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To see a World in a Grain of Sand
And a Heaven in a Wild Flower,
Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand
And Eternity in an hour.

—William Blake
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I remember clearly the first evening I walked into a poetry workshop taught by Steve Kowit. I was in my late twenties, a single mother, working as a waitress at a small family restaurant. I’d been writing poems since I was twelve years old but had rarely showed them to anyone. I had no formal training in the art of writing poems, hadn’t read much poetry, didn’t know if what I was writing could even be called poetry. I only knew I was compelled to do something with the frayed journals I had been hiding under my bed for years. Timid and shy, I felt I had no business in a poetry workshop. I was lucky. I found a teacher.

Steve was funny and generous and kind, but he was also seriously committed to teaching us something about how and why a poem works. He did this by exposing us to as much good poetry as he could in the few weeks we had—accessible poetry, poetry of the gut and heart, world poetry, well-crafted, musical, magical poetry. Through these poems I learned about metaphor, rhyme and meter, the importance of image, revision, rhythm and language, but mostly what I learned was how to tell a story.

I had been told to write about what I knew, and what I knew was my life, a life I wasn’t sure was acceptable as subject matter for poetry, a life that included instances of domestic violence and sexual abuse. In Steve’s workshop I was given permission to write about life. I was working class. I was a woman. I was a mother. Could this mundane, ordinary world be a subject for my poetry? I was told yes, again and again. I had questions, ideas and feelings about politics, philosophy, sex, religion, subjects my mother had warned me never to talk about in polite company. Could I speak to those issues? Of course, I was told, especially those issues. When I walked into Steve Kowit’s poetry workshop, I was ushered in to a world that was limitless; I was welcomed into the world of the imagination.

Who knows which step will lead you into the rest of your life? I don’t know if poetry can change the world, but I do know that as I read it and wrote it, my life began to change; I began to develop a feeling of intimacy with the world around me, an umbilical connection to other minds, other voices, other hearts. It was as if I were being given a map of the soul, an emotional history of the world. And as I began to feel a sense of kinship and calm grow within me, a more complex and enlivened spiritual world began to rise and take shape. The more I read and wrote, the more I knew what it was to be a human being, what it felt like to be alive and awake in a place I could begin to call my own.

I eventually returned to school full time and earned a bachelor’s degree in English, raised my daughter, published two books of poetry, quit my waitress job and began teaching poetry workshops privately, putting to use much of what I’d learned in Steve’s workshops. I now teach poetry at the University of Oregon and am at work on a third collection of poetry. Every time I stand up to teach or sit down to write, I hear Steve’s voice, urging me on, reassuring me, challenging me.

I am deeply indebted to Steve Kowit for passing on his love of the word to a young woman in a waitress uniform with tips in her pockets and poems in her heart. I was lucky. And now, you can be lucky too. The book you hold in your hands is a gift from a gifted and inspiring teacher, a way in to the world of poetry, written by an enlightened guide who knows that world and loves it.

—Dorianne Laux
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Oh, the words, the words, the
achingly inadequate beautiful words.



—Terry Hertzler

Many years ago I spent a summer at a Catskill Mountain resort hotel as a tennis instructor. A few days after I got there the fellow who’d been hired to teach art arrived, a brilliant young New York painter named Marvin Torfield. We became fast friends and spent most of our time together that summer. Sometimes, in the evening, when everyone else was in the plush theater being entertained by silky crooners, sequined dance teams, and stand-up comedians, Marvin and I would take a rowboat and drift around on the lake. We’d play flute music together under the moon, laugh uproariously over nothing, and talk endlessly about art, books, politics, the life of the spirit, and this strange planet on which we had somehow found ourselves.

One morning I sat in on one of Marvin’s sculpture classes. About twenty women—I don’t think there were any men there—sat on monks’ benches at a long wooden table in front of the shack where the art and lifeguard supplies were stored, while he instructed them in the rudiments of the human head. He told them to take a big hunk of clay, knead it until it was warm and malleable, and then begin shaping it into a smooth oval. Then he had them begin turning it slowly in their hands, molding it into the shape of a head. After that they started digging away at the features—those pockets for the eyes and the bones of the cheeks, and those declivities out of which a nose and lips would eventually emerge.

Marvin was a fine teacher and a serious artist, and his students were attentive and appreciative as they sat there, under the warm August sun, sculpting away. But after ten or fifteen minutes, two more women appeared, and while the others worked, Marvin went over to the far corner of the table where the new ones had found places at the bench and began quietly giving them instructions for making a human head. He told them to take a big hunk of clay, knead it until it was malleable, and then begin shaping it into a square. A few of the other women looked up from their work with evident surprise—and distress, though no one said anything—at least not at first.

Marvin went on with his lesson, walking from student to student, helping them in the strange ritual of art—of silently transforming with their bare hands shapeless clay into human heads. Now and again he’d return to the two latecomers and show them how to shape the nose or establish the arch of the neck. Everyone worked intently, silently, but it was a silence that had an edge to it and I think most everyone felt it. Finally, one broadly built woman in a large straw hat who could stand it no longer blurted out what the others had been too reticent or polite to say: “But you told us to start with an oval!” she said indignantly, like a patron in an expensive restaurant who’d suddenly discovered she’d gotten the wrong dish. Everyone looked at Marvin expectantly. Or almost everyone. I remember seeing one woman who had no doubt gotten the point of his droll lesson from the beginning, sitting there with a slight smile on her face.

