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Introduction

In my introduction to the second volume of this pharmacy, I spoke of poetry’s power as a spiritual link in isolating times. Little did I know, then, quite how isolating the times were soon to become. In the short handful of years since I wrote those words, the world has been paused and restarted, undone and remade. Isolation has been given a new significance, and the power of poetry to connect us has been tested in ways I never would have imagined.

As I write this we are all, I think, still reeling from the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. Indeed, I feel confident in saying that as you read this, a year or even a decade from now, you too will still be carrying the psychological mark of those extraordinarily intense first months. Although most of us may now be settled and relatively safe in our ‘new normal’, there can be no underestimating the collective trauma of watching all our certainties dissolve, the loss of social connections and support structures, the fear of an unknown disease, and – for many – the death of loved ones on top of all of this. We are a society in greater need of comfort and compassion than ever.

During those first lockdowns, I was receiving daily emails from those who were struggling to cope with their new reality. People requested poems to salve their isolation, their grief and their uncertainty about the future. But most movingly of all, I heard from the health workers working in First World War conditions while we were locked up at home. They told me of their sense that they were living in a dystopian world entirely removed from the everyday lives of the rest of us. They went to wards full of death, every day, while we learned to bake bread and bashed our pans once a week. Despite all their training in dealing with the horrors that accompany the end of life, even they were unequipped to deal with the relentless devastation they were witnessing.

One incredibly moving message from a GP sticks with me. She had finally been released from her intense Covid rotation and returned to normal duties. And yet the world she discovered was far from normal. When she got back to her surgery, she found that two hundred of her regular patients had died since she had gone. Two hundred. ‘How do I contend with this?’ she asked me.

I am a poetry pharmacist, and so of course what I had to offer was poetry. And as the world became smaller and darker for so many of us, it was incredible to see the radiant and life-enlarging power that poetry took on. People were trapped in their homes, often alone or – maybe worse – feeling alone around those they loved the most. They lacked the words for the emotions they were feeling: the horror that seemed beyond expressing, the hope that felt too delicate to pin down. And so, they turned to others to say these things for them. The internet thrummed with poems shared, poems of comfort and recognition, old words that captured new circumstances with a burning precision.

It was during the first lockdown that I was approached by Emilia Clarke, of Game of Thrones fame. She had the wonderful idea of recruiting a fleet of talented actors to read poems from my pharmacy on Instagram, with my prescriptions written beneath. The reception from the public shocked all of us, and the clips took on a life of their own. By the end of the project we had donated thousands in royalties from the excess sales to her charity. Watching the poems I had once prescribed one-on-one in run-down libraries and literary festivals gain their own momentum, travelling across social media quite independently of me, and bringing comfort and joy to millions in the most hopeless of times – I can barely begin to describe how moving it was. The power of poetry, and of the public who shared it, left me awestruck.

If ever there was a time for transcendence, for poetry’s power to transport and elevate, it was the years we have just weathered. If ever there was a time for human connection, poet to reader, through untold stretches of time and space to a common emotion, it was these fragmented and isolated months. And as we come to terms with what we have experienced, and with a world that has been forever changed, that complicity remains utterly essential. In the Introduction to the very first Poetry Pharmacy, I quoted Alan Bennett’s description of finding the perfect poem ‘as if a hand has come out and taken yours’. We have all needed a hand to hold recently.

Between the publication of the first and second volumes of this series, the Poetry Pharmacy took me all over the world. I prescribed poems across four continents, to people with every conceivable problem. Despite the fact that, this time, I have been forced to remain exactly where I was, I feel the pharmacy has travelled even further. Through the emails I’ve been sent, the posts and performances I’ve watched proliferate online, and the strange connections born of strange times, I truly feel that I have seen the power of the poems gathered by these books at work in the world, perhaps more than ever. Knowing that others took the same comfort in them that I did, through the same isolation: that has been the greatest connection I could wish for.




The History of the Poetry Pharmacy

I’ve always believed in the power of poetry to explain people to themselves. More than 20 years ago now, I used to flypost a poem around London at the height of the windows of a double decker bus. Called ‘The Price’ by Stuart Henson (and included in the first of these books), it’s the kind of poem that has enormous impact and power, especially when encountered unexpectedly. I’d put it underneath bridges, where I knew buses would have to come to a halt at traffic. It was almost a guerilla tactic – confronting people with a poem that I knew would startle them. But I was also confident it could help them in some way.

Although I didn’t think of it this way at the time, that may well have been the first incarnation of the Poetry Pharmacy. The Pharmacy proper began much later, while I was being interviewed at a literary festival in Cornwall, England, about a more traditional anthology I’d just brought out. A friend of mine, Jenny Dyson, had the lovely idea of allowing me to prescribe poems from that book to audience members after the talk. She set me up in a tent, with two armchairs and a prescription pad. It turned out to be all I needed. The hour we had originally planned for came and went, and then a second, and a third, until, many hours later, I was still in there, with queues of people still waiting for their appointments.

