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  Introduction




  In our deepest grief we turn instinctively to poetry – to comfort and solace us, or to reflect our grief, give it proper public expression, or help us feel less alone in

  our experience of it. These poems, drawn from many different ages and cultures, remind us that the experience of parting is a timelessly human one: however lonely the loss of someone close might

  leave us, our mourning is also something that deeply unites us. These poems of parting and passing, of sorrow, longing and healing, will find a deep echo within those who find themselves dealing

  with such a loss. Some are uplifting, some are heartbreaking; some are written out of great despair, great love, or from a great bravery; some of the poets here have felt broken by their grief, and

  others ultimately strengthened by it. But whatever the nature of our grief, it is partly assuaged in its finding a voice – and whether that voice is one of private remembrance or public

  memorial, The Picador Book of Funeral Poems will help you towards it.










  Passing










  To One Shortly to Die




  

    

      From all the rest I single out you, having a message for you,




      You are to die – let others tell you what they please, I cannot prevaricate,




      I am exact and merciless, but I love you – there is no escape for you.




      

        Softly I lay my right hand upon you, you just feel it,




        I do not argue, I bend my head close and half envelop it,




        I sit quietly by, I remain faithful,




        I am more than nurse, more than parent or neighbor,




        I absolve you from all except yourself spiritual bodily, that is eternal, you yourself will surely escape,




        The corpse you will leave will be but excrementitious.


      




      The sun bursts through in unlooked-for directions,




      Strong thoughts fill you and confidence, you smile,




      You forget you are sick, as I forget you are sick,




      You do not see the medicines, you do not mind the weeping friends,




      I am with you,




      I exclude others from you, there is nothing to be commiserated,




      I do not commiserate, I congratulate you.


    


  




  WALT WHITMAN










  France




  A dozen sparrows scuttled on the frost.




  We watched them play. We stood at the window,




  And, if you saw us, then you saw a ghost




  In duplicate. I tied her nightgown’s bow.




  She watched and recognized the passers-by.




  Had they looked up, they’d know that she was ill –




  ‘Please, do not draw the curtains when I die’ –




  From all the flowers on the windowsill.




  

    ‘It’s such a shame,’ she said. ‘Too ill, too quick.’


  




  ‘I would have liked us to have gone away.’




  We closed our eyes together, dreaming France,




  Its meadows, rivers, woods and jouissance.




  I counted summers, our love’s arithmetic.




  ‘Some other day, my love. Some other day.’




  DOUGLAS DUNN












  To His Dying Brother, Master William Herrick




  Life of my life, take not so soone thy flight,




  But stay the time till we have bade Good-night.




  Thou hast both Wind and Tide with thee; Thy way




  As soone dispatcht is by the Night, as Day.




  Let us not then so rudely henceforth goe




  Till we have wept, kist, sigh’d, shook hands, or so.




  There’s paine in parting; and a kind of hell,




  When once true-lovers take their last Fare-well.




  What? shall we two our endlesse leaves take here




  Without a sad looke, or a solemne teare?




  He knowes not Love, that hath not this truth proved,




  Love is most loth to leave the thing beloved.




  Pay we our Vowes, and goe; yet when we part,




  Then, even then, I will bequeath my heart




  Into thy loving hands: For Ile keep none




  To warme my Breast, when thou my Pulse art gone.




  No, here Ile last, and walk (a harmless shade)




  About this Urne, wherein thy Dust is laid,




  To guard it so, as nothing here shall be




  Heavy, to hurt those sacred seeds of thee.






  ROBERT HERRICK










  Given in Farewell


  (To a girl of Yang-Chou)




  So deep in love, we seem without passion.




  While we keep drinking, nothing shows.




  

    Until the sky brightens


  




  the candles will weep for us.




  TU MU




  (China, 9th Century)










  ‘Carrying mother on my back’




  

    

      

        



              Carrying mother on my back




              just for a laugh –




              a few steps; then the tears –




              there’s nothing of her


            


          


        


      






  ISHAKAWA TAKUBOKU




  (Japan, 20th Century)










  Triad




  These be




  Three silent things:




  The falling snow . . . the hour




  Before the dawn . . . the mouth of one




  Just dead.




  ADELAIDE CRAPSEY










  ‘Because I could not stop for Death’




  

    



          Because I could not stop for Death –




          He kindly stopped for me –




          The Carriage held but just Ourselves –




          And Immortality.




          

            We slowly drove – He knew no haste




            And I had put away




            My labor and my leisure too,




            For His Civility


          




          We passed the School, where Children strove




          At Recess – in the Ring




          We passed the Fields of Gazing Grain –




          We passed the Setting Sun –




          

            Or rather – He passed Us –




            The Dews drew quivering and chill –




            For only Gossamer, my Gown –




            My Tippet, only Tulle –


          




          We paused before a House that seemed




          A Swelling of the Ground –




          The Roof was scarcely visible




          The Cornice – in the Ground –




          

            Since then – ’tis Centuries – and yet


          




          Feels shorter than the Day




          I first surmised the Horses’ Heads




          Were toward Eternity.


        


      






  EMILY DICKINSON










  from Clearances




  VII


  



  In the last minutes he said more to her





  Almost than in all their life together.




  ‘You’ll be in New Row on Monday night




  And I’ll come up for you and you’ll be glad




  When I walk in the door . . . Isn’t that right?’




  His head was bent down to her propped-up head.




  She could not hear but we were overjoyed.




  He called her good and girl. Then she was dead,




  The searching for a pulsebeat was abandoned




  And we all knew one thing by being there.




  The space we stood around had been emptied




  Into us to keep, it penetrated




  Clearances that suddenly stood open.




  High cries were felled and a pure change happened.




  SEAMUS HEANEY
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