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THE POETRY PHARMACY
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The History of the Poetry Pharmacy

I’ve always believed in the power of poetry to explain people to themselves.
In this volume, here, is a poem by Stuart Henson called ‘The Price.’ It’s the
kind of poem that has enormous impact and power, especially when
encountered unexpectedly. More than 20 years ago now, I used to flypost it
around London at the height of the windows in the double decker buses. I’d
put it underneath bridges, where I knew buses would have to come to a halt
at traffic. It was almost a guerrilla tactic – confronting people with a poem
that I knew would startle them, but that I was also confident might help
them in some way.

Although I didn’t think of it that 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 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 realized that we were on to 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 a council estate in Liverpool for making you realize the basic spiritual
sameness that runs throughout humanity.

I must have listened, over the last few years, to nearly a thousand
people’s problems. This book is therefore a compilation of the prescriptions
that work, for 56 of the problems that really matter. I’ve found that some of
my prescriptions, such as the Hafez poem you’ll read about here, so inspire
people that they seem to leave their chair a foot taller than when they sat
down. Seeing the difference the right poem can make written on that many
faces has given me confidence in poetry’s power to change lives.



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 out 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 on 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 them 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.



Introduction

You don’t need to be a poet to find solace in poetry.
I was eight years old when I was first sent to boarding school, and I was

desperately unhappy. At a time when friends were in short supply, I found
that poetry became my friend. Reading it aloud was the only thing I was
good at – I even won a prize or two doing it. That, I think, began my whole
relationship with poetry.

Since then, these careful crystallizations of feeling, thought and
experience have been a loyal and generous companion to me, even in the
most difficult of times. Again and again, in my loneliest hours and in my
most tumultuous, I have discovered the greatest solace in finding, reading
and sometimes memorizing the perfect poem for the moment.

As a young adult, I was about to cross a road in London when the lights
changed. A man standing next to me stepped out into the path of a car, and
was immediately run down. The suddenness of it all was incredible: the
next thing I knew, he was lying on the road unconscious. Somebody from
the crowd was giving him mouth-to-mouth resuscitation and had asked for
my help pummelling the poor man’s heart back into life.

He was lucky. By some incredible fluke, an ambulance was there in a
matter of minutes. The man’s heart started beating again, the police took my
statement, and off he sped, leaving me stood uselessly on the same street
corner with the traffic flowing by. Life went on as it had before. The only
evidence of this extraordinary drama was my hands, still covered with
blood.

As I slowly got my breath back, I remembered a poem I’d learned of
Philip Larkin’s. It’s called ‘Ambulances’, and it’s about the drama and
anguish we go through when situations like this arise; how seeing an
ambulance brings the dread we feel about the future into greater focus, and
‘dulls to distance all we are’. Between those apt words and the strong drink



I immediately sought out, I was helped to process what had been a bizarre,
unexpected and very shaking two hours.

That particular poem didn’t make it into this book, in the end. But what it
did for me in that moment points to something much more universal. Like
that isolated eight-year-old, or that quaking young man, a great many of us
turn to poetry in times of need. Above all, when we’re grieving, when we’re
broken-hearted, and when we find ourselves struggling to understand the
things we’re feeling, we long for the connection poetry can provide. To find
the right poem at that crucial moment, one capable of expressing our
situation with considerably more elegance than we can ourselves, is to
discover a powerful sense of complicity, and that precious realization: I’m
not the only one who feels like this.

In the words of Alan Bennett, ‘The best moments in reading are when
you come across something – a thought, a feeling, a way of looking at
things – which you had thought special and particular to you. Now here it
is, set down by someone else, a person you have never met, someone even
who is long dead. And it is as if a hand has come out and taken yours.’

The problem is shared. More than that, very often, it is transformed: the
poet has made what you’re going through seem more intriguing, more
timeless, and more valid in some way, and that can be a great comfort. The
distance afforded by seeing one’s own emotions formalized and made
beautiful combines with the visceral connection one feels with this poet,
this stranger, who understands, and what results is a sort of peace.

This idea, that there can be a therapeutic power to a poem, is at the heart
of the Poetry Pharmacy. But that therapeutic power only exists if you can
find the right poem for the right state of mind. This book aims to help by
gathering poems which I know from experience will help people through
most conceivable difficulties of day-to-day life: through the various faces
and frustrations of love, grief, work and all the other concerns that dominate
our thoughts.

There isn’t a singular poem for anything, just as there is no singular
human response to an emotion. The first breath of love is very different
from the last anguished cries of loss. Love has many moods and many
stages, just as do regret, and life, and solitude. However momentary or
enduring it might be, my hope is that you will find a poem within this book
that fits your need.



M E N TA L  A N D  E M O T I O N A L  W E L L B E I N G



Condition: Anxiety
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: fear for children • fear for the future • sleeplessness •
stress • worrying

For as long as anxiety has existed, human beings have woken up panicking
in the night. And anxiety has existed for a long time: at the very least, since
we first became aware of ourselves and of the future, however many
millennia ago. Yet it was not until the modern age that anxiety seemed to
become an epidemic. Ironically, in a time of greater plenty, health and
comfort worldwide than ever before, we are more racked by worry than we
have ever been.

No one tells you, when you become a parent, that you are condemned to
worry for the rest of your life. Lying awake at night is usually the worst of
all: the blank space of the darkness provides a theatre for the most intense
and unlikely of worries, putting your sense of powerlessness, of your own
vulnerability and of the vulnerabilities of your loved ones, into even sharper
perspective. The night-time is when there is nothing to be done except
brood.

These nocturnal concerns are not easy to escape, but I find the calming
words of Wendell Berry’s ‘The Peace of Wild Things’ help me put things
into perspective. Although I live in the middle of a city, far away from the
wood drake and the great heron, I can see them in my mind’s eye when I
whisper his words. Perhaps it is the poetic equivalent of counting sheep, but
this poem helps me to calm my mind and my breathing, and drift into
unconsciousness.



The Peace of Wild Things
by Wendell Berry

When despair for the world grows in me
and I wake in the night at the least sound
in fear of what my life and children’s lives may be,
I go and lie down where the wood drake
rests in his beauty on the water, and the great heron feeds.
I come into the peace of wild things
who do not tax their lives with forethought
of grief. I come into the presence of still water.
And I feel above me the day-blind stars
waiting with their light. For a time
I rest in the grace of the world, and am free.



Condition: Compulsive Behaviour
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: addiction • obsession • self-destructiveness

It’s a sad fact that when people are having trouble coping, they often turn to
solutions even more destructive than their feelings. Whether they struggle
with a drug addiction or simply a propensity to pop to McDonald’s after a
hard day, I’m constantly speaking to those who no longer feel in control. I
also meet people who have suffered at the hands of others’ bad habits, or
who have even been subjected to abuse, and who therefore feel that their
minds are no longer entirely their own.

It can be hard to imagine changing oneself in the face of pressures like
this. When you can’t envision a world without a destructive habit, or
thoughts that tear you down, that lack of hope can make it even harder to
move on. There’s nothing more frightening than feeling trapped in a prison
of one’s own mind and compulsions.

I like the solution offered by these lines by Susan Coolidge because it’s
straightforward. ‘OK,’ they say: ‘things have been bad. They may be bad
again; they may not. In the meantime, let’s take heart with the day. Let’s
begin again and see what happens.’ It doesn’t need to be dramatic, this
change in outlook. It’s about acceptance, low-level optimism and
incremental change.

There’s a wisdom to the way so many of our modern-day mantras focus
on living in the moment, relishing the now, and smelling the roses; and
there’s a reason that Alcoholics Anonymous recommend recovery be
approached one day at a time. Breaking things down into bite-sized chunks
doesn’t just make them more manageable: it also provides us with many
more chances to start again if we fail. This poem urges us to appreciate the
fresh beginnings that every day brings with it. But we don’t need to stop
there. After all, if tomorrow can be the first day of the rest of your life, why
not make this very second its first moment?



from New Every Morning
by Susan Coolidge

Every day is a fresh beginning;
Listen, my soul, to the glad refrain,

And, spite of old sorrow and older sinning,
And puzzles forecasted and possible pain,
Take heart with the day, and begin again.



Condition: Depression
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: hopelessness • intractable misery

The difficulty with depression is that it can make you believe illogical
things. Once it has its hooks in you, you can end up feeling like you’ll never
pull yourself free without unravelling completely. There’s no escape, you
tell yourself. This is just who you are now; this is how you’re going to feel
for the rest of your life.

Of course, nothing could be further from the truth. Time and again, in my
life and the lives of my Poetry Pharmacy patients, I have known and
witnessed those wonderful, transformative moments that wrench you out of
misery and show you the glory of the world as if it were a brand-new
discovery. You can start the day hopeless and end it knowing that
everything is going to be OK. Life can change very, very quickly, often
turning on moments or causes that you would never have expected.

I love the sense in Siegfried Sassoon’s poem ‘Everyone Sang’ of a
sudden unfurling of possibility and excitement. In a flash, happiness is not
only imaginable but rushing out of you – rushing out of everyone – like a
flock of birds in flight. It will bowl you over; it will leave you breathless
with laughter. I give this to patients to let them know that they have
something to look forward to. Their moment of singing will come; and
when it does, they will know that it was always inevitable.



Everyone Sang
by Siegfried Sassoon

Everyone suddenly burst out singing;
And I was filled with such delight
As prisoned birds must find in freedom,
Winging wildly across the white
Orchards and dark-green fields; on – on – and out of sight.

Everyone’s voice was suddenly lifted;
And beauty came like the setting sun:
My heart was shaken with tears; and horror
Drifted away … O, but Everyone
Was a bird; and the song was wordless; the singing will never be

done.



Condition: Psychological Scarring
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: emotional baggage • feelings of brokenness • cynicism •
fear of vulnerability • self-isolation

Most of us feel as though we are damaged in one way or another: that there
is something within us which is broken beyond repair. Perhaps we only
have a small crack. Perhaps there is a chasm within us. Either way, Izumi
Shikibu’s poem ‘Although the wind’ wonderfully shows us that we should
appreciate ourselves, flaws and all. Although we may find that our
vulnerabilities, like a gap in the roof of a ruined house, leave us prone to
being tossed about by the wind and the rain of an uncaring world, it might
also be that, without them, we’d be missing out on a transcendent view of
the moon.

We run a risk when we allow ourselves to be moved, or to love, or to
feel. We leave ourselves open to pain – a powerful disincentive. But could
we imagine being moved by a work of art or a beautiful view if it didn’t
resonate with the ‘broken’ part inside of us? There can be no beauty without
the ghost of pain held within it.

Better than we do today, the ancients understood that darkness and light,
love and pain, have always gone hand in hand. In the original Japanese,
these lines are about a thousand years old, and yet they perfectly express the
agony and the insight that come with being emotionally open. Of course,
we could choose to patch over our cracks, to build up our walls and our
roofs until the wind can’t shake us. But would it be worth it, if in so doing
we also shut out all chance of new feeling, new light? Sometimes, it is good
to be shaken.



‘Although the wind’
by Izumi Shikibu 

translated by Jane Hirshfield 
with Mariko Aratani

Although the wind
blows terribly here,
the moonlight also leaks
between the roof planks
of this ruined house.



Condition: Old Age
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: despair at the absurdity of the world • existential angst •
hopelessness • pessimism

When people tell me in the Pharmacy that their lives can’t get better – that
they’ve had their shot and now things are irredeemably bad – I often give
them this poem. It appeals to the elderly, many of whom see their lives as
winding down and getting progressively worse. I also offer it to those who
are fragile, or who’ve suffered a loss from which they believe they will
never recover – sometimes, for example, the death of a child.

All of these people have reason to be pessimistic. Their expectations of
the world have been dashed, even if those expectations amount to little
more than that inescapably naive, subconscious belief we all share: that
ageing and death will never actually happen to us. Yet there is also room for
hope in even the most hopeless of existences. Into each life, some sun must
fall.

There is a fairy-tale belief that we all hold on to, deep down, that things
will be fair and that the things that happen, to us and to others, will
basically make sense. When this expectation is frustrated we lose our sense
that the world has a narrative and a guiding principle. This can be
desolating.

A poem like J. R. R. Tolkien’s ‘All That is Gold Does Not Glitter’, with
its almost Arthurian final couplet, offers back that faith in justice and
goodness. It gives us hope that the right and the good can triumph in what
seems a godless and random world: that there will be order again, and a
framework through which we can understand our pain. The metaphor of life
as a narrative comes up again and again in my Poetry Pharmacy precisely
because it’s so powerful – and Tolkien’s poem emphatically drives it home.
We just need to wait for the cycle to complete itself, it tells us. The worst
thing we can do is stop reading before the end of the story.



All That is Gold Does Not Glitter
by J. R. R. Tolkien

All that is gold does not glitter,
Not all those who wander are lost;
The old that is strong does not wither,
Deep roots are not reached by the frost.

From the ashes a fire shall be woken,
A light from the shadows shall spring;
Renewed shall be blade that was broken,
The crownless again shall be king.



Condition: Glumness
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: fear of being unloved • loss of perspective • weariness •
feelings of unattractiveness

When we think about the things life still has in store, it can seem that our
best days are behind us. We may be middle-aged and single, and fear we
will never again be caught up in the whirlwind of infatuation. We may
despair that we are unattractive, and will always remain so. Sometimes, we
think we carry an incredibly heavy burden – only to realize that, as my late
father would have said, ‘It’s all in the mind.’

When I talk to someone who seems to be struggling, but whom I know
would have the strength to shrug off all their burdens if only they could
bring themselves to do so, I tend to show them Adrian Mitchell’s brief
poem ‘Celia Celia’. There’s a wonderful bathos to moving so swiftly from
such deep and dreadful thoughts to an intensely simple solution. So you’re
sad. So you’re hopeless. So what? There’ll always be a naked Celia to
picture, when High Holborn seems too depressing to be walked alone.

