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Introduction



RICHARD COLES



Happiness writes white, observed Montherlant, meaning I suppose that it is the drama of weal and woe that excites and captivates us rather than happiness, a state of contentment that is cloudless, bland even. You can see this difficulty in Botticelli’s illustrations for Dante’s Divine Comedy, drawn in the fifteenth century. The pilgrim’s progress through Hell and Purgatory is vividly shown, each circle of Hell as busy and complex as Piccadilly Circus; by the time he has stepped into Paradise, however, it all gets a bit abstract, and in the end he and his guide, Virgil, float around geometric shapes as they enter a perfect state of bliss.


Floating ecstatically around a giant circle is all very well, but I think there is more to say about happiness than that. Happiness, even if white, is not just white: it is off-white, ivory, cream, kid, glacier, imperial ermine – and you need only glance at the colour chart for a posh paint company to see how inventive one has to be to capture its range.


These poems are, then, Fifty Shades of White. They explore the range of the human experience of happiness: as a passing moment that vanishes the second one settles on it; as the reward for luck and good choices; as the steady contentment which the truly fortunate may find.


For the first category poetry is especially apt, for nothing captures so delicately, and perhaps fatally, the passing moment. Gerard Manley Hopkins’s ‘Pied Beauty’ is one of my favourites, not least because the poet is associated with my parish at Finedon. The love of his life – in this world – was Digby Dolben, son of its squire, an extraordinarily eccentric youth so easily bored that he did away with the necessity of visiting a barber when he was at Eton by singeing off his surplus locks with a candle. He was a precociously gifted boy too, leaving a collection of verse which is as surprisingly vivid as it is arch. He was also a religious maniac, affected the name Brother Laurence and wandered the parish in a Benedictine habit until, aged nineteen, he drowned playing with his tutor’s son in the River Welland. I digress. But there is something mercurial about Dolben which Hopkins captured in this breathtaking poem in praise of kaleidoscopic variety, those shifts of surface and light that flash unexpectedly and illuminate. When I read this I recall a period of intense happiness in my own life, the summer of 1990 on the island of Ibiza, when the memories that are still intelligible are precisely that, flashes of light from the glittering sea, strobe-frozen tableaux from Amnesia and Ku, and the party people, ragtag and bobtail, hurled together by ecstasy, House and the energy of being young. For Hopkins, that pied beauty is not only the play of light and reflection, nor perhaps over-stimulated synapses on a party isle in the second summer of love, but also the knotty particularities of a trade, a calling, a proficiency, which angle those skilled in them to the mainstream. It is a very peculiar juxtaposition, the stipple on a trout and a plough horse’s bridle – what could be more different? – yet for Hopkins they both speak of the glory of God: various, unexpected, textured.


For Hopkins, in the end, that dazzling and surprising variety is the creativity of God breaking forth in the world; others have no need of such a hypothesis.


Hopkins would have argued that happiness lies in aligning our desires to the divine purposes, living within the law, but others find it in precisely the opposite, in throwing off constraint for the intoxication of freedom. The poet Olive Runner (how aptly named) stands at the starting line of the long straight road that invites her to set off at a sprint without knowing where the finishing line will be. In forward motion, under her own power, on an unplanned route, she becomes the brook that flows into the river that flows into the sea, losing herself in hurtling nature. Of course, we do not really do that, or not until we die, but the anticipation at the start of such an adventure is one of the most intense experiences of happiness there is. The high-flying airman in John Gillespie Magee Jr’s famous poem feels this too, flinging his Spitfire Mk 1 through ‘footless halls of air’, liberated from ‘the surly bonds of Earth’, in a transport, literally, of delight. Short-lived delight, for Magee was killed in a mid-air collision aged only nineteen, the same age as Digby Dolben; another immeasurable loss to poetry in English. His surrender to Earth’s surly bonds, and the realization that brooks and tributaries and estuaries and oceans have their own purposes to which ours must adapt, is the bad weather waiting for us somewhere beyond the far horizon.


But the inexorable dynamics of nature may be fought, and there is another kind of happiness that comes from adversity, from defeating it, or discovering in defeat that the battle was not what you thought it was and an unexpected victory yours. W. E. Henley’s ‘Invictus’, anthologized from the moment of publication, has found a new audience recently since Prince Harry, in his work with disabled veterans, chose it for the Invictus Games. Henley wrote it after losing a leg to tuberculosis and undergoing an agonizing series of operations to save the other (the poem’s title was actually an invention of Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch, who anthologized it in The Oxford Book of English Verse). Ever since, its stoicism, and the promise that even terrible misfortune may be overcome by determination and purpose, has inspired readers, even in these times which seem very distant from the High Victorian world in which it was written. It has been quoted approvingly by two Nobel Peace Prize laureates, Nelson Mandela and Aung San Suu Kyi, and, I’m afraid, the Oklahoma bomber Timothy McVeigh, which tells you how powerful is the human drive to ennoble what we consider to be our struggles.


Nature and society offer their own distinctive opportunities for happiness too. For many, happiness in its paradisal form is associated with nature, finding ourselves at one with it, with ourselves, with God even. Who has not, in moments of crisis or challenge, fantasized about a refuge, a picturesque prelapsarian spot, where we may alone cultivate our garden to the murmuring of innumerable bees? I’m not sure about building a shed ‘of clay and wattles’, but everything else about Yeats’s ‘Lake Isle of Innisfree’ sounds good to me, and whenever I can I take off to my own version of Yeats’s cabin, a tiny corrugated iron hut on a distant beach, where oyster catchers rather than linnets provide the song and midges rather than bees provide aerial distractions. But I know that I am no less a creature of society too, and of course in his great poem Yeats is imagining his island retreat from the heart of the city, with its grey pavements and traffic. Urban happiness is less frequently encountered in poetry, partly because so much English literature (and Irish) took shape in a world where Eden is where we truly belong had we not been banished for our sins. In contrast, the city is frequently a place of temptation or worse. Think of its horrid din in Keats’s ‘Endymion’, a place to leave behind and seek instead the bees humming about ‘globes of clover and sweet peas’ (bees again), or the London of T. S. Eliot’s ‘The Waste Land’, a sterile and menacing place, where wretched drones trudge over London Bridge to soul-destroying labour in the City. Eliot surely had in mind Wordsworth’s poem ‘Composed upon Westminster Bridge’, written 120 years earlier; but Wordsworth’s London is a much more congenial place, a place of promise and freshness and magnificence, and in its way as thrilling a prospect as lofty cliffs and mountain springs. It reminds us too that the old trope that bliss is sylvan is not universally held. St Augustine wrote of the city of God, a place of crowds and industry and neighbours, recalling Jesus in the fourth Gospel speaking of his Father’s many-mansioned house. I remember committing what felt like a faux pas once at a Christian Study Day when we were asked to write on a piece of paper what we thought heaven would be like. We handed them in and they were read out by one of the leaders. All were misty mountainsides, and lush meadows, and laughing waterfalls, until mine which read ‘the corner of Old Compton Street and Wardour Street’. There were disapproving looks.


Perhaps it is not only happiness that is elusive, but also our efforts to make it mean one big thing rather than a lot of little things. When the Roman Catholic Church produced an English translation of the Latin Bible in the 1960s, it translated the Beatitudes – ‘Blessed are they which are persecuted’ etc. – as ‘happy’ rather than ‘blessed’. I could see what they meant, the bliss that belongs to the redeemed and is undiminished by cruelty and violence, but to many readers it conjured the unhelpful image of Christians skipping to the arena. The American Constitution, too, recommends the pursuit of happiness as the right of all people as if it were like voting or freedom.


I think happiness is incidental, something we experience when life treats us well, when we are surprised by something wonderful and unexpected, when we have moments of feeling fully alive. It is delightful because it is passing, not the steady-state bliss that has Dante’s pilgrim floating around geometry – that is something different – but something that comes and goes; it sparks, it fades, it returns, it vanishes, captured for a moment by the genius of Hopkins and Keats and Wordsworth and Henley and Runner, lively on the page and in your mind. May it come your way, and come frequently.
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