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Preface


ANTHONY HOLDEN

Yes, I hear you thinking, it makes perfect sense that a father-and-son team should co-edit a book by women about women for . . . no, not just women, but anyone to read – anyone, that is, interested in the human condition as uniquely observed and distilled by poetry.

Ben and I started planning Poems That Make Grown Women Cry while we were still working on its masculine predecessor. At that stage we had no idea how Poems That Make Grown Men Cry would fare; perhaps no publisher would be interested in a sister volume? When the male anthology received a startling amount of publicity, even basking awhile in the bestseller lists, we knew we could proceed as planned.

The male title was, of course, deliberately provocative, but also leavened (or so we liked to think) by a hint of self-satire. Clearly, it challenged the hoary stereotype that grown men don’t cry – or aren’t supposed to, anyway, whether in private or in public. And it seemed to succeed. Its built-in argument was that men should these days be much more in touch with their emotions than in the bygone, stiff-upper-lip days of Empire, and content to display them openly. So we were delighted when this proved the main topic of discussion in countless media and book festival interviews, apparently finding approving echoes around the nation.

But we knew that the male anthology would seem incomplete without a female counterpart, or companion volume. And now, as Ben’s background in film moved him to point out, we had the makings of a brand. For all my alternative suggestions, the title had to repeat the same formula. I was more concerned about the currency of the phrase ‘grown women’ than the dim, uncomprehending charges of sexism that had in some quarters greeted the first book – reeking, to me, of an all too familiar sense-of-humour failure.

When it came to making approaches, however, the old stereotypes were again turned on their heads. Many more women than men told me they didn’t weep at anything; I received more polite refusals from eminent women than I had from their male counterparts.

But the vast majority who did respond have again made a wonderful variety of choices, which they explain with potent, often moving resonance. Individually, they strike notes sometimes interestingly similar to the men’s, sometimes intriguingly different. Collectively, they again meet my definition of the aspiration of both anthologies: to introduce new readers to the wonders of poetry while surprising the cognoscenti with less familiar marvels.

This collection contains almost 100 poems from eighteen countries, chosen by women of twenty-three nationalities, ranging in age from their twenties to their late nineties. Whereas 75 per cent of the men chose twentieth-century poems – perhaps inevitable, as I mused at the time, so early in the next – only slightly more than 50 per cent of our women have done the same. One-fifth of their choices pre-date the twentieth century; all of a quarter are twenty-first century. The most recent choice was written as we were compiling the book, while the Somali poet Warsan Shire’s 2009 poem ‘Home’ kept striking an especially poignant note during Europe’s long, agonizing refugee crisis.

It is no surprise that, whereas the men chose only twelve poems by female poets, the women have picked twice as many. Top of the lachrymose charts this time around comes Emily Dickinson, with three entries, alongside W. B. Yeats, astonishingly missing from the male nominees; joining Elizabeth Bishop in second place with two entries each are Seamus Heaney and W. H. Auden, as well as two other poets neglected by the male contributors, Tennyson and T. S. Eliot.

Alongside Auden, Philip Larkin was the male favourite, with five entries each; in this female volume, he merits only one. The other two masculine favourites, Thomas Hardy and A. E. Housman, are this time strikingly conspicuous by their absence. Ted Hughes and Sylvia Plath, neither of whom figured in the male version, are picked once each. Pablo Neruda earns one male nod, two female.

    Meanwhile, there are some interesting overlaps between the two collections. Two playwrights (Tena Štivičić and David Edgar) have both chosen extracts from Shelley’s rousing epic The Masque of Anarchy. Two novelists (Siri Hustvedt and Douglas Kennedy) have chosen the same profound Emily Dickinson poem, ‘After great pain’. John Clare’s desolate ‘I Am’ is the choice of Helen Pankhurst, as it was of Ken Loach; Edward Thomas’s nostalgic ‘Adlestrop’ that of Kate Atkinson and Lynn Barber as well as Simon Winchester. Coleridge’s ‘Frost at Midnight’ is nominated by Helen Macdonald, as it was by Sebastian Faulks.

The Olympic athlete Emma Pooley has gone for the same Wilfred Owen poem, ‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’, which moved John Humphrys to tears when we discussed the first book on BBC Radio 4’s Today programme. The broadcaster Mariella Frostrup has chosen the same Yeats poem which had Jeremy Vine choking up while reciting it from memory on his Radio 2 show.

