


[image: images]





[image: images]




For Rosie Esiri





Introduction



In this anthology A Poem for Every Winter Day, the second in a four-part cycle of seasons, you will discover some of the most engaging poems ever to be written about Winter, and the major cultural touchstones and historical landmarks that mark our calendars between December and February.


This wintry collection comes bearing something of an unexpected gift to you, the readers (’tis the season after all). For although the title of the book promises one daily dose of verse, you will, in fact, find that each date is accompanied by two poems, almost all of which have been selected from my previous curated anthologies A Poem for Every Day of the Year and A Poem for Every Night of the Year.


Each of these poems are prefaced by a short introduction that provide some essential background context — either about the poem’s author, style or content — and the occasional anecdotal gem. But this isn’t an academic book, and you won’t find anything in the way of jargon-heavy analysis and long literary interpretation here. A poem makes its greatest impact when the reader can engage in a tacit dialogue with the writer, without extraneous distraction.


Although day and night can seem almost indistinguishable during winter, these poems are broadly split into those that can motivate and inspire on a damp, chilly morning, and those that invite us to reflect and offer solace in the evening over a cup of camomile tea. This is, all told, the season of guilt-free, idle cosiness, when there are no expectations to venture out and conquer the world, and what better way to while away those hours curled up indoors than to immerse yourself in the myriad worlds created by the words of the great poets.


Not everyone is a fan of winter, of course. Anyone who has trudged back to school or work on a typically drizzly first week of January would probably be inclined to refute T. S. Eliot’s famous claim that April is the cruellest month. The nineteenth-century French poet and novelist Victor Hugo meanwhile was rather unambiguous in his views on the season, declaring in his tome Les Misérables, ‘Winter changes into stone the water of heaven and the heart of man.’


This inextricable association of winter with misery, callousness and hardship is deeply ingrained in our day-to-day language. Words that describe seasonal weather such as icy, gelid, frosty, dark and cold have long been synonymous with passionless apathy at best, inhumanity at worst; there’s a reason Shakespeare didn’t attempt to compare his lover to a winter’s day . . .


But for those of us who aren’t called Richard III, winter can be about so much more than discontent. Yes, it’s the season of pitch black mornings and darkness that envelops us from early afternoon. But it’s also a period in which multiple iridescent lights bathe our streets and our skies, heralding the arrival of the festivities of Christmas, Hanukkah, Diwali and New Year. The grey, dreary days seem a small price to pay when, once in a while, a blanket of snow transforms our usual surroundings into unrecognizable, dreamlike landscapes. It is a time of retreat, inertia and insularity but also for slowing things down, for intimacy and reuniting with families. And while Winter has always been seen — from Shakespeare to Game of Thrones — as an ominous portent of death and evil misdeeds, it is also the season of renewal, fresh starts and love across the world, thanks to the celebrations of New Year and Valentine’s Day.


The 150 or so poems that make up this anthology remind us of all there is to cherish in, and glean from, this perhaps most misunderstood season. There are pieces, such as ‘Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening’ by the aptly-named Robert Frost that revel in the joys of nature in winter, and reveal how much vitality exists in the world even when plants die and animals escape into hibernation. Other texts, from Sappho’s ‘The Moon’ to Mary Oliver’s ‘Some Questions You Might Ask’ present and encourage moments of quiet meditation, befitting these less boisterous days. There are also those wonderfully steeped in nostalgia such as the extract from William Wordsworth’s ‘The Prelude’, and there are poems such as Emily Brontë’s ‘Spellbound’ that address the very real, emotional and physical hardships posed by the arduous winter months. Each poem then is like a snowflake, entirely unique.


Some are rarer than others, however. Within these pages there are, of course, old favourites by everyone from William Shakespeare to Robert Burns, Emily Dickinson to Christina Rossetti, Thomas Hardy to Percy Bysshe Shelley, and the bard of the bears, Winnie-the-Pooh (whose acutely insightful ‘Tiddely-Pom’ arguably captures the quintessence of the season better than any other text). But unlike other anthologies, which are too often deferential towards the established canon, this collection seeks to give a voice to those lesser-known geniuses — the contemporary mavericks, international masters and female doyennes — who have been inexplicably overlooked and unrepresented until now. So alongside Alfred, Lord Tennyson, William Wordsworth and W. H. Auden you will discover Charlotte Mew, Eleanor Farjeon, Mary Oliver, the ancient Greek ‘Poetess’ Sappho, and other global greats including the Spaniard Federico García Lorca, the Japanese haiku pioneer Issa, the Chinese ‘Poet Immortal’ Li Bai, and the present-day Jamaican polymath Kei Miller.


