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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:


Heart, are you great enough

For a love that never tires?

O heart, are you great enough for love?

I have heard of thorns and briers.

Over the thorns and briers,

Over the meadow and stiles,

Over the world to the end of it

Flash for a million miles.



This poem, of course, references nature in a most evocative way. Using images of nature as a means of expressing being in love never goes out of fashion, nor does water – especially the sea – or flowers, or weather, or sunrises and settings, nor the ineffable ecstasy of solitude. Whatever changes there may be in the way emotion is expressed, the inner exultation remains a constant and finds an instinctive metaphorical ally in the natural world, be it a wild storm or a serene dawning, an ocean or a rose. It is as if people in love have always found themselves at their most primitively natural, taken prisoner by a feeling that insists upon complete surrender and the permission to say, with luxurious abandonment to an irresistible happening, ‘I had no choice.’

Yet for all this community of rapturous feeling down the years, there is also a wish, as time passes, to take things to a more settled place, often expressed in poetic voices that cannot be dated to the literary fashions that prevailed in Tudor England or Victorian America or eighteenth-century Scotland. Often, and perhaps unsurprisingly, those voices are anonymous. Here are the opening lines of one such poem:


Now you will feel no rain,

for each of you will be a shelter to the other.

Now you will feel no cold,

for each of you will be warmth to the other.



And it ends,


Go now to your dwelling place,

to enter into the days of your togetherness.

And may your days be good

and long upon the earth.



This poem is known as the ‘Apache wedding song’. It probably isn’t very old, and it may well be Cherokee rather than Apache, but neither of those details matters, because it expresses what humanity longs for, the security of a safe harbour for one’s emotional ship. It says what we need it to say, it promises that after ‘the wild chaos’ of falling in love, there will be a strong, trustworthy peace on which to build for the future. So, if it came from a recent romantic folklorist, rather than from an ancient tribal ceremony, it makes no difference, in essence. The feeling comes straight from the human heart, just as Shakespeare’s sonnets do, or the quiet agony of Charlotte Mew’s ‘I so liked spring’.

Which brings me on to another aspect entirely, of falling in love. Which is the anguish. Bereavement, or the unrequited hankering for someone indifferent or out of reach, makes for powerful poetry. The human heart is a muscle as well as an organ, and it needs exercise, so when the natural outlet for its energy is cut off by death or deprivation, it faces a bleak prospect of frustrated longing. Poetry, with its capacity for intensity, can be the perfect outlet for feelings of emotional despair. Here is Lady Catherine Dyer, on the miseries of being without her late William, in 1641:


My dearest dust, could not thy hasty day

Afford thy drowsy patience leave to stay

One hour longer: so that we might either

Sit up, or gone to bed together?



There is actually, she thinks, no point in going on without him:


Mine eyes wax heavy and the day grows old,

The dew falls thick, my blood grows cold.

Draw, draw the closed curtains: and make room:

My dear, my dearest dust; I come, I come.



At least, one could think, she had had William – she had known the joy and attendant security of true and requited love. But what about all those lovers doomed to disappointment, to the acute unhappiness of not having their love returned? Few have the almost jaunty can’t-be-helped attitude of Michael Drayton’s Elizabethan sonnet, ‘Since there’s no help, come let us kiss and part’; much more common is the expression of the wretched pain of rejection, or of the realization that too late really means too late. John Clare made no bones about his reaction to being told that he was not the man for the girl he had set his heart on, and still obsessed about the very spot where she had told him that they were finished:


’Twas here she said farewell and no one yet

Has so sweet spoken – How can I forget?



Even Wordsworth, not perhaps as known for delicate emotional suffering as for causing it, felt the sharp stab of emotional regret:


She lived unknown, and few could know

When Lucy ceased to be;

But she is in her grave, and, oh,

The difference to me!



