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Introduction




I give you the end of a golden string;


Only wind it into a ball,


It will lead you in at Heaven’s gate,


Built in Jerusalem’s wall.


from “Jerusalem”, William Blake





A poem, said Robert Frost, “begins as a lump in the throat”. He was talking about the creation of poetry, but something similar could be said about the experience of reading it. “Getting” a poem is a physical response. The scalp tingles, eyes prickle, stomach tightens. This response has not, at first, much to do with conscious thought. That comes later. Frost again: a poem is “a homesickness, a lovesickness. It is never a thought to begin with... It finds its thought or makes its thought.”


People shy away from poetry because they think they won’t understand it. They are put off older poems by an apparently uncrackable code of special vocabulary and classical or biblical allusions, while “modern” verse, with its abandonment of traditional form, seems wilfully hard to follow. How can the high walls be scaled, so that the reader can revel in the glory and interest that lie on the other side – the “imaginary gardens, with real toads in them”, in Marianne Moore’s words? Sensing that many people want to explore the possibilities of poetry but are unsure how to go about it, in the summer of 2018 I started a weekly reading group on Tuesday afternoons at my home in Sussex.


English, its huge vocabulary fed through the centuries by the languages and dialects of the conquerors and the conquered, is a fertile seedbed. Our poetic heritage is unrivalled; we are more literary than we realise. When we say that ours is not to reason why or express the opinion that it’s better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all, we may not know that we’re channelling Tennyson, or that Shakespeare gave our journalists their sea changes and winters of discontent, or that we owe our season of mists and mellow fruitfulness to Keats, but such phrases and hundreds like them are used every day. And most people, even those who deny all patience with poetry, have their own store of the stuff, in the form of song lyrics, nursery rhymes, hymns, carols, even advertising and media soundbites. “As a very small child I was made to sing carols to my grumpy Grandad, which were stories in themselves,” said Veronica, a member of the group; “also many hymns of which I am really fond to this day.” Words click together; a phrase becomes more than the sum of its parts. There is resonance that transcends logical meaning. The words delight us, excite us, console us, remind us of moments of personal significance. This is the foundation for real love and knowledge, a knowledge that becomes a source of lifelong pleasure and nourishment. “My father, a welder with a tough life, would rhyme many words,” recalls Veronica. “Language was enjoyed. Remember, Remember, the Fifth of November... Would you like a story about Jackanory? Shall I begin it? That’s all there is in it... Children get continually sucked into rhyme.”


The Tuesday afternoon sessions were sparked by my giving some A level tuition on Keats, after many years away from teaching; sitting at home in an armchair talking about “Ode to a Nightingale” struck me as an immensely pleasurable and stimulating thing to do, but how good it would be to escape the constraints of the academic syllabus and talk about poems in whichever way took my fancy... So I sent out a flyer, and a group of people started arriving for coffee and biscuits and two hours of poetic immersion. Some came with lots of literary background, some with little or none. Either is fine; the mixture is fruitful. Some come every week, others drop in occasionally. Again, that’s a good thing. Changes prevent staleness, and it’s always interesting to see who’ll turn up.


My aim is to take the fear out of poetry; the fear that it will make you feel stupid, and the fear that you’ll be bored. Such fears have their roots in schooldays. Some members of the group recalled having to learn poems as a punishment, others had felt humiliated by the mockery of teachers. “I’ve always thought that in a few phrases poetry can say so very much,” said Veronica, “but I suffered from Mrs Evans. Perhaps I asked too many questions.” David, a schoolboy in the progressive 1960s, had been taught that poems which rhymed and scanned were intrinsically inferior to experimental “free verse”; his own strong response to rhythm and musicality had led him to suspect that precious babies had been thrown out with much stale bathwater. Others felt they simply hadn’t been introduced to poetry at all. Caroline T, who took A levels in maths, physics and chemistry, always felt deprived. “A series of sonnets formed the basis of a general studies lesson, which I enjoyed,” she remembered, “but it was a one-off experience and led nowhere. I was caught up in a great divide between science and the arts that took place in schools at that time and have always been saddened by losing that part of my education and, in a way, part of myself as well. It has been a great joy to rediscover poetry and my reactions to it. Of particular value to me is the way poetry bypasses my analytical ‘left brain’ way of being, triggering imaginative and emotional responses in valuable ways – ones that can easily be shut down in our culture that praises busyness and functionality over almost everything else.”


