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Introduction


Words can be a way to make sense of our feelings, a role poetry has played for me ever since I was a small child engrossed in a large, illustrated anthology in the corner of the school library. You’ll Never Walk Alone is my attempt to convey something of this personal enthusiasm. My hope is that poems can become part of your emotional life too, even if hitherto you have never felt that poetry was your thing.


Poetry helps my own psychological wellbeing in two main ways. First, it makes me feel less alone. Through poetry we discover other people who have experienced similar sentiments, and we are not solitary in our despair or indeed our delight. When we have a poem by our side, whether on a bedside table or tucked into a bag, it feels as if we are accompanied by a friend: an authorial arm is wrapped around our shoulders.


I know this lovely sense of companionship that poetry bestows, not just from my own personal experience, but also from running poetry-reading groups in schools, charities and prisons for the last eight years. This work began after I published a memoir entitled Black Rainbow: How Words Healed Me: My Journey Through Depression, in which I described how poetry had been my friend when I fell ill in my thirties with severe depression and subsequently recovered. The results I saw, and the way that people were helped, convinced me of poetry’s power to keep us company. Hence this book’s title and why I have become something of an evangelist for the role poetry can play in our wellbeing at a time when many of us feel isolated. Yes, you can share your feelings with friends, or a therapist if you are lucky enough to have one. But that may not be possible. Sharing words as an alternative allows us to become more connected to ourselves and others (not least the poets themselves), and this has never been more true or necessary than during our uncertain times.


A second emotional benefit of poetry, I’ve found, is that it gives us permission to feel deeply, whatever mood we might be experiencing. Neurologists say that poetry speaks to a primitive part of our brain, perhaps a part that was more active when poems were passed down orally before writing was invented. You know when someone asks how you are feeling, and you say ‘fine’? When you are not feeling fine at all. But it feels scary to admit how you really are. And that can be true even if you are on top of the world.


Sometimes in the past, I have kept my feelings repressed, for fear of being overwhelmed – even positive feelings, as if too much joy might unbalance me. It’s safer that way, isn’t it? Not to reveal your heart. Showing our feelings makes us vulnerable, doesn’t it? And we British, traditionally, prefer what used to be called a stiff upper lip. But shutting down our passions is also sad: a life lived in dreary black and white when it could be experienced in technicolour.


And sometimes it is downright dangerous to stay buttoned up, not to acknowledge the truth of what we really feel, especially feelings that we don’t really allow, like vulnerability or anger. I remember a doctor once telling me that depression could be considered a case of ‘anger turned inwards’, something I pondered when I fell ill myself,


Well, this anthology is an invitation to let rip, be that in grief or joy. To yell from the rooftops. To shout for unalloyed happiness. Or to wallow in utter despair. All emotions are allowed and welcome within these pages. It’s all okay here. What we resist, persists. Expressing our feelings allows us to acknowledge them in their full and glorious reality – and move along if we need to. And that’s another way that poetry helps. Because it doesn’t just give expression to your feelings, it changes them too – usually in the direction of greater wellbeing and general expansiveness.


Instead of feeling tensed up, you feel more relaxed – because poetry doesn’t work on your nerves or your brain, but on your heart and your feelings. Poetry is your friend in dealing with all this emotional stuff. Knowing that someone else has felt in a similar way makes it all okay. Poetry allows all those feelings to find expression. It lets us more fully inhabit that feeling. And gives us the words and images for our emotions when we struggle to find them, which is especially good if you are no wordsmith or are busy with other things, as most of us are. Poems are short, and handy when you are in a rush and trying to nail a mood. There’s that lovely moment of recognition when you go, ‘yes! – that’s spot on! That’s what I’m feeling!’ The poets in this anthology refresh my own stale vocabulary. They are so generous in sharing amazing images to make sense of our moods, images that have made my frightening feelings less scary, and my happy feelings even happier.


My choices are texts not just about words that can console or comfort us, and those around us – though they often do this too. Rather I am drawn to poetry that allows us to enjoy a full range of emotions. As George Orwell didn’t say, all feelings are equal, and no feeling is more equal than others.


All our different moods are valid, important, and what make us human. I sometimes think our mental health might be better described as our emotional health. Allowing and experiencing all my emotions is something that has taken me years to achieve, and poetry has helped me through every step. Rather than fight or reject our feelings, we may be calmer if we just allow them all to exist and accept them, becoming more attuned to and aware of our inner emotional lives.


