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What Is Poetry?




Introduction

A (Slightly) Alien Life-Form

EVERYBODY TALKS ABOUT POETRY, BUT NOBODY DOES ANYTHING about it. Or maybe that’s the weather. Actually, one of the problems with poetry is that people don’t talk about it. Or not enough. In part, we don’t know what to say. Maybe it’s just intimidation. I can’t tell you the number of students over the years who told me that they like to write poems, but they don’t read them. Seems a little one-sided, doesn’t it? And if you don’t read them, how do you even know the stuff you’re writing is poetry? This suggests an impulse toward poetry is strong in a lot of us, including some who don’t much like it. But we already knew that; the modern American poet Marianne Moore said of poetry, “I, too, dislike it.” In a poem, no less. Called “Poetry.” Of course it was.

I think that for most people, however, the matter isn’t so much not liking poetry as feeling somehow overmatched, as if it were a contest and the other side had better equipment and more skill. Or as more than one student has said to me over the years, “I like poetry, but I don’t understand it.” Not an enviable position in which to find oneself. I actually think a more accurate second half of that statement would be something closer to “I don’t understand it enough.” The truth is that at least in my experience readers mostly understand the poems they read. They will get the gist of the poem, especially if the poem is written in their own idiom. If you’re reading Shakespeare’s Elizabethan English or Geoffrey Chaucer’s Middle English, there are nearly insurmountable barriers to understanding for a lot of folks before we ever get to the poetry part. But almost anyone can read a lot of contemporary poetry, can take plenty away from Adrienne Rich or Billy Collins or any of a hundred recent poets who intend to be understood. And there are lots and lots of them. Honest.

What we need, then, isn’t basic literacy skills (although possessing those is an excellent beginning) but the specialized set of tools for dealing with poetry. After all, who wants to spend the time reading something only to mostly understand it? Let’s begin to fill that toolbox.

THE LEARNING-TO-READ-POETRY STORY—OR, FOR ME, THE LEARNING-to-teach-how-to-read-poetry story—came when I would teach our course in the classics in translation, or what we called, immodestly, “The Literature of Greece and Rome.” The syllabus wound up considerably smaller than the grandiose title suggests, focusing on The Iliad, The Aeneid, and the three “Theban” plays by Sophocles about Oedipus and his dysfunctional family. We would start with the oldest work, Homer’s great epic about the wrath of Achilles. And here, the non-majors had an advantage. The English department evidently did an excellent job teaching its students to expect all sorts of hidden meanings and subtle uses of language in poetry, because our majors, confronted with a massive narrative poem, drove themselves crazy trying to figure out why, as more than one of them asked me, in a certain spot Homer refers to Hector “of the shining helm,” in another as “giant, man-slaughtering” Hector or some other formulaic device. And they hated my answer: because in the original Greek those words fit the line. See, here’s the thing. The Iliad is somewhere around twenty-one thousand lines long. It was composed over a period of centuries as it was handed down from singer to singer (“Homer” is a convenient fiction for discussing the tradition of this great poem and its only surviving companion, The Odyssey) and never written down until well after the time of its composition. It was performed before a live studio audience as an oral recitation. In all oral narrative poetry—usually called oral-formulaic verse—not only the length of the lines but also the rhythmic pattern of the lines is dictated absolutely. We’ll talk later about how that works, but for now, you just need to understand that if you had, say, a six-syllable hole in your line and the syllables had to sound “DUM-da-dum, DUM-da-dum,” with a strong stress on the first syllable followed by two unstressed syllables, and “giant, man-slaughtering Hector” (in Greek, remember) was not going to fill the bill, then you needed to go with “Hector of the shining helm” instead. Those descriptive phrases are what we call the formulas, and the singer might have a half dozen of them for each major character. This reservoir of formulas was really helpful if, at line 18,699, you lost your place and had to get back on track; you had only to pull out “patient, long-suffering Odysseus” and by the end of the line you were once more in rhythm. Never mind that Odysseus has no need of being either patient or long-suffering until the sequel, when he will take ten years getting home. The casual visitors didn’t have much trouble with this context, but the majors would spend most of the epic looking for the secret motivation the poet had for using this particular formula. Sometimes, a little learning is a damnable nuisance.

