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Preface

SUSIE GIBBS

‘Awake! Glad heart! Get up and sing!’
Henry Vaughan (1621–95)

The simple joy and renewed hope of the sun rising every day is a gift that we can all too easily overlook. For many of us, the siren call of emails, texts and social media shapes our morning routine; for others, the mad morning timetable affords no time for anything other than getting somewhere on time. Sunrise offers a range from the really very short indeed to longer, more reflective poems, so whoever and wherever you are, these poems are for you – to inspire you to greet each new day with optimism and confidence. Think of them as pain-free exercises, daily workouts to help you cope, something to sustain you through the tough times. They will help build your spiritual and emotional resilience, replenishing your reserves for when you need them. Think big, but value the detail. Don’t beat yourself up. Take charge. Be good. Lose yourself in simple beauties. Use the rhythm of the words to meditate. A poem that speaks to you is a gift – look after it, treasure it, hold it in your pocket like a smoothly rounded pebble, worn by millennia of wind and waves, and feel the comfort it offers when you close your fingers around it – a talisman against a rainy day. And remember, in our gloriously circular world, it’s always, always sunrise somewhere.

These poems contain tried and tested truths, positive and thought-provoking, regardless of historical context. They draw on the time-proven wisdom of our poetic heritage, countless experiences, insights and conclusions. It is sometimes said that poetry is often born of trauma and loss. The action of putting painful things into words can, of course, be cathartic, and it is comforting to read about how other people cope with similar experiences and issues. But whilst sorrow must inevitably take up some room in the potentially limitless library of our mind, it is important that it is balanced by shelves full of positive, grateful, appreciative and inspiring material. Life is full of anxieties, from the minute to the global, and we need to rebuff these with a stable and robust state of mental health, which is itself something that needs to be cultivated and nurtured. I hope that regular reading of the poems in this book will help you form healthy habits of mind, to become a virtuoso of positive thinking, looking outward, not inward, for inspiration.

I cannot remember a time when there was not a copy of the ‘Desiderata’ (see here) on the kitchen wall of wherever I was living; as a result, I know most of it by heart. At some point in my life I realized that it was useful to have a few poems up my sleeve. Whether sitting in the dentist’s chair, slogging it out on a running machine, trying to clear my mind when unable to sleep, or even as a desperate party turn, poetry has always been a tool for me, something I have used as a support.

Not all of these poems will speak to all readers. ‘Inspiration’ is not one size fits all, but if even a single poem speaks to you, inspires you, stays with you, and maybe even becomes something to be learnt and turned to when times are tough, then, yes, Sunrise has succeeded. Some poems are more taxing, requiring a little more thought and concentration to winkle out their meaning, but most are undemanding enough to assimilate with the speed we expect in today’s crazy and exciting world. Dip in, roam about, find something that suits you – and read. And think about it. Savour it. Read it again. And maybe even once more. Find the inspiration, and take it with you into the day that awaits you.

Every new day is untouched, full of promise and possibility. Make the most of it. Nurture your stability. Reboot your soul. Harness the equilibrium of the day and read yourself ready for the day ahead.

‘There was never a night or a problem that could defeat sunrise or hope.’

Bernard Williams (1929–2003)




To-day

So here hath been dawning

Another blue day:

Think, wilt thou let it

Slip useless away?

Thomas Carlyle (1795–1881)




HOPE




‘Piled for burning’

Piled for burning,

brushwood

starts to bud.

Bonchō (1640–1714)




from Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám

I

Awake! for Morning in the Bowl of Night

Has flung the Stone that puts the Stars to Flight:

  And Lo! the Hunter of the East has caught

The Sultán’s Turret in a Noose of Light.

II

Dreaming when Dawn’s Left Hand was in the Sky

I heard a Voice within the Tavern cry,

  ‘Awake, my Little ones, and fill the Cup

‘Before Life’s Liquor in its Cup be dry.’

III

And, as the Cock crew, those who stood before

The Tavern shouted—‘Open then the Door!

  ‘You know how little while we have to stay,

    ‘And, once departed, may return no more.’

