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Dear Reader,


Writing songs, lyrics and poetry can help us sort through our feelings and free our creativity. Maybe that’s what Taylor Swift had in mind when she said making music was a ‘lifeline’ for her. Many of us – during intense times – turn to our favourite artists, or to poets, to help us find the words and thoughts that we might have trouble expressing ourselves.


In that spirit, here is a collection of poems for those heightened moments, when we are looking for the words to make sense of our experiences or when we are searching for a way of connecting. These poems have travelled to you from far and wide. From England to New England, and from over hundreds of years of history. But wherever and whenever they originated, the words of these great poems resonate here and now. They might even inspire you to write your own songs or poetry.


Poems for Tortured Souls inhabits a space where inner and outer worlds collide and describes the paradox of relationships which make us feel so alone. These tortured poets tell of experiences that are individual yet universal, and that explore the connections between the past, present and an uncertain future.


Here we rest momentarily in the borderlands – emotionally complex and haunting soundscapes created from the stories of our collective imagination.


I invite you to explore the different eras of tortured poetry – Folklore, Love, Heartache, Revenge and Peace – and to make friends with these timeless verses, some written by poets who Taylor has referenced in her own writing. As William Wordsworth, one of the Lake poets, foreshadowed in his Prelude, I wish you ‘all powers of swiftness, subtilty and strength’!


Yours fearlessly,
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Folklore


/FOHK-lor/ – noun


The traditional, often unwritten, stories and beliefs that are shared among a community of people and told over many generations.


Our culture’s folklore has been passed down through folk songs for so long.



‘Tales, marvellous tales’



James Elroy Flecker


From the prologue of THE GOLDEN JOURNEY TO SAMARKAND


We who with songs beguile your pilgrimage


 And swear that Beauty lives though lilies die,


We Poets of the proud old lineage


 Who sing to find your hearts, we know not why,—


What shall we tell you? Tales, marvellous tales


 Of ships and stars and isles where good men rest,


Where nevermore the rose of sunset pales,


 And winds and shadows fall towards the West:


And there the world’s first huge white-bearded kings


 In dim glades sleeping, murmur in their sleep,


And closer round their breasts the ivy clings,


 Cutting its pathway slow and red and deep.



Ode



Arthur O’Shaughnessy


Extract


We are the music makers,


 And we are the dreamers of dreams,


Wandering by lone sea-breakers,


 And sitting by desolate streams; —


World-losers and world-forsakers,


 On whom the pale moon gleams:


Yet we are the movers and shakers


 Of the world for ever, it seems.
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Fairy Song



Louisa May Alcott


The moonlight fades from flower and tree,


 And the stars dim one by one;


The tale is told, the song is sung,


 And the Fairy feast is done.


The night-wind rocks the sleeping flowers,


 And sings to them, soft and low.


The early birds erelong will wake:


 ’Tis time for the Elves to go.


O’er the sleeping earth we silently pass,


 Unseen by mortal eye,


And send sweet dreams, as we lightly float


 Through the quiet moonlit sky;—


For the stars’ soft eyes alone may see,


 And the flowers alone may know,


The feasts we hold, the tales we tell:


 So ’tis time for the Elves to go.
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From bird, and blossom, and bee,


 We learn the lessons they teach;


And seek, by kindly deeds, to win


 A loving friend in each.


And though unseen on earth we dwell,


 Sweet voices whisper low,


And gentle hearts most joyously greet


 The Elves where’er they go.


When next we meet in the Fairy dell,


 May the silver moon’s soft light


Shine then on faces gay as now,


 And Elfin hearts as light.


Now spread each wing, for the eastern sky


 With sunlight soon will glow.


The morning star shall light us home:


 Farewell! for the Elves must go.



The Apparition



Herman Melville


(A Retrospect)


Convulsions came; and, where the field


 Long slept in pastoral green,


A goblin-mountain was upheaved


(Sure the scared sense was all deceived),


 Marl-glen and slag-ravine.


