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Natalie Merchant – Leave Your Sleep 

Between 2003 and 2009, Folk/Rock artist Natalie Merchant researched children’s nursery rhymes and set them to music in a collection titled Leave Your Sleep. She traveled to British and American libraries to discover numerous long lost poems and also worked assiduously at finding out information about the poets who wrote them – no easy task considering that most of the poets are long dead! The information she uncovered was quite remarkable as it brought new and deeper meanings to the poems; indeed, English poet Charles Causley wrote, “The mere fact of a poem appearing simple in language and construction bears no relation whatsoever to the profundity of ideas it may contain”.  What at first appear to be simple and innocent poems, are actually often troubled and tragic works of literature.
One such poem is The Nursery Rhyme of Innocence and Experience by Charles Causley. A boy asks a sailor (probably his father) to bring him back some children’s toys from his travels. The boy waits at the quay for “three long summers”. The boy receives his toys, but the sailor does not return. The boy wants to know where the sailor is and asks “why have you brought me children’s toys?” Charles Causley’s father fought in the First World War and died shortly afterwards from TB contracted in the trenches. He also saw the sick and the wounded return from war and consequently a lot of his poetry focuses on war and its aftermath. The title of the poem implies the transformation that we go through as we grow up from innocent (child) to experience (adult). The boy realizes that having his father return from war is considerably more important than receiving material goods. The various rhythms of the song complement the different moods of the poem. At the beginning when the boy is asking for his toys, the song is very upbeat and happy; however, when he realizes that his father has died, the music slows to a violin solo and although it is beautiful, it is also very depressing.

Calico Pie by Edward Lear is another poem that at first glance appears simple and nonsensical in its meaning; however, what transpires is a poet that is questioning his isolationism from society. This poem is told from the perspective from a cat that scares everything away. For example, fish, birds, mice, grasshoppers, butterflys, beetles, and bees all run away from him and never return: “They never came back to me. Edward Lear had several character traits that caused him to be an outcast in 19th Century society. He was overtly homosexual and this was intensely frowned upon. He eloped with his Algerian servant and helped raise a son. This poem is showing that Lear was conscious that his flamboyant personality often scared people away.
Further evidence that simplistic poems often contain complex ideas comes from Ogden Nash’s poem The Adventures of Isobel. In this poem the protagonist, Isobel, encounters numerous adversaries that appear to be unconquerable. There is a “ravenous bear” that wants to eat her; a “wicked old witch” that wanted to turn her into “an ugly toad”; a giant that intended to grind her bones to make his bread; and a doctor that prescribed a myriad of pills. However, in each instance, Isobel effectively turns the tables and destroys all of the evil characters and cures the doctor. Ogden Nash wrote this poem for his younger daughter, Isobel, with whom he perpetually read to. He suffered from Crohn’s disease and was of poor health for most of his adult life. Nash wrote this poem to encourage his daughter to be fearless and never give up; in essence, like the Isobel in the poem, she should overcome every obstacle that is placed before her. The protagonist curing the doctor in the poem would have given the real life Isobel hope that her father would get better.
The poems performed by Natalie Merchant are prime examples of works of literature that at first appear simple because of their language and construction. However after digging into the poet’s life they are evidently more meaningful and complex. Poem’s read as a child such as Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star and Humpty Dumpty may also have much deeper meanings; it’s just a case of researching the poets’ lives and making connections.
