feeling?
How does one top the Bard and a steady flood
of poets and songwriters? But still we persist in

writing love poems.

Art becomes a muse for most of the 26
love poems in this collection. Those poems
are ekphrastic—that is, they engage in the
imaginative act of describing, narrating, or

reflecting on situations limned in paintings or
sculptures, expanding and amplifying on the
meaning that they evoke. The artworks that
inspire these poems belong to the National
Gallery Singapore, which offers an unparalleled
vantage point for representations of love in the

country’s rich history and cultural heritage.

The 26 love poems are arranged according to
common threads based on the four different
kinds of love as first outlined by the ancient

Greeks: éros, storgé, philia, and agapé. We hope
that readers will be continually led back to the

poems and their respective artworks.
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About PES

The Poetry Festival Singapore (PFS)
celebrates the island’s poetry in all
its four official languages through
lectures, readings and workshops by

both established and emerging poets.

Love is a complex emotion that has
fascinated artists and poets alike.
Can art inspire poets to look at love’s
various aspects in new ways? Love at
the Gallery attempts to answer that
question with 26 love poems, most
of which are based on artworks at
the National Gallery Singapore. The
featured poets belong to the island’s
various linguistic poetic traditions,
namely English, Chinese, Malay and
Tamil. Art may be the poet’s point of
departure, but each poet harnesses
the imagination to reach a destination
that is his or her own. The relationship
between art and poet in this collection
provides patterns for the reader to

create his or her own art.