Of course, there are plenty of positive school experiences. Polly, who arrived at our first session with poems fluttering out of her bag, fell under poetry’s thrall when she was taught Robert Browning’s “A Toccatta of Galuppi’s” and Tennyson’s “Maud”; she still treasures her textbooks with their teenage annotations, and can quote “reams of Romeo and Juliet by heart. As a teenager, poetry blew me away, and it’s been the mainstay of my life ever since.” Pam, a retired teacher of English who particularly loves Walter de la Mare, Charles Causley, George Herbert and Laurie Lee, used their poems as springboards for her pupils’ creative writing, and remembers the results with affection half a century later. Sue recalled, “I once worked in a school where the head of English hated poetry: my job was to teach it to every class. I found the best initial approach was to stress the practical value of poems, on all occasions. What began as a bit of a joke has come curiously true. After four hours’ difficult driving to visit a favourite brother-in-law who had an aggressive cancer, I came home shattered and very sad – BUT there was just enough time to get to your house for a session. And, as always, it worked.”


I wanted the Tuesday sessions to be free of any sense that poems are rungs on a ladder leading to some kind of academic achievement. At the same time, I didn’t want to dumb down. Ignorance isn’t helpful, and most people enjoy finding out something about the context of a poem and the life story of the poet. It’s more that reading poetry is its own reward. It refreshes the parts that other art forms cannot reach, or at any rate it reaches those parts through different channels.


Most weeks, I choose about eight poems touching on a similar theme, some well known, some less so. I mix poems which have an instant appeal or impact with relatively “difficult” ones which respond to slower scrutiny. I find them, mainly, by trawling through the many, many anthologies that lurk in blue-green Edwardian dimness on the shelves of my book-crammed house, a house which is the repository for the possessions of family members living and dead. The anthologies often contain letters, postcards, inscriptions, comments and doodles; layers of the archaeology of appreciation. Palgrave’s Golden Treasury, Other Men’s Flowers, The Dragon Book of Verse, The Faber Book of Children’s Verse (pleasingly full of poems about crime and drunkenness), James Reeves’ The Poet’s World, Clifford Bax’s Vintage Verse, The Pageant of Poetry, or, from mid-century, geometrically decorated volumes with obsolescence built into their titles such as Poets of Our Time or 7 Themes in Modern Verse... These, and a great many more, are augmented by market-stall finds, or by suggestions from members of the group. I swallow poems by the gallon. I have no preconceptions about what I’m looking for; I just read on until something hits the spot. I read them aloud to the group, aiming for clarity rather than performance; I provide a little bit of context, and then find out what people think. “When you hand over the copies of the poem we are about to look at, I never read it, as I want to hear it for the first time when you read it out,” says Sarah N, a singer with an acute ear. “When we read Christopher Smart’s ‘My Cat Jeoffrey’ I went home and sang it in plainsong and discovered it to be utterly made to be thus sung.”


Often, the poems shine a light into corners, and people start talking about all sorts of things. Reading Emily Brontë’s “Remembrance”, Judith said, “it says something so integral about the human condition post a certain age. The first time I recognised it was in the shape of my poor Mum just after her utterly beloved husband had died. Literally her shape had been changed by the sorrow and then gradually she rallied just as in the poem.”


“It’s gentle balm for the soul,” said Sue. “Really, the essence of these Tuesdays is the sheer delight of continuing to learn about poetry, about each other, about life. I always come away thoroughly invigorated and encouraged to soldier on.” For Pam, who is blind, but who carries a great many poems in her memory, the group has been “a resurrection”.


This book is a collection of some of the poems we’ve read. It’s not meant to be a potted guide to English verse. I’m very much aware that I’ve left out many great poets, including some of my own favourites. I’m also aware that it barely touches on what’s being written now, in the first quarter of the 21st century. (Blame the copyright expenses of using work by living poets for this, as well as my habit of burrowing through my beloved faded anthologies). I’ve presented the poems here in the version in which I found them; my own preference is to use original spelling wherever possible but I haven’t always managed to track it down. I’ve allowed only one poem per poet, with the exception of several by everybody’s favourite, Anon.


Poetry, said John Berryman, adds to the stock of available reality. I hope this book will help to do exactly that.


Charlotte Moore, 27 April 2020
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EARTH, AIR, FIRE & WATER


For centuries, people believed that all matter was based on a combination of the four elements – earth, air, fire and water. For poets, the elements are a shortcut to the complexities of thoughts and emotions as well as physical substance. Robert Frost’s masculine identity is rooted in earth; Carol Ann Duffy’s passion is sanctified by water; Robert Southwell’s transcendent vision is expressed in fire, while W.B. Yeats miraculously combines all the elements in his attempt to remake himself. Any number of poems could have been included in this section; the elements are at the core of everything.