Where Salman Rushdie was profoundly moved by Auden’s elegy for Yeats, so is Shami Chakrabarti by his elegy for Freud. Ezra Pound is the choice of the classicist Mary Beard, as he was of the poet Craig Raine, John Updike of Tina Brown and Joseph O’Neill; Harold Pinter the choice of his widow, Antonia Fraser, as he was of Neil LaBute; Gwendolyn Brooks of the American poets Nikki Giovanni and Terrance Hayes; Adrienne Rich of Kate Mosse and Anish Kapoor; Derek Walcott of Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie as well as Mark Haddon and Tom Hiddleston. Shakespeare is the poet for Marina Warner, as for Melvyn Bragg. One of Douglas Dunn’s cycle of touching poems in memory of his wife, Elegies, is the choice of Juliet Stevenson, as was another of Richard Eyre.

This book also features the same pleasing ‘circularity’ as its predecessor, with a poem by one of our contributors, the poet laureate Carol Ann Duffy, the choice of another, Imtiaz Dharker, one of whose own has been singled out by Meera Syal.

As in the male book, several pairs of contributors happen to have named the same poem, some of whose writers were also among the male nominees. Seamus Heaney’s sonnet cycle ‘Clearances’, for instance, has been chosen by both Zoë Heller and Sarah Waters; in the male book, Heaney was cited by Richard Curtis and Terry George (while himself opting for Thomas Hardy).

W. B. Yeats’s ‘The Song of Wandering Aengus’ is the choice of Joanne Harris and Carol Ann Duffy; Byron’s ‘So, we’ll go no more a roving’ that of Judi Dench and Emily Mortimer; Anna Akhmatova’s Requiem that of the writer Anne Applebaum and Kate Allen, Director of Amnesty International UK.

The poets of the First World War again feature prominently, with Wilfred Owen chosen by Vanessa Redgrave as he was by Christopher Hitchens, Siegfried Sassoon by Annie Lennox and Allie Esiri as by Barry Humphries. A less well-known WWI poem, this time written by a woman, has been offered a wider audience by Maxine Peake.

Are the women’s choices more political? I will leave such delicate issues to Sebastian Faulks, who has the last word in this female anthology as did the late Nadine Gordimer in the male. Suffice it to say here that, thanks to our inspirational partnership with Amnesty International, we again have many contributors with harrowing tales to tell, who have since turned their suffering to the world’s advantage by campaigning tirelessly for human rights.

This collection brims with empathy, with fellow-feeling – for human beings, of course, but also for animals, birds, even oysters. There are touching examinations of parent-child relationships, haunting explorations of depression, mental illness, AIDS, adoption, miscarriage. Amid nostalgia for a better past, and protest at the brutish present – we are still living in a world, as Amnesty’s Nicky Parker points out in her essay, where women have been put to death for writing poems – there are searing accounts of prejudice, racial or otherwise, of failures to communicate, of persecution and the plight of refugees, alongside passionate pleas for freedom.

As with the male book, other themes range from mortality via pity, pain and loss to the beauty and variety of nature, as well as love in all its many guises – collectively, for me, adding up to a quintessentially poetic sense of yearning, often for missed opportunities. Some choices are almost unbearably intimate: Antonia Fraser and Yoko Ono have both chosen the last poem their eminent husbands wrote for them before their deaths. Claire Tomalin has proudly made public a heart-rending poem by her twenty-two-year-old daughter prefiguring her own death months later.

It is naturally our hope that you will be moved by these remarkable poems, as indeed by the reasons for choosing them offered by our diverse range of distinguished contributors. Why do we want to inflict upon you so delicious a blend of pleasure and pain? Again, as last time around, I will leave Ben to explain.

BEN HOLDEN

For me, this all started with a title.

The reason I phoned my dad in December 2011, twenty-some years since a conversation he’d been having with friends, was that title. He and I should really have a go at making a book out of it.

Poems That Make Grown Men Cry.

My day job is in feature films, an industry that frequently requires reductive thinking, as complex concepts are encapsulated pithily, from pitch through to poster. This title fitted that bill. It immediately grabbed attention, succinctly heralding a big idea. It was self-explanatory and blunt-edged; yet provoked a variety of conversations. Simple yet far from simplistic.

Crying and poetry are, in their different ways, articulations of the inexpressible (as Pope famously said, poetry exquisitely captures ‘what oft was thought, but ne’er so well expressed’). They are, with music, and ironically in the case of poetry, the means by which we humans can explain what we are feeling when words fail us. They cut to the quick of our basic condition.