“How you start and what you start from doesn’t matter. You can start with a triangle if you want to,” Marvin explained quietly. “Or with a hexagon. Or three shapeless blobs of clay slapped together. The trick is to shape whatever you started out with into a head!”

Though the one who had asked the question remained, for the moment, clearly outraged, and two or three others were still confused—you could see it in their faces—most of the other women laughed—the kind of short, delighted laugh that a cartoonist might portray with an exclamation point lighting up above someone’s head. A tiny piece of the puzzle of artistic creation had suddenly fallen into place.

The poetry-writing exercises you are asked to complete in the following chapters are also going to be useful jumping-off points, pretexts, ways to encourage you into beginning to shape your own experience, language, and insights into poetry. They are simply there to get you to pick up the clay and begin forming it into—whatever you wish to form it into. The model poems are here to inspire you by showing you what others have done before you, and the commentaries in each chapter are here to help you see something of how they’ve done it—the structures and strategies of those poems—and to give you whatever techniques you will need for your own work.

If you are a highly experienced poet reading this book in order to refine your skills and generate new poems, I hope that you find the comments helpful, the exercises fruitful, and a good number of the model poems a revelation and joy. No doubt you will follow your own impulses and use this book however you think best. If, on the other hand, you have never done much writing, are timid about approaching poetry, or have little formal background in the subject, I urge you to use this book in the most active way possible. Please do not allow the spinning mind, with its inexhaustible genius for resistance, to keep you from writing the poems suggested in each chapter—or from reading this book thoroughly rather than merely skimming it. We often begin a new project with the best intentions, but easily grow distracted, frustrated, and impatient before we have hardly begun. This is really a workbook for poets, and the advantages to be gained from it will be fully realized only by those readers who use it in the most active way—those who read it closely, participate in the processes, and actually write the suggested poems. It’s certainly not necessary to try your hand at all the poems that are suggested in this book, but I urge you to write as many as you can. Obviously the more time and energy you spend writing poems, the more accomplished you will become.

Hopefully, you will find yourself delighting in many of the poems that you write. But if the results of your early efforts do not seem terribly memorable or striking, please do not become overly self-critical or impatient. If you can withstand the temporary frustrations and discouragements that are likely to accompany any period of learning, you will eventually find yourself writing poems that are moving and authentic.

If writing too little to make substantial progress is one danger and the frustrations of the learning process a second, there is yet a third danger: that you will fall so madly in love with your every word that you will abandon all critical sense and refuse to rewrite and revise. Those who have little experience with serious writing often claim that “revising just makes it worse!” or “it won’t feel spontaneous anymore!” That might well be true at the beginning, before you have any clear sense of what to revise and how to do it. But to write down some lines and then go on to the next poem is often to mistake one’s raw inspiration for a finished work of art. Nothing will teach you more about writing poetry than the struggle to bring an early draft to perfection. Though there may be occasions when the first draft is a lucky strike and needs little or no further work, in general the secret of success in writing can be summed up in two words: tireless revision. Accomplished writers know this; beginners often do not.

But this book is about more than simply the craft of writing verse. If poetry is the art of making music out of your own life, a book about writing poetry must be, beyond language and music, a book about you; a book about your memories, dreams and sorrows; about the shapes and colors of your own imagination; about your own most personal response to this inexpressibly mysterious, beautiful and, at times, all but unbearably painful world. This is a book about making music of the things you love and long for, the memories that burn in your heart, and the fugitive images floating through your head, the things that you have always wanted to say, the things you thought you would never dare say, and the things within you that won’t rest until they are finally given voice.

Since this book was first published, over a decade ago, the world of American poetry has flourished: the spoken word/poetry slam venues across the nation have increased manyfold, there is an ever-increasing number of poetry and creative writing graduate programs, and there has been a proliferation of online poetry journals and poetry sites. There has also been a shift in the wind: more and more of our serious and accomplished poets have shown a renewed commitment to accessibility, to communicating as clearly, deeply, and honestly as possible with the reader. This seems all to the good. Although many varieties of intriguingly innovative verse are represented in this small book, its author has tried not to forget that poetry is the music of the human heart and mind made manifest in language; at its most powerful and significant, it is the province not of a limited elitist coterie of “experts” and critics, but of a large, literate populace.

Poetry, in the end, is a spiritual endeavor. Though there is plenty of room to be playful and silly, there is much less room to be false, self-righteous, or small-minded. To write poetry is to perform an act of homage and celebration—even if one’s poems are full of rage, lamentation, and despair. To write poetry of a high order demands that we excise from our lives as much as we can that is petty and meretricious and that we open our hearts to the sufferings of this world, imbuing our art with as luminous and compassionate a spirit as we can.

In all those efforts it is my hope that you find this little book of use.




I have always known that one day I would take this path though yesterday I did not know it would be today.