But to my mind, nobody comes close to Emily Dickinson for sheer, frank confrontation of emotional loss. This poem of hers is mysterious as well as an expression of dreadful emotional wretchedness; we don’t know if she was bereaved, or in love and rejected, or abandoned, or simply without somebody crucial to her happiness, like a family member. It was published ten years after her death in 1886. I’m going to quote it in full because it says so much in so few lines:


My life closed twice before its close –

It yet remains to see

If Immortality unveil

A third event to me

So huge, so hopeless to conceive

As these that twice befell.

Parting is all we know of heaven,

And all we need of hell.



So much for bitter heartache. But love poetry manages something else, something that does not swing wildly between the diametrically opposite poles of falling in love and having to somehow live without the object of one’s love. And it is something that I might call universality, or completeness. Love is, in essence, the great leveller. It doesn’t matter where you are born on the social scale, it doesn’t matter about your levels of wealth, or literacy, or social prominence or worldly influence. Love happens to everyone, however their individual personalities choose to react to it, and this quality is reflected, down the ages, by the poetry, from pre-medieval aural ballads to modern pop lyrics. It also doesn’t matter how clichéd any aspect of romantic love is in itself, because the first time it happens to you is the first time in the history of the universe.

This aspect of love poetry is wonderfully bonding. It links people together in a mutual understanding that almost no other poetic genre can. We have, after all, all been there, one way or another. Take first a rather cheerful example – the familiar ballad ‘Lavender’s Blue’. This was first written down in the late seventeenth century, and consisted of anything up to thirty verses, many of them extremely bawdy and tiresomely familiar, such as the young man insisting that the girl he has his eye on loves his dog as well as him, and also is obliged to love him in return for the illogical but simple reason that he loves her. Down the centuries, ‘Lavender’s Blue’ has been used or recorded by Benjamin Britten, Vera Lynn, David Bowie and Disney’s 2015 Cinderella, with Lily James. It is an example of a song for everyone – a light-hearted song, admittedly, but of universal appeal.

Something more serious but still on the same fundamental theme is Andrew Marvell’s ‘The Fair Singer’:


To make a final conquest of all me,

Love did compose so sweet an enemy,

In whom both beauties to my death agree,

Joining themselves in fatal harmony,

That, while she with her eyes my heart does bind,

She with her voice might captivate my mind.



He is blown away, both by the singer and her voice; not a million miles, is it, from the frenzied adoration surrounding modern pop idols, the fans who can hardly separate – if indeed, they want to – the music from the woman or the man. And poetry is the closest that language comes to music, which can, after all, express an intensity of human feeling that words sometimes fail to reach. Poetry can also be a safe outlet, because of its cultural acceptability, for a personal pain that is too much to bear alone. And the fact that everyone on the planet knows at some level what the poet is talking about is balm to even the most tortured soul.

A. E. Housman certainly fell into the tortured category. In 1896, he published his famous Shropshire Lad, which contained, among other poems, ‘When I was One-and-Twenty’. It is, deliberately I think, in ballad style, in order to place it firmly in the category of universal experience, but also to make the pain in it more bearable because what he is describing is, if unique to Housman, far from unique in the realm of human experience:


When I was one-and-twenty

I heard him say again,

‘The heart out of the bosom

Was never given in vain;

’Tis paid with sighs a plenty

And sold for endless rue.’

And I am two-and-twenty

And oh, ’tis true, ’tis true.



So – love happens to everyone. Romantic or spiritual, sanctioned or forbidden, successful or frustrated, convenient or impossible, love is just there, for all of us, like breathing. But so, in one way or another, is sex. And love poetry doesn’t shrink from the sexual aspect of romantic love any more than it shrinks from pain. Here is Ben Jonson, in 1601, describing kissing:


So sugared, so melting, so soft, so delicious,

The dew that lies on roses,

When the morn herself discloses,

 Is not so precious. [. . .]

It should be my wishing

That I might die kissing.



Wilfred Owen takes rather a different view. Instead of rhapsodizing about how kissing makes him feel, he describes, almost bitterly, how sex has lured him down blind alleys, and then tossed him aside. There is no definite date to this poem – openly titled ‘To Eros’ – but it is known he revised it in 1917.


