
First prize as a real rose 

MTC Cronin on the Josephine Ulrick Poetry Prize 

 On a March Saturday morning, as I sit down to write this, I receive word that a previous winner of the 
Josephine Ulrick Poetry Prize has had a first book accepted for publication. How marvellously serendipitous 
in more than a temporal sense, for the coincidence not only makes beginning this piece an even greater 
pleasure but intimates to us what literary competitions might really be for. ‘Competition’ does not always 
carry with it the most pleasant connotations – consider: common strife for the same object; striving against 
another to attain a goal such as an advantage or victory; rivalry for supremacy, superiority or a prize. 

I am reminded of a hypothetical poetry competition (a variation of the Floral Games or Jocs florals as they 
were known in Occitan, their original language, and Catalan) where third prize is a solid gold rose, second 
prize is a rose made of silver and first prize a real rose. Who would want to win? A poet of course! Because it is 
the spirit of creation that is served by a prize that honours life, just as it is served by an award instituted in 
honour of one, such as Josephine Ulrick, who was more than simply an artist or creator – who was, and still 
is, a nurturer. 

Attempting to create, to make, something worthwhile is always a paradoxical enterprise. Simultaneously one 
must do it alone and in conjunction with all creation. All one’s individual energies must be poured 
into helping into being what will come into existence. The reality, of course, is that the whole of the cosmos 
has a hand in every act of making. What we perceive as death is alive in all we do as is what we don’t consider 
to have happened yet. Like the real rose of the imaginary poetry prize, poems of the past and poems of the 
future and poems being written right now are in smaller or larger ways irrigated by Josephine Ulrick’s legacy. 

Such an award does not statically exist as something simply left to us. It is a bequest that is, like the dead, 
embraced and shouldered by the living and carried forth into new and fertile fields. It is a public carrying-on 
of creative conversation and it is the opening of a space to allow an in-flow of gratefulness and thanks for the 
selfless. It is a celebration not of any one life or any one poem, but of the hard and beautiful work of our 
responsibilities towards all of our lives and all of our poems. 

While the prize started in 1998 in association with the Somerset Celebration of Literature, and judges have 
included Sue Abbey, Thomas Shapcott, Peter Boyle, Martin Duwell, Anthony Lawrence and David Malouf, 
2012 was the seventh occasion on which I acted as a judge. Judging is about considering, forming opinions, 
drawing conclusions and making decisions, but if I am to be honest I must confess that judgment can bring 
out the worst in you. I am thankful for this as it is a good thing to be made aware of what really inhabits the 
self – envy, pettiness, feelings of superiority, desires to belittle, cynicism, ignorance or even personal 
inclinations that preclude having one’s mind completely open. To be asked to judge is to be asked to be on 
guard – primarily against oneself. We are all human and we are all biased and it has been a gift to be caught in 
the net of insight and accountability that adjudicating such a prestigious prize casts. 

And how wide that net has spread! Poets, winners or not, who have continued to think and write (not 
uncourageous acts), friendships formed and kept, (possibly and probably) some unexpected and unlikely 



directions taken. The reach of the Ulrick is over a shifting sea of acts and words in which we are all still 
swimming: 

‘to find what is not there / you must look for what is not there’ –  Nathan Shepherdson, 2006; 

‘Never should I forget this event / in the life of my fatigued retinas. / Never should I forget that in the middle 
of the road / there was a stone’ – Thérèse Van Maanen, 2007; 

‘sunlight [disappears] into a white hot hole in the sky, full of grace’ – David Musgrave, 2008; 

‘It is one of those rare sparkling days / and I ask the Minister for Myself when I was last elected’ – Christine 
Paice, 2009; 

‘excluding guns and ammo you look beautiful tonight / out there the shining bald opinions of men / lighting 
the beacons ingesting grams of hunger / the clods of dirt the tiny hearts’ – Nathan Curnow, 2010; 

‘I ate the mountains I climbed / with no tongue on which to place / the flags of my conquest’ – Maria 
Zajkowski, 2011; and 

‘Your vision hand / holds each thing in its place / and a slow wandering herder waits / for you to come back / to 
yourself, the palace determined’ – Maria Zajkowski, 2012. 

That there is more to come is testament to Josephine and to all of us who take part with good 
intentions.

* * *

First published in "'Prizing Diversity, The Josephine Ulrick Prizes 1988-2014', edited by Virginia 
Rigby and Nigel Krauth, Thames & Hudson, Port Melbourne, 2015."
 


