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            Foreword

         

         The word ‘armistice’ derives from the Latin ‘arma’ (meaning weapons) and ‘stitium’ (meaning a stoppage or suspension). It stands for a moment of pause in the fight, opening up space for dialogue and the coming together of warring sides. Unlike a ceasefire, which can be any temporary halt in hostilities, a call for armistice carries with it a formally shared hope of striving towards and settling upon a more secure and lasting state of peace. As we mark the hundred years since the signing of the Armistice on 11 November 1918, which ended the fighting between the Allies and Germany, this anthology of poems remembers not only the Great War and its soldiers and poets, but uses the idea of armistice as a light to look at other moments of conflict and peace both before and after 1914–1918.

         From Ancient Greece to the Troubles of Northern Ireland, the poets of these pages write, across centuries, of the grief of war and the bruised grace of peace. The laying down of arms at one time and place is all too soon followed by conflict elsewhere. As Wisława Szymborska acknowledges here, ‘All the cameras have gone / to other wars’. The soldiers who returned home injured after ‘the war to end all wars’ are mirrored in John Balaban’s post-Vietnam poem, where ‘all across the USA / the wounded walk about and wonder where to go’. In the one hundred poems here, some of them specially commissioned for this anthology, what is striking is the poets’ urgent valuing of the commonplace in the aftermath of war: Sara Teasdale’s robins ‘whistling their whims on a low fence-wire’; Charlotte Mew’s wounded trees, waiting ‘with their old wise patience for the heavenly rain’; and Freda Laughton’s ‘bland smile of eggs in the willow-basket’. Among the anguish, bitterness and anger, Ivan Lalić’s ‘spaces of hope’ make room for armistice. We can see in these pages that, if war is the messenger of hate, poetry is the messenger of love.

         I would like to thank Matthew Hollis and Lavinia Singer at Faber for their help in preparing this anthology, and Ella Duffy for collaborating with me in researching many of the poems.
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               SARA TEASDALE

               SARA TEASDALE There Will Come Soft Rains

            

            
               
                  There will come soft rains and the smell of the ground,

                  And swallows calling with their shimmering sound;

               

               
                  And frogs in the pools singing at night,

                  And wild-plum trees in tremulous white;

               

               
                  Robins will wear their feathery fire

                  Whistling their whims on a low fence-wire;

               

               
                  And not one will know of the war, not one

                  Will care at last when it is done.

               

               
                  Not one would mind, neither bird nor tree,

                  If mankind perished utterly;

               

               
                  And Spring herself, when she woke at dawn,

                  Would scarcely know that we were gone.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               SIEGFRIED SASSOON

               SIEGFRIED SASSOON Everyone Sang

            

            
               
                  Everyone suddenly burst out singing;

                  And I was filled with such delight

                  As prisoned birds must find in freedom,

                  Winging wildly across the white

                  Orchards and dark-green fields; on – on – and out of sight.

               

               
                  Everyone’s voice was suddenly lifted;

                  And beauty came like the setting sun:

                  My heart was shaken with tears; and horror

                  Drifted away … O, but Everyone

                  Was a bird; and the song was wordless; the singing will never be done.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               RUTH PITTER

               RUTH PITTER The Military Harpist

            

            
               
                  Strangely assorted, the shape of song and the bloody man.

               

               
                  Under the harp’s gilt shoulder and rainlike strings,

                  Prawn-eyed, with prawnlike bristle, well-waxed moustache,

                  With long tight cavalry legs, and the spurred boot

                  Ready upon the swell, the Old Sweat waits.

               

               
                  Now dies, and dies hard, the stupid, well-relished fortissimo,

                  Wood-wind alone inviting the liquid tone,

                  The voice of the holy and uncontending, the harp.

               

               
                  Ceasing to ruminate interracial fornications,

                  He raises his hands, and his wicked old mug is David’s,

                  Pastoral, rapt, the king and the poet in innocence,

                  Singing Saul in himself asleep, and the ancient Devil

                  Clean out of countenance, as with an army of angels.

               

               
                  He is now where his bunion has no existence.

                  Breathing an atmosphere free of pipeclay and swearing,

                  He wears the starched nightshirt of the hereafter, his halo

                  Is plain manly brass with a permanent polish,

                  Requiring no oily rag and no Soldier’s Friend.

               

               
                  His place is with the beloved poet of Israel,

                  With the wandering minnesinger and the loves of Provence,

                  With Blondel footsore and heartsore, the voice in the darkness

                  Crying like beauty bereaved beneath many a donjon,

                  O Richard! O king! where is the lion of England?

                  With Howell, Llewellyn, and far in the feral north

                  With the savage fame of the hero in glen and in ben,

                  At the morning discourse of saints in the island Eire,

                  And at nameless doings in the stone-circle, the dreadful grove.

               

               
                  Thus far into the dark do I delve for his likeness:

                  He harps at the Druid sacrifice, where the golden string

                  Sings to the golden knife and the victim’s shriek.

