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To everyone who has come to my house on Tuesdays
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Introduction


I give you the end of a golden string;

Only wind it into a ball,

It will lead you in at Heaven’s gate,

Built in Jerusalem’s wall.

from “Jerusalem”, William Blake



A poem, said Robert Frost, “begins as a lump in the throat”. He was talking about the creation of poetry, but something similar could be said about the experience of reading it. “Getting” a poem is a physical response. The scalp tingles, eyes prickle, stomach tightens. This response has not, at first, much to do with conscious thought. That comes later. Frost again: a poem is “a homesickness, a lovesickness. It is never a thought to begin with... It finds its thought or makes its thought.”

People shy away from poetry because they think they won’t understand it. They are put off older poems by an apparently uncrackable code of special vocabulary and classical or biblical allusions, while “modern” verse, with its abandonment of traditional form, seems wilfully hard to follow. How can the high walls be scaled, so that the reader can revel in the glory and interest that lie on the other side – the “imaginary gardens, with real toads in them”, in Marianne Moore’s words? Sensing that many people want to explore the possibilities of poetry but are unsure how to go about it, in the summer of 2018 I started a weekly reading group on Tuesday afternoons at my home in Sussex.

English, its huge vocabulary fed through the centuries by the languages and dialects of the conquerors and the conquered, is a fertile seedbed. Our poetic heritage is unrivalled; we are more literary than we realise. When we say that ours is not to reason why or express the opinion that it’s better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all, we may not know that we’re channelling Tennyson, or that Shakespeare gave our journalists their sea changes and winters of discontent, or that we owe our season of mists and mellow fruitfulness to Keats, but such phrases and hundreds like them are used every day. And most people, even those who deny all patience with poetry, have their own store of the stuff, in the form of song lyrics, nursery rhymes, hymns, carols, even advertising and media soundbites. “As a very small child I was made to sing carols to my grumpy Grandad, which were stories in themselves,” said Veronica, a member of the group; “also many hymns of which I am really fond to this day.” Words click together; a phrase becomes more than the sum of its parts. There is resonance that transcends logical meaning. The words delight us, excite us, console us, remind us of moments of personal significance. This is the foundation for real love and knowledge, a knowledge that becomes a source of lifelong pleasure and nourishment. “My father, a welder with a tough life, would rhyme many words,” recalls Veronica. “Language was enjoyed. Remember, Remember, the Fifth of November... Would you like a story about Jackanory? Shall I begin it? That’s all there is in it... Children get continually sucked into rhyme.”

The Tuesday afternoon sessions were sparked by my giving some A level tuition on Keats, after many years away from teaching; sitting at home in an armchair talking about “Ode to a Nightingale” struck me as an immensely pleasurable and stimulating thing to do, but how good it would be to escape the constraints of the academic syllabus and talk about poems in whichever way took my fancy... So I sent out a flyer, and a group of people started arriving for coffee and biscuits and two hours of poetic immersion. Some came with lots of literary background, some with little or none. Either is fine; the mixture is fruitful. Some come every week, others drop in occasionally. Again, that’s a good thing. Changes prevent staleness, and it’s always interesting to see who’ll turn up.

My aim is to take the fear out of poetry; the fear that it will make you feel stupid, and the fear that you’ll be bored. Such fears have their roots in schooldays. Some members of the group recalled having to learn poems as a punishment, others had felt humiliated by the mockery of teachers. “I’ve always thought that in a few phrases poetry can say so very much,” said Veronica, “but I suffered from Mrs Evans. Perhaps I asked too many questions.” David, a schoolboy in the progressive 1960s, had been taught that poems which rhymed and scanned were intrinsically inferior to experimental “free verse”; his own strong response to rhythm and musicality had led him to suspect that precious babies had been thrown out with much stale bathwater. Others felt they simply hadn’t been introduced to poetry at all. Caroline T, who took A levels in maths, physics and chemistry, always felt deprived. “A series of sonnets formed the basis of a general studies lesson, which I enjoyed,” she remembered, “but it was a one-off experience and led nowhere. I was caught up in a great divide between science and the arts that took place in schools at that time and have always been saddened by losing that part of my education and, in a way, part of myself as well. It has been a great joy to rediscover poetry and my reactions to it. Of particular value to me is the way poetry bypasses my analytical ‘left brain’ way of being, triggering imaginative and emotional responses in valuable ways – ones that can easily be shut down in our culture that praises busyness and functionality over almost everything else.”

