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Here, Rachel describes the early days of her depression, when she could not see any hope 
of recovery. 
 

My only clear memories are of Dr Fischer’s visits every two days. I would start waiting for his visit 

the minute he had left, even though I had no faith in him. His drugs didn’t work; he didn’t work: I would 

never get better. But there was, it seemed to me, nobody else. He tweaked my drug levels constantly, but 

more importantly he tried to reassure me that I would get better. This would end, he promised. Yes, 

because I will die, I thought. He gave me his business card and carefully wrote the words ‘YOU WILL GET 

BETTER’ on it in the blue ink I knew from his notes. The card was soon creased and yellowed with sweat; I 

could not put it down. I had to have something to hold on to: either the card or my mother’s hand. 

Sitting by my bedside, my mother had taken to reciting a phrase from the Bible that reminded me 

of my childhood: ‘My grace is sufficient for thee; my strength is made perfect in weakness.’ 

It would have been impossible to learn anything new, but I could remember these words from my 

childhood without much effort. It was a different mantra, more positive than my previous chant that I 

wanted to die. ‘My grace is sufficient for thee; my strength is made perfect in weakness,’ my mother 

repeated. I clung to those few paradoxical words. Words were what I knew, what I had always relief on: 

loving poetry when I was growing up, writing essays at school and university and churning out copy at 

work. And aside from the sonorous beauty of the language, I was soothed by the idea that God’s grace 

would be enough for me and that when I was weak, then I was strong.    

Rachel Kelly, Black Rainbow (Yellow Kite Books; London, 2014), pp. 29-30  
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In this extract, Rachel writes about how familiar Biblical verses were a source of 
reassurance during her depression.   

 

Sometimes prayers helped. There were moments when I was soothed by the act of repeating 

certain phrases. I am still unsure whether it was the healing power of great words that helped me, or 

faith itself. They say there were no atheists in the trenches and I too believed I was facing death.  

When I was a child, church had often been a boring thing I was dragged to on a Sunday by my 

parents but I had always loved the poetry of the Bible, almost in contrast to how disappointing I found 

the actual services. The greatest excitements were the thrill of the white confection I wore for my First 

Communion service, aged eight, and then a grey serge dress with a white poplin collar that I wore when I 

was confirmed at fourteen. The language of the King James Bible had rarely disappointed me in the past, 

and it began to reach me now. 

To begin with I could only manage to repeat my mother’s line: ‘my strength is made perfect in 

weakness.’ Now I returned to prayers from my childhood, the first being ‘Matthew, Mark, Luke and John’, 

which I had recited on the night I fell ill. The prayer was particularly suited to being bed-bound, especially 

its second line, ‘Bless the bed that I lie on.’ I graduated to ‘Hail Mary,’ though I still sometimes muddled 

the words. At times it felt as if someone had thrown the well-ordered deck of my mind into the air, and 

now all the cards were strewn in chaos on the floor. 

Initially , my mother would read the prayers aloud. Luckily, her head was richly stocked with 

beautiful examples to which she introduced me. I also had plenty of my own favourites from long ago. 

Then I started to be able to recite the prayers myself, again and again, the words strong enough to bear 

the repetition. They temporarily laid my anxiety to rest by fixing me in the present. It was as if the words 

had become embodied, almost physical in their power, something to hold onto and rub, like prayer beads 

for the mind. At other times it seemed as if I was swallowing them whole, almost as if they were 

nourishment for my wounded being.  

Rachel Kelly, Black Rainbow (Yellow Kite Books; London, 2014), pp. 49-50  
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Here, Rachel writes about the power of poetry, and the reason it offered her such 
comfort through her illness.  
 

Sometimes I would chance on a poet’s voice that especially resonated with me – Emily Dickinson was a 

particular enthusiasm at one stage – and I would share my passion with my mother in a glorious moment 

when it felt as though I might be able to pay her back for all she had given me. But mostly, as if by magic, 

it was she who would send a copy of the poem that most perfectly answered my needs. This was how we 

shared our passion: not by talking about poetry, but by exchanging copies of poems. The point was that 

the poem expressed what needed to be expressed so much better than we could ourselves. We lacked 

the words. 

 Poetry was the perfect medium for me when I was ill. For a start, I wasn’t well enough to listen to, 

let alone read, anything longer than a few verses. Even that could exhaust me. I didn’t have the attention 

span to read an entire novel. So poetry’s brevity was a blessing. So too was the way it dissolved the 

feeling of solitude: I wasn’t alone, others had suffered and made something of their suffering. They had 

re-ordered the seemingly random cruelty of the illness into some kind of sense.  

 Then there was the way poetry absorbed and revitalised me. Its condensed nature and 

sophisticated vocabulary required a concentration that shocked me into the moment in an almost 

physical way, thereby freeing me from worries past and future. The rhythm and rhyme made the words 

speak with the necessary weight to command my attention. Images had to be unpacked and savoured, 

meaning discovered, the specificity of each word and phrase enjoyed. I might not have been literally 

incarcerated, like so many others who have turned to poetry, from Primo Levi reciting Dante in a 

concentration camp to Nelson Mandela turning to W. E. Henley, but poetry helped free me from the 

imprisonment of my anxious mind.  

Rachel Kelly, Black Rainbow (Yellow Kite Books; London, 2014), pp. 72-74  
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The poem discussed at the beginning of this extract is George Herbert’s ‘Love (III)’. You 
can read the poem by following the link at the bottom of the FutureLearn step.  
 

It was an active process, brilliant as a way of engaging me beyond my own drama, in one experienced by 

someone else. The poem’s value was that it seemed to me universal. I too had a debate in my head 

between the forces of darkness and ‘quick-eyed love’ – all that that was good and true and positive in my 

life, all the forces of love, were willing me to be better, fighting the ‘dust and sin’.  

 I would also repeat endlessly certain phrases and images from ‘The Flower’, another Herbert poem. 

One of my favourites was ‘Grief melting away/ Like snow in May’: I wrote it out on a Post-it note and 

stuck it on the bathroom mirror, as I had done with key facts when revising for my history finals a decade 

previously at Oxford. It felt equally urgent. Two other favourite lines were ‘Who would have thought my 

shrivelled heart/ Could have recovered greenness?’ The experience was similar to the way I had repeated 

prayers or lines from the Bible (many of them highly poetic, of course). 

 In those moments of the day when I held hands with Herbert, the depression couldn’t find me. It 

felt as though the poet was embracing me from across the centuries, wrapping me in a cocoon of stillness 

and calm. Here was a new and welcome voice in my head, preaching the virtues of acceptance and hope 

rather than struggle and despair.   

Rachel Kelly, Black Rainbow (Yellow Kite Books; London, 2014), p. 78  


