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To CJ



Introduction


Is it a contradiction to speak of political poetry? Some would say that the more of politics there is in a work, the less poetic it is. Is the political is antithetical to the poetic? Politics may have to do with power and power is hostile to poetry. This hostility has to do with the fact that poetry is its own power, is its own terrain and universe and at its freest recognises no other. Poetry gets its authority from the voice, from the self, from breath, from the cosmos, from the primal source of freedom itself. Poetry needs no other power for it to be. It needs no other stage to exist except the ear and the eye, the listening heart. Politics is the manipulation of power in the structures of the world. Its territory is the world. This terrestrial monarch called power and this spiritual monarch called poetry are monarchs of realms that fundamentally compete for hegemony. But as our lives are lived in the world, and as our bodies are subjected to the forces of society, it is impossible to escape the emporium of the world. And even poetry, monarch of soul and freedom, finds that on occasion, more often than it would perhaps like, it has to deal with the forms that power indents on our being and our possibility. 


For poetry is often roused into being by the ways in which power throttles life and spirit. It is a protest of the soul against the structures and injustices of the world. It is natural that poetry should be roused by injustice, for poetry is the sister of justice, the brother of suffering, and anything that makes the human being cry out touches the core of the human, from which poetry rises. Poetry primarily responds to nature. It is the original breath that is moved by the majesty and the beauty of the world. It is something in us which sings to the sublimity of what appears not to be us but which also appears to be us in unknown ways. Poetry is primarily mystical in that sense, till something obstructs the free flow of its spirit. This is what history does, it is what power does, it is what life does. We ought to be free, but invisible powers fetter us. 


We are born into this world ‘trailing clouds of glory’ and then we find that we are born into poverty or into wealth, born near the gutter or near the palace. These conditions paralyse and strangle the poetic in us, the condition of primal freedom and original beauty. This is why political poetry can be so powerful. It is the original cry of freedom. It is the fundamental cry of man and woman in society. It is profoundly human. Everything after Eden is political. It is the price paid for the expulsion. From paradise to politics is the condition of humanity. From politics back to paradise ought to be the programme of society, a manageable human paradise. The only way there is through poetry. In that sense poetry is the primary programme for the reconstitution of humanity into the possibility of grace, it is by the works of our hands and hearts, of an acceptable society that exalts, respects, unites, and redeems us. No programme of society that intends to bring about a better world is possible without poetry. For poetry is the first estate, the vision of the human from the viewpoint of eternity, the vision of eternity from the aspect of the human. 


Poets at their best feel deeply the condition of being human. Poetry is a craft and a difficult one, but its primary power is not in its meters and rhymes, but in the action of its spirit. A skilled poet who does not move us, does not exalt us, does not touch us would really be only a great technician. And it has been the death of poetry to exalt the technique over the spirit, the technique over the awakening. There are poets who are wonderful at what they do, who have the technical mastery, but who leave us cold. They may as well be addressing stones. But incompetence is not acceptable either. Political poetry should not be perceived as the first stop of sentimental poetry, the place where the ‘undisciplined squads of emotion’ find a convenient home. If the poetry is not of the highest standard it ought not to earn its place as political poetry. As always, it must be good poetry first before it can qualify as political poetry.


Just because someone’s heart is in the right place does not justify giving vent to poetry. The best cause in the world does not automatically give validity to poetry. In fact a poetry of causes ought to be suspect, unless it first be an act of poetry, an act of verse-making. Some might even say that the poetry makes the politics.


We are here interested only in those instances where the spirit of poetry has sprung into being through the body of the political. Poetry is always the holy ghost of the combination.


If in this anthology you hear the thunder of politics first we have failed. You ought to first hear the music of poetry. It is the poetry which makes the political element powerful, never the other way round. Just as beauty moves Keats to poetry, so sometimes the sight of a beggar child might move Blake to beauty. The power here is when the poetry is the arrow that sends the shaft of the political into the heart. To be wounded by poetry is more affecting than being bludgeoned by the political. As Keats said, we are always wary when we sense that a work has a design on us. The overtones of the political kill the quiet persuasion of the poetic. For poetry seeks to persuade invisibly, almost as if you were doing it to yourself, with the gentlest hints from the poet. But with political poetry the poet becomes visible and we become suspicious of this used-thought salesman. We hate a conscious pitch. We want to be seduced. The best political poems manage the double feat of seducing you while appearing not to do so, selling you something while somehow keeping the poet absent, in short getting you to sell it to yourself. The mention of selling is repugnant in the realm of poetry. But politics compels its presence. It is the paradox of this twinning which is so fascinating. At best, it is an alchemy.


We live in times in which the media, increasingly in the hands of the powerful, has a compromised hand. A wind of recidivism is sweeping across the world. Everywhere there is felt to be a hunger for a new dimension in public life that can tell us the truth about what is happening. A whole new generation want truth in ways uncompromised by the secret histories of power ownerships of the medium of information. It is why they take to the Internet and its unregulated freedoms. When information is suspect, when we feel that no one is telling us the truth about the world, it is in such times that the power and freedom of poetry is most bracing. This is a time in which poetry can step forth as a new force in the land.


