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Introduction

ADAM NICOLSON

The poet Alice Oswald has said recently that ‘the surface of water is complicated by transparency, and its transparency is complicated by refraction . . . The physics or nature of water is metaphysical, meaning that its surface expresses more than itself.’

That is water’s allure: it can always mean more than itself. It is a substance in the world and yet its meaning, or the meanings it can carry, are as elusive as meaning in music. When Schumann was asked what one of his compositions meant, his answer was to play it again. In music, meaning and being are inextricable – it means what it is – and water shares that quality. It is only itself and yet inevitably more than itself. It is the most layered thing in our daily life. If we could see the air, we would think the same of it, but water uniquely in the physical world fuses opaqueness with transparency; we see what it is and have no idea what it is. Is it any surprise that it is the great medium for poetry?

Perhaps there is something else in play. Half of all the water in the world, half of all the rivers, lakes and seas, was made before the world began. For billions of years after the universe jumped into being, shock waves from star formation bound together the hydrogen and oxygen atoms that were adrift between the stars. Most of that water still floats across the universe in giant molecular clouds, not unlike the vast streaming rivers of water that transpire from tropical rain forests and flow above them to fall as life-giving rain beyond their borders. ‘The Orion Nebula in our galaxy creates enough water every day to fill the world’s ocean sixty times over,’ the polymath Caspar Henderson has written. There are billions of planets largely or wholly covered in water, ‘either frozen solid or rolling in global oceans tens or even hundreds of kilometres deep.’

I often wonder if we have some intuition of this; when we stand on a beach or allow ourselves to drift downstream with the current of a river, or feel suddenly alive when casting off from a quay, raising the sails and allowing the boat to move out beyond the headlands, do we then have some recognition that this is the most elemental of experiences, as deep and cosmic an encounter with reality as entering the dark of a rock fissure or a cave, where the ordinariness of life is just as completely suspended?

All the poems in this anthology recognize, on the surface or not, this otherness of water. Or at least its combination of the primordial and the familiar. And of all the poets of water – leave aside for a moment Shakespeare’s life-long entrancement with the sea – there is none that touches me more than Tennyson. Water for him is everything: the sea itself, its edges, the crossing of those edges, the rocky shore, the tangled margins of a lake, the dark surface of a pool over which mist rises on cold mornings that feel like the beginning or the end of the world, the uncertain sources of a brook in the ‘haunts of coot and hern’ – all become for him the most plangent elements of a giant metaphorical landscape in which love, longing, loss, sorrow, beauty, nobility and the desire for the mystic and the strange find their richest poetic home.

‘Crossing the Bar’ is his final water statement. The ancient poet confronts the prospect of life making its turn out into the ocean, a movement so inevitable and so huge that the tide that will take him away ‘seems asleep, / Too full for sound and foam, / When that which drew from out the boundless deep / Turns again home.’

The words are private, almost hesitant, meditative, a man alone on a shore he knows he will never know again, but also sonorous, the voice of a prophet, speaking from personal wisdom in the knowledge that his understanding is for all of us. The lines carry echoes from the Morte d’Arthur, written sixty years earlier and among the most beautiful water poems in the language, omitted from this collection only for reasons of length. It is one of Tennyson’s many elegies for Arthur Hallam, a man he had loved more than anyone on earth and who had died whilst abroad aged twenty-two. Tennyson transmuted Arthur Hallam into the Dark Age king who in the poem lay dying after the final battle, and who Sir Bedivere, the last of all his knights, took


    to a chapel nigh the field,

A broken chancel with a broken cross,

That stood on a dark strait of barren land.

On one side lay the ocean, and on one

Lay a great water, and the moon was full.



Everything a water landscape might become is here, a place ‘where lay the mighty bones of ancient men, / Old knights, and over them the sea-wind sang / Shrill, chill, with flakes of foam’ . . . ‘a waste land, where no one comes, / Or hath come, since the making of the world.’ And there, on the waters of ‘the level lake’, under ‘the long glories of the winter moon’, Tennyson’s Arthur is taken by the three strange Queens of death onto the dark barge that


Moved from the brink, like some full-breasted swan

That, fluting a wild carol ere her death,

Ruffles her pure cold plume, and takes the flood

With swarthy webs.



T. S. Eliot called Tennyson ‘the saddest of all English poets’, and it may be that his natural melancholy found in water the medium that was most responsive to a sense of uncertainty, a floatingness, of the world and our life no more than half-tethered to anything sure. Water may be entrancing for the sense of possibility that waits in every molecule, but it is daunting for the same reason: you cannot know where you are with it, ‘as if swaying were its form of stillness’, as D. H. Lawrence wrote of seaweed and might just as well have said of water itself.