The unreserve of Ill was there,


 The clinkers in her last retreat;


But, ere the eye could take it in,


Or mind could comprehension win,


 It sunk!—and at our feet.


So, then, Solidity’s a crust—


 The core of fire below;


All may go well for many a year,


But who can think without a fear


 Of horrors that happen so?



The Sound of the Sea



Henry Wadsworth Longfellow


The sea awoke at midnight from its sleep,


 And round the pebbly beaches far and wide


 I heard the first wave of the rising tide


 Rush onward with uninterrupted sweep;


A voice out of the silence of the deep,


 A sound mysteriously multiplied


 As of a cataract from the mountain’s side,


 Or roar of winds upon a wooded steep.


So comes to us at times, from the unknown


 And inaccessible solitudes of being,


 The rushing of the sea-tides of the soul;


And inspirations, that we deem our own,


 Are some divine foreshadowing and foreseeing


 Of things beyond our reason or control.
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A Boat, Beneath a Sunny Sky



Lewis Carroll


A boat, beneath a sunny sky


Lingering onward dreamily


In an evening of July—


Children three that nestle near,


Eager eye and willing ear,


Pleased a simple tale to hear—


Long has paled that sunny sky;


Echoes fade and memories die;


Autumn frosts have slain July.


Still she haunts me, phantomwise


Alice moving under skies


Never seen by waking eyes.
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Children yet, the tale to hear,


Eager eye and willing ear,


Lovingly shall nestle near.


In a Wonderland they lie,


Dreaming as the days go by,


Dreaming as the summers die;


Ever drifting down the stream—


Lingering in the golden gleam—


Life, what is it but a dream?
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Unknown to the World



George Eliot


Extract adapted from the novel FELIX HOLT, THE RADICAL


The poets have told us


of a dolorous enchanted forest


in the under world.


The thorn-bushes there,


and the thick-barked stems,


have human histories hidden in them;


the power of unuttered cries


dwells in the passionless-seeming branches,


and the red warm blood is darkly feeding


the quivering nerves of a sleepless memory


that watches through all dreams.


These things are a parable.



Alone



Edgar Allan Poe


From childhood’s hour I have not been


As others were—I have not seen


As others saw—I could not bring


My passions from a common spring—


From the same source I have not taken


My sorrow—I could not awaken


My heart to joy at the same tone—


And all I lov’d—I lov’d alone—


Then—in my childhood—in the dawn


Of a most stormy life—was drawn


From ev’ry depth of good and ill


The mystery which binds me still—


From the torrent, or the fountain—


From the red cliff of the mountain—


From the sun that ’round me roll’d


In its autumn tint of gold—


From the lightning in the sky


As it pass’d me flying by—


From the thunder, and the storm—


And the cloud that took the form


(When the rest of Heaven was blue)


Of a demon in my view—



The Stolen Child



W. B. Yeats


Where dips the rocky highland


Of Sleuth Wood in the lake,


There lies a leafy island


Where flapping herons wake


The drowsy water-rats;


There we’ve hid our faery vats,


Full of berries


And of reddest stolen cherries.


Come away, O human child!


To the waters and the wild


With a faery, hand in hand,


For the world’s more full of weeping than you can understand.


Where the wave of moonlight glosses


The dim grey sands with light,


Far off by furthest Rosses


We foot it all the night,


Weaving olden dances,


Mingling hands and mingling glances


Till the moon has taken flight;


To and fro we leap


And chase the frothy bubbles,


While the world is full of troubles


And anxious in its sleep.


Come away, O human child!


To the waters and the wild


With a faery, hand in hand,


For the world’s more full of weeping than you can understand.


Where the wandering water gushes


From the hills above Glen-Car,


In pools among the rushes


That scarce could bathe a star,


We seek for slumbering trout


And whispering in their ears


Give them unquiet dreams;


Leaning softly out


From ferns that drop their tears


Over the young streams.


Come away, O human child!


To the waters and the wild


With a faery, hand in hand,


For the world’s more full of weeping than you can understand.