To Earthward



BY ROBERT FROST 1874–1963




Love at the lips was touch


As sweet as I could bear;


And once that seemed too much


I lived on air


That crossed me from sweet things,


The flow of – was it musk


From hidden grapevine springs


Down hill at dusk?


I had the swirl and ache


From sprays of honeysuckle


That when they’re gathered shake


Dew on the knuckle.


I craved strong sweets, but those


Seemed strong when I was young:


The petal of the rose


It was that stung.


Now no joy but lacks salt


That is not dashed with pain


And weariness and fault;


I crave the stain


Of tears, the aftermark


Of almost too much love,


The sweet of bitter bark


And burning clove.


When stiff and sore and scarred


I take away my hand


From leaning on it hard


In grass and sand,


The hurt is not enough:


I long for weight and strength


To feel the earth as rough


To all my length.





[image: illustration]


Polly, a founder member of the Tuesday group, stumbled upon Frost when she was 16, through Simon & Garfunkel’s “The Dangling Conversation” – “And you read your Emily Dickinson and I my Robert Frost, and we note our place with bookmarks that measure what we’ve lost.” As Polly put it, “Gosh, what a discovery! Two of my favourite poets in one hit! It led to a lifelong passion for both poets. Poems like ‘To Earthward’ mean so much to me, they’ve been part of my life for so long I almost feel as if I wrote them. When I was young, ‘To Earthward’ immediately touched my heart. It felt like a love poem written to Nature and yet pierced with the knowledge that one day such tender love alone will not be enough but will need to be somehow felt more deeply. Now I’m old it still moves me. There are still joys that are not yet ‘dashed with pain and weariness and fault’, but I know exactly what he means.”





The Night is Darkening Round Me



BY EMILY BRONTË 1818–1848




The night is darkening round me,


The wild winds coldly blow;


But a tyrant spell has bound me,


And I cannot, cannot go.


The giant trees are bending


Their bare boughs weighed with snow;


The storm is fast descending,


And yet I cannot go.


Clouds beyond clouds above me,


Wastes beyond wastes below;


But nothing drear can move me;


I will not, cannot go.
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Several members of the group, myself included, were smitten with the Brontë family at an early age. The speaker in this poem is a character from the fantasy worlds – Glass Town, Angria and Gondal – created and shared by the Brontë siblings in their windswept, isolated childhoods, and developed in adult life.


“She gives you a sense of tremendous oppression and tremendous possibility, both at the same time,” said Shelagh.





The Burning Babe



BY ST ROBERT SOUTHWELL C.1561–1595





As I in hoary winter’s night stood shivering in the snow,


Surprised I was with sudden heat which made my heart to glow;


And lifting up a fearful eye to view what fire was near,


A pretty Babe all burning bright did in the air appear;


Who, scorched with excessive heat, such floods of tears did shed


As though his floods should quench his flames which with his tears were fed.


“Alas!” quoth he, “but newly born, in fiery heats I fry,


Yet none approach to warm their hearts or feel my fire but I.


My faultless breast the furnace is, the fuel wounding thorns,


Love is the fire, and sighs the smoke, the ashes shames and scorns;


The fuel Justice layeth on, and Mercy blows the coals,


The metal in this furnace wrought are men’s defiled souls,


For which, as now on fire I am to work them to their good,


So will I melt into a bath, to wash them in my blood.”


With this he vanished out of sight, and swiftly shrunk away


And straight I called unto mind that it was Christmas day.
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A shining, passionate poem about Christian redemption. Robert Southwell was a young Jesuit priest who fell foul of Elizabeth I’s recusancy laws. After six years of clandestinely celebrating Mass he was hunted, captured and tortured by Elizabeth’s “pursuivant” Richard Topcliffe. He wrote “The Burning Babe” while in solitary confinement in the Tower of London.


Southwell was a distant cousin of William Shakespeare. He dedicated his posthumously published collection of poems, St Peter’s Complaint, “to my worthy good cosen Maister W.S.” Was he hoping to convert him?