Without warning, this anxiety can turn on its head. All the jack-tar adventurousness that comes swinging out in the brio and swagger of the sea shanties here, the sheer delight in raising the anchor and easing the sheets, the world inhabited by ‘the master, the swabber, the boatswain and I, / The gunner and his mate,’ is only the other side of this liquidity of water. The sea-world is a world to be lived in. Everything is possible there. It is the spirit alive in John Masefield’s ‘wheel’s kick and the wind’s song and the white sail’s shaking’ and it is in the great hymn to the voyage made by Columba or Colum Cille, the Dove of the Church, sailing from Ireland to Iona in the seventh or eighth century:


He brings northward to meet the Lord a bright crowd of chancels –

Colum Cille, kirks for hundreds, widespread candle . . .

He crossed the wave-strewn wild region, foam-flecked, seal-filled,

Savage, bounding, seething, white-tipped, pleasing, doleful.



That energy of what Homer called ‘the unfenced sea’ is the energy of life itself. But it is also its destructiveness. Every part of the sea that gives you life will also give you death. That is the tension at the heart of every sea poem, from the Odyssey onwards. And it surges up again and again in Shakespeare. Timon of Athens is a tyrant whose idea of himself is a noble, constant and generous man, ‘not of that feather to shake off / My friend when he must need me’, but he comes to the end of his life disgusted with the shifting hypocrisies of men. He loathes people and all their works. And so, in the self-dramatizing and self-referential way of the Shakespearean hero, he has his tomb made not in the security of dry land but on the very edge of the tide, ‘where the light foam of the sea may beat / [His] gravestone daily’. ‘Come not to me again, but say to Athens,’ he announces to his followers, that he


hath made his everlasting mansion

Upon the beached verge of the salt flood;

Who once a day with his embossed froth

The turbulent surge shall cover.



The words mimic the trouble of the place his body will lie: not an everlasting mansion but a tumultuous shore, full of the breaking of the surf, alive with unrest. As Alice Oswald has said, ‘the sea in its dark psychosis dreams of your death.’

There are some who have not liked Matthew Arnold’s ‘Dover Beach’ – Robert Frost among them – because it does not approach the world with the gaiety or optimism that they require. But it is one I love, not least for the sea music that runs through it, its fusion of the still water in the Channel lying quiet beneath the moon with the longer and deeper undersong of the surf dragging again and again at the ‘naked shingles of the world’. The two are one: the ‘turbid ebb and flow’ lies within the stillness.

In that way, Arnold’s sea speaks in many simultaneous voices. It is a straightforward depiction of the beauty of the Channel at night, but also an elegy for certainty and even happiness. The poet’s hopes and expectations for the love between him and his bride seem infinitely fragile when confronted with the faithless future of this sea. The two of them gazing out into the moonlit dark are afloat on what Shakespeare in The Tempest calls ‘sea-sorrow’, the melancholy at the heart of a changing world. Brightness has gone. Now there is only night-wind to accompany their thoughts. All through their anxieties and meditations, the sea continues to break, the surf coming and going like doubt itself, or at least like the dialogue between hope and doubt, giving and taking, surging and withdrawing, to leave the stones of the naked shingle bright and wet in the moonlight.

I don’t know a poem in which the physical world is made to appear so sentient, as if the sea and its shore were alive to the troubles of life on its surface. Like the greatest of sea poems, ‘Dover Beach’ makes present all the transformations possible in the poetry of water, the recognition of life’s beauty, always accompanied by the eternal note of sadness as, in the words of T. S. Eliot, we ‘wear white flannel trousers, and walk upon the beach,’ listening to ‘the mermaids singing, each to each.’


SEA FEVER:
THE SEA


Sea Fever

I must down to the seas again, to the lonely sea and the sky,

And all I ask is a tall ship and a star to steer her by;

And the wheel’s kick and the wind’s song and the white sail’s shaking,

And a grey mist on the sea’s face, and a grey dawn breaking.

I must down to the seas again, for the call of the running tide

Is a wild call and a clear call that may not be denied;

And all I ask is a windy day with the white clouds flying,

And the flung spray and the blown spume, and the sea-gulls crying.