This selection has plenty of cheery poems, but also darker ones to reflect the messy emotional reality of our lives. I have organised my selections according to the season in which they more or less ‘belong’: we have seasons of our minds, be they wintry and dark, or more spring-like and hopeful. Connecting the time of year to our human experience is a way of acknowledging the importance of allowing all our feelings, negative and positive. It happens in nature! It’s okay! Nature does not deny the presence of struggle, or joy, or loss, or gain, or darkness, or light. All are part of the natural cycle of life. The metaphor encourages us to embrace all our feelings: to find opportunities for growth. No experience is ever without value. We thrive when we can accept the ups and downs in our emotional life – when we work with them, rather than against them.


Poets have long connected the time of year to our human experience. We need only think of Shakespeare’s opening line, spoken by the Duke of Gloucester, in Richard III: ‘Now is the winter of our discontent / Made glorious summer by this sun of York.’ In the nineteenth century, Keats writes in his poem ‘The Human Seasons’: ‘Four Seasons fill the measure of the year; / There are four seasons in the mind of man: / He has his lusty Spring… He has his Winter too of pale misfeature.’ Here Keats relates our inner transitions to the outer seasons.


I have followed his example in organising this anthology: a mood can be expressed by a seasonal image. Using nature as an emblem for our emotions feels appropriate. Winter does feel like a time of abandonment and retreat; Summer, a time of joy.


Why has this seasonal metaphor endured as a dramatic and poetic device, and as a way of conceptualising our personal ebbs and flows of achievement, happiness, grief and hardship? It is one that humanity cannot seem to dismiss or surpass, even though many of us now no longer live close to nature, and the seasons no longer frame our lives in the way they did in a more agricultural age.


Understanding nature to understand ourselves may have been helpful to poets because it reminds us of various emotional truths: first, that our feelings constantly change, just as the seasons can change with bewildering speed. Psychological change is needed and is inevitable. However bleak or desperate our mood, this feeling is subject to change, just as the seasons change. Nothing ever stands still, or maintains its current state, identity or shape for very long. In fact, just as nature cycles through seasons of change and transformation, effortlessly and naturally, so do humans transition through mutating psychological states.


This is as true for happiness as it is for sadness. The joy you experience during your summers will not last for ever. There will inevitably come a moment when you move into another season, which may lead to pain and anguish. Yet this, too, is only temporary; and this too will eventually pass.


We need these changes. The cycle of the seasons brings the contrast that makes life interesting. Without darkness, we could not enjoy light. Even those who live in warmth recognise the need for at least the symbols of the cold. Without change, half of the keyboard of life would be missing: no flats or sharps, on a piano with no black keys.


Using nature as an emblem for our emotions reflects a second psychological truth: that our feelings are often complex and nuanced, sadness mixed with elation. Even in the darkest moments, there are flashes of joy. Complete and unalloyed sorrow is as impossible as complete and unalloyed joy. There is a term in botany – vernalisation – referring to seeds that can only thrive in Spring if they have been through the severity of Winter. The two are held together in a hidden wholeness. It is one of nature’s paradoxes.


Nowhere is this paradox more evident than in Autumn. Leaves wither and fall; it is only by shedding its leaves that a tree can survive the windy and sun-deprived Winter. Expending energy on leaves that won’t soak up much sun is no longer viable, so this way trees conserve resources; sudden gusts could also blow them down if they still had all their leaves to catch the wind. The shedding of the tree’s leaves, sad as it may seem, is for the sake of the life of the whole tree. This paradox is expressed by Charles Mackay in his poem ‘Oh Ye Tears’: ‘The rainbow cannot shine, if the drops refuse to fall; / And the eyes that cannot weep, are the saddest eyes of all.’


There’s a final, third way I’ve found connecting poetry to the time of year helpful: the way it echoes the truth that our feelings grow and alter over time, akin to the way that trees and flowers grow and alter. We too are part of the natural world: unfurling, becoming the fruitful and inevitable outcome of what we are naturally meant to become.