SINCE I FIRST PUBLISHED HOW TO READ LITERATURE LIKE A PROFESSOR back in 2003, there has been a faint but steady drumbeat of—what?—not exactly criticism or complaint. Something more like pleading. It goes like this: “That’s all great, but it’s mostly about stories and novels, and what I don’t understand (and would really like to) is poetry.” I heard this especially a few years later when the genre-specific How to Read Novels Like a Professor came out: “Okay, fine, but what about poetry?” This is hardly surprising. It is possible to get through a fairly decent teacher-training English program with minimal contact with poetry, which strategy may seem the safe bet for students who want to avoid stumbling over this genre they really don’t understand, but it can be a major liability out in the teaching profession. If the program requires a course in nineteenth-century American literature, for instance, it may be possible to avoid the survey of American Romanticism or Realism, either of which would involve poetry, and instead take a course in nineteenth-century American novels or a major-figures course in, say, Mark Twain and Henry James. I saw those choices made many times while advising students. What that means, though, is that the student missed Emerson and Longfellow or Whitman and Dickinson, all of whom are fairly major figures in American letters. Taken to its logical (or maybe illogical) extreme, what happens is that the only serious poet the students study is Shakespeare, whose work is not inclined to induce a high comfort level with poetry. Could be worse, of course. Could be Milton or Spenser. At least Shakespeare figures prominently in the secondary curriculum. So we in the university community often send our aspiring teachers out into battle woefully underprepared to address poetry. And they often know they’re not ready. And they’re scared.

Come on! It doesn’t have to be this hard.

First of all, poetry can be a lot of fun. It can be tender, funny, satiric, erotic, lovely, or pretty much any other thing a human being can be. I know of a poem in which the speaker of the poem is confronted by a wife who, frustrated that her husband routinely spends too much time at the pub, compares herself to glass of beer. It’s the sexiest glass of beer ever. What’s not to like? And beyond that, there are lots of poems that we can read with no problem once we take down that barrier of defensiveness that we set up when we fear that we may not be up to the job. Beyond that, poetry offers a window into the human experience. The great poets make statements about the emotional and psychological heavy lifting that poetry undertakes, as when the verse playwright Christopher Fry says that “poetry is the language by which man explores his own amazement.” That’s what we want, right? Love, hate, envy, elation, dejection, gentleness, the mysteries of life and death, handled in a small package.

We’ll look at various definitions and descriptions of poetry in a bit, but I want to offer a partial one preemptively: Poetry uses language to take us to a place beyond language. I could say that it is the place where one soul meets with another, but that’s a little mystical for this discussion. Perhaps that’s what alarms readers, whichever way we describe it. Both the meeting of souls and the inherent self-contradiction of language going to a place beyond itself can sound pretentious, at best. But they are also what make poetry so exciting, allowing us to go to intellectual or psychic spaces that we can’t ordinarily access. Besides, a touch of terror adds piquancy to our excitement.

As we move along in this discussion, I want you to keep in mind something most people intuit even if they can’t articulate it: Reading poetry requires more than just your brain. Writing poetry is a full-contact activity; so, too, must we bring our entire being to bear on the act of reading it. That is certainly a part of the intimidation that we may feel when we launch into a book of poems, the sense that demands being made on us are of a different order than those made by our other reading. Historian David McCullough and poet Seamus Heaney are giants in their fields, but a McCullough biography—Truman, say, or John Adams—asks very different things of its readers than Heaney’s volumes of verse North or Field Work, however much those may be informed by history. We assume going into the former that we will learn things; we know (and maybe occasionally dread) going into the latter that we will be changed. That’s okay, though. Change is good.

PERILS AND ANXIETIES

IF THOSE ARE the positives that poems can offer us, what are the negatives? Because you know in your bones they exist. The basic problem that readers have with poetry is that they don’t know what to do with it: “How does it work? What are the rules? I know there’s an iambic something or other, but I don’t know how it works. And why does it have to look so funny?” Herewith, a small sampling of our issues with literature in verse:




	Poems don’t look like other forms of writing.

	Poems obey unfamiliar rules that other writing doesn’t have. And we don’t know what they are.

	There are all these weird terms and jargon that we don’t encounter anywhere else. And some of them are foreign: “tetrameter,” “scansion,” “prosody,” “terza rima,” “iamb,” “trochee,” “stanza.” Who needs that?

	What do we do about rhythm? Is it like songs or rap or what? And rhyme, for that matter?

	Sometimes lines don’t make sense when we read them.

	How come words are out of order sometimes?



Ever heard any of those? Or thought them? Or said them? Yep, me, too.

WHAT’S IN IT FOR YOU?

I IMAGINE YOU want to be able to confront a new poem, one you’ve never seen before, and not feel a sick knot forming in your stomach. Instead, you want to be able to think, I can do this, and I know what to do with this.




	The first thing we want to accomplish is the very basic reading activity of being able to receive the primary meaning of the poem we’ve just met.

