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Introduction

This is an anthology of modern poetry. It includes a number of pages of poetry by each poet who is in it, and has essays about the poets and their poems and suggestions to you for writing poems of your own. Because of various misconceptions about how poetry is supposed to be written and read, many people avoid poetry during their education and afterward—they get the idea that poetry is for a few people with special poetic sensibilities. And they miss a great deal. Reading poetry and writing poetry are natural and worthwhile and pleasant things to do. You will find that reading poetry is a great help in writing it, and that writing it is very good for your understanding of what you read. A logical place to start reading poetry is with modern poetry—since that is the poetry of our own time. It is also a good place for people who are writing now to find inspiration for their own poems.

THE POETS IN THIS BOOK

This book includes poets who have written in English from the middle of the nineteenth century until now—from Walt Whitman to Frank O’Hara—as well as some of the best modern poets who have written in other languages—Rimbaud and Apollinaire, from France; Lorca, from Spain; Rilke, from Germany; Mayakowsky, from Russia. You’ll find in it a great variety of poetic styles, of themes, of ideas of what poetry is.

This book is arranged so that all of a poet’s poems are together. There’s enough of each poet’s work to help you start getting to know it. Sometimes before they know much about poetry, people have the idea that all poetry is more or less the same—a way of writing about special poetic subjects in a certain poetic way. This would make poetry rather uninteresting if it were true, but it isn’t.

Every good poet has an individual and original way of writing. When you first read a poet’s work, that originality will be part of what makes it seem strange and unfamiliar. It’s something like what happens when you go to a foreign country. It’s possible to find the strangeness exciting right way. Of course, what’s strange can also be confusing at first and can make things seem difficult.

Accompanying each poet’s work in this book is a short essay about the poet and the way he writes. This will help you to become familiar with the poet’s style, help you see the point of writing that way, and in general give you a way to begin to feel at ease with reading the poems. After a while you can get to know the styles of various poets, the way you know the personalities of your friends or the sounds of different musical instruments. You will probably like some poets better than others and will be able to think about the differences and talk about your own ideas.

The poets in this book were chosen because they’re all very good poets and because their work has proved to be interesting and inspiring to students. Sometimes there are more poems from the early part of a poet’s career—it is often the poems written when a poet is young that are closest to a student’s experience. Sometimes it is in a very long poem that a poet is at his best. In a few cases selections from such long poems have been included. In the essays there is some discussion of individual poems, but of course there is no attempt to explain or analyze everything. There are also suggestions about ways to write poems inspired by the poet’s work.

If you like poetry, you’ll probably find poets who are not in this book whose work you like a lot. If you like a certain poet who is included, you will probably want to find his books so that you can read more of his work. This book is meant to be only an introduction, a beginning.

MODERN POETRY

Poetry is different in different times. What people experience is different and so, to some extent, is the language they use. Think about Shakespeare’s English. Taking a walk in sixteenth-century London was different from what it is to take a walk there now, and the way people thought about taking a walk there was different, and the kind of poem anyone would write about taking a walk was different too. And despite the differences in poets’ styles, there is something that can be recognized as the style or way of writing of a particular historical period. The other arts, too, change in this way.

Poets are inspired by what the world around them is like. Because that changes, poetry changes. They also have a desire for their poetry to be different from any that exists so far. That also makes poetry change. And so the best poetry of a particular time often seems strange or puzzling to the people of that time because it has been affected by these changes and, as a result, is different and people aren’t used to it yet, although later it may not seem strange or puzzling at all.

Modern poetry is probably as different from what came before it as any poetry has ever been, which, if you think about the enormous changes that have been brought about in our time by science and technology—changes in transportation and communication, for instance—is not completely surprising. There is so much new knowledge—and a new idea, too, of the vastness of what is still left to discover and know. It would be strange if that hadn’t affected people’s thinking about everything, including poetry.

Modern poets have tried a great variety of forms, new ways of putting words together, of punctuating, of beginning and ending, of dividing up poems. And they have been more interested in nonrational ways of thinking than most poets before them—interested in dreams, in the unconscious, in accidental inspiration. They have tended to avoid the usual forms, the usual ways of saying things, the usual ideas, the logical connections, anything that might be limiting. Sometimes their poems seem almost like a new language.

Change and newness are part of what poetry is about (and they are an important part of what much modern poetry is about), and part of what makes it exciting and worth reading. Once you see that, the surprising-ness of modern poetry won’t get in the way of your liking to read it.