The seasons thus offer us a means of understanding the importance of surrender, of letting go, of trusting in an intrinsic and slower-paced process of reaching our potential. Understanding nature in this way allows us to release ourselves from struggle and speediness, and the need to become our best instantly, without journeying through several unique stages. We can abandon the sense that we are battling against our circumstances. The invitation instead is to rely upon an innate sense of timing – nature’s sense of timing.


The naturalist and poet Henry Thoreau often philosophised on the benefits and inspiration of living in harmony with the seasons. In 1853, he wrote: ‘Live in each season as it passes; breathe the air, drink the drink, taste the fruit, and resign yourself to the influence of the earth.’


Yet most of us don’t heed Thoreau’s advice or take nature’s example. We tend to want the dramatic weight loss in a week; the job promotion to be offered today; the grief that binds us to someone to untangle and release its grip on our hearts quickly. We do not see the benefits of a season of emotional depletion and reflection. We do not see that this sets us up for a dramatic personal rebirth when the time is exactly right. Unlike our most primal and humble example, the natural world, too often we wish for instant gratification.


Given that all seasons can be nurturing, this anthology, accompanied by commentaries illustrating how each poem evokes a mood or feeling, begins with Winter. Spring and Summer follow naturally, and the book ends with Autumn, when your poetic appetite may turn to something more reflective. Our own emotional realities may not follow such a linear journey. We might one moment feel a Winter sadness, and the next something altogether more joyful, akin to the elation of Spring. Taking whatever season matches your mood, readers will find a lyrical companion present as a guide to those feelings, whether your need is for comfort in sadness or how to pin down the elusive nature of happiness.


‘Winter’ addresses suffering, offering words for anguish when you may not be able to articulate your emotions to others, or even perhaps to yourself. ‘Spring’ has poems that bring the first glimmer of an inner optimism: these texts can shift our way of thinking, with words of innocence and rebirth. ‘Summer’ contains more outward-looking readings, turning to nature as a way of helping us to re-engage with life. It is also a season of love, with parallels easily drawn between fertility and the fecundity of the earth. ‘Autumn’, the final section, naturally has a harvest feel, representing a gathering in of emotional riches for the months ahead. There are texts for squirrelling away, full of wise counsel in readiness for the coming Winter, as well as memories of the seasons that have passed.


Arranging poems about our moods in this seasonal way is how I organise my own ‘Healing Words’ poetry groups. These workshops grew out of my own lifelong enthusiasm for poetry as something that keeps me company through life’s peaks and valleys, ever since that moment in the library at primary school. It all began when I was even younger, thanks to a poetry-mad mother who encouraged me to read poetry books as an even smaller child in the same way that other parents share their love of baking or football. My favourite anthology was The Golden Treasury of Poetry, selected and with a commentary by Louis Untermeyer. Inside its front cover I wrote: ‘This book belongs to Rachel S. Kelly January 8th 1976.’ For the avoidance of doubt I added a bookplate on which I inscribed ‘Rachel Sophia Kelly’ in turquoise italics.


A second favourite anthology was The Golden Journey: Poems for Young People. I learnt Edgar Allan Poe’s ‘The Raven’ from its pages. And as a teenager I particularly cherished the edition of The Rime of the Ancient Mariner my mother gave me one birthday, with its swirling studies of the sea by Gustave Doré. A leather-bound Oxford Book of English Verse was a present as I left for university.


I’ve been banging on about the healing power of poetry for a while now, but I was forced back to the poetry drawing board around three years ago, when my mother died. She always used to say ‘go deeper’ if in doubt. For me that means you’ve got to pick a poem or two. Which is what I’ve been doing over the last few years. This time round, going deeper means not just poems for the tricky times, but poems which let you experience joyous feelings more deeply too. My mum’s death taught me that life is too short not to.


In retrospect my luck, I think, was not to be frightened of poetry, something I now realise may be the case with many who feel verse is not for them. Partly this is because I have never studied poetry, and don’t therefore associate it with passing exams or having a ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ reaction to the words on the page. I read History at university, not English Literature, so I have an eclectic, personal view of what I should or shouldn’t like, or what is supposedly good or bad poetry. My enjoyment is almost a physical one in the sound of the words, the way they speak how I feel and unlock how I feel in a bodily way. Sometimes there is almost an electric shock of recognition when I read a poem: the hairs on my arms will stand on end, as if the energy radiating off the page connects with my own energetic field. If there is no reaction, no connection, or the language is too highly wrought or the allusions too incomprehensible, I simply move on to the next poem that does connect with me. Please feel free to do the same.