Many works included in this anthology, such as the latter’s ‘Parting Song’, may not seem especially wintry at first glance — in fact, Miller’s piece makes repeated mention of light blue skies. But winter days are not just about snowmen and ice-skating. There are days, just like any others, filled with the gamut of human emotions, from blissful contentedness to aching longing, as seen in Housman’s ‘Yonder See the Morning Blink’ and Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet.


And there are winter dates that are singular in what they represent, and are commemorated by poems that illuminate the nature or significance of those specific days. It goes without saying that this includes Christmas with a series of poems and carols, New Year’s Eve (Burns’s ‘Auld Lang Syne’), Twelfth Night (Eliot’s ‘Journey of the Magi’) and Valentine’s Day (Wendy Cope’s ‘Valentine). But it also means paying tribute to the likes of Holocaust Memorial Day on 27 January (Niemöller’s ‘First They Came for the Jews’); Martin Luther King’s birthday on 15 January (poems by the great African-American writers Maya Angelou and Langston Hughes); the anniversary of Rosa Parks’s heroic bus-based act of civil disobedience on 1 December (pieces by Joseph Coelho and Jan Dean), and even the day on which man first set foot on the South Pole on 14 December (Derek Mahon’s ‘Antarctica’).


The ability to find a clear sense of unity with the poets seems especially vital for a winter anthology. There will be times, when faced with biting wind and a shroud of interminable darkness, that we may feel lonely and defeated. It’s in these moments that we can turn to poems such as ‘Dawn’ by Ella Wheeler Wilcox that remind us that we’re not alone in our experiences, or to the likes of Jackie Kay’s ‘Promise’, Blake’s ‘Infant Life’ and Philip Larkin’s ‘First Sight’ that give us hope that change is just around the corner; although perhaps Shelley put it best in his ‘Ode to the West Wind’ with his reassuring question, ‘If winter comes can spring be far behind?’. Here you’ll find everything you need to galvanize your mind or soothe your spirit from every winter until spring comes around again — and a new anthology for that season appears!


Allie Esiri
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[image: ]1 December • Joseph Coelho •


Rosa Parks – 1st December 1955


Lillie Mae Bradford – 11th May 1955


Claudette Colvin – 2nd March 1955


On 1 December 1955, an African American woman from Alabama, Rosa Parks, refused to give up her seat in the ‘white section’ of a segregated bus. She was arrested on charges of civil disobedience, but her actions would become a symbolic, watershed moment for the American civil rights movement. Parks later worked with the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (known as the NAACP), a group which, to this day, strives to secure equality and rights for African Americans.




Not the first to sit.


Not the first to get arrested.


Not old (she was 42).


Not tired (‘Just tired of giving in.’).


One of many, unable to sit


with the injustice of years.


A rider on an old road


walked by millions on tired legs.


These riders fought for a seat,


years in the trudging,


of sole-worn protest


walked in frustrated miles


over landscapes of lives.


One day became thirteen months;


of continued mapping,


of hitchhiking and car pools


of walking and tattered shoes


because the bus


wasn’t going anywhere they planned to go.








[image: ] 1 December • Rosa Parks • Jan Dean


While Joseph Coelho places Rosa Parks within the context of centuries of oppression, in this poem, Jan Dean celebrates the individual, heroic act of defiance by a woman who could no longer stomach the complete absurdity and injustice of racial segregation.




she sorts the drawer


knives at the left


forks at the right


spoons in the middle


like neat silver petals


curved inside each other


the queue sorts itself


snaking through the bus


whites at the front


blacks at the back


but people are not knives


not forks


not spoons


their bones are full of stardust


their hearts full of songs


and the sorting on the bus


is just plain wrong


so Rosa says no


and Rosa won’t go


to the place for her race


she’ll face up to all the fuss


but she’s said goodbye


to the back of the bus








[image: ] 2 December • Still I Rise • Maya Angelou


‘Still I Rise’ is a powerful poem in which the speaker declares an intention to transcend the bitter realities of black experience in America. The verses gradually break down and are replaced by a repeated statement of defiance: ‘I rise.’ The text has moved and inspired generations of readers, not least Angelou herself, who claimed it was her favourite poem from her own body of work.
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