	You will learn to account for those technical elements that made your eyelids heavy in English class (meter, diction, rhyme, line structures—length, order, regularity) and to see them as allies in reading for meaning and pleasure.

	We will work on listening for those secondary meanings by paying attention to the echoes that the language of poetry summons up.

	Every genre has its own grammar, by which I mean a set of rules and practices by which the genre achieves meaning and works its magic. We will explore the grammar that operates in poetry so that we can better understand how poems are made—and what we can make out of them.

	Together, we will break down that defensive wall that we erect against this thing that we don’t understand. Or entirely trust.

	We will look at a wide variety of poems. Most will be in English, because few things lose as much in translation as poetry. Some will be quite old. But still great. Besides, if someone can rap the opening of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales (and people have), we ought to be able to get with older material, too. It’s really hard to talk about poetry in English and skip the name brands—Shakespeare’s Hamlet and a sonnet or two, Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s “Kubla Khan” and “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner,” Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass, Poe’s “The Raven,”—but we will also want poems in a more modern idiom from Edna St. Vincent Millay to E. E. Cummings to Billy Collins to Seamus Heaney. And maybe a couple of poets you thought were only songwriters.



And we’ll do all this while having as much fun as we can while doing work. Seriously (and I don’t plan to be serious very often from this point on), if we can’t have a good time horsing around with poems, what’s the point? Besides, it isn’t really work; it’s really just a lovely form of play. That sometimes rhymes.

Shall we begin?




1

The Sounds of Sense

ONE OF THE PROBLEMS THAT NEWCOMERS—AND SOMETIMES NOT-so-new-comers—to poetry have is that they believe that they don’t know how to read a poem. Is it in your language or not? I don’t know how to read a poem in French, but that’s because my French is so degraded with disuse that I can’t read anything in it. In English, on the other hand, I’m mostly competent, and so are you. Look at it this way: you’ve been reading in your native language almost your whole life and been hearing and speaking it even longer. A poem is an act of written communication. Like almost all such acts, it is written in sentences. I can’t stress this enough: virtually all poems are written in sentences. Lines—maybe, maybe not. Sentences, almost definitely. Which are the basic unit of meaning in the mother tongue. So there is a policy to follow: read the sentences.

Yeah, but those sentences are different. You know, more, well, poetic.

I think what you mean is that they can be more compressed or that word order is sometimes inverted, which can throw us off. The flow of words can feel different in some poems, especially older ones. That about the size of it?

Sure, something like that.

Okay, you’ve just located one thing that makes poetry in English a challenge: the language is fairly flexible in terms of the order in which words can be placed in a sentence. Not like Latin, where the verb always showed up at the end. Still, for a sentence to make sense, that order can’t be pushed beyond certain boundaries. Consider the first sentence of this paragraph, for instance. If I rearrange the clause after the colon, I can’t, for instance, say, “The language is fairly flexible can be placed in terms of the order in which words in a sentence.” To do so is to render it not only meaningless but also sort of anti-meaning. The verb phrase “can be placed” wrecks the meaning of “fairly flexible” and, worse than that, seems (falsely) to lead into “in terms of the order,” which only leads to confusion. Not only that, but without them, “which words in a sentence” becomes a sort of promissory note for a meaning that never occurs. No, those three italicized words have only one possible position, and that is between the two prepositional phrases: “in which words can be placed in a sentence.” It won’t matter whether the sentence occurs in prose or poetry: that word order must be what it is. Words, then, may get slightly rearranged in a poem, but only within limits. So the basic concept remains intact: read from a capital letter to the first following period, observing all speed limits and sign posts.

Contained in that edict are three rules:

Rule One: Read the words. That seems straightforward enough, but it can be tricky, as we shall see.

Rule Two: Read ALL the words. The only way to guarantee this one is to read the poem in a way that won’t let you skip any words or substitute words not there for those that are. And for most beginning readers of poetry—heck, for most experienced readers, too—that means reading the poem aloud. We’ll come back to that one.

Rule Three: Read sentences. I won’t deny that this practice is made slightly more difficult when the poem capitalizes the first letter of each line. Or when a latter-day poet like W. S. Merwin abjures both capital letters and punctuation (including periods), relying instead on line length and rhythm for meaning units. Merwin is a rarity, if a wondrous one, so we’ll dispense with him for the moment. Just know that he is out there. In the other instance, the only real solution is to notice which capital letter matters, the one right after a period, and to do your best to ignore those others that signify nothing but the beginning of a line.