The poem isn’t merely flippant. I also use it to comfort people, like the
ones I mentioned above, who worry that the days of sex and flirtation have
fled with their youth. Our society is fixated on the idea that only the
smooth-faced, flexible young are entitled to these sorts of pleasures, but we
should allow this poem to remind us that this is a terrible fallacy. There will
always be someone who wants to liven up their commute with a mental
image of us, wrinkled knees and all. The trick is simply to find them, and
then to have the courage to show them what we’ve got.



Celia Celia
by Adrian Mitchell

When I am sad and weary
When I think all hope has gone
When I walk along High Holborn
I think of you with nothing on



Condition: Purposelessness
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: apathy • nihilism

The implied question at the heart of William Stafford’s poem ‘The Way It
Is’ is quite simple: ‘What is your thread?’ Intuitively, when I first read it, I
felt that I knew what mine was – and yet if you asked me to explain it, I
would have nothing to say. It would be almost a parody of words to define
it. Yet somehow the idea that I really am holding on to a thread reassures
me, and affords a sense of stability through the upsets and dramas of
everyday life.

For some, the thread may be spirituality; for others, fate, or love, or
ambition. For others still, it may be something less grandiose: supporting
friends, restoring old furniture, collecting every Smiths single ever released.
Our threads are those fragile continuities of purpose, of passion and of spirit
that give us our sense of self and identity. And truly, the more we try to
define what that thread of reassurance and possibility is, the more disservice
we do to that feeling.

I do think, though, that there is a place for hunting down our threads
when we fear we may have dropped them along the way. Some people
come to my Poetry Pharmacy feeling completely lost – yet, if we piece
together their story, we will often find a thread of some wonderment that
they were unable to see clearly on their own, something that has become
banal to them precisely because it is so fundamental.

In troubled times, our vision can become so blurred with anxiety (or quite
literally blurred by tears) that we can’t see what’s in front of us. When
people rediscover the thread that runs through their story, it is often a
revelation. They are no longer directionless; suddenly, their narrative has
the potential for a fitting ending – or for continuation down a previously
unseen path.



The Way It Is
by William Stafford

There’s a thread you follow. It goes among
things that change. But it doesn’t change.
People wonder about what you are pursuing.
You have to explain about the thread.
But it is hard for others to see.
While you hold it you can’t get lost.
Tragedies happen; people get hurt
or die; and you suffer and get old.
Nothing you do can stop time’s unfolding.
You don’t ever let go of the thread.



Condition: Need for Reassurance
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: anxiety • depression • general fear • fear of mortality •
pessimism

There are moments in life when the banal suddenly, and quite without
warning, becomes the transcendent. Perhaps a shaft of afternoon light paints
a familiar view an unfamiliar gold; perhaps dust in a sunbeam or the dance
of sparks above a fire transport you, for a long instant, to somewhere else
altogether. The almost magical-seeming reflections of ripples on a ceiling
are transfixing in just the same way.

In moments like these – awe-struck moments when the ferocious beauty
of the everyday catches us unawares – we are often moved to a
reassessment. One flash of sunlight can be all it takes to give us the sense of
possibility that can change everything. As a great sufferer from depression
myself, I find a small moment like this, a sudden splash of serenity and
beauty, can provide the impetus needed to turn my mood around. Not
completely, perhaps, and not permanently – but sometimes a small push is
all any of us is waiting for.

Derek Mahon’s poem ‘Everything is Going to be All Right’ describes
wonderfully the feeling of that little push and reassessment. And there’s
something hugely powerful, too, about its final line. When my children are
suffering and I hold them in my arms, it seems to be the most natural
mantra in the world: Everything will be all right. There’s a comfort to those
words, whether or not they’ll prove to be true. Of course, some wounds
don’t heal, and some wrongs go un-righted. But in the grander sense, in the
everything sense, things do tend to be all right.

Too often, our pain is either in our heads or magnified beyond all
proportion. If we can learn to manage it, if we can find that oasis of calm in
the reflection of the waves, then we might find that our problems are not as
all-consuming as we imagined. We might find that, in the end, everything
really will be all right.



Everything is Going to be All Right
by Derek Mahon

How should I not be glad to contemplate
the clouds clearing beyond the dormer window
and a high tide reflected on the ceiling?
There will be dying, there will be dying,
but there is no need to go into that.
The poems flow from the hand unbidden
and the hidden source is the watchful heart.
The sun rises in spite of everything
and the far cities are beautiful and bright.
I lie here in a riot of sunlight
watching the day break and the clouds flying.
Everything is going to be all right.



Condition: Hopelessness
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: despair • loneliness • pessimism

It’s no surprise to me that fifty thousand fans of Liverpool FC sing the
words of this song by Oscar Hammerstein before every match at Anfield. I
suspect that if I told them afterwards, ‘I love that poem you sang,’ they
might not treat me with quite the same warmth; but it does, all the same,
seem to me to work very well as just that – a poem on the page.

‘You’ll Never Walk Alone’ is all about a seemingly simple concept:
hope. Recently, politicians and talent-show hosts have appealed to hope
rather liberally, to the extent that it’s easy to assume the idea has been
devalued. Yet hope is what keeps us going – it always has been.

Humans need more than food and shelter to survive: we also need a
reason to keep going. We can find that in simple things like sugar or
caffeine; but more important are our complex motivations, like friendship,
hope, and the narratives in which we locate ourselves and our possibilities.
Of those motivations, it is hope above all that can always, always be
summoned. Even when all else has abandoned us, a sense of hope, of
possibility, can be called up by nothing more than the will to look with quiet
determination on the desolation around us.

The words of this particular poem inspire us to search for hope and to
cling to it, so that we have solace in the loneliness and despair of the storm.
So long as we have dreams of better times to keep us company, we are not
alone. I advise learning it off by heart if you can, and keeping it ready for
when life becomes difficult. There’s nothing like an inspiring anthem to get
you through the wind and the rain.



from You’ll Never Walk Alone
by Oscar Hammerstein II

Walk on through the wind,
Walk on through the rain,
Though your dreams be tossed and blown.
Walk on, walk on, with hope in your heart
And you’ll never walk alone.
You’ll never walk alone.



Condition: Feelings of Unreality
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: apathy • boredom • messiness • purposelessness • need
for self-care

Many years ago, I read an extraordinary book in which a woman visits one
of the wisest men in India. He tells her that an important reason we in the
modern world have lost our sense of reality, of connection with life, is that
we have lost the inclination to do menial tasks for ourselves: to wash our
own laundry, to clean our own plates, to prepare food properly. These daily
tasks, he tells her, are what give us purpose and meaning. When his young
visitor asks, ‘But how can I go out and help the world?’ he responds, ‘How
can you help others when you don’t even know how to help yourself?’

There’s something essential and joyful about our domestic duties: they
have a meditative quality which gives us space to think lightly, without
direction or the need to be immediately useful. Sometimes we need to turn
our day-to-day brains off in order to connect with something deeper. It’s no
coincidence that most of us think of our best ideas when we’re not trying.

In the long run, menial tasks are also a great cure for directionlessness.
There is a lot to be said for what people today call ‘self-care’: doing things
with the express intent of making yourself feel cared for. You may not know
where your life is going, but you certainly know what will happen if you
don’t do your laundry, or don’t wash your hair. In their mundanity and
repetitiveness, these tasks give you a rhythm, which in turn becomes a kind
of structure, which, ultimately, will give you the ability to cope.

With these tasks, some of the oppressive weight of choice is lifted: they
are always there, always suggesting themselves. However lost you feel, try
to carve out time to make your bed. In doing something so simple, you
actually begin to learn how to untangle the complexities of life.



from Of Gravity and Light
by John Burnside

What we need most, we learn from the menial tasks:
the novice raking sand in Buddhist texts,
or sweeping leaves, his hands chilled to the bone,
while understanding hovers out of reach;
the changeling in a folk tale, chopping logs,
poised at the dizzy edge of transformation;

and everything they do is gravity:
swaying above the darkness of the well
to haul the bucket in; guiding the broom;
finding the body’s kinship with the earth
beneath their feet, the lattice of a world
where nothing turns or stands outside the whole;

and when the insight comes, they carry on
with what’s at hand: the gravel path; the fire;
knowing the soul is no more difficult
than water, or the fig tree by the well
that stood for decades, barren and inert,
till every branch was answered in the stars.



Condition: Emotional Baggage
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: psychological scarring • trauma • trust issues

There’s something very important about the realization that our sorrows are
separate from us. Our experiences shape us, of course, and our pain helps to
mould us: the things we have known and felt weigh heavy on our thinking
when we ask ourselves who, and how, we would like to be. But it is we who
choose how to respond to our pain, how to shore ourselves up against it,
and, ultimately, whether to continue carrying it at all.

When you feel weighed down by your past, it is all too easy to assume
that it must have become an integral part of you, one that you will never
shrug off. But just as the mule in Jane Hirshfield’s poem ‘Burlap Sack’ is
not its load, your self is not the experiences it has gathered. Think how
different the world would seem if, like that mule, you could let go of that
incredible weight and let your ears waggle like a happy dog’s tail.

Of course, transformation is never as easy as taking off a pack or
dropping a weight. Letting go of the past takes work, and it may be a
process that takes a lifetime. But knowing that it’s possible, that you are not
indelibly marked by your sorrows and your grief, is what is crucial.
Acknowledging the possibility of change or evolution is the first step
towards achieving it. In the end, you are not your sorrows. However hard it
seems, try to entertain the possibility that you might be a happy mule
suffering a temporary inconvenience. Allow yourself to believe it can be
overcome.



Burlap Sack
by Jane Hirshfield

A person is full of sorrow
the way a burlap sack is full of stones or sand.
We say, ‘Hand me the sack,’
but we get the weight.
Heavier if left out in the rain.
To think that the sand or stones are the self is an error.
To think that grief is the self is an error.
Self carries grief as a pack mule carries the side bags,
being careful between the trees to leave extra room.
The mule is not the load of ropes and nails and axes.
The self is not the miner nor builder nor driver.
What would it be to take the bride
and leave behind the heavy dowry?
To let the thin-ribbed mule browse the tall grasses,
its long ears waggling like the tails of two happy dogs?



Condition: Convalescence
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: cancer • general illness • isolation • need for small
pleasures

There is a sameness about serious illness: that forced withdrawal from the
world of the everyday into a sort of twilit existence. Often, those who are
confronted with this other world for the first time are dismayed by it, by the
solitude and triviality of life as an invalid. But Julia Darling shows us
something more. In her poem ‘Chemotherapy’, we see a life which has been
made small, but which cannot be made inconsequential.

This is a poem that all the sick, regardless of their illness, might find
comfort in reading – but its explicit subject is, of course, cancer. Cancer is
in everybody’s lives these days; few of us have not been touched by it, at
least tangentially. Indeed, the healthier we become as a society, the more
cancer threatens us: after all, if nothing else gets us, then we can be pretty
sure that cancer will in the end. The particular horror of cancer, though, is
chemotherapy, that seemingly contradictory method by which we poison
the sick faster than the cancer ever could. It’s always a shock for anyone to
experience chemo, or to care about someone who does.

Small pleasures, savoured intently, can bring pleasure to the darkest
times. The taste of tea hot on the tongue, the softness of a shawl – it is truly
wondrous that such simple matters can be life-enhancing, and yet somehow
they are. If only we could all remain aware, when we are bustling and
fretting through our normal lives, that the smallest, quietest things are gifts.



Chemotherapy
by Julia Darling

I did not imagine being bald
at forty four. I didn’t have a plan.
Perhaps a scar or two from growing old,
hot flushes. I’d sit fluttering a fan.

But I am bald, and hardly ever walk
by day, I’m the invalid of these rooms,
stirring soups, awake in the half dark,
not answering the phone when it rings.

I never thought that life could get this small,
that I would care so much about a cup,
the taste of tea, the texture of a shawl,
and whether or not I should get up.

I’m not unhappy. I have learnt to drift
and sip. The smallest things are gifts.



Condition: Loneliness
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: general malaise • loss of motivation • lack of self-belief
• low self-esteem • lack of support

Loneliness is among the most common conditions of the modern age, much
exacerbated by the constant presence of social media feeds filled with jokes
you don’t get, parties you haven’t been invited to, and friends you don’t
have. Even if you’ve been with a different friend every night for a week, the
feed can reduce you to rubble the moment it gets you alone again.

To protect ourselves from being found out as the flawed, occasionally
unsociable beings we are, we conjure avatars of ourselves that project
nothing but success, happiness and wellbeing. Yet, in a very human way, we
find it impossible to see others’ avatars for what they are. In our minds, we
are the only fakers. For anyone who is lonely or miserable, this trickle of
envy produces a slow erosion of self-esteem. And, as everyone knows, slow
erosion – given time – can create a chasm.

Poets have been describing the malaise of the way we live now – the
dehumanizing isolation of city living, the sense of being one identical face
among many – for centuries. Yet somehow it still seems modern, confusing,
an unexpected slap from a supposedly benign world. Knowing that,
paradoxically, we are not alone in our loneliness can be a revelation.

When this issue comes up in the Pharmacy, I read and give my patients a
copy of these four extraordinary and inspiring lines by Hafez, now around
700 years old. I encourage them to learn the poem by heart, and to stick it
on their mirror so that they will read it every morning. Some time ago I
received a message from a patient, telling me how she had returned to her
apartment to find it ransacked by burglars. The only thing that hadn’t been
disturbed was the Hafez poem stuck on her mirror. ‘Thank you,’ she wrote.
‘It got me through the night.’



from My Brilliant Image
by Hafez 

translated by Daniel Ladinsky

I wish I could show you,
When you are lonely or in darkness,
The Astonishing Light
Of your own Being!



M O T I VAT I O N S



Condition: Inertia When Alone
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: feelings of inadequacy • insecurity • need for self-care •
self-recrimination

I see a lot of people in my Pharmacy sessions who tell me that they can’t do
anything when they’re on their own. If they had a visitor, they could
entertain: cook, buy food, be cheerful and welcoming. Yet somehow the
motivation to do this for themselves is very hard to come by. Left alone,
they don’t believe that they’re worth the effort. Similarly, I meet person
after person who funnels all their energy into helping and caring for others,
yet has no regard for their own wellbeing. It’s as if they see themselves as
the only people on earth not deserving of love and kindness. There’s a
fundamental unfairness in this: a sense that people are wilfully selling
themselves short.