I realised that we were onto something. Suffering is the access point to poetry for a lot of people: that’s when they open their ears, hearts and minds. Being there with the right words for someone in that moment – when something’s happened, when they’re in need – is a great comfort, and sometimes creates a love of poetry that can last a lifetime.

After Cornwall, I brought the Poetry Pharmacy to BBC Radio Four. I was asked back to do it again at Christmas – one of the most stressful times of year, as we all know – and then onto BBC television, and into the pages of the Guardian newspaper. Meanwhile, I never stopped doing my personal consultations. I toured the country, offering poetry pharmacies in libraries and festivals. In all of this, I learned how much most people’s heartaches have in common. The objects and their circumstances might change, but there’s nothing like listening to people’s problems in leafy Kensington and then in a council estate in Liverpool for making you realise the basic spiritual sameness that runs throughout humanity.

I must have listened, over those first few years, to nearly a thousand people’s problems. And then, in 2017, came the first Poetry Pharmacy book: a compilation of prescriptions that I had seen work time and time again, for the problems that really matter. Gratifyingly, readers took those poems to their hearts with just as much enthusiasm when encountering them on the page as they had in person. The Poetry Pharmacy became an astonishing success, and I found myself on the road more than ever before. Its successor, The Poetry Pharmacy Returns, followed quickly on its heels. And then, the world changed forever.

During the long months of lockdown, I felt the scope and focus of the Poetry Pharmacy shift, as my patients’ needs and fears evolved. From that terrible time, I tried to retain the sense of perspective, of new priorities, that had blossomed from the wreckage of our old lives. Although in some senses this book is an ending – the third installation of a trilogy – it also felt like a fresh challenge, a new beginning.

And now, as I prepare to release this final volume of the series, I am struck by a miraculous sense of circularity. As I write these words, the first posters of my Pharmacy poems are beginning to be put up in hospitals, children’s wards and doctors’ waiting rooms across the country, ready to comfort those who need them most. The flyposting fanatic who pasted poetry under railway bridges has come full circle; a lot older, a little wiser, and just as passionate as ever. The Poetry Pharmacy trilogy may be complete, but I feel certain that its story is far from over.




How to Read a Poem

People are always telling me that they worry about their ability to read a poem. They don’t really know how to. It’s almost as though, when they’re faced with a poem, they’re instantly intimidated, even though of course they can read and write like the best of us.

When I’m asked for tips, I always give the same advice. Don’t read the poem like you would a newspaper or a novel. Read it almost like a prayer. Say it aloud in your head as if you’re speaking it to somebody else – somebody interested, who makes you want to perform it properly. Or, of course, read it truly out loud if you want to, and if you’re not on the bus. Either way, it’s the reading aloud that will allow you to properly hear it; that will make you understand the rhythms, cadences and musicality of the words and phrases.

When people tell me they don’t understand poetry, I have another recommendation. I tell them to read the same poem night after night. Keep it by your bed, and read it before you switch off the lights. Read it five nights in a row, and you’ll find you discover a totally new flavour and feeling from it every time. How you experience a poem depends on your own inner rhythms: what you’ve been through and what your mood is that day. But more than that, a really good poem is layered. It uncovers itself bit by bit by bit; never finished but always rewarding. That’s why the joy of a really concise and brilliant poem is that you get more out of it every time.

Read the poems in this book however you like. Keep them in your desk drawer for when you feel shaky, or memorize them so you always have them to hand. Read them in the bath until the pages are crinkled beyond repair. But however this book works for you, remember that no poem deserves only a single visit. Come back, try again, approach it in a new frame of mind or with a new openness. If you persevere, you may be surprised at how many new friends you make.




COMING TOGETHER




Condition: Purposelessness

ALSO SUITABLE FOR: disillusionment • failure • fear of mortality • skewed priorities • low self-esteem

I found this little poem a particular comfort during the COVID-19 lockdowns. During those dark days, I, like many others, found a change of perspective pressed upon me rather unexpectedly. When my life was much busier and more complicated, full up with my various entertainments and obligations, it was easy to lose track of what was important. During the early days of the pandemic it was forcibly simplified, and I found myself welcoming my grown and almost-grown children back into a version of domesticity that none of us had ever really known together before. One small house by the sea, five people, a dog and no distractions. Suddenly, love truly was all that mattered.

It may not take a pandemic. It may be illness, old age or a conscious simplification of one’s life – but eventually, each one of us will be forced to this realization. When life is reduced to the simple and all you can be is present to those around you, either physically or psychologically, the truth in the familiar wisdom becomes clear. Love – be it romantic love, love of family or love of friends – is what’s important. Now, when I ponder my own mortality, my legacy and the value of my time on this earth, I do not count my material achievements and failures. Instead, I look to Raymond Carver, and his late wisdom.

It is not fame or success that warms us in our final moments. We do not weather lockdowns and convalescences buoyed by our reputations and our trophy cabinets (whether metaphorical or literal). Loving and being loved, knowing that you made life a more welcoming place for those you care about – this is what it all boils down to, in the end. The Beatles had it right all along – love really is all you need.
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