So, then, having raised the issue of lines, capitalized beginnings or not, I have to give you some incredibly annoying advice: pretend they’re not there. Yeah, I know, that’s like going to a basketball game and ignoring the basket. Lines are the most identifiable feature of a poem. In terms of meaning, however, they are rarely helpful and frequently counterproductive. Again, Merwin would be one of the rare exceptions. Let’s make that Rule Four: Ignore lines on first reading. There, that makes things tricky. Read the words but ignore the lines that contain and organize them. No problem, right?

It is imperative that you learn to do so, however, because lines are the enemies of meaning. They make your eye stop when they end, at least for a moment, as it travels over the gap to the beginning of the next one. Their existence is so pronounced that it seems as if they should mean something on their own, which, once in a while, they do. And sometimes they end with some sort of punctuation, which means you have a shorter or longer pause; that’s what I meant about speed limits and sign posts a little bit ago, which leads to Rule Five: Obey all punctuation, including its absence.

That doesn’t seem so hard. I’ve been doing that ever since I learned to read.

I know you have, so tell me why students have so much trouble doing it with poems. I have heard students stop at every line-end, blow right through midline periods, completely ignore every comma, and pretty much do anything it is possible to do or not do with the marks and spaces that lie between words. Conceptually, it’s a no-brainer, but those darned lines get in the way. So it requires new practice to follow the guideposts that you always have. Pause for commas. Pause more for colons, semicolons, and dashes. Stop for question marks, exclamation marks, and, of course, periods. And treat every punctuation mark exactly like every other one of its type no matter where it falls in the line, after line one, three, seven, ten, or twenty-two (and let’s hope it never comes to that). The really big problem, however, comes not where there are marks but where there aren’t. An unpunctuated line-end (called an enjambed line) should be treated as you treat every other unpunctuated space between words: keep going. It’s the line thing, though. Sure, you have never regarded the space at the end of a line of prose as anything other than what it was. But lines are not structural elements in prose. In poetry, however, they are, and reading through them with some measure of smoothness takes some practice.

All of this is leading to something you probably don’t want to hear: Rule Six: Read the poem aloud. This may be the most important rule of all. Why? Because if you’re like most of us, you’ve never heard enough poems read aloud. Or, if you have, they may have been read very badly. Unless you’ve heard a poem by a practicing poet, which is to say the person who wrote it, that means that you have to learn to hear it by learning to speak it. Poet Robert Pinsky, in The Sounds of Poetry, says that poetry is a “vocal, which is to say a bodily, art.” That is, he explains, that it is meant to be spoken and heard, which involves breath and vocal cords and diaphragms and eardrums, among other bits and pieces of the person. In speaking it and hearing it, we learn to feel poetry. Of course, there is that vibration of the eardrum that gets transmitted to tiny bones of the ear and on across nerves and synapses to the brain, the tightening in the chest or gut, the rising or falling sensation in the stomach, the hairs that stand up on arms or the back of the neck, the sense that the top of one’s head, as Emily Dickinson said, is being removed. We have bodily as well as emotional or intellectual responses to poetry.

That may be an extreme case. Not every poem can have that head-blowing-up effect; if they all did, we would be forced to give up poetry entirely. But every poem read or heard registers something, even if that thing is only sound. Because sounds, as Mr. Pinsky insists, are not merely auditory, but also visceral.

And one last rule: Read it again. My friends in composition studies have a saying: “Writing is rewriting.” I’m pretty sure one or two of them use it as their meditation mantra. The same is true of literary studies, especially in the case of poetry: Reading is rereading. You haven’t begun to grasp a poem until you have read it a second time. This is a problem, naturally, if your poem is Paradise Lost or Leaves of Grass. But I’m willing to bet that’s not a customary issue for poetry readers. Shorter is easier; sonnets are perfect for rereading, odes slightly harder, and so on. The point is that a first reading is so consumed with just navigating your way through (and putting the top of your head back on when it blows off), with just getting from A to Z, that a second pass is mandatory. For best results, I recommend taking a few minutes off between readings. Not enough time to forget this newly discovered territory, only to let it settle in a bit. Go make a cup of tea or build a sandwich. Let the dog out. Let the dog in. Reread. That’s when you’ll start making the poem your own.

What we’re talking about in all of this is the “sound of sense,” a term I have pilfered from Robert Frost. What he means is that a poem should and often does have a certain sound, a combination of rhythm and other aural elements, that convey a sense of what is being said. When it’s done right, he elaborates, you can discern the general meaning of a conversation from behind a closed door—and remember that he was writing when doors were more solid and more sound-damping than most contemporary doors. Here’s his example of a conversation that he invokes to illustrate his point:



              YOU MEAN TO TELL ME YOU CAN’T READ?

              I SAID NO SUCH THING.