                  Strangely assorted, the shape of song and the bloody man.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               MARION ANGUS

               MARION ANGUS Remembrance Day

            

            
               
                  Some one was singing

                         Up a twisty stair,

                       A fragment of a song,

                       One sweet, spring day,

                  When twelve o’clock was ringing,

                       Through the sunny square –

               

               
                  ‘There was a lad baith frank and free,

                  Cam’ doon the bonnie banks o’ Dee

                  Wi’ tartan plaid and buckled shoon,

                  An’ he’ll come nae mair to oor toon.’ –

               

               
                  ‘He dwells within a far countree,

                  Where great ones do him courtesie,

                  They’ve gien him a golden croon,

                  An’ he’ll come nae mair to oor toon.’ –

               

               
                  No one is singing

                       Up the twisty stair.

                  Quiet as a sacrament

                       The November day.

               

               
                  Can’t you hear it swinging,

                         The little ghostly air? –

                       Hear it sadly stray

                       Through the misty square,

                  In and out a doorway,

                       Up a twisty stair –

                  Tartan plaid and buckled shoon,

                  He’ll come nae mair to oor toon.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               MAHMOUD DARWISH

               MAHMOUD DARWISH Murdered and Unknown

            

            
               
                  Murdered, and unknown. No forgetfulness gathers them

                  and no remembrance scatters them … they’re forgotten in

                  winter’s grass on the public highway between

                  two long stories about heroism and suffering.

                  ‘I am the victim.’ ‘No. I alone am

                  the victim.’ They didn’t tell the author: ‘No

                  victim kills another. There is in

                  the story a victim and a killer.’ They were young

                  picking the snow off Christ’s cypress,

                  and playing with cherubs, since they were

                  of one generation … they used to leak out

                  of schools to escape math and ancient

                  Hamassa poetry, then play with soldiers,

                  by the roadblocks, the innocent game of death.

                  They didn’t tell the soldiers: ‘Drop your rifles

                  and open up the roads for the butterfly to find

                  its mother by morning, and for us to fly with

                  the butterfly outside dreams, since dreams

                  are narrow at our doors.’ They were young

                  playing, and making a story for the red

                  rose beneath the snow, behind two long

                  stories about heroism and suffering, and they were

                  running away with cherubs toward a clear sky.

               

               translated by FADY JOUDAH

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               WISŁAWA SZYMBORSKA

               WISŁAWA SZYMBORSKA The End and the Beginning

            

            
               
                  After every war

                  someone has to tidy up.

                  Things won’t pick

                  themselves up, after all.

               

               
                  Someone has to shove

                  the rubble to the roadsides

                  so the carts loaded with corpses

                  can get by.

               

               
                  Someone has to trudge

                  through sludge and ashes,

                  through the sofa springs,

                  the shards of glass,

                  the bloody rags.

               

               
                  Someone has to lug the post

                  to prop the wall,

                  someone has to glaze the window,

                  set the door in its frame.

               

               
                  No sound bites, no photo opportunities,

                  and it takes years.

                  All the cameras have gone

                  to other wars.

               

               
                  The bridges need to be rebuilt,

                  the railroad stations, too.

                  Shirtsleeves will be rolled

                  to shreds.

               

               
                  Someone, broom in hand,

                  still remembers how it was.

                  Someone else listens, nodding

                  his unshattered head.

                  But others are bound to be bustling nearby

                  who’ll find all that

                  a little boring.

               

               
                  From time to time someone still must

                  dig up a rusted argument

                  from underneath a bush

                  and haul it off to the dump.

               

               
                  Those who knew

                  what this was all about

                  must make way for those

                  who know little.

                  And less than that.

                  And at last nothing less than nothing.

               

               
                  Someone has to lie there

                  in the grass that covers up

                  the causes and effects

                  with a cornstalk in his teeth,

                  gawking at clouds.

               

               translated by STANISŁAW BARAŃCZAK and CLARE CAVANAGH

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               IVOR GURNEY

               IVOR GURNEY The Bugle

            

            
               
                  High over London

                  Victory floats

                  And high, high, high,

                  Harsh bugle notes

                  Rend and embronze the air.

                  Triumph is there

                  With sombre sunbeams mixed of Autumn rare.

                  Over and over the loud brass makes its cry,

                  Summons to exultancy

                  Of past in Victory.

                  Yet in the gray street women void of grace

                  Chatter of trifles

                  Hurry to barter, wander aimlessly

                  The heedless town,

                  Men lose their souls in care of business,

                  As men had not been mown

                  Like corn swathes East of Ypres or the Somme

                  Never again home

                  Or beauty most beloved to see, for that

                  London Town might still be busy at

                  Its sordid cares

                  Traffic of wares.

                  O Town, O Town

                  In soldiers’ faces one might see the fear

                  That once again they should be called to bear

                  Arms, and to save England from her own.
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