On 21 February 1595 Southwell was hanged, drawn and quartered, not long before Shakespeare delighted the Queen with A Midsummer Night’s Dream, apparently unmoved by his cousin’s fate. But perhaps the striking imagery of “The Burning Babe” did creep into Shakespeare’s mind, as when a decade later Macbeth envisages “Pity, like a naked newborn babe,/Striding the blast.”


The “fiery heats” in which the poor Babe fries parallel the purgatorial fires of Roman Catholicism, in which souls are purged of sin to ready them for Heaven. Southwell uses the apparatus of chemistry, perhaps of alchemy, to describe how our “defiled souls” can be purified and remade through Christ’s suffering love – the furnace, the fuel, the heating of the metal and the chemical bath. But this transformative process must involve pain and effort on our part. Southwell was prepared to die for his faith, confident in the promise of redemption. His poem calls us to recognise that a true understanding of the Christmas gift of salvation must incorporate a foreshadowing of the “thorns” of the Crucifixion.


Southwell was canonised in 1970, the only bona fide saint represented in this anthology.





Witch Burning



BY SYLVIA PLATH, 1932–1963
from POEM FOR A BIRTHDAY





In the marketplace they are piling the dry sticks.


A thicket of shadows is a poor coat. I inhabit


The wax image of myself, a doll’s body.


Sickness begins here: I am the dartboard for witches.


Only the devil can eat the devil out.


In the month of red leaves I climb onto a bed of fire.


It is easy to blame the dark; the mouth of a door,


The cellar’s belly. They’ve blown my sparkler out.


A black-sharded lady keeps me in a parrot cage.


What large eyes the dead have!


I am intimate with a hairy spirit.


Smoke wheels from the beak of this empty jar.


If I am a little one, I can do no harm.


If I don’t move about, I’ll knock nothing over. So I said,


Sitting under a potlid, tiny and inert as a rice grain.


They are turning the burners up, ring after ring.


We are full of starch, my small white fellows. We grow.


It hurts at first. The red tongues will teach the truth.


Mother of beetles, only unclench your hand:


I’ll fly through the candle’s mouth like a singeless moth.


Give me back my shape. I am ready to construe the days


I coupled with dust in the shadow of a stone.


My ankles brighten. Brightness ascends my thighs.


I am lost, I am lost, in the robes of all this light.
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“When we read this,” Sarah N commented, looking around the group, “we women all understood her state of mind but the men were somewhat bewildered, bordering on alienated.” Those women who were mothers of troubled daughters or had vivid memories of their tormented younger selves fell upon it with cries of recognition. Plath, a New Englander, draws much of her imagery from the 17th-century Salem witch trials and knits it together with confining domesticity (the rice cooking) and her own experience of electric shock treatment for mental “illness”. Also, as an Englishwoman by adoption, she would have been in bonfire mood in early November, when she wrote it.


The horror is transcended by the ending. “There’s something triumphant about that last line,” Judith said.





On Westwall Downes



BY WILLIAM STRODE C.1602–1645





When Westwall Downes I gan to tread,


Where cleanely wynds the greene did sweepe,


Methought a landskipp there was spread,


Here a bush and there a sheepe:


The pleated wrinkles of the face


Of wave-swolne earth did lend such grace,


As shadowings in Imag’ry


Which both deceive and please the eye.


The sheepe sometymes did tread the maze


By often wynding in and in,


And sometymes round about they trace


Which mylkmayds call a Fairie ring:


Such semicircles have they runne,


Such lines across so trimly spunne


That sheppeards learne whenere they please


A new Geometry with ease.


The slender food upon the downe


Is allwayes even, allwayes bare,


Which neither spring nor winter’s frowne


Can ought improve or ought impayre:


Such is the barren Eunuches chynne,


Earth, Air, Fire & Water


Which thus doth evermore begynne


With tender downe to be orecast


Which never comes to haire at last.


Here and there twoe hilly crests


Amiddst them hugg a pleasant greene,


And these are like twoe swelling breasts


That close a tendre fall betweene.


Here would I sleepe, or read, or pray


From early morn till flight of day:


But harke! a sheepe-bell calls mee upp,


Like Oxford colledge-bells, to supp.
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The cheery Cavalier poet William Strode was Public Orator at Oxford; as the last line suggests, his life was pleasantly regulated by “colledge-bells”. I do like the flavour of the original spelling, so I’ve left it, but it helps if you read “ought” as “aught” (“anything/in any way”), and “orecast” is “overcast”.
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		On my First Son – Ben Jonson



		Jewels in My Hand – Sasha Moorsom



		Hymne to God my God, in my Sicknesse – John Donne
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