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Preface

Becky Brown

Choosing a reading for a funeral or memorial service can feel incredibly daunting. A life, no matter how long or how short, is not an easy thing to sum up. Nor is the passing away of a loved one a universal experience that can be captured in one neatly all-embracing famous poem. The circumstances in which we lose people are many and various – whether it is a quiet slipping away in the extremity of old age, defeat after a hard-fought illness or a sudden bereavement – and each elicits an entirely different mode of grief.

The way we mourn as individuals is so complex and so personal that the chance of finding something truly right, a reading that captures every feeling, every angle and facet, can seem almost impossible. Yet the idea that someone else – whether a poet, writer or dramatist – might be better placed to speak accurately and perfectly to our personal pain, or offer a greater form of comfort than we can draw from our friends and families, can seem even more unlikely.

However, when we delve into the works of our great writers, there are many words of wisdom and solace to be found. Words as powerful, moving and thought-provoking today as when the ink first dried on the paper. The readings in this volume span centuries, continents, cultures, languages and religions. The writers – from William Shakespeare to Lucy Maud Montgomery, Rumi to Virginia Woolf – weave the ageless and universal thread of grief through the individual fabrics of their place and time. Their responses are as numerous as our own, channelling everything from bone-deep sorrow to white-hot anger, offering insight and consolation in equal measure. Each reading, whether written two thousand years ago or only a decade hence, has been chosen for the strength and truth of its feeling.

To help you find exactly the right words, the anthology is divided into five sections, each collecting together poems and prose with a similar tone and sentiment. Firstly, ‘Funeral Blues’, for readings that convey the overwhelming impact of grief, that mourn frankly and openly, without fear or moderation. Then, travelling from what is lost to what remains, ‘Love Lives Beyond’ for readings about the living impact of those no longer with us, and that speak to the importance and power of remembering. In ‘A Summing Up’ are words to celebrate a life well-lived, that rejoice in the pleasure of being on the earth, and that explore what it truly means to live. Moving on from happiness in life to peace beyond it, ‘If Death is Kind’ brings together readings that contemplate a better place – whether a heaven, an afterlife, a reincarnation or simply an end to suffering. And, finally, ‘Freedom’, for the distant end of grief, for the gentle relief of acceptance and letting go, for acknowledging the world in its new shape. Amongst them is an extract from A. C. Swinburne’s poem The Garden of Proserpine:


We thank with brief thanksgiving

Whatever gods may be

That no life lives for ever;

That dead men rise up never;

That even the weariest river

Winds somewhere safe to sea.



There is something moving and meaningful in those lines. In the acceptance of life, death and everything between. Of the sense of a full circle with the beginning and the end flowing together, and finding peace.




FUNERAL BLUES




Funeral Blues

Stop all the clocks, cut off the telephone,

Prevent the dog from barking with a juicy bone,

Silence the pianos and with muffled drum

Bring out the coffin, let the mourners come.

Let aeroplanes circle moaning overhead

Scribbling on the sky the message He Is Dead,

Put crepe bows round the white necks of the public doves,

Let the traffic policemen wear black cotton gloves.

He was my North, my South, my East and West,

My working week and my Sunday rest,

My noon, my midnight, my talk, my song;

I thought that love would last for ever: I was wrong.

The stars are not wanted now: put out every one;

Pack up the moon and dismantle the sun;

Pour away the ocean and sweep up the wood;

For nothing now can ever come to any good.

W. H. Auden (1907–1973)




from To Delia: On Her Endeavouring to Conceal Her Grief at Parting

Hard is that heart, and unsubdued by love,

That feels no pain, nor ever heaves a sigh;

Such hearts the fiercest passions only prove,

Or freeze in cold insensibility.

Oh! then indulge thy grief, nor fear to tell

The gentle source from whence thy sorrows flow,

Nor think it weakness when we love to feel,

Nor think it weakness what we feel to show.

William Cowper (1731–1800)




‘So, we’ll go no more a-roving’

So, we’ll go no more a-roving

So late into the night,

Though the heart be still as loving,

And the moon be still as bright.

For the sword outwears its sheath,

And the soul wears out the breast,

And the heart must pause to breathe,

And Love itself have rest.

Though the night was made for loving,

And the day returns too soon,

Yet we’ll go no more a-roving

By the light of the moon.

Lord Byron (1788–1824)




The Walk

You did not walk with me

Of late to the hill-top tree

By the gated ways,

As in earlier days;

You were weak and lame,

So you never came,

And I went alone, and I did not mind,

Not thinking of you as left behind.