READING POETRY

The experience you get from reading poetry is not exactly like any other. Sometimes poetry gives the impression of saying more than words can say. This mysterious-seeming effect is caused by the fact that in poetry words are used in a way that is different from the way words are usually used. Poetry is art, and so has a different purpose from that of the regular way of talking and writing, and has a different effect.

Most of the difficulties that people have in reading poetry come from their not understanding this. It is easier to understand using a rock to make sculpture, or sound to make music, than it is to understand using words to make poetry. Words already have meanings and ways of being put together to get something across. So, when you read words, it is natural to expect the ordinary kind of intellectual sense that you are used to, a kind of sense you don’t expect, for instance, when you listen to music. Once you understand what poetry is and how it is different from other writing, it won’t seem to you so confusing and difficult.

Usually when you talk or write, you start with an idea, then try to express it in words and in a style that will make it clear to the people you are talking or writing to. Sometimes that’s easy. You say, “I would like a glass of water.” Sometimes it’s hard. Talking about strong or complicated feelings—about being in love, for instance, or feeling sad—you may end up with a feeling that you haven’t really said what you meant, that there isn’t any way to put what you feel into words. The more personal the thing that you want to say, and the more particular it is to your own way of thinking and feeling and seeing things, the less likely it is that you can express it with the ordinary way of talking.

Suppose you decide to find a way of talking in which you can express perfectly your own sense of things, your thoughts or way of seeing, or your own particular experience. And that it becomes more important to you to get those things right than to make sure somebody else understands them. Suppose you want to get an experience into words so that it is permanently there, as it would be in a painting—so that every time you read what you wrote, you reexperienced it. Suppose you want to say something so that it is right and beautiful—the way music is right and beautiful—even though you may not understand exactly why. Or suppose words excite you—the way stone excites a sculptor—and inspire you to use them in a new way. And that for these or other reasons you like writing because of the way it makes you think or because of what it helps you to understand. These are some of the reasons poets write poetry.

It doesn’t make sense to read poetry the way you read a newspaper article. It is good, in general, to read a poem with the kind of freedom, openness and sensitive attentiveness to your own thoughts and feelings that you have when you write a poem yourself or when you listen to a friend talking, or when you hear music. You understand the meaning of the words in the poem with your intellect, but you also respond to the poem with a part of your intelligence that includes your feelings and imagination and experience.

You can like a poem before you understand it, and be moved by it, and in fact, that is a sign that you’re starting to understand it, that you’re reading the poem in a good way. Being moved by a poem—laughing or feeling sad or full of longing—or being excited by it, or feeling (maybe you don’t know why) the “rightness” of the poem is a serious part of reading and liking poetry. You may find what you read to be beautiful, or be reminded of places and times, or find in it another way to look at things. All this can help you to understand the poem because it brings it closer to you, makes it a part of your experience. And the better you understand a good poem, the more you’ll like it.

The best way to begin is by reading the poem several times to get used to the style. After you get a sense of the whole poem, there are some things you can do to help yourself understand anything that’s unclear—if anything still is unclear, which often it won’t be. There may be a word or two you don’t understand, or a reference to a person or a place that you’re not familiar with. These you can look up in a dictionary or encyclopedia or ask someone about. There may be a sentence that’s so long it’s hard to follow, or a sentence that’s left incomplete; words may be in an unusual order, or a sentence may be hard to see because it’s divided into different lines. For these problems, just go through the poem slowly, seeing where the different sentences begin and end. If you understand part of a poem and not another part, try to use what you do understand to help you see what the rest means.

If the poem still seems hard to you, it may be because you’re looking for something that isn’t there. You may think that the poem makes a point, that it comes to some conclusion about life in general, when the point may only be to get into that poem the look of a locust tree in the early spring. Or you may be looking for a hidden meaning that isn’t there. The suggestiveness of poetry often makes people think there is one specific hidden meaning. There isn’t one. A good poem means just what it says, and it suggests what it suggests. The search for deep meanings behind what is said is usually painful and unrewarding. Poems don’t usually have hidden meanings. One main trouble with “finding” such meanings when they’re not really there is that they end up hiding what really is there. One of Wallace Stevens’s poems begins

   The houses are haunted

By white nightgowns.