I must down to the seas again, to the vagrant gypsy life,

To the gull’s way and the whale’s way where the wind’s like a whetted knife;

And all I ask is a merry yarn from a laughing fellow-rover,

And quiet sleep and a sweet dream when the long trick’s over.

John Masefield (1878–1967)


Sea Longing

A thousand miles beyond this sun-steeped wall

   Somewhere the waves creep cool along the sand,

   The ebbing tide forsakes the listless land

With the old murmur, long and musical;

The windy waves mount up and curve and fall,

   And round the rocks the foam blows up like snow –

   Tho’ I am inland far, I hear and know,

For I was born the sea’s eternal thrall.

I would that I were there and over me

   The cold insistence of the tide would roll,

   Quenching this burning thing men call the soul, –

Then with the ebbing I should drift and be

   Less than the smallest shell along the shoal,

Less than the seagulls calling to the sea.

Sara Teasdale (1884–1933)


Exultation is in the Going

Exultation is in the going

Of an inland soul to sea,

Past the houses—past the headlands—

Into deep Eternity—

Bred as we, among the mountains,

Can the sailor understand

The divine intoxication

Of the first league out from land?

Emily Dickinson (1830–1886)


from Romeo and Juliet

(Act 2 Scene 2 lines 133–5)

My bounty is as boundless as the sea,

My love as deep; the more I give to thee,

The more I have: for both are infinite.

William Shakespeare (1564–1616)


It’s the Sea I Want

It’s the sea I want,

Make no mistake,

Not the resorts

With boardinghouses

Pressed together and shivering,

Praying for sun

And central heating –

It’s the sea I want,

The whole boiling,

Destructive, disruptive, sterilising –

I think it’s smashing

Undermining

This island,

Unpinning

Gorse and headland,

Arresting, without warrant,

Growth and sunlight.

Landscapes at risk,

Thumped with fists of wind,

Eaten up with a mouthful of mist,

Slump like a Stock Market

Suddenly into the Channel.

Down the long final slide

Go houses full of the dying,

Carefully tended gardens

Into the riot of salt . . .

While

All along

A population of cold

Shelled and speechless creatures

Waits, to inherit

The hot, hideous, restless

Chaos I’ve helped to make

In sixty industrious years.

Sixy industrious years

And the motorway from the Midlands

Have brought me down at last

To the level of the sea.

I see with the sea’s eye.

It bites the cliffs,

Fondles the coats, and swings

Away again, out to sea,

Waving, waving,

Making no promises,

It spits back in our faces

The coins and cans of the beaches.

It’s the sea I want,

Belting the land, breaking

All the rules, speaking

Its guttural, thrusting tongue.

It pays no taxes,

Cringes before no conscience

And carries its own prestige

On its naked, shining back.

It’s the sea I want,

If it’s not too late

To sit, and contemplate

The hard bright barbarous jewels

Of the totally indifferent sea:

Something I never made

And cannot be guilty of.

I have done with the pains of love.

Leave me alone with the sea,

That picks bones clean,

And was, and shall be.

Elma Mitchell (1919–2000)


Mana of the Sea

Do you see the sea, breaking itself to bits against

    the islands

yet remaining unbroken, the level great sea?

Have I caught from it

the tides in my arms

that runs down to the shallows of my wrists,

    and breaks

abroad in my hands, like waves among the rocks

    of substance?

Do the rollers of the sea

roll down my thighs

and over the submerged islets of my knees

with power, sea-power

sea-power

to break against the ground

in the flat, recurrent breakers of my two feet?

And is my body ocean, ocean

whose power runs to the shores along my arms

and breaks in the foamy hands, whose power rolls out

to the white-treading waves of two salt feet?

I am the sea, I am the sea!

D. H. Lawrence (1885–1930)


Song of the Sea

Timeless sea breezes,

sea-wind of the night:

you come for no one;

if someone should wake,

he must be prepared

how to survive you.

Timeless sea breezes,

that for aeons have

blown ancient rocks,

you are purest space

coming from afar . . .

Oh, how a fruit-bearing

fig tree feels your coming

high up in the moonlight.

Rainer Maria Rilke (1875–1926)


Anchored

If thro’ the sea of night which

    here surrounds me,

I could swim out beyond the

    farthest star,

Break every barrier of circumstance

    that bounds me,

And greet the Sun of sweeter

    life afar,

Tho’ near you there is passion,

    grief, and sorrow,

And out there rest and joy and

    peace and all,

I should renounce that beckoning

    for to-morrow,

I could not choose to go beyond

    your call.

Paul Laurence Dunbar (1872–1906)
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