It seems to me that a crucial objective of existence is to come to terms
with oneself. Learning to like ourselves is something we all battle with,
young and old. It’s a constant, permanent progression, and it’s never truly
complete. But when you can look yourself in the eye and actually cherish
yourself – when you can recognize who you are with all your faults, and be
happy with that – then you’ll see that you are no less worthy of kindness
than your friends and guests. You’ll be able to speak kindly and politely to
yourself, no longer tearing yourself down as you might an enemy, but
instead bolstering and encouraging yourself as you would anyone else.

We devote so much time to self-analysis in our modern lives, to
wondering why we aren’t happy or whether other people see our flaws as
plainly as we do. Many of us resort to pills and alcohol, and sometimes
even less healthy habits, just to keep ourselves in some semblance of
balance. Yet all most of us really need is to come to terms with who we are.
Unfortunately, there is not an over-the-counter remedy for this. Fortunately,
however, it is entirely within our grasp.



Love after Love
by Derek Walcott

The time will come
when, with elation,
you will greet yourself arriving
at your own door, in your own mirror,
and each will smile at the other’s welcome,

and say, sit here. Eat.
You will love again the stranger who was your self.
Give wine. Give bread. Give back your heart
to itself, to the stranger who has loved you

all your life, whom you ignored
for another, who knows you by heart.
Take down the love letters from the bookshelf,

the photographs, the desperate notes,
peel your own image from the mirror.
Sit. Feast on your life.



Condition: Stagnation
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: apathy • depression • despair • grief

It’s easy to forget sometimes that however old we are, we still have the
capacity to grow. This poem is a reminder that it’s never too late to bud,
bloom and flourish; that winter only lasts as long as we allow it to. Larkin
expresses the wonder of that extraordinary potential for change. It’s the
feeling we recognize in the seemingly barren bush as it edges its way
towards budding. We know, intuitively and intensely, that transformation is
on its way. In a matter of weeks, that bush will be all but unrecognizable. It
will be fully alive again.

Have you ever had a thought on your lips – an ‘I love you’, or even a
simple ‘Yes’ – and sensed the huge power the next moment will have over
your life? This, suggests Larkin, is your own bud, the leaf about to spring
forth from you and into life. This moment before speaking, when we stand
poised on the edge of transforming our world in some huge, almost
unthinkable manner – though we may not always feel it, this is a power we
all possess within us, every second of every day.

Our minds are amazing, quick-blooming things. We have the ability, if
we believe it enough, to give ourselves a push that will eventually spill us
out of any period of stagnation, grief or depression. One day we may notice
the tiniest of buds at the tip of one of our frost-bitten branches; and before
we know it, we will be green and vibrant once more.

Should we resent the trees their ability to bud anew, asks Larkin? No –
they die just like we do. We are all heading to the same place. Yet within
our allotted span, growing in us like the rings of a tree, we have lifetime
after lifetime. We will always have that chance to be reborn into positivity
and change. Grab it. Begin afresh, afresh, afresh.



The Trees
by Philip Larkin

The trees are coming into leaf
Like something almost being said;
The recent buds relax and spread,
Their greenness is a kind of grief.

Is it that they are born again
And we grow old? No, they die too,
Their yearly trick of looking new
Is written down in rings of grain.

Yet still the unresting castles thresh
In fullgrown thickness every May.
Last year is dead, they seem to say,
Begin afresh, afresh, afresh.



Condition: Lack of Courage
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: fear • lack of confidence • lack of conviction

Taking a risk can be a terrifying thing – and I say that as someone who has
started more ventures than I can count. Every one of us has known the
peculiar vulnerability of putting not only our physical assets and safety but
also our own ego on the line when taking a leap of faith. What is
remarkable is how much harder it is to take that step than it is to pick
ourselves up again if it fails. If only we had the courage of our convictions
and were willing to fail every now and again, we would achieve so much
more.

Many patients in my Poetry Pharmacy tell me that they feel they lack the
requisite courage to make the leap in life that they have always dreamed of,
whether it might be to write, paint, end a relationship, start a relationship, or
simply confront something that has frightened them.

People can spend entire lifetimes putting off the risks that might make
them the happiest. I can’t tell you the number of people I’ve met who’ve
spent thirty years, sometimes even longer, dreaming of changing their lives
and never daring. It leads to a sort of paralysis of the soul, which undercuts
all of life’s pleasures and stops you from evolving and changing. When fear
keeps you from pursuing your goals, it’s like you’ve stopped writing the
story of your existence halfway through. And no one wants to look back
upon their life as a potential masterpiece that never quite made it.

I often prescribe this poem to people who have lost their confidence and,
like the Cowardly Lion in The Wizard of Oz, are in need of encouragement.
It shows how a leap into the unknown – whether it’s a bungee jump or a
marriage proposal – can lead to joy, not disaster.



Come to the Edge
by Christopher Logue

Come to the edge.
We might fall.
Come to the edge.
It’s too high!
COME TO THE EDGE!
And they came,
And he pushed,
And they flew.



Condition: Defeatism
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: apathy • discouragement • pessimism • lack of self-
belief • low self-esteem

In my own life, I’m very familiar with the difference self-belief can make to
performance. When I’m feeling a bit flat and useless, I can see the
difference spelled out in the way I engage with the world and those around
me. I cannot inspire excitement and confidence in others because I have lost
them in myself. Perhaps I should have Walter D. Wintle’s poem ‘Thinking’
taped to the inside of my jacket as a crib sheet.

So many people come to my Pharmacy and say, ‘I think I’m beaten. I’m
destroyed.’ This is always heartbreaking to hear; but if I think they have
enough emotional and physical strength to turn it around, then I don’t treat
them gently. Instead, I give them this poem as a sort of kick in the trousers.
If you walk in and say, ‘I’m going to lose’, before you’ve even tried, you
haven’t got a chance.

Sometimes, the only way is to talk yourself into it – whatever ‘it’ may be.
Although it is useful for all ages, I find myself prescribing this poem
particularly frequently to young people and teenagers: people who are just
getting started in life, and who may have taken a few knocks on the way,
but who really only need a supportive sense of self-belief to get going. As
your parents probably told you: whatever you want to do, you can achieve it
with hard work and self-belief. Or, at least, without those things, you’ll
never achieve anything worth having.



Thinking
by Walter D. Wintle

If you think you are beaten, you are;
If you think you dare not, you don’t.

If you’d like to win, but think you can’t,
It’s almost a cinch you won’t.

If you think you’ll lose, you’re lost,
For out of the world we find

Success begins with a fellow’s will –
It’s all in the state of mind.

If you think you’re outclassed, you are;
You’ve got to think high to rise;

You’ve got to be sure of yourself before
You can ever win a prize.

Life’s battles don’t always go
To the stronger or faster man;

But soon or late the man who wins,
Is the one who thinks he can.



Condition: Dissatisfaction with Life
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: existential angst • failure • lack of job fulfilment • falling
out of love • wasted potential

How many of us can say with absolute sincerity that we haven’t felt
dissatisfied with our lives and our achievements from time to time? That we
haven’t been swept away, all of a sudden, by a sense of what we could have
been, and are not?

Nobody achieves everything that, in the optimism of youth, they once
believed they would. Often, even the young are dissatisfied with what
they’ve done in their short time. We might never have the lives we see in
magazines, with the perfect kitchen and immaculate jaw-dropper of a
spouse. And yet the open secret, the secret we all conveniently forget as
soon as it becomes time to start pitying ourselves, is that the people in the
magazines don’t, either – because in real life, nothing is perfect. People get
messy, and things go missing.

But my purpose here is not to tell you that your life is actually the best
you can hope for. No, the way this poem will improve things is by
encouraging you to evaluate your life sensibly: to ask yourself how far your
life reflects your own priorities and choices, and whether they have
ultimately been the right ones for you. It might also prompt you to reflect
on how lucky you have been compared to others – as well as on how you
could help to alleviate the burdens of those around you.

Are you idly wistful for another life, as every other member of our
perennially dissatisfied species is? Are there ambitions you gave up on long
ago that still haunt you? Is there a lost love out there who might be pining
right back at you? If you look yourself in the eye, look that alternative life
square on, and truly think you could be happier, you need to listen to that
impulse. Remember that it’s never too late to change things. It’s never too
late to be bold.



The Price
by Stuart Henson

Sometimes it catches when the fumes rise up
among the throbbing lights of cars, or as
you look away to dodge eye-contact with
your own reflection in the carriage-glass;
or in a waiting-room a face reminds you
that the colour supplements have lied
and some have pleasure and some pay the price.
Then all the small securities you built
about your house, your desk, your calendar
are blown like straws; and momentarily,
as if a scent of ivy or the earth
had opened up a childhood door, you pause,
to take the measure of what might have been
against the kind of life you settled for.



Condition: Lethargy
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: apathy • depression • loss of pleasure in life • self-
isolation • self-sabotage

Many of us know the feeling of having sabotaged ourselves through
inaction, whether for an hour, a day, a week or even longer. Those of us
who have struggled with depression recognize it particularly well: there is a
breed of self-spiting apathy which can take hold of us and prevent us from
even wanting to be happy. Often the things that will make us feel better –
getting dressed, getting out into nature, taking joy in the small pleasures of
life – are exactly the things we deny ourselves when we are at our lowest
points. It’s almost as if we are punishing ourselves for being sad.

However reluctantly, it is hugely important at these times that we seek
out some simple, joyful activity – and there are very few pleasures so pure
as leaving the first footprints in an expanse of untrodden snow. It’s almost
impossible to resist, when you get the chance. This is what makes the image
at the end of Michael Laskey’s poem ‘Nobody’ so affecting: there is such
poignant regret, such self-recrimination, as the poet closes those curtains.
He has somehow let himself down. He has failed to appreciate the world as
he should have done; and as he accepts his mistake, he swears he will never
let it happen again.

If you don’t do it, if you don’t get out there and make an effort to have
fun and to appreciate life, then you’ll end the day feeling even worse for
your lack of willpower. Remember: every moment is an opportunity to
make a change. Give yourself permission to be happy, to be enthusiastic
and undignified and carefree. If you pass up the chance, you’ll never know
what you’ve missed.



Nobody
by Michael Laskey

If you can’t bring yourself to build
a snowman or even to clench
a snowball or two to fling
at the pine tree trunk, at least
find some reason to take you out

of yourself: scrape a patch of grass clear
for the birds maybe; prod at your shrubs
so they shake off the weight, straighten up;
or just stump about leaving prints
of your boots, your breath steaming out.

Promise. Don’t let yourself in
for this moment again: the end
of the afternoon, drawing the curtains
on the glare of the garden, a whole
day of snow nobody’s trodden.



Condition: Feelings of Worthlessness
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: hopelessness • inertia • pointlessness • self-pity

Sometimes, patients come to me at the Pharmacy with a feeling that nothing
is worthwhile; that even trying to make things better is a waste of time.
Their lives aren’t a disaster; often they’ve got everything going for them.
They may have interesting jobs, loving families and active social lives, and
yet these have somehow lost their lustre. On the surface, these people
acknowledge, their lives are good – even enviable. But this doesn’t make it
easier for them to break the cycle of self-pity that is holding them back.

When trying to make yourself happy doesn’t work, and finding meaning
in an outwardly meaningful life proves impossible, it’s time for a change in
perspective. Obviously, improving your own life in these circumstances
won’t alter how you feel. Instead, you should reach for the thing that
reliably makes us all feel better about ourselves, trite as it may sound:
improving others’ lives. As Ella Wheeler Wilcox’s poem ‘At Set of Sun’
makes clear, it can be a completely effortless thing – all it takes is letting
someone through a door ahead of you; a casual ‘I like your dress’, or
‘You’re very good at that’. When you make someone else’s day worthwhile,
the poem reminds us, you’re doing the same for your own.

This outlook takes you away from your own burdens and allows you to
focus on someone else instead. There’s no better way to break a cycle of
self-pity, to find a sense of purpose and self-respect, or just to take your
mind off your own misery. Attending to others puts you back in touch with
the lives around you, helping you understand where you fit and how lucky
you really are. You’re lucky not just because you have much to be grateful
for, but also because you have much to offer others.



from At Set of Sun
by Ella Wheeler Wilcox

If we sit down at set of sun,
And count the things that we have done,

And, counting, find
One self-denying act, one word
That eased the heart of him who heard,

One glance, most kind,
That fell like sunshine where it went –
Then we may count that day well spent.

…

But if, through all the life-long day,
We’ve eased no heart by yea or nay;

If, through it all
We’ve done no thing that we can trace,
That brought the sunshine to a face –

No act most small
That helped some soul, and nothing cost –
Then count that day as worse than lost.



Condition: Loss of Zest for Life
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: loss of motivation • loss of passion • need for self-care

It’s the story of so many of our lives: we begin with a great enthusiasm, a
great passion, but all too often we end up giving up on it and the world for
one reason or another. Maybe we’ve been disappointed by ourselves, or by
those around us. Maybe we’ve lost our self-belief. No matter the reason,
there’s something deeply dispiriting about losing whatever it was that used
to animate us.

In Vicki Feaver’s poem ‘Ironing’, that passion isn’t something grand and
overbearing. Instead, it’s a simple task that – like it or not – we have all had
to perform at some point. It shows us that the things that bring us pleasure
in life, that motivate us to get out of bed, don’t have to be huge at all. Often,
when something goes wrong, it is the small acts of self-care that we
abandon first – even when they are the very things that have the power to
heal us.

The speaker in the poem rediscovers her passion, and she finds that it is
as strong as ever. Through the ironing we see her life gaining purpose,
becoming joyful again where before it was crumpled and unexciting. She
has reclaimed her life along with her ironing, and that passion has nosed its
way into every corner until, by the end, we see her ironing her blouse into
an airy shape with room for her own body, her own heart: her life is
moulded to fit her again, and there is room to breathe.

