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Introduction


It is difficult to speak adequately, or justly of London.

(The Notebooks of Henry James, 1881)

Everyone knows London, but each one of us will have our own individual thoughts and feelings about the great metropolis. ‘The Devil’s drawing room’, ‘The city of the free’, ‘A shrub among the hills’ – ask a hundred people, or a hundred poets, and each will give you a different answer.

There were over three hundred works that could easily have been included in this anthology. There were some obvious choices, but also some surprises. Shakespeare, who lived in London for much of his life, and used the city and its inhabitants for source material rarely mentions it in any detail. Chaucer, who also lived in London, placed his pilgrims at Southwark for the start of their journey, but they are too intent on setting out to really take note of their surroundings. Many of the poets who write about London are actually visitors or immigrants. The earliest poem in this collection is by a visiting Scot, William Dunbar, who extravagantly praises the city, even if his private diaries are less flattering.

Poets’ views of London have changed with history. Throughout the Middle Ages and into the seventeenth century people travelled comparatively little and poetry tended to concentrate on valour and love, rather than towns and town life. The early eighteenth century was a time of satire, albeit largely affectionate towards the city, but by the nineteenth century the rural way of life was definitely regarded as superior. Matthew Arnold went so far as to describe the city as ‘unpoetic’. The first half of the twentieth century was dominated by the two world wars and their aftermath, influencing poets from D H Lawrence to John Betjeman. The second half brought about further change, and all aspects of London life were debated by locals, visitors and new arrivals alike.

Rather than divide London by area or time, this anthology looks at some of the different aspects of the city, and city life. Without the River Thames London as we know it would probably not exist. For centuries this was the true heart of London; transporting wealth, trade and all manner of people. We may have attempted to harness it with bridges and a barrier, but the river has its own life, a fact recognised by both James Thomson and Carrie Etter, nearly three centuries apart. Grey and dusty as it may seem, London is a green city. Private gardens, street trees, city parks and the wide open spaces beyond the metropolis are as much London as the terraces and tower blocks. London may not be ‘small and white, and clean’, but one can at least crunch leaves underfoot as winter approaches.

A city is nothing without its inhabitants. Just as important as the millions of people are Eleanor Farjeon’s sparrows and T S Eliot’s cats. If one believes Imogen Robertson even the statues and paintings are merely slumbering, waiting for a suitable moment to take to the streets again. The famous, the lonely, the busy and the monuments all make up the tangled prints of London’s feet. Iconic buildings such as Big Ben and St Pauls are synonymous with the city and often appear in this anthology. But not all buildings have survived and many evolve as the city grows. New structures emerge and places such as the South Bank change, often almost beyond recognition. The pavements, the churches and the miles of suburban houses are all part of London.

The weather is a national obsession in Britain. Each day brings forth a new set of surprises. In recognition of this, the last section of this anthology includes a series of London dawns across the years and seasons.

As this is something of an ode to London, I have unashamedly omitted any poems that I felt did not flatter the city. I have also mostly restricted the poems to those directly about London; one could easily collect another anthology called Inspired by London. Where possible I have chosen the version of the poem closest to that which the poet originally wrote. If everything is reduced to an easy read the progress of time is rendered meaningless and much of the beauty and mystery of words is lost.

Jane McMorland Hunter
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