This project would not only allow us to explore this symmetry but also – we hoped – prompt people to read poetry. We wanted to provoke, with the help of distinguished and inspirational contributors, some complex conversations: about our partners Amnesty International and freedom of expression, literacy, emotion and – of course – gender identity. There was also an incontrovertible truth underpinning the title, one that presently causes me slight disquiet.

I am the father of seven-year-old boy-girl twins. Since birth, they have cried with equal facility. Yet statistically, at the age of around ten, my son’s tears will most likely dry up. He will stop crying, despite the male tear duct being bigger than the female. I attribute this to cultural conditioning as much as biology. Considering that a sob is a cleansing release as natural as a laugh – sluicing the bloodstream of a hormonal imbalance caused by overwhelming emotion or stress – this sorry fact is a crying shame.

Although perhaps there is hope for my boy yet. As I grow older, my emotional axis having shifted since their births, I find myself crying (or, at least, choking up) a little more. Those stubborn ducts are loosening. This was proven during the launch of our anthology. My ever-lachrymose dad and I were continually moved upon its publication, two-and-a-half years after that wintry phone call. The most rewarding responses were not so much from reviewers as from readers who told us directly that they had found solace and hope in the book’s pages: the grieving new widower, the mourning mother, the bereft son. Apparently within the collection – and now this book as well – reside, in Wordsworth’s words, ‘thoughts that do often lie too deep [even] for tears’.

It was unsurprising, of course, that some commentators found that title gimmicky (Good, it’s working, I thought). I was not anticipating, however, the vitriol that swung our book’s way from a handful of female commentators who seemed intent on missing the point. The most acerbic response came from a BBC Radio 4 presenter who, upon hearing the title for the first time – uttered live on her programme by its guest Professor John Carey – declared that she would like to ‘hurl that book across the room’.

At the back of her missile, the broadcaster would have discovered two Afterwords. Women, rightly, had the last word. I would like to borrow from those pieces at the outset of this new collection.

The late, great Nadine Gordimer wrote:

Pablo Neruda’s line: ‘Whoever discovers who I am will discover who you are.’ I am not a man, neither will be the many women who read and receive the revelations of these poems. But in the lives of the great Neruda and other poets harvested here – whoever you are, man, woman or any other gender – you will discover in yourself matchlessly conveyed the exultation and devastation of human experience . . .

Kate Allen, Amnesty International’s UK Director and a contributor to this new collection, then observed:

This anthology might be accused of sexism because it deliberately excludes women contributors. Others may mock the very idea of men crying over poetry. But this is another reason why we at Amnesty are interested in it. It directly addresses the assumption bordering on cliché that women are more emotional – weaker – than men . . . We know that bottling up emotions can lead to aggression. More than this, gender stereotyping is dangerous because it represses ability and ambition, it encourages discrimination and it upholds social inequalities that are a root cause of violence.

We had always intended a twin-sister anthology. We are so proud that she is now here – but, once again, please be clear, this new collection is no less for men than women. Our brilliant 100 female contributors and their poetic selections, just as with the grown men’s, speak to us all. Indeed I challenge all blokes out there to read this book with pride – on their daily commute, for example.

How pathetic that this proposition – a man publicly reading a book called Poems That Make Grown Women Cry – should still feel somehow daring. Any gender-based conversation in 2016 involves everyone, men and women. Feminism concerns us males more than ever, and so let’s all be more inclusive in our efforts to achieve a better balance and become stronger together. Only then will we achieve more progress – be it curbing the scourge of domestic violence, smashing the inexplicable gender pay-gap, or ensuring greater female representation in upper echelons of establishments. These are societal issues. They are problems for people. If we are ever to break down boundaries of prejudice – be they racial, ethnic, sexual or other – we must find true empathy.

This new anthology, just like Poems That Make Grown Men Cry, is made up of diverse individuals (both contributors and poets). Their experiences are varied, their achievements multitudinous. Yet together, along with their poem selections spanning centuries, these voices evoke universal human experiences.

The common thread linking the poems in our first anthology, we found, was loss – in its many guises, be it regret, nostalgia or grief. For me, it is the common theme unifying all these new choices too. It touches us all. The rejoinder to this leveller – the answer to the elegiac question that loss poses, surely – is love.

Poetry can engender such states of grace – loss, love and true empathy – because it offers purity of emotion, much like a flood of tears. Poems provide genuine truth-to-power.

In this millennial whirl of interconnectedness, in which everyone has immediate, bite-sized opinions, we all sometimes need to stop and think. So please indulge my suggestion that you:

Pause. Take a breath. Look into yourself, to consider the other. Their point of view.

Let the tears flow, if need be. Whoever you are . . .