Whatever passion you have left behind you in life, whatever hobbies or
activities have given you joy and meaning, pick them up again, and make
your life one that fits you.



Ironing
by Vicki Feaver

I used to iron everything:
my iron flying over sheets and towels
like a sledge chased by wolves over snow;

the flex twisting and crinking
until the sheath frayed, exposing
wires like nerves. I stood like a horse

with a smoking hoof,
inviting anyone who dared
to lie on my silver padded board,

to be pressed to the thinness
of dolls cut from paper.
I’d have commandeered a crane

if I could, got the welders at Jarrow
to heat me an iron the size of a tug
to flatten the house.

Then for years I ironed nothing.
I put the iron in a high cupboard.
I converted to crumpledness.

And now I iron again: shaking
dark spots of water onto wrinkled
silk, nosing into sleeves, round

buttons, breathing the sweet heated smell



hot metal draws from newly-washed
cloth, until my blouse dries

to a shining, creaseless blue,
an airy shape with room to push
my arms, breasts, lungs, heart into.



Condition: Failure to Live in the Moment
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: fretfulness • regret • self-recrimination • worrying

We’ve all been told to live in the moment before – it’s become something of
a catchphrase of self-help culture. But, just as with so many other
seemingly simple pieces of advice, it can be very hard to know what ‘living
in the moment’ actually means, and what it might look like.

Buddhists sometimes talk about the ‘second arrow’: the suffering we
inflict on ourselves by worrying about future pain, or by regretting past
mistakes. Sometimes, the things we dread surprise us by being far less
awful than we feared; sometimes, our agony over a past deed is out of all
proportion to the act itself. In such cases, it may be our thoughts, and not
the reasons for them, that do the most damage: the second arrow is deadlier
than the first. Evidently, we need to learn to avoid shooting that second
arrow at all.

This, Mark Doty tells us, is where the golden retrievers come in. Ball,
squirrel, pond – these are the ways that dogs navigate the world. Their day-
to-day experience is exactly that: experience. If we could let the average
well-looked-after dog teach us how to live as it does, to bounce from
excitement to excitement without ever pausing for analysis, perhaps we
could be as joyful as it.

Tomorrow – if that’s what you call it – can wait until tomorrow. Granted,
living like a dog full-time might not exactly be convenient – but for a few
minutes? For the length of a walk? Surely we can respond to the rallying
call, the Zen bow-wow of the golden retriever, for that long at least.



Golden Retrievals
by Mark Doty

Fetch? Balls and sticks capture my attention
seconds at a time. Catch? I don’t think so.
Bunny, tumbling leaf, a squirrel who’s – oh
joy – actually scared. Sniff the wind, then

I’m off again: muck, pond, ditch, residue
of any thrillingly dead thing. And you?
Either you’re sunk in the past, half our walk,
thinking of what you never can bring back,

or else you’re off in some fog concerning
– tomorrow, is that what you call it? My work:
to unsnare time’s warp (and woof!), retrieving,
my haze-headed friend, you. This shining bark,

a Zen master’s bronzy gong, calls you here,
entirely, now: bow-wow, bow-wow, bow-wow.



Condition: Need for Moral Guidance
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: ambitiousness • arrogance • failure • lack of self-belief •
loss of sense of self

‘If –’, by Rudyard Kipling, is the UK’s favourite poem by pretty much any
metric. It wins every poll, and – which is more – a couplet from the poem is
inscribed above the players’ entrance to Wimbledon’s Centre Court. You
don’t get any more British than that. Whenever I’ve read poems to people,
particularly my children, this is the one that they’ve asked to hear again.
This is the one that’s inspired them most.

‘If –’ encodes a lot of what, at least according to our folklore, makes up
our national identity. And yet it’s about so much more than just
‘Britishness’ – there’s a nobility and a fortitude to the character Kipling
sketches here that can resonate with anyone, of any culture. Someone who
is self-effacing, kind, thoughtful, brave, spirited, productive and, ultimately,
true to him- or (despite the of-its-time final line) herself.

The person Kipling describes is accessible and generous, and yet in some
deeply personal way they are untouchable. Triumph and disaster, kings and
crowds, can all distort the way we see ourselves, but none of them is under
our control: Kipling’s figure looks on them all with equanimity. We must
remember that our successes and the esteem of others do not change who
we are at our core – and should lead us neither into arrogance nor into self-
doubt.

Kipling advises us to hold true to who we are, even in the face of
corrupting influences. He reminds us that we have whole worlds within
ourselves, and that we alone are the master of them. No outside influence,
no person or circumstance, can touch these interior worlds without our
permission. Neither foes nor loving friends can hurt us if we have a strong
enough sense of self. That’s a great lesson for all of us.



If –
by Rudyard Kipling

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!



S E L F - I M A G E  A N D  S E L F -A C C E P TA N C E



Condition: Insecurity
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: negative body image • lack of confidence • low self-
esteem • feelings of unattractiveness

How we look – or rather how we think we look – is a huge concern for
many of us. Women in particular can find their lives dominated by these
insecurities. In a lot of ways, this is justified: our society places a huge
emphasis on attractiveness. Attractive people are treated as if they are more
honest, more capable and, in some hard-to-define sense, more valuable as
human beings. When we consider the impact that this can have on our lives,
the idea that vanity is no more than a petty concern becomes ridiculous. Of
course we care.

But notice that I say ‘attractiveness’ here, and not ‘beauty’. As Maya
Angelou reminds us in the poem I like to prescribe for these worries,
attractiveness isn’t all about what we are – the precise dimensions of our
chins or our waists – but instead, and perhaps to a surprising degree, about
how we are and what we do with what our parents gave us. Our confidence,
the sun of our smiles, our vitality and the joy we find in life make us more
attractive than any surgery or fad diet ever could. Allowing ourselves to be
brought down by our perceived imperfections will create only a new, far
more real imperfection by denying us the greatest cosmetic of all:
happiness.

This is a poem I would advise absolutely anyone to read before a party. It
can inject self-belief like a shot of adrenaline. Whether you want to be a
phenomenal woman, a phenomenal man or just a phenomenal person,
Angelou has something to teach you. It’s all within your grasp. Her head’s
not bowed, and yours doesn’t need to be either.



Phenomenal Woman
by Maya Angelou

Pretty women wonder where my secret lies.
I’m not cute or built to suit a fashion model’s size
But when I start to tell them,
They think I’m telling lies.
I say,
It’s in the reach of my arms,
The span of my hips,
The stride of my step,
The curl of my lips.
I’m a woman
Phenomenally.
Phenomenal woman,
That’s me.

I walk into a room
Just as cool as you please,
And to a man,
The fellows stand or
Fall down on their knees.
Then they swarm around me,
A hive of honey bees.
I say,
It’s the fire in my eyes,
And the flash of my teeth,
The swing in my waist,
And the joy in my feet.

I’m a woman



Phenomenally.
Phenomenal woman,
That’s me.

Men themselves have wondered
What they see in me.
They try so much
But they can’t touch
My inner mystery.
When I try to show them,
They say they still can’t see.
I say,
It’s in the arch of my back,
The sun of my smile,
The ride of my breasts,
The grace of my style.
I’m a woman
Phenomenally.
Phenomenal woman,
That’s me.

Now you understand
Just why my head’s not bowed.
I don’t shout or jump about
Or have to talk real loud.
When you see me passing,
It ought to make you proud.
I say,
It’s in the click of my heels,
The bend of my hair,
The palm of my hand,
The need for my care.
’Cause I’m a woman
Phenomenally.
Phenomenal woman,
That’s me.



Condition: Self-Recrimination
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: alienation • loneliness • regret • self-loathing

There’s something about nature in poetry that always seems to speak to
people. The natural world brings with it an extraordinary sense of vigour
and renewal – one which, in turn, provides the perfect springboard for
rethinking our own problems and difficulties. There’s no worry so great that
it can’t be made small by the sweep of wild geese across an endless sky.
The scale of such images helps us to escape from the constrained – and
often urban – emotional patterns in which we can so easily become stuck.
They prompt us to say to ourselves: ‘I can. I can overcome.’

In its seventeen lines, Mary Oliver’s ‘Wild Geese’ communicates a
wonderful and quietly radical idea: that we might treat the soft animals of
our bodies with kindness. Allow yourself to love what you love – not only
whom, you’ll notice, but what. Feeling needn’t always be held in check by
rationality, especially when so many of our desires and compulsions relate
to the animal in us. Rather than fight it, we should celebrate and nurture our
animal self: so much stupider than us in some ways, and yet, in other ways,
so much wiser.

The attempt to civilize ourselves is often our greatest source of pain.
Imagine a life in which we did not have to repent an undignified desire, or a
so-called ‘sinful’, ‘bestial’ or ‘savage’ thought. Oliver tells us that there is
no need for the self-flagellation that seems part and parcel of being a
person, of being good. There is a small, wide-eyed animal within each of us
that doesn’t understand why we keep kicking it. All we need to do to
overcome is to treat ourselves like a loyal pet: with love, forgiveness and
understanding.



Wild Geese
by Mary Oliver

You do not have to be good.
You do not have to walk on your knees
for a hundred miles through the desert, repenting.
You only have to let the soft animal of your body love what it

loves.
Tell me about despair, yours, and I will tell you mine.
Meanwhile the world goes on.
Meanwhile the sun and the clear pebbles of the rain
are moving across the landscapes,
over the prairies and the deep trees,
the mountains and the rivers.
Meanwhile the wild geese, high in the clean blue air,
are heading home again.
Whoever you are, no matter how lonely,
the world offers itself to your imagination,
calls to you like the wild geese, harsh and exciting –
over and over announcing your place
in the family of things.



Condition: Making Mistakes
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: regret • living in the past • self-recrimination • self-
loathing

Mistakes can bring out the worst in us – especially our own. To begin with,
accepting that we’ve done anything wrong at all can be very difficult. Even
if we manage that, we then have to guard against lurching to the opposite
extreme: becoming so obsessed with the mistakes we’ve made and the
damage we’ve caused that it paralyses us completely.

When you look back along the corridors and colonnades of your life and
see mistake after mistake, hypocrisy after hypocrisy, it is easy to allow
yourself to be overwhelmed by self-loathing and self-recrimination. You
recall the good advice of friends, long ignored, and you flinch at it. As the
speaker of James Fenton’s poem ‘The Mistake’ knows all too well, an ‘I
told you so’ can hurt far more than the sneer of an enemy.

The trick, when you’re staring down the barrel of your own stupidity, is
to gather up the horror of it all, to understand it and to accept it. Begin by
reassessing your own motivations as you look back on your mistakes. Try
not to believe the false memory of how you got to where you are, but
instead take responsibility. Question yourself. Work out how you feel about
your own behaviour. This is your mistake, which means there’s something
valuable in it, something that can teach you about yourself. Acknowledging
and understanding your own mistakes are crucial steps towards learning to
look at yourself in the mirror without averting your eyes.



The Mistake
by James Fenton

With the mistake your life goes in reverse.
Now you can see exactly what you did
Wrong yesterday and wrong the day before
And each mistake leads back to something worse

And every nuance of your hypocrisy
Towards yourself, and every excuse
Stands solidly on the perspective lines
And there is perfect visibility.

What an enlightenment. The colonnade
Rolls past on either side. You needn’t move.
The statues of your errors brush your sleeve.
You watch the tale turn back – and you’re dismayed.

And this dismay at this, this big mistake
Is made worse by the sight of all those who
Knew all along where these mistakes would lead –
Those frozen friends who watched the crisis break.

Why didn’t they say? Oh, but they did indeed –
Said with a murmur when the time was wrong
Or by a mild refusal to assent
Or told you plainly but you would not heed.

Yes, you can hear them now. It hurts. It’s worse
Than any sneer from any enemy.
Take this dismay. Lay claim to this mistake.
Look straight along the lines of this reverse.



Condition: Guilt at Not Living in the Moment
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: feelings of inadequacy • self-recrimination • stress •
worrying

I like Billy Collins’s poem ‘The Present’ because it skewers something not
all that different to the advice I often give in my Poetry Pharmacy, and have
given elsewhere in this very book (see ‘Failure to Live in the Moment’,
here). It finds a very amusing way of saying something quite important: that
the po-faced seriousness of our modern obsession with health and
emotional balance is not the only way to live. We can be happy without
making an effort to live in the moment, or be mindful, or do any of those
things we all feel a buzz of guilt about ignoring.

Of course, we could all benefit from living in the moment more than we
do – but it is also true that to treat the present as anything more than a
second home, however frequently visited, would be a catastrophe. As with
anything else in the world, living in the moment is only useful in
moderation. What’s more, allowing ourselves to get caught up in the
cultural panic about how we should live, how we should think, and how
often and how deeply we should breathe, can lead to more misery than
well-practised mindfulness could ever solve.

If living in the moment doesn’t suit you, if it doesn’t make sense for you,
don’t do it! Don’t feel obliged to change your interior life to suit the faddish
dictates of the self-help industry. Although there is real value in living in
the moment, there is also real value in living how you want to live, and
accepting the parts of yourself you can’t change. If you’re a fretter, or a
daydreamer, or a reminiscer – celebrate it. Be yourself. That’s the best
advice any guru can give you.



The Present
by Billy Collins

Much has been said about being in the present.
It’s the place to be, according to the gurus,
like the latest club on the downtown scene,
but no one, it seems, is able to give you directions.

It doesn’t seem desirable or even possible
to wake up every morning and begin
leaping from one second into the next
until you fall exhausted back into bed.

Plus, there’d be no past
with so many scenes to savor and regret,
and no future, the place you will die
but not before flying around with a jet-pack.

The trouble with the present is
that it’s always in a state of vanishing.
Take the second it takes to end
this sentence with a period – already gone.

What about the moment that exists
between banging your thumb
with a hammer and realizing
you are in a whole lot of pain?

What about the one that occurs
after you hear the punch line
but before you get the joke?
Is that where the wise men want us to live



in that intervening tick, the tiny slot
that occurs after you have spent hours
searching downtown for that new club
and just before you give up and head back home?



