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Preface

ANA SAMPSON

The world moves quickly – and so do we – but this beautiful collection of poems forms an effective prescription for tranquillity. These verses demonstrate poetry’s ability to raise us up. A poet can elevate our thoughts above the humdrum, plucking us out of the scrum of life to set us down somewhere high and quiet, where only gentle winds whistle. No wonder so many sonnets have been composed perched upon peaks: each of these poems offers us an ejector seat and, with that lifting, a true and deeply calming sense of perspective.

Many of the poets in this anthology find their paths to stillness in the natural world, and we can enjoy stepping into the peace of morning with Browning when ‘the hillside’s dew-pearled’. The remembered splendours of the earth can become a treasure house of wealth that is never spent, to draw upon when needed, like Wordsworth’s daffodils, ready to ‘flash upon that inward eye’. ‘I’ll make a summer within my heart’, writes Margaret Armour, and so can we. Birds and beasts have lessons for us, too: may we all imitate Lawrence’s languorous cat, ‘sleeping on the hearth, and yawning before the fire’.

Cool and distant, yet endlessly magnificent, the stars wheel their slow dances many miles above us. Things high and far can make us feel small and quiet in the best possible way. We witness in these pages both a single star lighting Sara Teasdale’s solitude in a February twilight, and the multitudes glimpsed by Robert Louis Stevenson when he flees the nursery after lights out, and both bring a deep sense of peace.

When we cease striving, we are happy. These poets remind us to savour tiny joys, like a child running into the garden after days of rain in Katherine Mansfield’s ‘A Fine Day’. Wonder can be an engine of tranquillity, too. Walt Whitman writes a hymn to everyday awe, the kind we need to step outside the rushing hours to appreciate: ‘every cubic inch of space is a miracle’. Appreciation is a repeated theme, and there is thankfulness inscribed here that is tremendous in scope and vast in feeling, rooted in the traditions of the Iroquois and the Orthodox Synagogue as well as bubbling up in individuals. Each of us has been the beneficiary of ‘tens of thousands / Of kindnesses’ and to meditate on these is to be flooded with a calm and grateful delight.

It is far from easy, but these poems also remind us that the surest route to contentment is to live with both feet firmly planted, free of fret, in the present. A Sanskrit salutation to the dawn reminds us that:


today well-spent makes every yesterday

A dream of happiness

And every tomorrow a vision of hope.



The soothing comfort of community and home, of kindnesses bestowed as well as received is not to be underestimated. In ‘Trust’, Lawrence asserts that the services and the tenderness we render to others will transfigure us:


till we both of us

are more glorious

and more sunny.



As Emily Dickinson writes:

If I can stop one heart from breaking,

 I shall not live in vain.



Who would not feel serene at the thought of adding to the world’s store of goodness? This collection is map and compass, and in these pages are beautiful paths to peace, set down by people over hundreds of years for us to follow, at our own gentle pace. Turn the page, breathe deeply and take the first step.


MEDITATIONS


To Every Thing There Is a Season

To every thing there is a season,

and a time to every purpose under the heaven:

A time to be born, and a time to die;

A time to plant, and a time to pluck up that which is planted;

A time to kill, and a time to heal;

A time to break down, and a time to build up;

A time to weep, and a time to laugh;

A time to mourn, and a time to dance;

A time to cast away stones, and a time to gather stones together;

A time to embrace, and a time to refrain from embracing;

A time to get, and a time to lose;

A time to keep, and a time to cast away;

A time to rend, and a time to sew;

A time to keep silence, and a time to speak;

A time to love, and a time to hate;

A time of war, and a time of peace.

Book of Ecclesiastes


Invictus

Out of the night that covers me,

Black as the pit from pole to pole,

I thank whatever gods may be

For my unconquerable soul.

In the fell clutch of circumstance

I have not winced nor cried aloud.

Under the bludgeonings of chance

My head is bloody, but unbowed.

Beyond this place of wrath and tears

Looms but the Horror of the shade,

And yet the menace of the years

Finds and shall find me unafraid.

It matters not how strait the gate,

How charged with punishments the scroll,

I am the master of my fate,

I am the captain of my soul.

W. E. Henley (1849–1903)


Say Not the Struggle Nought Availeth

Say not the struggle nought availeth,

  The labour and the wounds are vain,

The enemy faints not, nor faileth,

  And as things have been they remain.

If hopes were dupes, fears may be liars;

  It may be, in yon smoke concealed,

Your comrades chase e’en now the fliers,

  And, but for you, possess the field.

For while the tired waves, vainly breaking,

  Seem here no painful inch to gain,

Far back through creeks and inlets making

  Comes silent, flooding in, the main,

And not by eastern windows only,

  When daylight comes, comes in the light,

In front the sun climbs slow, how slowly,

  But westward, look, the land is bright.

Arthur Hugh Clough (1819–1861)


If –

If you can keep your head when all about you

  Are losing theirs and blaming it on you,

If you can trust yourself when all men doubt you,

  But make allowance for their doubting too;

If you can wait and not be tired by waiting,

  Or being lied about, don’t deal in lies,

Or being hated, don’t give way to hating,

  And yet don’t look too good, nor talk too wise:

If you can dream – and not make dreams your master;

If you can think – and not make thoughts your aim;

If you can meet with Triumph and Disaster

  And treat those two impostors just the same;

If you can bear to hear the truth you’ve spoken

  Twisted by knaves to make a trap for fools,

Or watch the things you gave your life to, broken,

  And stoop and build ’em up with worn-out tools:

If you can make one heap of all your winnings

  And risk it on one turn of pitch-and-toss,

And lose, and start again at your beginnings

  And never breathe a word about your loss;

If you can force your heart and nerve and sinew

  To serve your turn long after they are gone,

And so hold on when there is nothing in you

  Except the Will which says to them: ‘Hold on!’

If you can talk with crowds and keep your virtue,

Or walk with Kings – nor lose the common touch,

If neither foes nor loving friends can hurt you,

  If all men count with you, but none too much;

If you can fill the unforgiving minute

  With sixty seconds’ worth of distance run,

Yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it,

  And – which is more – you’ll be a Man, my son!

Rudyard Kipling (1865–1936)


Eternity

He who binds to himself a joy

Does the winged life destroy

He who kisses the joy as it flies

Lives in eternity’s sunrise

William Blake (1757–1827)


from The Mask of Anarchy

Rise like Lions after slumber

In unvanquishable number,

Shake your chains to earth like dew

Which in sleep had fallen on you –

Ye are many – they are few.

Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792–1822)


from Auguries of Innocence

To see a World in a Grain of Sand

  And a Heaven in a Wild Flower,

Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand

  And Eternity in an hour.

William Blake (1757–1827)
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