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Introduction by Scott Perry

 

In Act II, Scene 2 of Hamlet, Polonius finds Hamlet reading. “What do you read, my lord?” he asks. Hamlet replies, “Words, words, words.” At this point in the play, characters have become concerned about Hamlet’s (feigned) madness, and his reply in this exchange is part of the act: madness, (Hamlet gambits), if anything, is the inability to discern meaning in some structured string of words (this whole portion of the scene in fact takes place in arrhythmic prose, breaking from the normative iambic pentameter). Hamlet, like all of Shakespeare’s work, functions in part as a sustained meditation on the interrelatedness between words, order, life, and sanity: for Hamlet, existence itself is at issue (“To be, or not to be…”!) and the precarious magic of this and Shakespeare’s other plays is precisely the rescue of some sense of the stability—and livability—of life from its native chaos through the careful ordering of words—words, words. 

That is to say that poetry (the careful ordering of words) is doubly meaningful: the connotations any given moment of expression have (how strangely powerful a simple set of images, like certain smells, to transport the mind to some deeply-shelved memory, once cherished, long faded, now with the heart-cracking clarity of time passed, newly inhabited), and the strong sense, around all of that, of things carefully put right: life, memory, all of existence itself, for a moment, all visible, cleanly arranged, and in order. 

It is, it seems, part of the human vocation to, like God in whose image we are made, use language to bring order to confusion; meaning to namelessness. God, after all, brought “every beast of the field and every bird of the air… to Adam to see what he would call them; and whatever the man called every living creature, that was its name.” “God,” the apostle Paul writes, “is not a God of disorder, but of peace.” And it is in the way in which we apprehend the “small” things—everyday life—and recount them to each other, that this human vocation, God’s order, and some measure of His peace can be realized.

The islands of order and beauty and humor and warmth that these poems invite us to pause on embody this spirit exactly. Poems like these equip us “to take arms against a sea of troubles, and by opposing, end them.”

 


Introduction by Caitlin Sublett

 

It took me some time as a child to understand the purpose and power of poetry. In some ways, I think we all initially cling to the first and easy impression that poems are simply strings of pretty words that rhyme, meant to make the world sound beautiful and light, even silly. But we all learn - or should - that there's a great deal more to it than that when it's done well. Poems have the power to extract meaning from the mundane, and to make the major events and ideas of life manageable, palatable. This collection does both.

The funny thing about poets is that their power is not based solely in their rhyming or writing skill. The best poets are keen observers. They can see the world deeply and imagine what's needed to fill the gaps, to aid in our understanding or appreciation of it. They can find and artfully arrange the right words to distill experiences, to capture fleeting thoughts or feelings, to expose their own hearts and minds and lives in ways that somehow make others feel seen. In the isolation of a quiet space, with just a pen and page, a poet can interpret and create worlds into which we can enter and find kinship. This is why we write it. This is why we read it. Because it takes the world's wilderness and makes it home. 

 


Observations on Everyday Life

 


Kittens at Play

 

Watching the newest litter of kittens

And enjoying their spirit of adventure.

For several weeks now,

They have sat in a pile

Wriggling and writhing

With no apparent purpose

Other than the need for togetherness.

Feeding when hungry,

Sleeping when not,

They have been nothing more

Than cute balls of fur

Until now.

But with their newfound ability

To move and see the world around them,

They are playful and curious,

As cats are supposed to be,

And each is showing a unique personality.

And so I watch

In wonder,

Our newest litter of kittens.

 


On Cardinal Drive

 

I have a neighbor

Who loves to work outside.

Sometimes early

While still abed,

I hear the mower,

Or the trimmer,

And I know he is hard at it,

Improving his property,

While mine sits idle,

As do I.

 


Random Thoughts

 

My head is full of random thoughts

That run, and skip, and play,

And bounce around unhindered

By distractions of the day.

Odd memories that peek out

From behind the veil of years,

Sometimes bringing with them

Their share of smiles and tears.

At times I think of people

I have known or know today,

Or picture places from the past

That flash, then fade away.

 

Frantically I fight to rein them in,

While searching for some paper and a pen!

 

I try to write them down,

Before they break and run,

To keep them from escaping

And hope that I get done

With recording these stray thoughts,

To capture if I may,

The essence of their meaning,

Before they get away.
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