Condition: Emotional Repression
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: guilt • avoidance of pain • unhealthy coping
mechanisms

We spend so much time in life trying to sanitize ourselves, to expunge our
dark thoughts and emotions, that we never stop to wonder why they’re there
to begin with. We guard against sadness, regret and unkindness, as if
through distraction and discipline alone we can change who we are. And yet
the feelings that we have are there to be felt. Each comes for a reason:
whether we attribute it to some higher power, or to the workings of our own
subconscious, it is, as Rumi puts it in ‘The Guest House’, ‘a guide from the
beyond’.

Rumi recognizes that the shadow self is just as much a part of us as the
face we show to the world. Our fears and sorrows have important things to
teach us; our petty malice and cruelty are no less our own than our kindness
and generosity. Repressing our darker thoughts and feelings is like trying to
hide an elephant under the tea towels: we’re not going to get great results,
and frankly it’s probably going to end in a lot of smashed crockery.

It’s not only that nobody’s perfect, or even that seemingly perfect people
are boring. It’s that the darkness within can lead us to greater things, and
motivate us to achieve what gentler emotions never will. Anger is a form of
self-protection: it lets people know that we are hurt, and that we will not
take it lightly. Sadness, meanwhile, can be cathartic; as Rumi says, it cleans
out our house for new delight.

Sometimes, the best way to fight our demons is by declaring a ceasefire.
If we don’t, the struggle against the things we fear in our own natures can
end up causing us the most pain of all. If, on the other hand, we maintain
equanimity in the face of our true selves, we can learn to accept ourselves
for who we really are – darkness and all.



The Guest House
by Rumi 

translated by Coleman Barks

This being human is a guest house.
Every morning a new arrival.

A joy, a depression, a meanness,
some momentary awareness comes
as an unexpected visitor.

Welcome and entertain them all!
Even if they’re a crowd of sorrows,
who violently sweep your house
empty of its furniture,
still, treat each guest honorably.
He may be clearing you out
for some new delight.

The dark thought, the shame, the malice,
meet them at the door laughing,
and invite them in.

Be grateful for whoever comes,
because each has been sent
as a guide from beyond.



Condition: Regret
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: living in the past • self-loathing • shame

At times, my Pharmacy can be a lot like a confessional. It can be hard to
hear some of the things that people have to say – perhaps above all when
they express some element of themselves that I share and, like them, am yet
to come to terms with in myself. So universal is this problem, in fact, that I
would prescribe James Fenton’s poem ‘The Ideal’ to almost anyone,
whether or not they thought that they needed it. Coming to terms with
oneself and one’s past is a crucial prerequisite for moving on, and for
escaping those familiar patterns of thought and behaviour that have dragged
one down for so long.

Luckily for all of us, when we’re finally prepared to open that door, the
cupboard that we thought was full of snakes often turns out to contain
nothing more frightening than dust. But self-forgiveness is hard – of course
it is. If it’s not hard, then we’re not doing it right. We’ve all had that
flinching moment of sudden recollection: something we said or did which
we regret so intensely that the feeling is almost physical. How could
emotions this visceral be easy to overcome?

This poem reminds us forcefully of the difficulty of self-acceptance. It
braces us for the journey ahead, and reminds us what we are aiming for. We
can try to live up to the ideal – to be at ease with our own mistakes, our own
flaws – but we will inevitably fail some of the time. Anyone would. The
trick is to keep the ideal in mind. The trick is not to be discouraged.



The Ideal
by James Fenton

This is where I came from.
I passed this way.
This should not be shameful
Or hard to say.

A self is a self.
It is not a screen.
A person should respect
What he has been.

This is my past
Which I shall not discard.
This is the ideal.
This is hard.



Condition: Sexual Repression
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: desire • teenage sexuality • shame

Allowing ourselves to be physical, to be sexual or sensual, is not
necessarily easy. Our sexuality can be a terrifying thing, particularly in the
early years when everything our new bodies want feels like a mystery, if not
an outright blasphemy. The shame our society imposes on sex and desire is
vastly magnified when it comes to teen sexuality. Being made to bear this
guilt and unease as we first step into the adult world can remain with us for
a lifetime; and many people, once forced to repress their natural urges,
never quite feel comfortable with them again. Even as mature adults, we are
often ashamed of our bodies and desires. All of this can be a source of great
pain.

In Helen Farish’s poem ‘Look at These’, a girl feels like a mature sexual
being for the first time, and as she does so she implores the world not to
censure her. It’s a celebration of the best and healthiest way one could hope
to embrace one’s own sensuality: with innocence, but with confidence;
without self-loathing or self-censorship. For many people, regardless of
their gender and whether they are on the verge of adulthood or simply
experiencing a sexual awakening late in life, this moment of self-
recognition can be terrifying. For them, this poem is meant as an
encouragement: it is a voice in the wild, emphatically refusing to tell you
not to.

If you can see something good and precious in the exuberance and
startled enthusiasm of this poem, you probably agree that nobody should
tell this emerging woman not to celebrate her body. And this is a message
that you can extrapolate to yourself. Don’t refuse yourself: don’t tell
yourself not to. Allow yourself to be who you are, and to love yourself and
others just as it feels natural to.



Look at These
by Helen Farish

Seeing you makes me want to lift up my top,
breathe in and say Look! Look at these!
I’ve kept them hidden till now
under loose shirts, Dad’s jumpers.

Suddenly I’m offering them
like a woman ready to mate.
I’m holding my breath.
Don’t tell me not to.



T H E  W O R L D  A N D  O T H E R  P E O P L E



Condition: Fear of the Unknown
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: fear for the future • fear of uncertainty

Sheenagh Pugh’s ‘What If This Road’ is one of the poems I prescribe most
in my Poetry Pharmacy – and for good reason. A very potent fear of the
unknown runs in our species which I imagine has been with us since the
time when to venture into a new valley was to risk being devoured by
wolves. Nowadays, we seek to allay this primal fear with relentlessly hectic
schedules and prediction after prediction about what the future holds.

Strangely, in an environment in which we have ready access to more
information than ever before, we are more paralyzed by our ignorance than
we have ever been. Perhaps, because we have grown used to the
expectation of technologically-enhanced certainty and knowledge in our
day-to-day lives, we are less able to accept uncertainty when confronted
with it.

The fact that we have no idea what our futures will bring can be
extremely uncomfortable. And yet, as this poem asks us, is ignorance really
such a bad thing? There always comes a wonderful moment, after a
pharmacy patient has talked to me for fifteen minutes about their fears for
the future, when I watch their face as they hear this poem for the first time.
It turns fear of the unknown into gratitude for a life which may yet contain
unforgettable surprises.

When you really think about it, it’s a wonderful thing that our lives are so
rich with different possibilities. If you had the chance to know how things
were going to turn out, would you really take it? Or would you prefer to
reach the ending the long way around, delighting in the suspense and even,
if you’re lucky, the coming together of the plot’s different strands before
each of the big climaxes still awaiting you? I know which I’d choose. To
use a very modern phrase for a very old thought: no spoilers.



What If This Road
by Sheenagh Pugh

What if this road, that has held no surprises
these many years, decided not to go
home after all; what if it could turn
left or right with no more ado
than a kite-tail? What if its tarry skin
were like a long, supple bolt of cloth,
that is shaken and rolled out, and takes
a new shape from the contours beneath?
And if it chose to lay itself down
in a new way; around a blind corner,
across hills you must climb without knowing
what’s on the other side; who would not hanker
to be going, at all risks? Who wants to know
a story’s end, or where a road will go?



Condition: Living with Difference
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: isolation • mistrust of others • prejudice

In a time of discord and division it can seem all too easy to blame otherness
as the root of our own difficulties. More reason than ever, then, to celebrate
the unity of man. When this issue comes up in the Poetry Pharmacy, I like
to point people towards the work of the fourteenth-century Persian poet
Hafez, who wrote in an age time when Muslims, Christians and Jews
existed harmoniously alongside one another within a great civilization. We
could do with learning how to emulate that today.

We all have different ways of going about our lives: we may be Christian
or Muslim, vegan or omnivore, artist or stockbroker. Often, these
differences can fool us into thinking that we have nothing in common. And
yet it is not only the route we take through life that defines us: no less
important is the destination towards which we aim. Wherever or whomever
we worship, whatever our moral code or our profession, we are probably
working towards the same goal as someone who might seem to be our polar
opposite. Fundamentally, we all want many of the same things: to live a
good life; to feel happy, safe and loved; and, most of all, to be able to see
ourselves as good people: to be able to live with ourselves.

There is a sense these days that otherness is somehow suspicious. But the
fact that somebody prays on a different day, eats different food or dresses in
a different style should be a source of curiosity and an opportunity to learn
more about our shared humanity, not cause for fear and mistrust. After all,
as Hafez suggests in this poem, the way in which we choose to achieve
something may finally be of no great consequence so long as we all end up
in what, taking the longer view, turns out to be much the same place.



‘I am in love with every church’
by Hafez 

translated by Daniel Ladinsky

I am in love with every church
And mosque
And temple
And any kind of shrine

Because I know it is there
That people say the different names
Of the One God.



Condition: Oppression
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: defeatism • frustration at injustice • suffering from
racism • suffering from sexism

To maintain one’s strength in the face of the erosive power of oppression
can take unbelievable resilience. Maya Angelou’s wonderful poem ‘Still I
Rise’ summons exactly that fortitude.

As a black woman born in the United States of America in the 1920s,
Angelou knew more than her fair share of racism and its power to stifle
hope. Yet her generation is the one that finally overcame the segregationist
Jim Crow laws and brought civil rights to people of colour in the USA. The
battle is far from over – people in every country on earth are battered by
racism on a daily basis – but Angelou’s poem remains as a rallying call to
maintain hope and stand tall. It is in the human spirit to overcome. You may
be trampled into the dirt, but still, like dust, you’ll rise.

Wherever you are, and whatever difficulties you face, remember that
your internal world is always solely your own. Perhaps you have been
robbed of your metaphorical, or even your literal, treasures; perhaps your
ancestors were robbed of their very freedom. Still, as Angelou reminds us,
dignity and determination in the face of oppression can become weapons;
and pride and strength are a rebellion in themselves. Your gold mines
survive in your laugh, and your diamonds in your dance. Nobody can take
those from you.



Still I Rise
by Maya Angelou

You may write me down in history
With your bitter, twisted lies,
You may trod me in the very dirt
But still, like dust, I’ll rise.

Does my sassiness upset you?
Why are you beset with gloom?
’Cause I walk like I’ve got oil wells
Pumping in my living room.

Just like moons and like suns,
With the certainty of tides,
Just like hopes springing high,
Still I’ll rise.

Did you want to see me broken?
Bowed head and lowered eyes?
Shoulders falling down like teardrops,
Weakened by my soulful cries?

Does my haughtiness offend you?
Don’t you take it awful hard
’Cause I laugh like I’ve got gold mines
Diggin’ in my own backyard.

You may shoot me with your words,
You may cut me with your eyes,
You may kill me with your hatefulness,
But still, like air, I’ll rise.



Does my sexiness upset you?
Does it come as a surprise
That I dance like I’ve got diamonds
At the meeting of my thighs?

Out of the huts of history’s shame
I rise
Up from a past that’s rooted in pain
I rise
I’m a black ocean, leaping and wide,
Welling and swelling I bear in the tide.

Leaving behind nights of terror and fear
I rise
Into a daybreak that’s wondrously clear
I rise
Bringing the gifts that my ancestors gave,
I am the dream and the hope of the slave.
I rise
I rise
I rise.



Condition: Fear of the Other
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: lack of empathy • individualism • isolation

Although it started life in a work of prose, John Donne’s famous ‘No man is
an island’ passage has long been distributed and shared as verse. It certainly
seems to me to have enormous poetic value and power. It is also bursting
with relevance for modern life, despite being almost four hundred years old.
As the Western world struggles to deal with a volume of refugees
unprecedented since the Second World War, it seems that our supplies of
empathy and human fellow-feeling are increasingly falling short of demand.

It’s very easy, especially when we feel threatened or frightened, to allow
people of other races, religions or national origins to fall into the vague
category of the ‘Other’. These Others are terrifying: their unfamiliarity, and
their seeming lack of loyalty to our values, can make us feel that they are
less deserving of our finer instincts. Sometimes, even, we can feel that they
are less deserving of the title ‘human’.

Yet we know – and history has shown us on many occasions – that only
terrible things can come from this instinct. We all have more in common
than what divides us: the fundamental values and needs of humanity are
universal. The lazy or vicious thinking that would leave some out in the
cold, that would undervalue their very lives based on some arbitrary
question of colour or faith, is one of our species’ most crude and destructive
traits.

In our more reasoned moments, none of us could disagree with Donne’s
premise. Although he speaks only of Europe, the wider application is clear:
whatever sunders us from other people – whether it is death, or our cruelty
and callousness – diminishes the fabric of humanity itself. We would do
well to allow Donne’s words to remind us of that.



‘No man is an island’
by John Donne

No man is an island,
Entire of itself;
Every man is a piece of the continent,
A part of the main;
If a clod be washed away by the sea,
Europe is the less,
As well as if a promontory were,
As well as if a manor of thy friend’s
Or of thine own were;
Any man’s death diminishes me,
Because I am involved in mankind;
And therefore never send to know
For whom the bell tolls;
It tolls for thee.



Condition: Social Overload
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: need for alone time

A number of people have come to my Poetry Pharmacy to talk about the
same fundamental unease: a sense that they’re failing to be as involved in
other people’s lives as they’re supposed to be. They don’t feel lonely or left
out; in fact, they tend to be very comfortable in their own company. But
they have a nagging suspicion that somehow this isn’t right. They are
uneasy in a world centred more and more on the expectation of constant
communication and constant availability, in which no quiet moment is safe
from the intrusion of electronic conversation. These people think that
there’s something wrong with them; that if they can’t handle the frenzy of
chatter going on around them, or don’t want to, they must somehow be
missing something. Are they unfriendly? Unkind? Inhuman?