Then turn the page.



Donal Og

ANONYMOUS
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NATASCHA McELHONE

‘Donal Og’ is recited in John Huston’s last film The Dead. After watching that movie as a teenager I then found the same poem in an anthology, The Rattle Bag, edited by Ted Hughes and Seamus Heaney. This was all pre-Google searches, of course, so it seemed like a spectacular coincidence to hear and read this poem twice in the same year, without knowing who wrote it or where it came from.

It has since become quite popular; I saw it in the literary supplement of a newspaper and then heard it read beautifully on Roger McGough’s Radio 4 programme Poetry Please.

I still find it just as affecting now as I did at sixteen. More so, in fact.

Donal Og

It is late last night the dog was speaking of you;

the snipe was speaking of you in her deep marsh.

It is you are the lonely bird through the woods;

and that you may be without a mate until you find me.

You promised me, and you said a lie to me,

that you would be before me where the sheep are flocked;

I gave a whistle and three hundred cries to you,

and I found nothing there but a bleating lamb.

You promised me a thing that was hard for you,

a ship of gold under a silver mast;

twelve towns with a market in all of them,

and a fine white court by the side of the sea.

You promised me a thing that is not possible,

that you would give me gloves of the skin of a fish;

that you would give me shoes of the skin of a bird;

and a suit of the dearest silk in Ireland.

When I go by myself to the Well of Loneliness,

I sit down and I go through my trouble;

when I see the world and do not see my boy,

he that has an amber shade in his hair.

It was on that Sunday I gave my love to you;

the Sunday that is last before Easter Sunday

and myself on my knees reading the Passion;

and my two eyes giving love to you for ever.

My mother has said to me not to be talking with you today,

or tomorrow, or on the Sunday;

it was a bad time she took for telling me that;

it was shutting the door after the house was robbed.

My heart is as black as the blackness of the sloe,

or as the black coal that is on the smith’s forge;

or as the sole of a shoe left in white halls;

it was you put that darkness over my life.

You have taken the east from me, you have taken the west from me;

you have taken what is before me and what is behind me;

you have taken the moon, you have taken the sun from me;

and my fear is great that you have taken God from me!

(8th century)

TRANSLATION BY LADY AUGUSTA GREGORY
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The actress Natascha McElhone is known for her roles in such films as The Devil’s Own (1997), Ronin (1998), The Truman Show (1998) and Solaris (2002), as well as the US television series Californification (2007–14). She is also the author of After You (2010).



Isn’t That Something?

RUMI (1207–73)

[image: Images]

ELIF SHAFAK

I love this poem. It is very short, and perhaps simple at first glance. I sincerely believe it needs to be read twice, at least, and if possible, it needs to be read aloud. The first time, for the meaning. The second time, for the music.

This poem is singing. There is a melody in every word and a cadence in each sigh. I wonder if you hear it.

‘Something in His eye grabs hold of a tambourine in me, then I turn and lift a violin in someone else . . .’ says Rumi. It is as if we all carry deep inside our hearts a musical instrument waiting to be heard. The only way to tune them is through Love.

Only through the breath of love can we ‘unleash the beautiful wild forces’ within, like St Francis said.

There is something in this poem that makes me want to cry. It is very visual. I can almost see it unfold as I read. I see it in colours more than shapes.

I like it when words move like this, reaching from one person to another, from one stranger to the next, building verbal bridges between our minds, traversing huge distances in one short step.

We are so focused on our grand ambitions, big dreams, success plans, that sometimes we tend to forget the power of simple things in daily life.

Rumi’s words open up a closed door somewhere inside your soul; the wind blows in, you shiver a little, perhaps, but you are ready for a new thought, a new worldview, a new day . . . Time to discard all kinds of bigotries and hatreds.

Someone else’s imagination stirs mine, and my imagination might inspire yours. We are all interconnected through invisible threads.

Time for your words to touch my silences and give them a voice.

Creativity is contagious. When I hear you sing, I am tempted to write a new story; when you read my story, your soul begins to dance, and so it goes, on and on. The journey is open-ended.

Isn’t that something?

Isn’t That Something?

I

like when

the music happens like this:

Something in His eye grabs hold of a

tambourine in

me,

then I turn and lift a violin in someone else,

and they turn, and this turning

continues;

it has

reached you now. Isn’t that

something?

(13th century)

TRANSLATION BY DANIEL LADINSKY
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The Turkish writer and academic Elif Shafak has published fourteen books, nine of them novels, including The Bastard of Istanbul (2007), The Forty Rules of Love (2010), Honour (2012) and The Architect’s Apprentice (2015). She is a Chevalier dans l’Ordre des Arts et Lettres.