              WELL, READ THEN.

              YOU’RE NOT MY TEACHER.

We understand what Frost means in large part because he chooses his example so well. We can “hear” the tone of each of those sentences, the incredulity of the question followed by the defensiveness of “I said no such thing,” and the challenge in the injunction to read, which leads to more defensiveness. Further, we understand that, if we were overhearing this conversation, even if we couldn’t make out the words, we would nevertheless know what sort of dialogue was taking place. If we want further proof, we have only to read any of his poetic dialogues, where the sound-of-sense principle is on full display.

It is worth observing that this notion of the sound of sense is not inevitable. Frost notes that much prose (think institutional documents, among other sorts of lifeless writing) has sense without the sound of sense, while it is possible, as Lewis Carroll proves in the Alice books, to have the sound of sense while producing utter—and utterly delightful, in those cases—nonsense. For now, however, we should stick to the main point.

INTO PRACTICE: THE SOUNDS OF POEMS

LET’S TAKE THIS idea for a test drive. Here’s the beginning of a deceptively simple poem by one of America’s great poets:



              Because I could not stop for Death –

              He kindly stopped for me –

              The Carriage held but just Ourselves –

              And Immortality.

That’s lovely, and maybe a little chilling. It’s also Emily Dickinson (1830–1886), who didn’t title her poems, so we know them by their first lines. And what does this first line say? “Because I could not stop for Death”—sounds like someone is pretty busy. Or had been. When “Death” comes to take you for a ride, your level of busyness goes down. His stopping is “kind” (good of him, don’t you think?), and “He” will be marked by good behavior throughout. That last line brings us up a little short, as the ends of her stanzas often do, for “Immortality,” while not an actual occupant in the carriage, is inevitable in the situation.

The following stanza amplifies the statements of the first:



              We slowly drove – He knew no haste

              And I had put away

              My labor and my leisure too,

              For His Civility –

If we think about this stanza as a statement, “We slowly drove,” and an explanation—Death always gets where he’s going without a rush, and his attentions meant that I was no longer in my former rush—then we can hear in the flow of the words and the bounce of the meter the way that the second statement clarifies the first. We should pause here to acknowledge that Dickinson’s idiosyncratic punctuation makes our task a little longer. She prefers the dash to the colon, the semicolon, and the period. This poem even ends on a dash stop rather than a customary full stop. That makes my assertion that we should read from capital letter to period a bit harder, especially when she peppers in all those capitalized nouns all over the place. Even so, we can mostly tell when a statement is ending, even if the ending is approximate.

HERE’S A SLIGHTLY DIFFERENT ANGLE ON POETIC DICTION. THIS ONE, the beginning of “Kubla Khan,” is by Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772–1834), and describes, he says, “a Vision in a Dream”:



              In Xanadu did Kubla Khan

              A stately pleasure dome decree:

              Where Alph, the sacred river, ran

              Through caverns measureless to man

                 Down to a sunless sea.

Read that aloud and listen for the tone. Do you hear the sense of grandeur in that opening? In fact, what do you hear? Strangeness, certainly. If you’re like me the first time I read it, you have no idea about what either Xanadu or Alph might be, although you may have heard of Kublai Khan (or at least of that other Khan, Genghis). If we can characterize Dickinson’s poem as narrative and conversational, this one is incantatory. Just that first line, with its exotic elements and the repetition of sounds (“-du did Ku-” along with the three n sounds and two ks), feels for all the world as if a spell is being cast. Which it is, make no mistake about that. The second line emphasizes that magical quality, “A stately pleasure dome decree.” Now, it may be within the purview of a khan to decree a dome, but what is really magical are the sounds in the line, “pleasure” picking up the l in “stately” and the last two words alliterating (and picking up the d sounds from the first line) but then veering away from each other, along with the repeated s of “stately pleasure.” That sibilance (which simply means the condition of having s sounds) will come at us furiously in the last two lines: “caverns measureless,” “sunless sea.” In fact, counting the z sound of “Xanadu,” every line has at least one sibilant (hissing sound) in it. What we have, then, is a great deal of repetition of a comparative handful of sounds: s and z; d and its cousin, t; m and n; l; k; and the short a of “Xanadu” and “man.” What also matters in terms of how the poem sounds is where those sounds occur. With the exception of “did” in line one, almost every key sound falls on a stressed syllable, “Ĭn Xánădú dĭd Kúblă Khán,” and so on. While this emphasis tells us nothing about what the poem means nor even what we might do with that soundscape, it does begin to convey a feeling. When we find out later in the poem that the speaker is conveying a dream he had and we see that his language falls into
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