When I speak to people who feel this way, it’s Larkin I turn to. I love his
poem ‘Best Society’ because it’s about the real truth of ourselves, not the
image we present to the world. As challenging as it can prove, there’s a
great comfort in being alone: it gives us the chance to become our true,
uncensored selves. That’s a very important thing to be able to do in life, and
a sign of enormous emotional strength.

There are people, too, who realize that they’ve so over-socialized, that
they’ve spent so little time in their own company, that they probably
couldn’t pick themselves out of a line-up. As soon as they unplug from the
social whirl, they lose all sense of who they are – almost as though they
don’t exist unless they’re being reflected back to themselves by other
people. For them, this poem may act as a reminder that there is another way.
A balance can be found; and a rich, solitary self is still waiting, somewhere
inside of them, to re-emerge, if they will only give it the chance.



Best Society
by Philip Larkin

When I was a child, I thought,
Casually, that solitude
Never needed to be sought.
Something everybody had,
Like nakedness, it lay at hand,
Not specially right or specially wrong,
A plentiful and obvious thing
Not at all hard to understand.

Then, after twenty, it became
At once more difficult to get
And more desired – though all the same
More undesirable; for what
You are alone has, to achieve
The rank of fact, to be expressed
In terms of others, or it’s just
A compensating make-believe.

Much better stay in company!
To love you must have someone else,
Giving requires a legatee,
Good neighbours need whole parishfuls
Of folk to do it on – in short,
Our virtues are all social; if,
Deprived of solitude, you chafe,
It’s clear you’re not the virtuous sort.

Viciously, then, I lock my door.



The gas-fire breathes. The wind outside
Ushers in evening rain. Once more
Uncontradicting solitude
Supports me on its giant palm;
And like a sea-anemone
Or simple snail, there cautiously
Unfolds, emerges, what I am.



Condition: Ageing Parents
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: loved ones suffering from dementia • illness in parents •
loss of respect for parents

When we are children, our parents are gods. They seem unimaginably
strong and unfathomably knowledgeable. We find it almost impossible to
believe that we will one day be just like them. In some senses, the process
of growing up is all about undermining that initial awe. Eventually, we
learn that our parents are just people, and that it’s not actually that hard for
us to become people, too.

The sad thing, though, is that our growing up is not the end of the
process. There is a symmetry to human life. Just as we learn how easy, how
natural it is for us to be strong and competent and proud, our parents are
discovering quite how difficult it can be to remain that way, until the day
finally comes when the roles are reversed and the people we idolized more
than anyone else become a burden. Suddenly, we are the adults, and our
parents are stumbling behind us like children.

It can be very upsetting to watch someone we admire become
diminished; and yet this is a trial we all face, unless we are unlucky enough
to lose our parents young. Our mothers and fathers dealt with the same
terrible distress before us – and we should remember that in time our
children will, too. There is no remedy for this pain, except the knowledge
that it is better than the alternative, which is never to have had our parents
at all – or to have lost them young. They were there for us when we were
helpless; we should take pleasure now in being able to return the favour.
Our lives are cyclical, and are meant to be: just as we grow, so we must
shrink. There is no such thing in life, or in human beings themselves, as
permanence. Frankly, we might get rather bored if there were.



Follower
by Seamus Heaney

My father worked with a horse-plough,
His shoulders globed like a full sail strung
Between the shafts and the furrow.
The horse strained at his clicking tongue.

An expert. He would set the wing
And fit the bright steel-pointed sock.
The sod rolled over without breaking.
At the headrig, with a single pluck

Of reins, the sweating team turned round
And back into the land. His eye
Narrowed and angled at the ground,
Mapping the furrow exactly.

I stumbled in his hob-nailed wake,
Fell sometimes on the polished sod;
Sometimes he rode me on his back
Dipping and rising to his plod.

I wanted to grow up and plough,
To close one eye, stiffen my arm.
All I ever did was follow
In his broad shadow round the farm.

I was a nuisance, tripping, falling,
Yapping always. But today
It is my father who keeps stumbling
Behind me, and will not go away.



Condition: Displacement
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: alienation • fear of the unknown • foreignness •
migration • otherness

This is a poem for an age of migration: for all the people we’ve encountered
who’ve made their home in another place, another culture, perhaps even
another continent. Some people’s lives change because they want them to;
other people’s homes are stolen from them. What they all have in common
is this strange sense of otherness, which can be a trial – or, as Imtiaz
Dharker suggests in her poem ‘Front Door’, a joy.

I am a second-generation immigrant myself. My father fled Nazi Austria
before the Second World War, and as a boy my German surname was a
constant reminder of that great displacement. It would have been easy to
have grown up feeling that I didn’t belong; certainly some of my
schoolmates felt that I didn’t.

Foreignness can be a curse. It marks you out; it makes itself known as a
sort of friction that keeps you from slotting smoothly into the world around
you. But, as I learned, it can also be a source of great interest and
excitement. In their heads and in their jumbled suitcases, first-generation
immigrants bring whole new worlds with them to their adopted homes; their
different perspective allows them to see the places they move to in ways
that more established or jaded residents probably never would, and to help
others see it that way, too.

Learning to deal with being different is difficult, as we all know from
experience – whatever our particular differences may be, or have been. But
what Dharker captures so wonderfully is the sense of possibility that comes
with living in two different worlds. That’s something to celebrate, she says;
and she’s right. After all, if one culture is good, then two must be even
better.



Front Door
by Imtiaz Dharker

Wherever I have lived,
walking out of the front door
every morning
means crossing over
to a foreign country.

One language inside the house,
another out.
The food and clothes
and customs change.
The fingers on my hand turn
into forks.

I call it adaptation
when my tongue switches
from one grammar to another,
but the truth is I’m addicted now,
high on the rush
of daily displacement,
speeding to a different time zone,
heading into altered weather,
landing as another person.

Don’t think I haven’t noticed
you’re on the same trip too.



Condition: Parental Protectiveness
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: general over-protectiveness

There is such overwhelming strength of feeling when one is a parent.
‘Nettles’, Vernon Scannell’s story of his fury at the plants that harm his son,
is a perfect emblem of the lengths we will go to in order to protect our
children. We are all ruled at times by the same primal instinct that can make
it suicide to come between an animal and its cub.

When children are as precious and yet as desperately fragile as they are,
how can we not lie awake at night worrying? That love, which is one of the
most wonderful things in the world, is also deeply frightening. Suddenly,
you have far less sway over the things that determine your mood. You’re
only happy when your child is – and much as you might long to, that’s not
something you can always control.

At the same time, it is crucially important to remember that we cannot
protect our children from all harm, all of the time. The nettles will always
grow back. The young will feel pain, and shock, and heartbreak – and this
will be how they learn a great many things worth knowing. The world is not
a kind place, but it is a fertile one. Children grow quickly, and they do so as
much with the help of the bad things as of the good.

This is not to say that you shouldn’t protect your children at all. Far from
it. But there are extremes of protectiveness that are ridiculous – that can
even be dangerous. I myself still remember grabbing a child around the
throat long ago when he seemed to be pushing my daughter into a paddling
pool. His father looked at me with reproach and said, ‘He’s only three!’
This poem encourages the sort of realism, and through it the restraint, that
could have saved me a lot of embarrassment that day.



Nettles
by Vernon Scannell

My son aged three fell in the nettle bed.
‘Bed’ seemed a curious name for those green spears,
That regiment of spite behind the shed:
It was no place for rest. With sobs and tears
The boy came seeking comfort and I saw
White blisters beaded on his tender skin.
We soothed him till his pain was not so raw.
At last he offered us a watery grin,
And then I took my billhook, honed the blade
And went outside and slashed in fury with it
Till not a nettle in that fierce parade
Stood upright any more. And then I lit
A funeral pyre to burn the fallen dead.
But in two weeks the busy sun and rain
Had called up tall recruits behind the shed:
My son would often feel sharp wounds again.



Condition: Longing for Beauty
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: glumness • depression • purposelessness • ugly
surroundings

Of all the poetry prescribed in this book, these lines by John Keats could
well be the hardest to understand if you’re new to poetry. Yet if you sit and
reflect on it, and perhaps read it out loud to yourself, you’ll find you begin
to understand what it’s all about. You’ll probably find it’s something that
you’ve often sensed for yourself – and that you might find yourself wishing
to seek out once more whenever you long for beauty.

However gloomy and miserable your life might be, the beauty of the
world is one thing you can rely upon. If you can sense beauty around you,
in others and in your surroundings, you can grab on to it. It can take you
from despondency to hope.

Of course, depression can steal your capacity to see beauty. But as the
great photographer Aaron Rose once said to me, ‘In the right light,
everything is beautiful.’ It’s an idea I’ve kept with me through the years,
and I’ve come to realize that he was completely right.

Even if your surroundings are grim and brutal, even in a darkened room
or right in the middle of a miserable urban expanse, you can still find
beauty in the world around you. Learning to seek and discover it could be
essential for getting you through the worst moments – and even, at times,
for coping with entire days.



from Endymion
by John Keats

A thing of beauty is a joy for ever:
Its loveliness increases; it will never
Pass into nothingness; but still will keep
A bower quiet for us, and a sleep
Full of sweet dreams, and health, and quiet breathing.
Therefore, on every morrow, are we wreathing
A flowery band to bind us to the earth,
Spite of despondence, of the inhuman dearth
Of noble natures, of the gloomy days,
Of all the unhealthy and o’er-darkened ways
Made for our searching: yes, in spite of all,
Some shape of beauty moves away the pall
From our dark spirits. Such the sun, the moon,
Trees old and young, sprouting a shady boon
For simple sheep; and such are daffodils
With the green world they live in; and clear rills
That for themselves a cooling covert make
’Gainst the hot season; the mid-forest brake,
Rich with a sprinkling of fair musk-rose blooms:
And such too is the grandeur of the dooms
We have imagined for the mighty dead;
All lovely tales that we have heard or read:
An endless fountain of immortal drink,
Pouring unto us from the heaven’s brink.



Condition: Unkindness
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: cruelty • intolerance • bickering in relationships • self-
obsession

It’s hard to believe it was almost seven hundred years ago that Hafez
originally offered the world the magnificent insight expressed in this poem.
It’s more evidence, if any were needed, that kindness and tolerance are far
from modern inventions. Goodness is timeless, and so is the human psyche.
There will never be a day when we cannot benefit from Hafez’s guidance.

The inclusion of queer love in this poem might seem surprising, but it is a
wonderful reminder that, through the ages, different sexualities have existed
and been recognized. Love is love; and although there have always been
bigots, there have also always been those who oppose them. Hafez’s heaven
is full of men who love men, and women who love women. It is not
difficult to imagine that it would have space for non-binary people as well.

But the central point of this poem is not so much inclusiveness as how to
love well and generously. So often when there is conflict in our
relationships – in our platonic relationships, I should add, as well as our
romantic – we forget to raise the crucial issue: ‘How do I feel about my
behaviour?’ It’s terribly easy when things go wrong, and when we’re at our
angriest, to blame the ones we love by default. But anger, as we know, all
too frequently proves a sign of some deeper guilt or unease. Perhaps,
instead of holding on to that anger, we should ask ourselves and those
around us, ‘How can I be more kind?’

If we were looking for one way to make the world better, the obvious
answer would be to love more. Be kinder. Be more thoughtful. This is not
always our first reaction to trouble – in fact, it’s often our last. Yet it’s
something we can foster in ourselves, with effort. This poem is an
exaltation of love: an exhortation to love more, not less. That’s one
prescription for life which everyone could benefit from, and which
everyone deserves.



‘It happens all the time in heaven’
by Hafez 

translated by Daniel Ladinsky

It happens all the time in heaven,
And some day

It will begin to happen
Again on earth –

That men and women who are married,
And men and men who are
Lovers,

And women and women
Who give each other
Light,
Often will get down on their knees

And while so tenderly
Holding their lover’s hand,

With tears in their eyes,
Will sincerely speak, saying,

‘My dear,
How can I be more loving to you;

How can I be more
Kind?’



Condition: News Overload
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: depression • disillusionment • general malaise •
pessimism

From time to time, many of us experience a sense of malaise, an indefinite
feeling of gloom, without being able to put our finger on any particular
problem. It’s a general suspicion that the world isn’t right, and that our lives
aren’t right, either: that there’s something rotten at the core of everything,
and there’s nothing anyone can do about it. The common wisdom at the
moment is that politicians will always lie, that wars will be unjust and
without end, and, in short, that things will always get worse.

In the modern world, any one of the screens we engage with can become
a portal to news-induced despair. We can’t check our phones without
hearing about the latest bombing; we relax by reading think-pieces about
the fundamental irrationality and depravity of those on the other side of the
political spectrum from us. If we’re not careful, we can become obsessed by
the headlines, and assume their apocalyptic attitude ourselves. Negativity
and hopelessness snap at our heels. Where, in all of this, is the positivity
that would balance them out? Where is the celebration of how good life can
be, of the fact that the world is getting less violent and less unequal over
time, or that, sometimes, things simply do work out?

Although Sheenagh Pugh is not artistically proud of her poem
‘Sometimes’, many who have visited my Pharmacy will confirm that it
offers us just such a counterbalance. It is a solid, thoughtful and long-term
antidote to the transient horrors of social media and throwaway journalism.
For me, it is an anchor of optimism. Yes, the general gloom can become so
all-enveloping that the idea of adopting a different outlook seems laughable.
But if you can remind yourself that the world may not be as bad as it seems,
then escape is possible. Cling to that hope. Drag yourself to the surface.
Sometimes, it will make you feel better.



Sometimes
by Sheenagh Pugh

Sometimes things don’t go, after all,
from bad to worse. Some years, muscadel
faces down frost; green thrives; the crops don’t fail;
sometimes a man aims high, and all goes well.

A people sometimes will step back from war;
elect an honest man, decide they care
enough, that they can’t leave some stranger poor.
Some men become what they were born for.

Sometimes our best efforts do not go
amiss, sometimes we do as we meant to.
The sun will sometimes melt a field of sorrow
that seemed hard frozen: may it happen for you.