I walked up there to-day

Just in the former way;

Surveyed around

The familiar ground

By myself again:

What difference, then?

Only that underlying sense

Of the look of a room on returning thence.

Thomas Hardy (1840–1928)




Given in Farewell
(To a girl of Yang-Chou)

So deep in love, we seem without passion.

While we keep drinking, nothing shows.

Until the sky brightens

the candles will weep for us.

Tu Mu (China, 9th century),
translated by Don Paterson




from Letter to Miss Grace

We all live together, and those of us who love and know, live so most. We help each other – even unconsciously, each in our own effort, we lighten the effort of others, we contribute to the sum of success, make it possible for others to live. Sorrow comes in great waves – no one can know that better than you – but it rolls over us, and though it may almost smother us it leaves us on the spot, and we know that if it is strong we are stronger, inasmuch as it passes and we remain. It wears us, uses us, but we wear it and use it in return; and it is blind, whereas we after a manner see.

Henry James (1843–1916)




Dirge without Music

I am not resigned to the shutting away of loving hearts in the hard ground.

So it is, and so it will be, for so it has been, time out of mind:

Into the darkness they go, the wise and the lovely. Crowned

With lilies and with laurel they go; but I am not resigned.

Lovers and thinkers, into the earth with you.

Be one with the dull, the indiscriminate dust.

A fragment of what you felt, of what you knew,

A formula, a phrase remains, – but the best is lost.

The answers quick and keen, the honest look, the laughter, the love, –

They are gone. They are gone to feed the roses. Elegant and curled

Is the blossom. Fragrant is the blossom. I know. But I do not approve.

More precious was the light in your eyes than all the roses in the world.

Down, down, down into the darkness of the grave

Gently they go, the beautiful, the tender, the kind;

Gently they go, the intelligent, the witty, the brave

I know. But I do not approve. And I am not resigned.

Edna St. Vincent Millay (1892–1950)




from Letter to Miss Fanny Knight

I have lost a treasure, such a sister, such a friend as never can have been surpassed. She was the sun of my life, the gilder of every pleasure, the soother of every sorrow; I had not a thought concealed from her, and it is as if I had lost a part of myself.

Cassandra Austen (1773–1845)




To The Beloved Dead: A Lament

Beloved, thou art like a tune that idle fingers

Play on a window-pane.

The time is there, the form of music lingers;

But O thou sweetest strain,

Where is thy soul? Thou liest i’ the wind and rain.

Even as to him who plays that idle air,

It seems a melody,

For his own soul is full of it, so, my Fair,

Dead, thou dost live in me,

And all this lonely soul is full of thee.

Thou song of songs!—not music as before

Unto the outward ear;

My spirit sings thee inly evermore,

Thy falls with tear on tear.

I fail for thee, thou art too sweet, too dear.

Thou silent song, thou ever voiceless rhyme,

Is there no pulse to move thee

At windy dawn, with a wild heart beating time,

  And falling tears above thee,

O music stifled from the ears that love thee?

Oh, for a strain of thee from outer air!

Soul wearies soul, I find.

Of thee, thee, thee, I am mournfully aware,

—Contained in one poor mind

Who wert in tune and time to every wind.

Poor grave, poor lost belovèd I but I burn

For some more vast To be.

As he that played that secret tune may turn

And strike it on a lyre triumphantly,

I wait some future, all a lyre for thee.

Alice Meynell (1847–1922)




from De Profundis

Prosperity, pleasure, and success, may be rough of grain and common in fibre, but sorrow is the most sensitive of all created things. There is nothing that stirs in the whole world of thought to which sorrow does not vibrate in terrible and exquisite pulsation. The thin beaten-out leaf of tremulous gold that chronicles the direction of forces the eye cannot see is in comparison coarse. It is a wound that bleeds when any hand but that of love touches it, and even then must bleed again, though not in pain.

Oscar Wilde (1854–1900)




Epitaph on monument erected in 1641 by Lady Catherine Dyer to her husband Sir William Dyer in Colmworth Church, Bedfordshire

My dearest dust, could not thy hasty day

Afford thy drowzy patience leave to stay

One hower longer: so that we might either

sate up, or gone to bedd together?

But since thy finisht labor hath possest

Thy weary limbs with early rest,

Enjoy it sweetly: and thy widdowe bride

Shall soone repose her by thy slumbering side.

Whose business, now, is only to prepare

My nightly dress, and call to prayre:

Mine eyes wax heavy and ye day growes old.

The dew falls thick, my beloved growes cold.

Draw, draw ye closed curtaynes: and make room:

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

Catherine Dyer (c.1585–1654)
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