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Rise, like lions after slumber 
In unvanquishable number! 
Shake your chains to earth like dew 
Which in sleep had fallen on you: 
Ye are many—they are few! 
                       Percy Bysshe Shelley (written in 1819) 

 

 

At the end of his talk, asked to suggest three words to describe himself, Ben Okri 

said nothing for a while; it seemed as if he might dismiss the question, or provide a 

light hearted throwaway answer. But Ben Okri is a serious person. And he had 

spent an hour leading us into a charmed world by offering us poetry and 

definitions of poetry, thoughts about art works and stories of childhood and 

adulthood – and so we waited. The space of silence drew on his earlier analysis of 

the key feature a painting he had been taken by - literally, he told us, taken in by. ‘I 

went into the painting and came out with a text,’ he said. The feature he considered 

most crucial was the space within the image.  

 

Shelley’s Mask of Anarchy was written in passionate anger and frustration as the 

government of the time resisted universal franchise and rights for working people; 

and near Manchester, mounted soldiers drew their swords and charged into a 

group of unarmed people gathered to listen to speeches. Eleven died and many 

were dreadfully injured. His exhortation ‘Rise, like lions after slumber’ is startlingly 

strange…and yet, so powerful that it rings across two hundred years. The 

assonance of the i sounds holds the trypich of words together, the single syllables 

are a drum beat, and the simple image of strength impelled to act instantly makes 

itself clear. A justified uprising, he points out, is only part of the reason why action 

is possible; it is the number involved that is unvanquishable. It’s a poem to bind 

people. 

 

‘Poetry is something to share, something to awaken one another with,’ Ben Okri 

said.  His anthology 'Rise Like Lions: Poetry For The Many' collects poems of 

protest and politics into the categories of Ideas, Vision, Protest, Change and Truth. 



 

Here is one example from each section: 

Ideas: Waiting for the Barbarians - C.P. Cafavy 

Vision: Hope is the Thing with Feathers  - Emily Dickinson 

Protest: All Wi Doin is Defendin  - Linton Kwesi Johnson 

Change: Reality Demands -  Wislawa Szymborska 

Truth: Still I Rise  - Maya Angelou 

 

Politics in this context means the interaction of individuals with others and the 

structures that shape the shared worlds we live in. These poems are visions and 

prompts to awakening from across space and time. And yet he is aware that there 

is something about the printed page that does not help him to fulfil his mission of 

communicating idea and collaborating with others.  

‘On the page poems look frightening. You read them out and they live,’ he 

reminded us. Indeed his reading of Yeats ‘The Second Coming’ was resonant and 

memorable, as this poem has always been, but in his voice you received the added 

shock of immediacy; ‘I see now - this is important!’ you think. There are over a 

hundred poems in the book, and they are all important like that. Ben invited some 

of the audience to join him at the front of the hall and form a ‘Poetry Choir’. We 

read the Maya Angelou poem and it sprang to life.  

 

‘Poetry is magic infused in sounds,’ he said. ‘Collaboration wakens in us aspects of 

ourselves we are not aware of; it requires humility and respect.’ Poets often speak 

for others they have talked with or shared things with. This collection offers 

insights into the best that people can do, and so is a support for the many during 

times of political confusion and change. That is a permanent condition of things, 

but some of the times we live through do seem especially confused, when what to 

think, and what others think, is difficult to imagine. Feeling powerless is the lot of 

the individual. Rise Like Lions offers insight into ways to remember where our 

strength lies. 

 

The compilation ends with P. B. Shelley’s The Mask of Anarchy. In 2013 Maxine 

Peake spoke this 34-stanza poem from memory in the Albert Hall Manchester, 

yards from the place where the Peterloo Massacre took place. Outside it was hot, 

there were big diggers grinding up the streets, a house fire, shoppers, cars, the pubs 



and cafes and trains going on; experiencing the poem aloud halted all the noise and 

reminded the listeners that such words are for us to speak too.  Ben Okri’s 

compilation offers the chance for wise, powerful poems to be shared, said aloud 

and heard by the many – that is, everyone. 

 

These are the words Ben Okri chose for himself: laughter, spirit, magic.  That’s what 

you find in his work and in the works compiled in this volume. 

 

Rise Like Lions: Poetry for the Many compiled by Ben Okri is published by Hodder & 

Stoughton (2018) 

 