Away with us he’s going,


The solemn-eyed:


He’ll hear no more the lowing


Of the calves on the warm hillside


Or the kettle on the hob


Sing peace into his breast,


Or see the brown mice bob


Round and round the oatmeal-chest.


For he comes, the human child,


To the waters and the wild


With a faery, hand in hand,


For the world’s more full of weeping than he can understand.



‘My love of Freedom’



Phillis Wheatley


Extract from To the Right Honourable William, Earl of Dartmouth


 Should you, my lord, while you peruse my song,


Wonder from whence my love of Freedom sprung,


Whence flow these wishes for the common good,


By feeling hearts alone best understood,


I, young in life, by seeming cruel fate


Was snatch’d from Afric’s fancy’d happy seat:


What pangs excruciating must molest,


What sorrows labour in my parent’s breast?


Steel’d was that soul and by no misery mov’d


That from a father seiz’d his babe belov’d:


Such, such my case. And can I then but pray


Others may never feel tyrannic sway?
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Speak of the North! A Lonely Moor



Charlotte Brontë


Speak of the North! A lonely moor


Silent and dark and tractless swells,


The waves of some wild streamlet pour


Hurriedly through its ferny dells.


Profoundly still the twilight air,


Lifeless the landscape; so we deem


Till like a phantom gliding near


A stag bends down to drink the stream.


And far away a mountain zone,


A cold, white waste of snow-drifts lies,


And one star, large and soft and lone,


Silently lights the unclouded skies.
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The Ivy Green



Charles Dickens


Oh, a dainty plant is the Ivy green,


That creepeth o’er ruins old!


Of right choice food are his meals, I ween,


In his cell so lone and cold.


The wall must be crumbled, the stone decayed,


To pleasure his dainty whim:


And the mouldering dust that years have made,


Is a merry meal for him.


  Creeping where no life is seen,


  A rare old plant is the Ivy green.


Fast he stealeth on, though he wears no wings,


And a staunch old heart has he.


How closely he twineth, how tight he clings,


To his friend the huge Oak Tree!


And slily he traileth along the ground,


And his leaves he gently waves,


As he joyously hugs and crawleth round


The rich mould of dead men’s graves.


  Creeping where grim death has been,


  A rare old plant is the Ivy green.


Whole ages have fled and their works decayed,


And nations have scattered been;


But the stout old Ivy shall never fade,


From its hale and hearty green.


The brave old plant in its lonely days,


Shall fatten upon the past:


For the stateliest building man can raise,


Is the Ivy’s food at last.


  Creeping on, where time has been,


  A rare old plant is the Ivy green.



‘Boat Stealing’



William Wordsworth


From THE PRELUDE, Book 1 (1850 version)


 One summer evening (led by her) I found


A little boat tied to a willow tree


Within a rocky cave, its usual home.


Straight I unloosed her chain, and stepping in


Pushed from the shore. It was an act of stealth


And troubled pleasure, nor without the voice


Of mountain-echoes did my boat move on;


Leaving behind her still, on either side,


Small circles glittering idly in the moon,


Until they melted all into one track


Of sparkling light. But now, like one who rows,


Proud of his skill, to reach a chosen point


With an unswerving line, I fixed my view


Upon the summit of a craggy ridge,


The horizon’s utmost boundary; far above


Was nothing but the stars and the grey sky.


She was an elfin pinnace; lustily


I dipped my oars into the silent lake,


And, as I rose upon the stroke, my boat


Went heaving through the water like a swan;
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When, from behind that craggy steep till then


The horizon’s bound, a huge peak, black and huge,


As if with voluntary power instinct


Upreared its head. I struck and struck again,


And growing still in stature the grim shape


Towered up between me and the stars, and still,


For so it seemed, with purpose of its own


And measured motion like a living thing,


Strode after me. With trembling oars I turned,


And through the silent water stole my way


Back to the covert of the willow tree;


There in her mooring-place I left my bark,—


And through the meadows homeward went, in grave


And serious mood; but after I had seen


That spectacle, for many days, my brain


Worked with a dim and undetermined sense


Of unknown modes of being; o’er my thoughts


There hung a darkness, call it solitude


Or blank desertion. No familiar shapes


Remained, no pleasant images of trees,


Of sea or sky, no colours of green fields;


But huge and mighty forms, that do not live


Like living men, moved slowly through the mind


By day, and were a trouble to my dreams.