I have found that poetry has always been there for me as I have navigated each new experience, be it heartbreak (captured in Pele Cox’s poem ‘Afterwards,’), or a moment of unexplained joy that catches you out in an unexpected place (conjured in ‘A Blessing’ by James Wright). It awakens something inside me that has lain dormant, the sort of feelings that can vanish with the normal run of everyday life but, the poem reminds us, are still inside us.


Poems are also there for us for the kind of shock that comes on with other critical moments in our lives, be it a parent’s death, or your own illness. This was especially true for me when I fell ill with depression. I wasn’t well enough to read a chapter, let alone concentrate on a whole book. Instead, I derived comfort from soothing poetic one-liners, ones that told a more positive story and reminded me that I was not alone. Poets are generous: they give us the words when we can’t find them. Research suggests I am not the only one. Studies agree that bibliotherapy can have a role to play in treating mental illness, though this is a relatively new area of research. I loved coming across a study saying that elderly people who read live an average of almost two years longer than those who don’t pick up a book.1


I enjoy interacting with these kinds of inspiring messages in my everyday life by keeping them close, literally. The French philosopher Michel de Montaigne used to write his own inspiring quotations on the beams of his sitting room, where they remain today. I do not have any beams to decorate, but I like writing out quotations in nice ink in a tidy script, perhaps decorated with an illustrated border. I like short poems, and copying them out helps me remember them. Feelings are awakened during the process of committing the words to the page. Writing slows you down and gives you time to learn the lines. I learn what the poem is made of – each word and pause and line feels special. Its meaning is one that has become part of me. It works its cathartic magic.


Typically, this is something that happens in my poetry workshops. Not always, and not for everyone. But sometimes we have shared a poem that pierced to the heart of someone’s immediate circumstances or psychological state, which can make for emotional scenes. I remember one woman beginning to cry as she read Derek Walcott’s poem ‘Love After Love’ at a meeting which was held at my local hospital under the auspices of a mental health charity for those finding life difficult. As her trickle of tears became a torrent, we were spellbound as we waited for her to regain her composure. ‘I feel understood,’ she said eventually, and we in turn all understood what she meant. She had, in Walcott’s phrase, struggled to ‘love again the stranger who was your self’. The poet’s compassionate invitation to: ‘Sit. Feast on your life’ was the invitation she needed, in language that spoke to her, to imagine loving herself in a way she had found so hard. Poetry had worked its magic, unlocking and allowing her feelings in a new way.


What began as a personal collection has become a stockpile of poems and passages that resonate with many of the hundreds of people I have been lucky to work with and get to know. Those poems which moved only me have been discarded; what remain here are those texts to which plenty of others responded. (We meet for four sessions, one for each season. A small bunch of around fifteen of us gather for an hour or so, during which we share six or seven poems and texts, selected for their power to heal or inspire. In turn, different group members read aloud a poem, if they wish, and then we discuss our interpretation of the poem, how it relates to our lives, and how it might be helpful.)


They are poems that, commonly, people find of use whether they are in despair or feeling elated. As Scott Fitzgerald wrote of literature: ‘You discover that your longings are universal longings, that you’re not lonely and isolated from anyone. You belong.’


I am confident that you will connect with some of my selections. I have never set out to look for the poems and passages. They have always sprung up naturally from what I was reading, the main criterion being that I felt impelled to stop and write them down. They grabbed me, as the best poetry always does, because they resonated so strongly with my emotional reality.


My hopes are that I am imparting some texts you might otherwise have missed. Above all, by writing introductions to my selection of poems, I hope I have shared my enthusiasm in a way that amplifies yours. I warmly invite you to be my companion, as I metaphorically take your hand. I benefited from reading poetry in this way with my late mother – all those years ago – whose own excitement and belief in poetry infected me. My aim, ambitious as it sounds, is to make you feel that we are reading the poems together, with me by your side. My reactions may arouse your own. Perhaps your experience of reading the poems will also be enhanced by reading about the lives of the poets at the end of the book, where you will also find some thoughts on how to enrich your enjoyment of poetry, whether that is reading it, writing it, or memorising it. We will be, I hope, partners in feeling poetry’s power.