[...]

XXXVII

Ah, fill the Cup:—what boots it to repeat

How Time is slipping underneath our feet:

  Unborn To-morrow, and dead Yesterday,

Why fret about them if To-day be sweet!

Edward Fitzgerald (1809–1883)




New Day

The day is so new

You can hear it yawning,

Listen:

The new day

is yawning

and stretching

and waiting to start.

In the clear blue sky

I hear the new day’s heart.

Ian McMillan (1956–)




from Song of Solomon

For, lo, the winter is past

The rain is over and gone;

The flowers appear on the earth;

The time of the singing of birds is come

And the voice of the turtle dove is heard in our land.




Written in March

  The cock is crowing,

  The stream is flowing,

  The small birds twitter,

  The lake doth glitter,

The green field sleeps in the sun;

  The oldest and youngest

  Are at work with the strongest;

  The cattle are grazing,

  Their heads never raising;

There are forty feeding like one!

  Like an army defeated

  The snow hath retreated,

  And now doth fare ill

  On the top of the bare hill;

The ploughboy is whooping – anon – anon:

  There’s joy in the mountains;

  There’s life in the fountains;

  Small clouds are sailing,

  Blue sky prevailing;

The rain is over and gone!

William Wordsworth (1770–1850)




from The Earthly Paradise

Slayer of the winter, art thou here again?

O welcome, thou that bring’st the summer nigh!

The bitter wind makes not thy victory vain,

Nor will we mock thee for thy faint blue sky.

Welcome, O March! whose kindly days and dry

Make April ready for the throstle’s song.

Thou first redresser of the winter’s wrong!

  Yea, welcome March! and though I die ere June,

Yet for the hope of life I give thee praise,

Striving to swell the burden of the tune

That even now I hear thy brown birds raise,

Unmindful of the past or coming days;

Who sing: ‘O joy! a new year is begun:

What happiness to look upon the sun!’

  Ah, what begetteth all this storm of bliss

But Death himself, who crying solemnly,

E’en from the heart of sweet Forgetfulness,

Bids us ‘Rejoice, lest pleasureless ye die.

Within a little time must ye go by.

Stretch forth your open hands, and while ye live

Take all the gifts that Death and Life may give.’

William Morris (1834–1896)




from Revolution

West and away the wheels of darkness roll,

  Day’s beamy banner up the east is borne,

Spectres and fears, the nightmare and her foal,

  Drown in the golden deluge of the morn.

A. E. Housman (1859–1936)




Music

Let me go where’er I will

I hear a sky-born music still:

It sounds from all things old,

It sounds from all things young;

From all that’s fair, from all that’s foul,

Peals out a cheerful song.

It is not only in the rose,

It is not only in the bird,

Not only where the rainbow glows,

Nor in the song of woman heard,

But in the darkest, meanest things

There always, always something sings.

’Tis not in the high stars alone,

Nor in the cups of budding flowers,

Nor in the redbreast’s mellow tone,

Nor in the bow that smiles in showers,

But in the mud and scum of things

There always, always something sings.

Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803–1882)




The Strange Music

Other loves may sink and settle, other loves may loose and slack,

But I wander like a minstrel with a harp upon his back,

Though the harp be on my bosom, though I finger and I fret,

Still, my hope is all before me: for I cannot play it yet.

In your strings is hid a music that no hand hath e’er let fall,

In your soul is sealed a pleasure that you have not known at all;

Pleasure subtle as your spirit, strange and slender as your frame,

Fiercer than the pain that folds you, softer than your sorrow’s name.

Not as mine, my soul’s anointed, not as mine the rude and light

Easy mirth of many faces, swaggering pride of song and fight;

Something stranger, something sweeter, something waiting you afar,

Secret as your stricken senses, magic as your sorrows are.

But on this, God’s harp supernal, stretched but to be stricken once,

Hoary time is a beginner, Life a bungler, Death a dunce.

But I will not fear to match them – no, by God, I will not fear,

I will learn you, I will play you and the stars stand still to hear.

G. K. Chesterton (1874–1936)
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