Of course, there are plenty of positive school experiences. Polly, who arrived at our first session with poems fluttering out of her bag, fell under poetry’s thrall when she was taught Robert Browning’s “A Toccatta of Galuppi’s” and Tennyson’s “Maud”; she still treasures her textbooks with their teenage annotations, and can quote “reams of Romeo and Juliet by heart. As a teenager, poetry blew me away, and it’s been the mainstay of my life ever since.” Pam, a retired teacher of English who particularly loves Walter de la Mare, Charles Causley, George Herbert and Laurie Lee, used their poems as springboards for her pupils’ creative writing, and remembers the results with affection half a century later. Sue recalled, “I once worked in a school where the head of English hated poetry: my job was to teach it to every class. I found the best initial approach was to stress the practical value of poems, on all occasions. What began as a bit of a joke has come curiously true. After four hours’ difficult driving to visit a favourite brother-in-law who had an aggressive cancer, I came home shattered and very sad – BUT there was just enough time to get to your house for a session. And, as always, it worked.”

I wanted the Tuesday sessions to be free of any sense that poems are rungs on a ladder leading to some kind of academic achievement. At the same time, I didn’t want to dumb down. Ignorance isn’t helpful, and most people enjoy finding out something about the context of a poem and the life story of the poet. It’s more that reading poetry is its own reward. It refreshes the parts that other art forms cannot reach, or at any rate it reaches those parts through different channels.

Most weeks, I choose about eight poems touching on a similar theme, some well known, some less so. I mix poems which have an instant appeal or impact with relatively “difficult” ones which respond to slower scrutiny. I find them, mainly, by trawling through the many, many anthologies that lurk in blue-green Edwardian dimness on the shelves of my book-crammed house, a house which is the repository for the possessions of family members living and dead. The anthologies often contain letters, postcards, inscriptions, comments and doodles; layers of the archaeology of appreciation. Palgrave’s Golden Treasury, Other Men’s Flowers, The Dragon Book of Verse, The Faber Book of Children’s Verse (pleasingly full of poems about crime and drunkenness), James Reeves’ The Poet’s World, Clifford Bax’s Vintage Verse, The Pageant of Poetry, or, from mid-century, geometrically decorated volumes with obsolescence built into their titles such as Poets of Our Time or 7 Themes in Modern Verse... These, and a great many more, are augmented by market-stall finds, or by suggestions from members of the group. I swallow poems by the gallon. I have no preconceptions about what I’m looking for; I just read on until something hits the spot. I read them aloud to the group, aiming for clarity rather than performance; I provide a little bit of context, and then find out what people think. “When you hand over the copies of the poem we are about to look at, I never read it, as I want to hear it for the first time when you read it out,” says Sarah N, a singer with an acute ear. “When we read Christopher Smart’s ‘My Cat Jeoffrey’ I went home and sang it in plainsong and discovered it to be utterly made to be thus sung.”

Often, the poems shine a light into corners, and people start talking about all sorts of things. Reading Emily Brontë’s “Remembrance”, Judith said, “it says something so integral about the human condition post a certain age. The first time I recognised it was in the shape of my poor Mum just after her utterly beloved husband had died. Literally her shape had been changed by the sorrow and then gradually she rallied just as in the poem.”

“It’s gentle balm for the soul,” said Sue. “Really, the essence of these Tuesdays is the sheer delight of continuing to learn about poetry, about each other, about life. I always come away thoroughly invigorated and encouraged to soldier on.” For Pam, who is blind, but who carries a great many poems in her memory, the group has been “a resurrection”.

This book is a collection of some of the poems we’ve read. It’s not meant to be a potted guide to English verse. I’m very much aware that I’ve left out many great poets, including some of my own favourites. I’m also aware that it barely touches on what’s being written now, in the first quarter of the 21st century. (Blame the copyright expenses of using work by living poets for this, as well as my habit of burrowing through my beloved faded anthologies). I’ve presented the poems here in the version in which I found them; my own preference is to use original spelling wherever possible but I haven’t always managed to track it down. I’ve allowed only one poem per poet, with the exception of several by everybody’s favourite, Anon.

Poetry, said John Berryman, adds to the stock of available reality. I hope this book will help to do exactly that.

Charlotte Moore, 27 April 2020
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