In that I loved you, Love, I worshipped you,

In that I worshipped well, I sacrificed

All of most worth. I bound and burnt and slew

Old peaceful lives; frail flowers; firm friends; and Christ.

I slew all falser loves; I slew all true, [. . .]

But when I fell upon your sandalled feet,

You laughed; you loosed away my lips; you rose.

I heard the singing of your wing’s retreat;

Far-flown, I watched you flush the Olympian snows

Beyond my hoping. Starkly I returned

To stare upon the ash of all I burned.



 Sobering stuff, I know. But true, at least for some. Just as all the love poetry ever heard or written is true, for someone, somewhere, at some time. There is truth for each one of us, privately or for sharing, in a poem – or several – in this anthology.




WHAT IS LOVE?




What Is Love

Now what is love, I pray thee tell?

It is that fountain and that well

Where pleasure and repentance dwell.

It is perhaps that sauncing bell

That tolls all into heaven or hell:

And this is love, as I hear tell.

Yet what is love, I pray thee say?

It is a work on holy day.

It is December matched with May,

When lusty bloods in fresh array

Hear ten months after of the play:

And this is love, as I hear say.

Yet what is love, I pray thee sain?

It is a sunshine mixed with rain.

It is a toothache, or like pain;

It is a game where none doth gain;

The lass saith No, and would full fain:

And this is love, as I hear sain.

Yet what is love, I pray thee show?

A thing that creeps, it cannot go;

A prize that passeth to and fro;

A thing for one, a thing for mo;

And he that proves must find it so

And this is love, sweet friend, I trow.

Sir Walter Raleigh (c.1554–1618)




Love What It Is

Love is a circle that doth restless move

In the same sweet eternity of love.

Robert Herrick (c.1591–1674)




To a Friend

I ask but one thing of you, only one.

That you will always be my dream of you;

That never shall I wake to find untrue

All this I have believed and rested on,

Forever vanished, like a vision gone

Out into the night. Alas, how few

There are who strike in us a chord we knew

Existed, but so seldom heard its tone

We tremble at the half-forgotten sound.

The world is full of rude awakenings

And heaven-born castles shattered to the ground,

Yet still our human longing vainly clings

To a belief in beauty through all wrongs.

O stay your hand, and leave my heart its songs!

Amy Lowell (1874–1925)




Love and Friendship

Love is like the wild rose briar,

Friendship, like the holly tree

The holly is dark when the rose briar blooms,

But which will bloom most constantly?

The wild rose briar is sweet in spring,

Its summer blossoms scent the air

Yet wait till winter comes again

And who will call the wild-briar fair?

Then scorn the silly rose-wreath now

And deck thee with the holly’s sheen

That when December blights thy brow

He still may leave thy garland green –

Emily Brontë (1818–1848)




Love Will Find Out the Way

Over the mountains

And over the waves,

Under the fountains

And under the graves;

Under floods that are the deepest

Which Neptune obey,

Over rocks that are steepest,

Love will find out the way.

Where there is no place

For the glow-worm to lie,

Where there is no space

For receipt of a fly;

Where the midge dares not venture

Lest herself fast she lay,

But if Love come, he will enter

And will find out the way.

Some think to lose him

By having him confined;

And some do suppose him,

Poor heart! to be blind;

But if never so close you wall him,

Do the best that you may,

Blind Love, if so you call him,

Will find out his way.

You may train the eagle

To stoop to your fist;

Or you may inveigle

The phoenix of the east,

The lioness, you may move her

To give over her prey;

But you’ll never stop a lover:

He will find out his way.

If the earth it should part him,

He would gallop it over;

If the seas should overthwart him,

He would swim to the shore;

Should his love become a swallow,

Through the air to stray,

Love will lend wings to follow,

And will find out the way.

There is no striving

To cross his intent;

There is no contriving

His plots to prevent;

But if once the message greet him

That his true love doth stay,

If death should come and meet him

Love
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