Bani Adam

SA’ADI (1210–91)
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NAZANIN BONIADI

My father used to read me classical Persian mythology and poetry to sleep at night instead of lullabies. As I grew older I learned the meaning behind these profound literary works. One of my favourite poems, ‘Bani Adam’ by famed thirteenth-century Persian poet Sa’adi, captured the core essence of human rights and sparked my passion for activism at an early age. Its unifying message of equality is inscribed on the United Nations building entrance and continues to inspire me to this day.
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Here is a simple English translation of the poem:

The sons of Adam are limbs of each other,

Having been created of one essence.

When the calamity of time affects one limb

The other limbs cannot remain at rest.

If you have no sympathy for the troubles of others,

You are unworthy to be called by the name of Human.

And a rhyming translation :

Human beings are members of a whole,

In creation of one essence and soul.

If one member is afflicted with pain,

Other members uneasy will remain.

If you’ve no sympathy for human pain,

The name of human you cannot retain!

(13th century)
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The Iranian-British actress Nazanin Boniadi has appeared on television in such series as How I Met Your Mother and Homeland, and in several films including Iron Man (2008), The Next Three Days (2010) and Ben-Hur (2016).



The Angels at the Tavern Door

HAFIZ (C. 1325–90)
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LADAN BOROUMAND

Poetry is part of the earliest and fondest memories I have of my father. He knew thousands of verses by heart and would teach us his favourite poems. As I grew old and came to read poems in French I realized that Persian poetry is the crucible of multiple aesthetic emotions that one usually experiences separately through painting, music and literature. In this lies the secret of its dizzying beauty. Hafiz was the companion of my adolescence. I loved his calm, rebellious freedom. This ode is to man endowed by God with Truth, responsibility and the fire of love, which together make religious quarrels and disputes a nonsense.
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The Angels at the Tavern Door

Last night I dreamed that angels stood without

The tavern door, and knocked in vain, and wept;

They took the clay of Adam, and, methought,

Moulded a cup therewith while all men slept.

Oh dwellers in the halls of Chastity!

You brought Love’s passionate red wine to me,

Down to the dust I am, your bright feet stept.

For Heaven’s self was all too weak to bear

The burden of His love God laid on it,

He turned to seek a messenger elsewhere,

And in the Book of Fate my name was writ.

Between my Lord and me such concord lies

As makes the Huris glad in Paradise,

With songs of praise through the green glades they flit.

A hundred dreams of Fancy’s garnered store

Assail me – Father Adam went astray

Tempted by one poor grain of corn! Wherefore

Absolve and pardon him that turns away

Though the soft breath of Truth reaches his ears,

For two-and-seventy Jangling creeds he hears,

And loud-voiced Fable calls him ceaselessly.

That, that is not the flame of Love’s true fire

Which makes the torchlight shadows dance in rings,

But where the radiance draws the moth’s desire

And send him forth with scorched and drooping wings.

The heart of one who dwells retired shall break,

Rememb’ring a black mole and a red cheek,

And his life ebb, sapped at its secret springs.

Yet since the earliest time that man has sought

To comb the locks of Speech, his goodly bride,

Not one, like Hafiz, from the face of Thought

Has torn the veil of Ignorance aside.

(c. 1370)

TRANSLATION BY GERTRUDE BELL
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Co-founder and research director of the Abdorrahman Boroumand Foundation for the Promotion of Human Rights and Democracy in Iran, Ladan Boroumand is the author of La Guerre des Principes (1999), a study of the French Revolution’s impact on human rights, as well as studies of the Islamic revolution in Iran, and the nature of Islamist terrorism.



Grief fills the room up (from King John)

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE (1564–1616)
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MARINA WARNER

Constance is one of Shakespeare’s blazing female characters, whose power lies in their tongue; she rails and cajoles, raves and entreats, by turns pouring scorn from her full majestic stature and prostrating herself, whimpering. There is no form of speech from the book of rhetoric that Shakespeare conned as a boy in the grammar school in Stratford that he does not offer her. But to no avail. And her helplessness, before the ruthless power-broking of her enemies, wrings the heart. For unlike other honey-tongued girls and women in the plays (Portia, Viola, Rosalind, Imogen), when Constance lets flow her torrents of words to fight for her son Arthur, she fails. Her astonishing personification of grief as a living being, the future ghost of the son she knows is doomed, comes at the end of a protracted tangled scene of struggle which ends with her utter defeat.
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