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Introduction



JOANNA TROLLOPE


I once had an Emma Bridgewater mug whose inscription read, ‘True Love and High Adventure’. The inscription wasn’t wrong. There is probably no emotional adventure in life like falling in love, nothing in our human experience that equals the sheer exhilaration of it. Other great happenings in life – marriage, childbirth, career and academic success – may well tap into other and more profound layers of the psyche, but for utter, heady, exultant jubilation, falling in love is it.


This anthology of love poems is proof – if we ever needed it – that down the centuries, the experience of falling in love has never, in its essence, changed. Social and cultural codes of conduct may have altered since anonymous poets wrote, or recited, the first versions of ‘Scarborough Fair’ or ‘Blest, Blest and Happy He’, but the emotion, the sensation that the true meaning of life now resides solely in a single person, hasn’t. The rapturous surrender to feeling described by Robert Herrick, in ‘The Shoe-Tying’,




Anthea bade me tie her shoe;


I did; and kissed the Instep too:


And would have kissed unto her knee,


Had not her Blush rebuked me.





is eternal in its intensity. The only difference, under today’s liberal flag, is that Herrick is unlikely to have stopped his kissing to spare Anthea’s maidenly blushes. Apart from that, her instinctively provocative teasing,  followed by her confused retreat, is timeless. So is the idea that women’s clothing, especially if slightly dishevelled, is both a turn-on and a come-on. That young men of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries were as inflamed by any ‘sweet disorder in the dress’ as any modern boy needs no searching out. The poetry of Shakespeare, Thomas Campion, Andrew Marvell, Ben Jonson and John Donne – all in this anthology – provides evidence enough. And in the great scheme of poetic expression of human emotion and sensation, they were quite late. Here is the Roman poet, Catullus, writing in the first century BC:




My woman says she wants no other lover than me, not even Jupiter himself.


She says so. What a woman says to an eager sweetheart


 write on the wind, write on the rushing waves.





No problem, then, to find evidence in the last two thousand years of what D. H. Lawrence called ‘The wild chaos of love’. But ways of expressing it – the fashions of poetic language, if you like – have changed down the decades and centuries, and are very different. Or can be. No poet these days, for example, would write in the manner of Sir Philip Sidney in his famous ‘The Bargain’ – incidentally, Jackie Onassis’ favourite poem – or even in the high-flown Victorian style of Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s ‘How do I love thee?’. The ‘thees’ and ‘thous’ of the past, the vogues for the pastoral (Christopher Marlowe) or the mythological (W. B. Yeats) were entirely of the poetic moment in their day, and part of their charm for the reader in the twenty-first century lies in their invocations of times past, with all the security of romantic hindsight. Even if modern reticence might flinch at composing with the emotional extravagance of Alfred, Lord Tennyson’s ‘Marriage Morning’, it remains a very popular contemporary choice for weddings:
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