L O V E  A N D  L O S S



Condition: Infatuation
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: courtship • first love • unrequited love • romantic
obsession

The beginning of an infatuation is a heady time, during which proportion
and propriety both go straight out of the window. If the common attribution
of these gorgeous lines to the Persian poet Rumi is correct, then they are
many hundreds of years old – and yet they could have been slipped under
some lucky lover’s door only yesterday. That same longing to know
someone inside out, that same lust and fascination we’ve all felt at the
beginning of a truly powerful passion – Rumi knew how to express these
things centuries before similar emotions overtook us or even our parents.

Often, we forget the power of this falling feeling once we are out of its
clutches, but as soon as it seizes us once more we are reminded of how all-
encompassing the start of an obsession can be. When feelings like these are
unreciprocated, though, it can be excruciating. Unrequited love is one of
those pains suffered by everyone at some point, and yet is no less agonizing
for its ubiquity. Nonetheless, however much it may hurt, there is still a
beauty to this feeling.

I sometimes meet people in my Poetry Pharmacy who worry that this sort
of infatuation will never happen to them again. And yet it tends to be lying
just around the corner, waiting for their guard to drop so it can spring. If
you are swept up in the longing that Rumi describes, whether or not it is
returned, remember that it is something to savour. This is one of the most
spectacularly powerful feelings in the world. This is being alive. Don’t wish
it away – embrace it.



‘I want to see you’
attributed to Rumi 

translator unknown

I want to see you.
Know your voice.

Recognize you when you
first come ’round the corner.

Sense your scent when I come
into a room you’ve just left.

Know the lift of your heel,
the glide of your foot.

Become familiar with the way
you purse your lips
then let them part,
just the slightest bit,
when I lean in to your space
and kiss you.

I want to know the joy
of how you whisper
‘more’.



Condition: Unrequited Love
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: heartbreak • infatuation

Getting someone out of your head can be one of the most dispiriting and
time-consuming tasks in life. Little else can be so conflicting. You know
you shouldn’t be flicking through their profile pictures, or reading through
their love letters (depending, probably, on which generation you belong to),
but they’re already in your head day and night. What harm could it do to
indulge yourself?

Often, it can seem as if time, and perhaps a measure of self-restraint, are
the only remedies for heartache. Yet Wendy Cope’s poem ‘Two Cures for
Love’ reminds us that perspective is also a crucial ingredient. Nobody is as
perfect as the torrent of chemicals we call ‘love’ can convince us they are.
Everyone is flawed; most of us are a little bit pathetic on the inside. The
trick is simply to notice this in someone other than yourself.

Humanizing the person you have deified is extremely difficult. How do
you pull a god from the heavens, or topple Michelangelo’s David from his
plinth, when you feel diminished and worthless by comparison? All it takes,
as Wendy Cope points out in her marvellous and very funny poem, is closer
inspection. Knowing someone – even if all that means is coolly
contemplating their flaws – is the surest way to undermine their power over
you. Of course, laughter can be a great help, too. This poem provides
inspiration for both.



Two Cures for Love
by Wendy Cope

1. Don’t see him. Don’t phone or write a letter.
2. The easy way: get to know him better.



Condition: Seeking One’s Soulmate
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: heartbreak • unrequited love • maltreatment

All too often in life, we’re so consumed by looking for something that we
fail to notice we’ve been absentmindedly swatting it away whenever it
came near. This is particularly true when it comes to love. It’s an
astoundingly bizarre feature of humanity, if we think about it, that we push
away the people who want to love us, and instead chase after those who
don’t want us at all. Why do we do this to ourselves, over and over and over
again?

The perfect person could be standing right there, waving at us, holding
up a sign that says ‘True Love This Way’ – and yet we’d be completely
blind to them. We’d be too busy eyeing up the person sauntering over the
horizon, not giving us a second glance. Is the idea of finding the right
person really so terrifying it drives us into the arms of someone who’s
clearly wrong for us? It can certainly seem that way.

The greatest romantic challenge each of us faces is not tracking down
that elusive soulmate, nor even slimming down until we feel worthy of one.
No, our task is far harder. We must find and excise that pernicious part of
our psyche which tells us, without our even knowing it, that we should not
allow ourselves to be loved exactly as we are. Once you believe that you are
worth loving, and that love is worth having, you’ll be amazed to discover
how many opportunities have been waiting for you, right there, all along.



Your Task
attributed to Rumi 

translator unknown

Your task is not to seek for love,
but merely to seek and find all the barriers within yourself
that you have built against it.



Condition: Obsessive Love
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: fear of vulnerability • falling in love • unrequited love

A lot of life is caught up with the obsession and the anguish of love, and
sometimes it can be hard to understand why you’re tangled up in it at all.
The bursts of happiness, the sudden sky-blue clarity of being comfortably in
love, can seem to be outweighed utterly by the tumult on either side. It’s
said that love and madness are not so very far apart. While I don’t know
about madness, scientists have noted that the profile of the brain in love is
strikingly similar to what we expect to find in obsessive-compulsive
disorder.

Yet, as Tennyson put it so well:
’Tis better to have loved and lost
Than never to have loved at all.

Perhaps this will sound trite to the heartsick among you, but it shouldn’t.
The relentless regret one feels at chances left untaken and mistakes left
unmade can be far worse than the brief agony of heartbreak. After all, with
a broken heart you know you have tried, and if you have failed you have
failed wholeheartedly. Never to have given it a go is a cowardly and quiet
way to destroy your own happiness, but it does destroy it nonetheless.

However painful relationships and their endings can be, they’re often the
only way to evolve as a human being. Being alone is comfortable, but
without an antagonist no protagonist would ever develop. We need
something to prod us into action, into confronting ourselves frankly. The
criticism, acceptance, love and pain in a relationship do exactly that. And
anyway, sometimes we have to celebrate being alive. Give in to the mania.
Hold hard. This way at least you live.



The Fist
by Derek Walcott

The fist clenched round my heart
loosens a little, and I gasp
brightness; but it tightens
again. When have I ever not loved
the pain of love? But this has moved

past love to mania. This has the strong
clench of the madman, this is
gripping the ledge of unreason, before
plunging howling into the abyss.

Hold hard then, heart. This way at least you live.



Condition: False Expectations in Love
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: break-ups • disappointment • disillusionment

When the rose-tinted glasses come off in a relationship, that can often be
the end of it. You allow your disappointment in the other person to poison
your idea of them completely, even though they may have had no idea of
the standards they were supposed to be living up to. Meanwhile, they feel
insecure and exposed, wondering where the light of adoration has gone
from your eyes. Something, however trivial it might have been, has
destroyed the person you loved – and yet, as far as they’re concerned,
they’re the same person they were yesterday.

We look to our relationships to fix us: to plug the gaps we sense in our
own psyches, and to heal us in all the places we’ve been hurt. But this
weight of expectation is too huge to be carried by any one person – any real
person, that is. Instead, we construct elaborate characters to play out the
dramas in our heads. Our minds cloud with optimism and naivety, until the
love affair we are having is as much with ourselves – with the phantoms
conjured by our own imaginations – as it is with someone else.

There are few things more painful than being disappointed by someone
you think you know. But there are also few things more wonderful than
being loved for who you really are. If we allow ourselves to project our own
desires on to those we love, then disappointment in them is inevitable.
When we manage to take the rose-tinted spectacles off, that’s when real
love begins.



Defining the Problem
by Wendy Cope

I can’t forgive you. Even if I could,
You wouldn’t pardon me for seeing through you.
And yet I cannot cure myself of love
For what I thought you were before I knew you.



Condition: Rocky Relationships
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: heartbreak • pride • bickering in relationships • sulking

Anyone who’s been in a relationship knows that moment: you’re in a sulk,
and there are two voices in your head. One of them is cold, angry, and
triumphant at causing your partner pain. The other voice is quieter, more
confused. It gently wishes that none of this had happened, that you could go
back to the way things were before the sulk. It doesn’t really understand
why things have become so unpleasant, or why this standoff is important.
The tragedy is that, so often, it’s the first of these voices that is listened to.

Once you and your partner are deeply entrenched in a sulk, you’ll often
find that neither of you can remotely recall who began it or why. Somehow
this makes the situation worse: you can’t remember what was said, but you
know for sure that you’re in the right. Even if one of you wanted to
apologize, they wouldn’t know what to apologize for.

And then come those heartbreakingly sad moments described by P. K.
Page in ‘Cross’, when one of you tries to make peace, and the other realizes
only after rejecting the advance that peace is really all they want, too.
Sometimes, in refusing to forgive someone else, we are actually trying to
delay the moment when they forgive us, and we must admit to ourselves
that we have done something wrong.

We have all been on either side of this equation. We have all made the
wrong choices before, and hated the consequences. And that is why we
know, deep down, what we need to do when The Sulk sets in. Being big-
hearted, forgiving and loving is better than being right. Having someone to
hold you is better than winning. Keep reaching out, and your partner will
eventually reach back. If you find yourself in this situation, perhaps try
reading them P. K. Page’s poem. Peace is worth more than pride.



Cross
by P. K. Page

He has leaned for hours against the veranda railing
gazing the darkened garden out of mind
while she with battened hatches rides out the wind
that will blow for a year or a day, there is no telling.

As to why they are cross she barely remembers now.
That they are cross, she is certain. They hardly speak.
Feel cold and hurt and stony. For a week
have without understanding behaved so.

And will continue so to behave for neither
can come to that undemanded act of love –
kiss the sleeping princess or sleep with the frog –
and break the spell which holds them from the other.

Or if one ventures towards it, the other, shy,
dissembles, regrets too late the dissimulation
and sits, hands slack, heart tiny, the hard solution
having again passed by.

Silly the pair of them. Yet they make me weep.
Two on a desert island, back to back
who, while the alien world howls round them black
go their own ways, fall emptily off to sleep.



Condition: Romantic Boredom
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: lack of excitement in love • longing for romance

So much of what we read about love describes the passion, the anguish, the
soaring highs and searing lows. But that’s not the whole story. This is a
poem about the real business of love, once all the Romeo and Juliet drama
has been finished with. This is a poem about the realities of a happily-ever-
after.

Often, in my Poetry Pharmacy, the poems I prescribe aren’t about
comforting people at all. What people need more than comfort is to be
given a different perspective on their inner turmoil. They need to reframe
their narrative in a way that leaves room for happiness and gratitude. When
we take our loved ones for granted, when we diminish them because they’re
not glamorous enough, or spontaneous enough, or exciting enough, what we
really need is a new way of appreciating the unremarkable elements of love.

Somebody once said to me that love is like an old-fashioned long-playing
record, and thoughtlessness, betrayal and unkindness are the equivalent of
moving the needle back to the beginning. Do that enough times, and you’ll
find you never get to hear the end. Love may begin with a fanfare of
trumpets and crash of cymbals, but any record needs nuance if it’s going to
remain a pleasure to listen to. The lulls are just as precious as the upswings.
If you listen to your love like a connoisseur, you might find that you no
longer pine for the drama of the opening bars.

U. A. Fanthorpe reminds us that, in the end, a lifetime of love and
support and kindness – of the steady, gentle sort – is far more meaningful
than the bright sparks of passion. Because isn’t every hinge oiled and every
drain unblocked really a love token? Who would have roses, when they
could have someone who takes care of the road tax?



Atlas
by U. A. Fanthorpe

There is a kind of love called maintenance,
Which stores the WD40 and knows when to use it;

Which checks the insurance, and doesn’t forget
The milkman; which remembers to plant bulbs;

Which answers letters; which knows the way
The money goes; which deals with dentists

And Road Fund Tax and meeting trains,
And postcards to the lonely; which upholds

The permanently rickety elaborate
Structures of living; which is Atlas.

And maintenance is the sensible side of love,
Which knows what time and weather are doing
To my brickwork; insulates my faulty wiring;
Laughs at my dryrotten jokes; remembers
My need for gloss and grouting; which keeps
My suspect edifice upright in air,
As Atlas did the sky.



Condition: Complacency in Love
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: skewed priorities • low self-esteem • self-loathing •
unappreciativeness

Love is a very hard thing to pin down or define. In fact, as countless books
and films have told us, it’s easy to be in love without even realizing it. Love
comes and goes; it baffles everyone it touches. How then could something
so flimsy, so ephemeral, be the motivating force of human life? It can be
easy to feel we are becoming indifferent to it, and to get complacent.

And yet, like the speaker of Edna St Vincent Millay’s sonnet ‘Love is not
all’, we prove time and again that love is more dear to us than anything else.
We value the love that we feel more than we value our own lives. After all,
as this poem leaves us asking ourselves, would you sell your memories of a
loved one for food, or for medicine? Would you stop loving someone, if
you could, to save yourself from starvation? I suspect not.

Not the least part of love’s at times confounding importance in human
lives is its disregard for material things. It is one of very few resources that
are available equally to rich and to poor, to the weak and the strong. We all
know the cliché of the billionaire who would give everything up if only his
lost love would come back to him. Those of us who have love are, in a very
real way, richer than he is.

I would add, though, that it is not only the sheer value of love for others
that we need to recognize and remember, but also of love for ourselves –
above all when we are in our deepest depths. Frequently, when we are
feeling at our gloomiest, it is because we have forgotten our capacity for
loving those around us; and that forgetting, all too often, stems from an
initial loss of self-love. Hold on to both, and we’ll find that everything else
is a lot less important than it seems.



‘Love is not all’
by Edna St Vincent Millay

Love is not all: it is not meat nor drink
Nor slumber nor a roof against the rain;
Nor yet a floating spar to men that sink
And rise and sink and rise and sink again;
Love can not fill the thickened lung with breath,
Nor clean the blood, nor set the fractured bone;
Yet many a man is making friends with death
Even as I speak, for lack of love alone.
It well may be that in a difficult hour,
Pinned down by pain and moaning for release,
Or nagged by want past resolution’s power,
I might be driven to sell your love for peace,
Or trade the memory of this night for food.
It well may be. I do not think I would.