Kubla Khan



Samuel Taylor Coleridge
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Or, a vision in a dream. A Fragment.


In Xanadu did Kubla Khan


A stately pleasure-dome decree:


Where Alph, the sacred river, ran


Through caverns measureless to man


 Down to a sunless sea.


So twice five miles of fertile ground


With walls and towers were girdled round;


And there were gardens bright with sinuous rills,


Where blossomed many an incense-bearing tree;


And here were forests ancient as the hills,


Enfolding sunny spots of greenery.
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But oh! that deep romantic chasm which slanted


Down the green hill athwart a cedarn cover!


A savage place! as holy and enchanted


As e’er beneath a waning moon was haunted


By woman wailing for her demon-lover!


And from this chasm, with ceaseless turmoil seething,


As if this earth in fast thick pants were breathing,


A mighty fountain momently was forced:


Amid whose swift half-intermitted burst


Huge fragments vaulted like rebounding hail,


Or chaffy grain beneath the thresher’s flail:


And mid these dancing rocks at once and ever


It flung up momently the sacred river.


Five miles meandering with a mazy motion


Through wood and dale the sacred river ran,


Then reached the caverns measureless to man,


And sank in tumult to a lifeless ocean;


And ’mid this tumult Kubla heard from far


Ancestral voices prophesying war!
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 The shadow of the dome of pleasure


 Floated midway on the waves;


 Where was heard the mingled measure


 From the fountain and the caves.


It was a miracle of rare device,


A sunny pleasure-dome with caves of ice!


 A damsel with a dulcimer


 In a vision once I saw:


 It was an Abyssinian maid


 And on her dulcimer she played,


 Singing of Mount Abora.


 Could I revive within me


 Her symphony and song,


 To such a deep delight ’twould win me,


That with music loud and long,
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I would build that dome in air,


That sunny dome! those caves of ice!


And all who heard should see them there,


And all should cry, Beware! Beware!


His flashing eyes, his floating hair!


Weave a circle round him thrice,


And close your eyes with holy dread


For he on honey-dew hath fed,


And drunk the milk of Paradise.
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Saturday Market



Charlotte Mew
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Bury your heart in some deep green hollow


 Or hide it up in a kind old tree;


Better still, give it the swallow


 When she goes over the sea.


In Saturday Market there’s eggs a ’plenty


 And dead-alive ducks with their legs tied down,


Grey old gaffers and boys of twenty—


 Girls and the women of the town—


Pitchers and sugar-sticks, ribbons and laces,


 Posies and whips and dicky-birds’ seed,


Silver pieces and smiling faces,


 In Saturday Market they’ve all they need.


What were you showing in Saturday Market


 That set it grinning from end to end


Girls and gaffers and boys of twenty—?


 Cover it close with your shawl, my friend—


Hasten you home with the laugh behind you,


 Over the down—, out of sight,


Fasten your door, though no one will find you


 No one will look on a Market night.


See, you, the shawl is wet, take out from under


 The red dead thing—. In the white of the moon


On the flags does it stir again? Well, and no wonder!


 Best make an end of it; bury it soon.


If there is blood on the hearth who’ll know it?


 Or blood on the stairs,


When a murder is over and done why show it?


 In Saturday Market nobody cares.


Then lie you straight on your bed for a short, short weeping


 And still, for a long, long rest,


There’s never a one in the town so sure of sleeping


 As you, in the house on the down with a hole in your breast.


    Think no more of the swallow,


      Forget, you, the sea,


    Never again remember the deep green hollow


      Or the top of the kind old tree!
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