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How can learning a poem by heart help us? Let me count the ways.


The first is when I’m feeling wobbly. Even though I’m now recovered, and feel calm and well, in the past I’ve suffered from debilitating depression. Then poetry proved a friend in need indeed. I wasn’t well enough to read anything new. Thank goodness I already had some emergency supplies in the form of a head stocked with a few choice poems, many of them to be found in this stunning anthology.


As I recited poems like Rumi’s The Guest House in my hospital bed, I felt as if I was having a conversation across the ages. Even though he was writing as a mystic in the thirteenth-century, Rumi created a second voice in my head, a more compassionate, gentle yet firm voice that spoke of forgiveness and understanding. Something good would come of difficult times. I should be ‘grateful for whoever comes/Because each has been sent/as a guide from beyond.’


I derived solace from other poems about nature’s soothing balm, verse like Mary Oliver’s Wild Geese, and childhood favourites like Silver by Walter de la Mare with its ‘Silver fruit upon silver trees’, also to be found in this anthology. They calmed me by transporting me to a different place.


Then as I recovered, poems like W. E. Henley’s Invictus gave me the words needed for the courage and perseverance to keep going. Many was the morning when I mumbled his words as I came downstairs, steadying myself on the bannister. I would repeat to myself ‘I am the master of my fate/I am the captain of my soul.’ Other poems inspired me when I couldn’t sleep. Nothing beats insomnia like repeating lines such as ‘Leaving behind nights of terror and fear/I rise/ Into a daybreak that’s wondrously clear’ from Maya Angelou’s empowering paean to rising above hardship Still, I Rise.


Second, I turn to the poems I know by heart when I’m bored. Those times when I have forgotten anything to read, and can resist the lure of my phone or it has run out of battery. Waiting in line. Queuing for a bus. The amazing thing about knowing poetry by heart is that you can’t lose it. It’s part of you, the clue being in the word ‘heart’. What those words imply is that what is learnt becomes a part of us, just about as much a part of us as own bodily organs, and scarcely less irreversibly. How brilliant is that. You need never be restless again.


And thirdly, I turn to quoting poems when I’m with friends and family who are searching for something pithy and true and eloquent to make sense of their lives. I seem wittier and wiser by association when I share the words of our literary greats. The poems in this selection will come not just to your rescue but to those you love too, whether they are overpowered by love (I Carry Your Heart With Me by E. E. Cummings) or have had a baby (William Blake’s Infant Joy) or just need to make a fractious child laugh (Edward Lear’s There Was an Old Man with a Beard).


All of this relies on having memorised the poems ahead so you can whip out the lines when needed. I think of it like having a treasure chest at the ready: Googling a first line isn’t half as powerful. So my favourites tend to be short poems, just as they are in this anthology. Partly, brief poems stretch a poet’s ability to sum up something to perfection. Secondly, I prefer to have more shorter poems in my head than fewer, longer ones.


Which brings me to my final point about the virtue of memorising poetry. It’s a terrific mental workout for the brain. The more you commit to memory, the easier it becomes, I’ve found. And it zaps my tendency to worry about the future or regret the past by forcing me to concentrate in the moment as I learn my lines.


Now, thanks to A Year of Reading Aloud the process will become easier still. Here is a selection of short, brilliant poems for almost every eventuality with masterful introductions which elucidate both poem and poet, one for each week of the year.


There’s plenty of old friends, and some new discoveries such as the work of the younger generation and their musings on feminism, love and self-awareness, poems such as All or Nothing by Lang Leav and there will always be your heart by Yrsa Daley-Ward. Each and every poem deserves to be learnt by heart. Poetry can prove the thing for hope, perching in your soul.


 


Rachel Kelly


London, June 2018
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‘Poetry can tell us what human beings are.


It can tell us why we stumble and fall and how,


miraculously, we can stand up.’


maya angelou


 


We all spend a lot of time trying to look after and nurture ourselves; from booking luxurious holidays and digital detox retreats, through to following the latest eating plans or fitness fads that promise improved health and vitality. However, when was the last time you sat down and really studied a poem? You may never have considered that learning poems and reciting them aloud should be added to your list of go-to wellness treatments, and you might be surprised to learn that such an activity brings not just huge pleasure, but health and well-being benefits too.


We all grow up with a deep and intrinsic love of words and poetry. As babies and children, rhyme and rhythm have a natural place in our lives, with gentle lullabies, bouncy nursery rhymes and playground choruses. Small children may not understand the words of these rhymes but they delight in the melodies and sounds. As we learn the words, we can feel them as they form in our mouths and our bodies naturally dance to the rhythms. At school, we learn about important poets and study their work, memorise verses and recite them until the words are permanently etched in our minds. Some poems are woven so deeply into the architecture of our lives and our culture that they inform our understanding of the world.


The power of poetry lies in its ability to evoke emotions, thoughts and memories in only a few words. There is no set of rules when it comes to reading poetry; its timeless melodies and phrases are open to interpretation. Poetry can, through a simple verse, speak to us more coherently and meaningfully than a close friend or relative. Poems bring with them solace, bravery, passion, beauty, kindness, sympathy, and even the ugliest of emotions are transformed into something more precise and graceful. Sometimes it’s as if poems don’t even register with our brains and therefore logic and reason; they bypass them to speak immediately to our hearts or souls. The joy of a poem is how, as readers, we can delicately place ourselves into the words and along the poem’s path or journey, reading our own experiences, struggles or triumphs in its narrative. It allows us to face the world with a new understanding, perspective or reason. We can take poetry with us as something to hold on to. Even more than that, each time we read a certain poem, we can find new meanings, colour and layers in its words, as if we are reading it for the first time.
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