Condition: Losing the Spark
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: becoming bored or boring • falling out of love • rocky
relationships

Ann Samson’s poem ‘Voice’ is for people whose relationships are
floundering, who don’t understand why their partner seems to be becoming
tired of them. They were hanging on your every word at the beginning, and
now they seem to greet you with an inner sigh every time you open your
mouth. How fickle they must be; how insincere!

In truth, of course, the fault in relationships is almost never one-sided.
The lesson of this poem is that sometimes just pouring out your heart,
burdening your lover with all your troubles and your woes and your
neediness, isn’t the best way to remain attractive. If, every time you get
home, you start to complain about work, or how nobody seems to
appreciate you, or about that itchy skin condition you just can’t get rid of,
you might find that you start to lose some of the mystery.

Naturally, you want to be in a mutually supportive relationship. It’s
important that your partner knows you trust them, and it’s equally important
for you to have someone to go to when things actually get bad. But that
doesn’t mean your partner is obliged to care about the trivial gripes they
know you wouldn’t inflict on a friend. After all, no one wants to feel like
their partner’s dumping ground.

As important as it is – and as difficult as it can be – to make ourselves
vulnerable in a relationship, we often forget that what originally attracted
our partners to us may have been the twinkle in our eye, our coolness, our
slight distance. There’s no contradiction in keeping a relationship fresh and
exciting while still being emotionally available to one another. Whatever
the therapists may say, sometimes talking about it isn’t the answer at all.



Voice
by Ann Samson

Call, by all means, but just once
don’t use the broken heart again voice;
the I’m sick to death of life and women
and romance voice but with a little help
I’ll try to struggle on voice

Spare me the promise and the curse
voice, the ansafoney Call me, please
when you get in voice, the nobody knows
the trouble I’ve seen voice; the I’d value
your advice voice.

I want the how it was voice;
the call me irresponsible but aren’t I nice voice;
the such a bastard but I warn them in advance voice.
The We all have weaknesses
and mine is being wicked voice

the life’s short and wasting time’s
the only vice voice, the stay in touch,
but out of reach voice. I want to hear
the things it’s better not to broach voice
the things it’s wiser not to voice voice.



Condition: Heartbreak
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: break-ups • romantic obsession • overreaction to loss

Duncan Forbes’s ‘Recension Day’ is not the sort of poem that is going to
envelop you in feelings of warmth, hope and possibility. Sometimes, poems
like that do no good at all. When your heart is broken, there’s no point
presuming that one simple thought, one simple, beautiful poem, will undo
the anguish. The problem with anguish is that it comes in unpredictable
tides. One moment, you may be surviving, even happy – the next, the
current has caught you and you’re swimming for your life. The journey
from the bleakness of heartbreak to full recovery is long and arduous, and it
is far from straight.

One element of the grief associated with love is facing up to the absolute
enormity of loss. There is nothing trivial about true heartbreak: it is a sort of
grief, because something which had been fundamental to your life until that
moment has died. This poem is one of the most profound expressions of
that feeling. Sometimes, in the process of grieving, what you need is not
comfort but for someone to show you that they’ve felt the same way. They
endured. They were not mad. But it was not easy for them either.

The wisest people know that the fact something happens to everyone
does not somehow invalidate its agony. Pain is pain, whether it is unique or
universal. Too often, when we are suffering, the wound is only deepened by
our sense that we are not entitled to our misery. We are overreacting, we are
told: we are being dramatic – perhaps we are allowing ourselves to wallow.
Sometimes, all we really need is for someone to give us permission to feel
as we feel. That is what this poem does so well.



Recension Day
by Duncan Forbes

Unburn the boat, rebuild the bridge,
Reconsecrate the sacrilege,
Unspill the milk, decry the tears,
Turn back the clock, relive the years,
Replace the smoke inside the fire,
Unite fulfilment with desire,
Undo the done, gainsay the said,
Revitalise the buried dead,
Revoke the penalty and clause,
Reconstitute unwritten laws,
Repair the heart, untie the tongue,
Change faithless old to hopeful young,
Inure the body to disease
And help me to forget you please.



Condition: Divorce
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: break-ups • heartbreak

Divorce can be especially painful because it feels like it proves its
participants wrong. You were optimistic about your love and what it could
withstand; now you see that that optimism was unfounded. This sense of
having been foolish, of having wasted one’s time or been deceived, is
particularly agonizing in the wake of losing someone you love, or once
loved.

But Jack Gilbert’s poem ‘Failing and Flying’ says something simple and
intuitive that makes all the difference. Your marriage wasn’t a mistake, and
the efforts you put into it weren’t wasted. Every happy moment that
relationship brought you was a success. The simple fact that it’s finished
doesn’t mean it wasn’t worth pursuing, or that it didn’t help to shape you
into someone wiser. Sometimes, there comes a point where a marriage has
served its purpose. It will be more of a success if it finishes then, instead of
limping on into eternity.

Undying love is a wonderful idea, but both it and the institution of
marriage were conceived back when average life expectancies were much
lower than they are now. These days you can expect to spend fifty, sixty,
even seventy years with your spouse. It’s a very particular, very hardy sort
of love that can march over those great distances: one which is not
necessarily better or worse than any other kind, but which is certainly rare.

When we look back over our lives, there are golden moments:
honeymoons in Provence, years in a particularly lovely job, or just periods
when everything seemed to be going our way. These flashes of glory are
impermanent, but by God are they worth having. If we can manage to see a
finished relationship or a dissolved marriage as one of these moments –
finite, but precious and gleaming in our memories – then we will have
neither fallen nor failed.



Failing and Flying
by Jack Gilbert

Everyone forgets that Icarus also flew.
It’s the same when love comes to an end,
or the marriage fails and people say
they knew it was a mistake, that everybody
said it would never work. That she was
old enough to know better. But anything
worth doing is worth doing badly.
Like being there by that summer ocean
on the other side of the island while
love was fading out of her, the stars
burning so extravagantly those nights that
anyone could tell you they would never last.
Every morning she was asleep in my bed
like a visitation, the gentleness in her
like antelope standing in the dawn mist.
Each afternoon I watched her coming back
through the hot stony field after swimming,
the sea light behind her and the huge sky
on the other side of that. Listened to her
while we ate lunch. How can they say
the marriage failed? Like the people who
came back from Provence (when it was Provence)
and said it was pretty but the food was greasy.
I believe Icarus was not failing as he fell,
but just coming to the end of his triumph.



Condition: Bereavement
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: extreme grief • mourning

Dealing with the death of a person you relied on is one of the toughest
challenges any of us ever face. Such grief can be even more overwhelming
than that caused by a broken heart, particularly when death comes without
warning – or comes to a parent. It’s a double blow: you are being stripped
of the very person whose support could have helped you to deal with their
own terrible absence in your life.

I remember very clearly something my late father said to me when he
was dying: it has kept me company through the decades I’ve been without
him. ‘When I’m gone,’ he said, ‘you’ll still hear my voice. It’s just that it
won’t annoy you any more.’

This was a brilliant thing to say. When you’ve lost someone, it’s easy to
imagine that they’ve literally been lost. They’re gone, and that’s it: they no
longer exist. It’s a feeling like being robbed, or emptied. But anyone who’s
come out the other side of grief – and believe me, you will come out the
other side, though you’ll never forget it – knows that it’s not like that. If
someone has had an influence on your life, if they’ve helped to shape your
personality, then they’ll remain there for you. They’ll remain there in you.

This isn’t to deny death, it’s just to look at it in a different light. Your
lover, or your parent, or the child you’ve lost – they may not be physically
present, but their memory and their voice remain. They are still out there
somewhere, scattered among all the beautiful things on the earth like the
voice in Mary Elizabeth Frye’s ‘Do Not Stand at My Grave and Weep’.
This poem, and the wisdom it imparts, can change a sense of loss into a
sense of hope.



Do Not Stand at My Grave and Weep
by Mary Elizabeth Frye

Do not stand at my grave and weep,
I am not there; I do not sleep.
I am a thousand winds that blow,
I am the diamond glints on snow,
I am the sun on ripened grain,
I am the gentle autumn rain.
When you awaken in the morning’s hush
I am the swift uplifting rush
Of quiet birds in circling flight.
I am the soft starlight at night.
Do not stand at my grave and cry,
I am not there; I did not die.



Condition: Balanced Grief
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: numbness in the face of loss • under- or overreaction to
loss

I often come across people in my pharmacies who are grieving, but who
can’t quite understand why their whole world hasn’t been destroyed. Why
are they still able to function? Why is life still the same in so many
important ways? Is their reaction somehow wrong? The answer is that these
people have a balanced grief, the kind of grief we would all wish for our
loved ones. And yet somehow the great hysteria surrounding death has led
them to believe that they are being callous, or uncaring.

On the other hand, the immensity of death – its permanence and
inescapability – can lead us to deify the departed. As a society, we are
deeply uncomfortable with death: we push it to the outskirts of our lives,
euphemize it, deny its approach. This makes us more comfortable during
the good times, but it can also make grief all the more baffling when it
looms up to surprise us. We are tempted to idolize those we’ve lost: to deny
their flaws and ultimately their humanity itself. Perhaps this makes it easier
to separate ourselves from them.

In Wendy Cope’s poem ‘My Funeral’ we hear a very human, somewhat
flawed and yet deeply reassuring voice from beyond. There’s no need to
make a scene, it says; no need to grandstand and get caught up in the drama
of it all. Give your reading, sing your song, but don’t allow yourself to
wallow. Get on with life. No one will be scoring you on how desolate you
appear.

After all, the deceased won’t have gone anywhere. She’ll still be here in
your mind, tutting when you start to hog the limelight or looking pointedly
at her watch if you overrun your five minutes. She’s not a saint and never
will be – instead, she’s just the same imperfect person you loved before, and
whom you love still. Deeply, of course, but within measure.



My Funeral
by Wendy Cope

I hope I can trust you, friends, not to use our relationship
As an excuse for an unsolicited ego-trip.
I have seen enough of them at funerals and they make me cross.
At this one, though deceased, I aim to be the boss.
If you are asked to talk about me for five minutes, please do not

go on for eight.
There is a strict timetable at the crematorium and nobody wants

to be late.
If invited to read a poem, just read the bloody poem. If requested
To sing a song, just sing it, as suggested,
And don’t say anything. Though I will not be there,
Glancing pointedly at my watch and fixing the speaker with a

malevolent stare,
Remember that this was how I always reacted
When I felt that anybody’s speech, sermon or poetry reading was

becoming too protracted.
Yes, I was impatient and intolerant, and not always polite
And if there aren’t many people at my funeral, it will serve me

right.



Condition: Maturing Grief
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: despair • heartbreak • loss

Elizabeth Jennings’s poem ‘Into the Hour’ is about a time that you may not
believe in right now if you are mired in grief. It’s the moment when,
unexpectedly and for no very clear reason, you discover that the worst is
over. To begin with, when you’re starting to make sense of loss, it seems
completely impenetrable. You feel a great weight of madness, confusion
and anger. It’s hard to imagine what it will be like to recover; hard to
believe that time will ever come.

And yet, of course, it does come. There will be a moment when you find
it easy to reach out and take other people’s hands, both literally and
figuratively. There will be a moment when you feel that the world around
you is looking at you with kindness. You will become aware of the
possibilities of life, and of new love, and know that you are healing.

Grief is surgery. It consumes you, for a while; it puts you under. But once
your scars have knitted together, you realize that all that pain was necessary.
It is a healing process, despite the fact that it must begin with violence.

This poem reminds us that there is hope, and there is resolution. Whether
you’re grieving over a love affair or the death of a person, you will get
better. Grief will flower into new love. Just wait – you’ll see.



Into the Hour
by Elizabeth Jennings

I have come into the hour of a white healing.
Grief’s surgery is over and I wear
The scar of my remorse and of my feeling.

I have come into a sudden sunlit hour
When ghosts are scared to corners. I have come
Into the time when grief begins to flower

Into a new love. It had filled my room
Long before I recognized it. Now
I speak its name. Grief finds its good way home.

The apple-blossom’s handsome on the bough
And Paradise spreads round. I touch its grass.
I want to celebrate but don’t know how.

I need not speak though everyone I pass
Stares at me kindly. I would put my hand
Into their hands. Now I have lost my loss

In some way I may later understand.
I hear the singing of the summer grass.
And love, I find, has no considered end,

Nor is it subject to the wilderness
Which follows death. I am not traitor to
A person or a memory. I trace

Behind that love another which is running



Around, ahead. I need not ask its meaning.



Condition: Loss of Elderly Relatives
ALSO SUITABLE FOR: death in old age • fear of mortality

Death and misery are now so strongly linked together in the popular
imagination that the two are difficult to separate. We’ve reached a point
where we can’t think about death in any other terms. And yet dying does
not always need to be met with grief and horror. Often, to those who are
taken by death, it can be a great relief.

In Paul Durcan’s poem, Auntie Maureen, aged ninety-four, thinks this is
a glorious morning to die. And why shouldn’t she? Like many other people
who have lived full lives and then watched them grow gradually emptier
with age, she is ready for this next step. She is smiling, and calm, and keen
to share the happy news of her passing with anyone who’ll listen – in this
case, her nephew Paul.

Death, in the right circumstances, can be a blessing. A life lived well, and
to its maximum, has come to its natural conclusion. Auntie Maureen can
float above her life now, and see it as a completed story. Isn’t that
something worth smiling about? And if Auntie Maureen can greet her end
so cheerfully, and with such equanimity, would it not be rather rude of us to
go around being miserable about it? There are some deaths, some very
fortunate deaths, which do not call for grief. They demand celebration.



Maureen Durcan
by Paul Durcan

A grain of sand I am blown on to a
Clump of heather and I see
Alight large above me a butterfly
With black and orange stripes –
It’s Auntie Maureen aged ninety-four
Smiling down upon me
And she is saying
‘While you were sleeping, Paul, I died.
Isn’t it the most glorious morning!’



What are the poems that mean the most to you?

If they’re not in this book, William would love to hear about them.

Email him at william@thepoetrypharmacy.com.
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