—Ariwara no Narihari
(Japan, eleventh century)


1
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If you are not yet an experienced writer, or if you
have always wanted to write but somehow never
manage to get to it, or if you can never find enough
time or motivation, or are afraid to begin, or feel
stuck and unable to move forward, then this chapter
will prove useful for you. Read it slowly and carefully.


Many people have a hard time doing the writing they long to do. In some cases they have been convinced by their family or by society to suppress the desire to write and go about the more respectable business of earning a living and raising a family. How does one tell one’s wife that what one really wants is to exchange the eight-to-five daily grind for a part-time job—and use the rest of the time to paint pictures, play the flügelhorn or write poems? For women, the problem is often harder still. In today’s world most women are expected to hold down jobs and, if they are married, take care of the house and children as well. How does one tell one’s husband that one has taken to writing poetry instead of vacuuming the living-room rug and stirring the risotto?



Some people get stuck for a different reason: when they were young and defenseless, they showed their work to some teacher or parent and promptly got stomped on for their efforts. Every writing teacher has encountered students who have been traumatized early on by a blow to their ego—and to their creative life. People can be stopped cold by shyness, by fear of failing, by low self-esteem. For many, to be a beginner is intolerable. It’s humiliating. Some have been so thoroughly beaten down on all fronts that they are convinced they “aren’t really creative.” How easy it is to be wounded into silence.

A friend of mine said to me recently that he was taught from his earliest years that nothing he had to say was of value. Until he was eighteen and had left home, it was impossible to tell his parents—or admit to himself—that his real ambition was to become a poet.

If you are not comfortable letting those with whom you live know that you are writing sketches or stories or poems—putting your innermost thoughts and deepest feelings down on the page—please remember that you are under no obligation to share that part of your life with anyone. In fact, if committing such secrets and confessions to the page seems itself too dangerous, don’t do it! To write honestly means that you are willing to tell the truth about your feelings and perceptions, but that doesn’t mean you have to say anything about your own life that you wish not to. In the service of that honesty one may employ any devices, reach back into any memory, discuss any subject, call upon any emotion, and invent any fiction. You are not obliged to write raw autobiographical poems that reveal things you are not ready to have revealed. Honesty means, in part, to be able to feel one’s anger and grief and envy and frustration, to have the courage to look at one’s own life and thoughts so that one can tell the truth about how human beings think, feel and behave. It does not mean exposing yourself in ways that you do not find appropriate.

Feeling one’s feelings is not as easy as it sounds. It is common for people to deny a great deal of their emotional experience. People tend to stifle their genuine feelings and deny those emotions that are not socially acceptable. For example, in our culture, women have often been socialized to avoid displays of anger. Anger is a “bad” emotion and an “unbecoming” one for women—or so they are led to believe. Many men in our culture have trouble with emotions in general, having been taught that any display of feeling (other than irritation and mild pleasure) is weak and unmanly. But if one is not permitted to feel deeply, then the chances of writing powerfully are limited. People who want to write sometimes have to struggle against the lifelong habit of shutting off their feelings, To feel relief as well as sadness at a loved one’s death, to feel rage and envy at a friend’s success, to feel confused and ambivalent in situations where one is conventionally supposed to feel unadulterated pleasure or sorrow is often difficult—and painful—to acknowledge.

A question that writers often face is how to find the courage to speak about the unspeakable—to delve into that maelstrom of one’s past, those excruciating memories. I have already suggested that there is no need to deal with those memories and feelings—and it is probably counterproductive to do so until they are no longer so terrifying. If that material is, at the same time, boiling inside you with explosive energy, seething to be expressed, you might consider dealing with it fictively, so that the events and situations no longer appear autobiographical. If you wish to say things that are so intimate that you dare not commit them to paper, say them in the third person: make up a poem about someone else. Change the names. The genders. The locales. The circumstances. Have it take place in another country, or on another planet. Make its autobiographical genesis unrecognizable. Mask the truth the way fiction writers habitually do. Real writers talk about their own lives, their own deepest fears and terrors and passions, in the midst of telling their “fictional” tales. If that seems too difficult or awkward, leave that material alone for now.

Over the course of time, you will find yourself going more and more deeply into what you need to get said. You will make friends with your demons, learn how to lead them out of their dusty cages—teach them to sing at your bidding
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The Secret of Writing
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Understand that you can have in your writing no qualities which you do not honestly entertain in yourself. Understand that you cannot keep out of your writing the indication of the evil or shallowness you entertain in your self[.] If you love to have a servant stand behind your chair at dinner, it will appear in your writing—or if you possess a vile opinion of women, or if you grudge anything, or doubt immortality—these will appear by what you leave unsaid more than by what you say. There is no trick or cunning, no art or recipe, by which you can have in your writing what you do not possess in yourself.

—Walt Whitman

(Journal entry 1855-56)


Music and Metaphor
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Experiment and the Tradition
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The Perennial Themes
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Ars Poetica 1974

Poetry

pardon me for having helped you to understand that you are not made of words alone.

—Roque Dalton

(Translated by Richard Schaaf)


Nuts and Bolts
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