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Strange Fruits is the first full length collection by Maria C. McCarthy, a second generation 
Irish poet, who is also a writer of short stories, memoir, and one of the founding editors of the 
small press Cultured Llama.  Dedicated to the memory of a friend who died of cancer, 
Strange Fruits, has been published in collaboration with  WordAid, ‘a collective of poets 
dedicated to raising money for charity by good writing’. In this case the funds raised are 
being passed on, very appropriately, to Macmillan Cancer Support. In ‘Keats’ House’ 
McCarthy skilfully evokes the physical detail of the dead poet’s living quarters and his 
relationship with Fanny Brawne, but also comes to the conclusion that ‘the themes of his 
poetry are love, // death and nature – not wallpaper.’ McCarthy’s own work is also frequently 
informed by what Paul Farley has referred to ironically as ‘the big safe themes’, but is 
inspired equally by the minutiae of everyday lived experience. In ‘Blithe Spirits’, speculating 
about the afterlife with irony and deadpan humour, she moves from Noel Coward’s elegant 
ghosts of the 1940s who ‘glide ethereal / in chiffon, ectoplasm-green’, to an altogether more 
down to earth set of images: 
 
    Do they hobble round in slippers, 
    toes wrapped over toes, 
    or does the afterlife’s chiropodist 
    pumice, balm, remould, render them to dance 
    in six-inch high stilettos, forever bunionless? 
 
  In her Preface, written in memory of Karen McAndrew, McCarthy explains that her friend 
had no real interest in her poetry, but that they frequently spent time ‘mooching around in 
charity shops’. This is an experience which lies at the heart of ‘I dream of a shop filled with 
all the clothes I’ve ever worn’. It’s a poem in which the imagery of clothing which has been 
long outgrown is used to evoke the passage of time and the way we constantly reinvent 
ourselves as individuals. However, in the poem’s final lines she brings things to a new level 
of seriousness when, having described lumberjack shirts, jeans and ‘felt-penned plimsolls’ 
she turns her gaze towards ‘the skins of outgrown friends / hung on a rack by the door.’ In 
‘Coats’ she again uses clothing as a central image but refocuses it to evoke the relationship 
between a mother and her daughter: 
 
    Now the gabardine becomes a duffle 
    stuffed with bus tickets, folded into stars; 
    now, on a torn off strip, a phone number 
    zipped within a denim bomber; 
    now an over-sized overcoat wrapped 
    around mother and unborn child, 
    now around mother and daughter. 
 
    Now she has her own coat. 
 
Much of McCarthy’s poetry is unashamedly domestic in tone and deals with family 
relationships. ‘May yours be the marriage of voice and piano’ is an epithalamium written for 
her daughter.  Although this might at first seem a risky subject and one which could all too 
easily sink into mawkishness, McCarthy pulls it off with her references to ‘Joni, Eva, Regina, 
Half Man Half Biscuit’. ‘April Snow’ is a beautifully rendered domestic interior in which a 
couple are lying in bed on a snowy morning, checking their emails and keeping track of a 



daughter on Face Book. ‘Late’ is a delightful vignette in which the relationship between a 
wife and husband recreates that of the man and his mother: ‘Your mother would have done 
this, / waved you down the road, noticed, / too late, your homework on the kitchen table.’ 
Even more stripped back is ‘Photo’ which, within the compass of its five brief couplets, is a 
powerful study of a father and daughter: ‘and there’s my father, // on the same sea wall / 
yards away, miles away, // head turned the other way, / in suit and tie.’ 
   The tensions between father and daughter which are hinted at in this poem become more 
explicit in ‘Story’, a poem in which McCarthy sketches out her mother’s life story:  
 
     I know this story: 
 
     it’s one of nuns and Christian brothers; 
          of drawing water from a well; of winters 
                without shoes; of delivering your sister 
 
     when the midwife couldn’t come; 
 
Starting out in penury in Ireland the ‘story’ finishes in England where the mother ‘stayed with 
a man / who was only home / when the pubs closed.’ However, McCarthy’s most sustained 
exploration of her family history is in ‘Mitchelstown’ the sequence of six poems which lie at 
the heart of her collection. Travelling to her father’s hometown for the first time in 2007 
when she was 47, her journey was an  attempt ‘to find the boy her father was, and so to 
understand the man he became.’ In ‘The road to Mitchelstown’ she evokes the hardship and 
discomfort of her parents’ generation who had to lug heavy cases onto emigration trains and 
boats and then , compares this to the relative ease of catching a modern flight.  However, on 
this voyage of discovery she is unsure of what she will find and does not ‘know yet if my 
luggage / will be lighter or heavier / on my return.’ In ‘My father’s house’ the abject poverty 
of many Irish people in the 40s and 50s is compared with the relative prosperity of more 
recent years: ‘two rooms, turf fire, one oil lamp. / Water carried in barrels by donkey and cart. 
/ There are extensions now, bedrooms, kitchen, bathroom.’ 
   Maria McCarthy’s Strange Fruits is a varied and wide-ranging collection. At times she can 
be nostalgic, ironic, or humorous as in her villanelle ‘Lager saga and ‘In reply to your note’, 
her pastiche of W.C. Williams. She can also be deeply moving as in ‘Slipping down’, her 
poem about dementia or in ‘Ghost writer’, her elegy for a fellow writer who also died of 
cancer. Dealing skilfully and effectively with a range of experiences that are central to all our 
lives, Strange Fruits is above all a humane exploration of what is meant by the Good Life. It 
deserves a wide readership. 
 
David Cooke 
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