It is the intention that the poems in this book are on the whole quite short. We wanted poems that could be read in a few moments, but whose impact would be long-lasting. There is a power in brevity.


But there are long poems too. And where it has been deemed necessary to experience the poems in all their force we have not hesitated to include it in its full length. In the end there is no contradiction. There is either the touch or the roar.




Note: Translators are the quiet miracle workers on the universal spirit of poetry. I salute the near impossible work they do. We have included their names in the acknowledgements, but n0t beside each poem. The translated poem should be experienced purely in the language, as poetry.




1


Ideas




These are seed poems. Here we track the shape of how we become engaged. Poetry itself doesn’t have to be engaged to wake us up. All it has to do is awaken in us an unease about the world. Sometimes poems indirectly make you aware that all is not right with the world. Or they make you aware that there is more to the world than we see. Poetry is the primary medium of revealing other realities. The journey of becoming a fully activated citizen begins with a mysterious initiation of experience. For most of our lives we take the world as given. The world that we see is for us the only way the world can be. Our education trains us to be at home with this world. The proverbs and sayings that underlie our grasp of reality tell us not to trouble the surface of the world. The boat is not to be rocked. We are to steadily and gratefully wend our way through life. If there are any evils in the world, they are meant to be. A certain fatalism makes it possible to live without asking questions. Then we come upon certain poems. Quietly they plant new thoughts in our heads.


A single line can shift the tenor of a life. Poetry compresses much into a little: a lifetime of conscious and unconscious contemplation woven into lines of rhythm and beauty. To encounter such poems is to be gently awoken from the dream of life. You might awaken into a landscape of great beauty, in which there is a nameless tomb. You might awaken into a land where some people toil all their lives and others don’t. Then you begin to ask questions.


Ideas in poetry are insinuating things. A rhyme can turn the earth of the mind. A single line that lodges in the mind like a burr can quietly overturn a way of seeing the world. Sometimes even an image that seems harmless can undo an entrenched world view. Sometimes a paradox opens up a void in which our certainties are confounded. That we are capable of harbouring opposing ideas at the same time is a curious fact of the human mind. We may abhor the lack of freedom while unthinkingly contributing to conditions that restrict the freedom of others. Poetry can widen those spaces, while doing nothing else but following the logic of its own rhythm, guided by its obscure inspiration. 


It is often ideas that get us started on a new road. Ideas alter the vector of our lives. They are the quanta of change. Nothing is possible without a new idea first finding compatibility in our minds. Maybe nothing changes till there is a kind of readiness for change. Maybe only then, when the conditions are right, are we ready for ideas that prepare the ground for change. Sometimes seeds can lie waiting in the earth a long time before conditions are right for them to sprout. But the seeds have to be there first. Seeds are worlds of potentiality. Great ideas often come in small packets. It is perhaps better that way. The smaller they are the more invisibly they infiltrate a system with new light. 


But ideas in poetry are protean; for the eternal ambiguity of poetry multiplies its meaning and therefore its ideas. Sometimes we find ideas in poems that didn’t seem to have them before. Poems conceal ideas like stamens in buds, like pollen, like leaves in spring. 




Jerusalem


William Blake


And did those feet in ancient time


Walk upon England’s mountains green?


And was the holy Lamb of God


On England’s pleasant pastures seen?


And did the Countenance Divine


Shine forth upon our clouded hills?


And was Jerusalem builded here


Among these dark Satanic Mills?


Bring me my Bow of burning gold!


Bring me my Arrows of desire!


Bring me my Spear! O clouds, unfold!


Bring me my Chariot of fire!


I will not cease from Mental Fight,


Nor shall my sword sleep in my hand,


Till we have built Jerusalem


In England’s green and pleasant land.




Pewter


Jack Gilbert


Thrushes flying under the lake. Nightingales singing underground.


Yes, my King. Paris hungry and leisurely just after the war. Yes.


America falling into history. Yes. Those silent winter afternoons


along the Seine when I was always alone. Yes, my King. Rain


everywhere in the forests of Pennsylvania as the king’s coach


lumbered and was caught and all stood gathered close


while the black trees went on and on. Ah, my King,


it was the sweet time of our lives: the rain shining on their faces,


the loud sound of rain around. Like the nights we waited,


knowing she was probably warm and moaning under someone else.


That cold mansard looked out over the huge hospital of the poor


and far down on Paris, grey and beautiful under the February rain.


Between that and this. That yes and this yes. Between, my King,


that forgotten girl, forgotten pain, and the consequence.


Those lovely, long-ago night bells that I did not notice grow


more and more apparent in me. Like pewter expanding as it cools.


Yes, like a king halted in the great forest of Pennsylvania.


Like me singing these prison songs to praise the gray,


to praise her, to tell of me, yes, and of you, my King.




The World Is Too Much With Us


William Wordsworth


The world is too much with us; late and soon,


Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers;—


Little we see in Nature that is ours;


We have given our hearts away, a sordid boon!


This Sea that bares her bosom to the moon;


The winds that will be howling at all hours,


And are up-gathered now like sleeping flowers;
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