I am conscious that some readers may struggle with a few poems in this selection that celebrate the link between nature and the divine. In the ‘Summer’ section, for example, E. E. Cummings explicitly thanks God for his creation of natural beauty, as does Gerard Manley Hopkins. Religious poets like R.S. Thomas often use nature as a metaphor for the rebirth and revival of their faith, and the resurrection of Christ. But non-religious readers may also seek inspiration from scenes of nature’s restoration and regeneration. All of us require the strength to overcome major adversity at some or many points in our lives. We hope that through trauma and adversity we can re-emerge; that after the metaphorical Winter, we will experience a bountiful, fresh Spring. So, while many readers will not feel themselves to be religious, perhaps my chosen writers, despite their religious convictions, may still feel relevant.


I hope you can draw upon the resource of experience in this diverse collection and find you feel the same kind of emotional peace that these poems have brought me. If some poems, on first reading, seem difficult to relate to, I suggest looking at them simply as a way individuals have used language to the best of their abilities to pass on their insights. Doesn’t that seem a little less daunting?


A last thought to encourage you. While it is easy to know what anger or joy or sadness is, many of us find it hard to tell what it is. That is what the writers in this anthology have done for us so variously. Accept their gift and let their words nurture you in unexpected ways.


Rachel Kelly, London, August 2022
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1 In September, 2016, researchers from Yale University School of Public Health studied 3,635 people aged over fifty, and found that book reading ‘provides a survival advantage’ among the elderly of twenty-three months. The more people read, the more likely they were to live longer.
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WINTER


Time for Sadness


1. ‘Not Waving but Drowning’ by Stevie Smith


2. From The Crack-Up by F. Scott Fitzgerald


3. ‘He Resigns’ by John Berryman


4. From a letter to John T. Stuart, 1841, by Abraham Lincoln


5. ‘No Worst, There Is None’ by Gerard Manley Hopkins


6. ‘I Am’ by John Clare


7. ‘Afterwards,’ by Pele Cox


8. ‘Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Child’ by Anon


9. ‘Accidie’ from The Desert Fathers, translated by Helen Waddell


10. ‘The Sickness Unto Death’ by Anne Sexton


11. ‘Who Ne’er his Bread in Sorrow Ate’ by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, translated by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow


12. ‘Dog in the Valley’ by Tishani Doshi


13. ‘Ode on Melancholy’ by John Keats






Introduction to Winter


Winter is the darkest point of the year. The first three pieces included in this section are similarly bleak and hopeless. It is too late for the character in Smith’s poem: he has already drowned. The night burns on for Fitzgerald and is lingering and torturous, a nightmare where all hope is gone. In Berryman’s poem, only emptiness is left. In these pieces, there is no comfort to be had at all, no possibility of escape.


Despair is often linked with thoughts of death and desertion, and the next six pieces also speak from that darkness. The sense of agony is acute in Lincoln’s letter, terrifying in Hopkins and Clare. While Clare suffers from having been abandoned by his friends, Cox evokes the cruelty of a misogynistic lover. And in ‘Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Child’ we feel the heart-wrenching tragedy of the forcible separation of children from their parents by slave traders. In The Desert Fathers, desperation descends into exhaustion and lassitude. Yet in each of these texts there is also hope: a yearning for, and possibility of, escape. The promise evoked in these first poems grows towards the end of the Winter section. In the final few pieces the voices are still those of the lost, but they have found a shred of belief, and they are clinging on to it. For Sexton and Goethe, this comes from having faith, trusting in something greater. For Doshi, it is a sense that we are being listened to; for Keats, that melancholy is something we do well to accept, rather than being defeated by it.


OEBPS/images/f0022-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0002-01.jpg







OEBPS/images/f0021-01.jpg









OEBPS/images/f0006-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0007-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0008-01.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Introduction



		1 Winter



		2 Spring



		3 Summer



		4 Autumn



		5 Enhancing Your Enjoyment of Poetry



		Biographies



		Acknowledgements



		Credits, Copyright and Permissions



		About the Author











		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224











OEBPS/images/pub.png
4h
E D





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
‘Kelly’s brilliant introduction and explanations of each choice
make this an indispensable companion’? BEL MOONEY

life's Dp
and downs*®

RACHEL KELLY

THE SUNDAY TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR





