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For my parents





Introduction



In this new anthology, the fourth in a four-part cycle of seasons, you will discover some of the most vibrant, bright and uplifting poems ever written about summer, and the most significant cultural events and historical anniversaries that lie in our calendars between 1 June and 31 August.


Summer is, of course, the season of heat (hopefully), holiday and hedonism; a time in which we’re momentarily liberated from school and work and the weight of cold, dreary days and can go out and embrace nature. Our fondest summer rituals and memories will no doubt feature endless hours spent outdoors – in gardens, parks, fields, meadows, beaches, heaths, stoops and porches and anywhere else where we can bask in the sun’s golden rays.


Luckily for us, the great poets never abandoned their practice during these months of leisure. Collectively they have given and continue to give us a near endless supply of beautiful, lucent summery poetry. It’s a good thing, then, that this anthology offers you not just one, but actually two pieces of verse for each summer day, almost all of which have been drawn from my earlier curated anthologies: A Poem for Every Day of the Year, A Poem for Every Night of the Year and Shakespeare for Every Day of the Year. The hope is that the first daily dose will fill you with some hope and optimism to accompany those brilliantly cloudless summer mornings, while the second poem offers an opportunity to slow down after a long, humid day and lose yourself to an evening reverie – or a summer night’s dream . . .


Within these pages you will find some of the most famous lines ever written about summer – such as the enchanting sylvan descriptions that give texture to Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream.


Among these diamonds of poetic fame, you will also discover an array of lesser-known gems that have served to capture the essence of the season in ways no less meaningful than the more frequently anthologised texts, all the way from the medieval exaltation ‘Sumer is i-cumen in’ to the contemporary performance poet Kae Tempest’s meditation on their dog snoozing in the sun. Poems that celebrate the joys of summer are complemented by those by the likes of Mary Oliver and Mark Haddon which exhort us not to waste these warm days, nor overlook the everyday beauty that surrounds us. For writers such as Imtiaz Dharker and Carol Ann Duffy, meanwhile, summer brings with it bittersweet pangs of nostalgia for home and childhood pleasures.


Some of these poems make no direct reference to summer, but are featured here as they are imbued with the emotions and spirit of the season. For instance, Alfred Tennyson’s ‘Ulysses’ is driven by a sense of adventure and boundless ambition, while John Keats’s ‘La Belle Dame Sans Merci’ is as intoxicating as a hazy mid-July evening.


As ethereal as that Keats poem is, and other fantastical entries such as Matthew Arnold’s ‘The Forsaken Merman’ and Elizabeth Bishop’s ‘Thunder’ are, there are numerous pieces in this collection that emerge from momentous historical events, and times of all too real hardship. On 4 July, American Independence Day, you will encounter Walt Whitman’s paean to his native USA, and ten days later you will be stirred by the French national anthem, ‘La Marseillaise’, on the anniversary of the national revolution that began with the storming of Paris’s Bastille prison.


On 20 July we celebrate one of humanity’s greatest achievements, the moon landings of 1969, with a poem by J. Patrick Lewis, and on the 28th we remember one of history’s darkest chapters, the First World War, with Philip Larkin’s devastating tribute to the loss of life, and innocence, suffered during the conflict.


Some events, such as the English Civil War, are brought to life by verse that transports us into the midst of the action, more real than an account in a history book. Meanwhile, a host of twentieth-century poems on the struggle for rights for minorities, women, and refugees by the likes of Maya Angelou and Charlotte Perkins Gilman offer us a sobering reminder that there is still work to do in the fight for equality. The unparalleled power of literature, after all, lies in its capacity to place us directly within the mind of another. A great poem invites us to see the world through the eyes of those whose experiences may otherwise be alien to ours and inspires us to bridge those gaps in understanding.


Variety is not only found in the subject matters and perspectives of the poems, but the very form of these texts. There are sonnets, ballads, odes, song lyrics, passages of blank verse, and rhyming couplets, as well as extracts from epics and snapshots from plays. Nothing is accidental in poetry, rather, as the Greek etymological root of the word reveals, it is a made thing. Each poem here has been crafted and honed to such a degree that every punctuation mark (or in the case of E. E. Cummings, lack thereof), every line break and rhyme helps the writer better express what to most of us remains inexpressible.


The short introductions at the start of each entry are there to offer up some key contextual information about that particular poem, writer or date; their intention is to illuminate.


The enduring wonder of poetry is that there is no set way to read it. You can choose to make it a daily habit, or opt to dip in and out. Maybe, just maybe, you’ll find yourself seeking shelter from the beating sun one afternoon and devour the whole lot. However you decide to read this book, and whatever your favourite poem might be, I would love to hear from you.


Allie Esiri





June
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[image: ] 1 June · Sumer is i-cumen in · Anon.


You don’t have to be fluent in Middle English to grasp that this thirteenth-century medieval poem is a joyous celebration of the arrival of summer. In just a few lines we are transported to a balmy, bucolic scene in which seeds spring into bloom and a host of animals vociferously greet the arrival of warmer days. It would have been sung as a ‘round’ – which means at least three voices singing in unison, but beginning at different times. It has been set to music many times and is still popular today.




Sumer is i-cumen in,


Loude sing cuckow!


Groweth seed and bloweth meed


And spryngeth the wode now.


Syng cuckow!


Ewe bleteth after lamb,


Loweth after calve cow;


Bullock sterteth, bukke farteth, –


Myrie syng cuckow!


Cuckow! Cuckow!


Wel syngest thou cuckow:


Ne swik thou nevere now!


Syng cuckow, now, syng cuckow!


Syng cuckow, syng cuckow, now!








[image: ] 1 June · Greensleeves · Anon.


On 1 June 1533 Anne Boleyn married Henry VIII – his second wife – and became queen of England. It is a popular notion that the song ‘Greensleeves’ was written around this time by Henry for his new wife. It became something of a hit, and by 1597 it was popular enough to be referenced in Shakespeare’s The Merry Wives of Windsor. Anne’s popularity with Henry, unfortunately, wasn’t so enduring. Less than three years later he had her beheaded at the Tower of London.




Alas, my love, ye do me wrong,


To cast me off discourteously:


And I have lovèd you so long,


Delighting in your company!


Greensleeves was all my joy,


Greensleeves was my delight;


Greensleeves was my heart of gold,


And who but Lady Greensleeves.


I have been ready at your hand,


To grant whatever you would crave;


I have both wagèd life and land,


Your love and good-will for to have.


Greensleeves was all my joy,


Greensleeves was my delight;


Greensleeves was my heart of gold,


And who but Lady Greensleeves.


I bought thee kerchers to thy head,


That were wrought fine and gallantly;


I kept thee both at board and bed,


Which cost my purse well-favour’dly.


Greensleeves was all my joy,


Greensleeves was my delight;


Greensleeves was my heart of gold,


And who but Lady Greensleeves.


I bought thee petticoats of the best,


The cloth so fine as it might be;


I gave thee jewels for thy chest,


And all this cost I spent on thee.


Greensleeves was all my joy,


Greensleeves was my delight;


Greensleeves was my heart of gold,


And who but Lady Greensleeves.


Thy smock of silk, both fair and white,


With gold embroider’d gorgeously;


Thy petticoat of sendal right,


And these I bought thee gladly.


Greensleeves was all my joy,


Greensleeves was my delight;


Greensleeves was my heart of gold,


And who but Lady Greensleeves.


Thy girdle of the gold so red,


With pearls bedeckèd sumptuously,


The like no other lasses had:


And yet thou wouldst not love me!


Greensleeves was all my joy,


Greensleeves was my delight;


Greensleeves was my heart of gold,


And who but Lady Greensleeves.


Greensleeves, now farewell! adieu!


God I pray to prosper thee!


For I am still thy lover true:


Come once again and love me!


Greensleeves was all my joy,


Greensleeves was my delight;


Greensleeves was my heart of gold,


And who but Lady Greensleeves.








[image: ] 2 June · Bee! I’m Expecting You! · Emily Dickinson


Emily Dickinson’s many short verses make use of a vast range of forms and perspectives. This little poem acts as a letter between two unexpected correspondents, wittily bringing the category of nature poetry into the world of human behaviour.




Bee! I’m expecting you!


Was saying Yesterday


To Somebody you know


That you were due –


The Frogs got Home last Week –


Are settled, and at work –


Birds, mostly back –


The Clover warm and thick –


You’ll get my Letter by


The seventeenth; Reply


Or better, be with me –


Yours, Fly.








[image: ] 2 June · Summer · Christina Rossetti


Here Christina Rossetti uses the technique of listing to make a persuasive case for why summer, for her, beats all the other seasons.




Winter is cold-hearted,


Spring is yea and nay,


Autumn is a weathercock


Blown every way:


Summer days for me


When every leaf is on its tree;


When Robin’s not a beggar,


And Jenny Wren’s a bride,


And larks hang singing, singing, singing,


Over the wheat-fields wide,


And anchored lilies ride,


And the pendulum spider


Swings from side to side,


And blue-black beetles transact business,


And gnats fly in a host,


And furry caterpillars hasten


That no time be lost,


And moths grow fat and thrive,


And ladybirds arrive.


Before green apples blush,


Before green nuts embrown,


Why, one day in the country


Is worth a month in town;


Is worth a day and a year


Of the dusty, musty, lag-last fashion


That days drone elsewhere.








[image: ] 3 June · Joys of Ramzan · Sitara Khan


This poem details the rituals and customs observed during Ramzan. Ramzan is the Urdu name for Ramadan – the ninth month of the Islamic calendar, during which Muslims observe the tradition of fasting each day from dawn until sunset. Ramadan is intended to teach the values of patience and spirituality, and it is a time to focus on prayer and charity.




In Ramzan we please Allah,


We please Allah.


Offer Namaz and Jummah.


Shaitan is chained
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