He means, in fact, as you realize after you read the poem a few times and get to know it, that people are wearing conservative white night clothes which make them look like ghosts. It’s a witty way of making fun of them for being so conservative and dull. If you start off looking for hidden meanings, however, you may never know this. You may start thinking of a supernatural phenomenon, of real ghosts, maybe even of Lazarus and his rising from the grave, and you’ll lose the poem completely. It’s like looking for the real meaning behind a sailboat race on the bay. You’d probably miss the beauty and excitement of the boats, the water, the sky, the day. Remember (writing poems of your own will help you to know it) that poets are not big, dark, heavy personages dwelling in clouds of mystery, but people like yourself who are doing what they like to do and do well. Writing poetry isn’t any more mysterious than what a dancer or a singer or a painter does. If a poet writes well, what he says is to be found in the words that are actually there, almost always in the commonest meanings.

Sometimes, too, people make the mistake of analyzing the poem word by word before they’ve got an idea of what the whole poem is like. This seems scholarly and scientific but is as misleading as analyzing each of a person’s words in a conversation before you know who he is and what he is talking about. Better than starting right in to analyze according to some already existing idea is to think of how the poem is affecting you, think of your own responses to it. Also, when first reading a poem, you don’t have to be concerned with its technique, with how it is made—that is to say, its rhyme, its meter, its imagery, and so on. That can be interesting to talk or write about later, but when you’re first reading a poem you don’t need to do it.

Even when they don’t know much about poetry, people sometimes have strong ideas about what poetry ought to be like. This can keep them from enjoying all the different ways poetry can be. If you read poetry expecting it to be always the same, you will be confused. It is an art, like music or painting, with all kinds of possible variations.

Everything you like about a poem will be enhanced, and what you understand of it will be increased, by reading other poems by the same poet. As you get used to a poet’s style and so on, you can hear everything in his poems more clearly. If you don’t feel intimidated, understanding or figuring things out can be enjoyable in itself. Think of the rather pleasant process of figuring out a part of town you’ve never been in or an interesting person you’ve just met.

Reading poetry is not a completely passive pleasure, as is sitting in the sun or watching television. It is more like the pleasure you get from playing tennis or listening to music. There is a difference between what you feel the first time you play tennis and the fiftieth time. Or between the first time you go to a concert and later on, when you know more about the music and are used to concerts. Poetry is like that. The more you know about it and the more you read it, the more at ease you’ll feel with it, the better you’ll get at reading it, and the more you’ll like it. When you read a poem, the poet’s experience becomes, in a way, your own, so you see things and think things you wouldn’t see and think otherwise. It’s something like traveling—seeing new places, hearing things talked about in new ways, getting ideas of other possibilities. It can change you a little and add to what you know and are.

TALKING ABOUT POETRY

Poetry is there to be read. It’s fine to read it privately and in silence, to enjoy it, to think about it, to understand whatever you understand. Most reading is like that, as is most looking at art and listening to music. Still, when you feel strongly about a poem or any other work of art, it’s natural to want to talk about it, to say what you think, to make your ideas about it and your opinion of it clear to other people. However, it is one thing to understand something, another to be able to talk about your understanding. Putting ideas into words so that others can understand what you mean is sometimes hard, but, like other things, with practice it becomes easier. And doing this kind of talking, or writing, about a poem makes you begin to understand the poem better yourself, makes you know more clearly what it is that you think.

There is no one right way to talk about all poetry. Talking about all poetry in the same way makes no more sense than talking, for instance, about all sports in the same way. You admire different qualities, you watch for and are excited about different things, you even use different terms, when you look at soccer and when you look at baseball. And, of course, you only find out how to talk about all that by watching the games. In something like that same way, you find out how to talk about the work of different poets by reading it and by thinking about what makes it the way it is, what makes it, for example, different from the work of other poets that you have read. If you concentrate on the poem instead of on some general idea about poetry, you’ll have a better chance of talking about it in an interesting and intelligent way.

If a poem is long and rambling and has hundreds of details, you don’t pay as much attention to each word as you do if it is a thirteen-line poem with only one word in each line. In discussing William Carlos Williams’s short poem about the red wheelbarrow, you might want to talk about the unusual way the lines are divided up. It wouldn’t be as interesting to do this with most poems by Yeats, for example. And it would be absurd to talk about Williams’s poem as one might of one of Yeats’s, looking for extra meanings behind the words—supposing, for example, that the word white (in Williams’s phrase “white/chickens”) suggests purity and innocence.

The idea behind talking about poetry is not to get to the bottom of it, but to clarify it, to make it more a part of what you and other people know and will remember. Sometimes people think that they must be able to talk about the “real meaning” of a poem, by which they mean some truth they think must be behind it. But there isn’t such a truth. A poem is all its words and music and lines and meanings, and it can’t be reduced to some single truth any more than can a novel or a symphony or a statue. If a statue could be reduced to, say, “friendship” or “the love of nature,” you wouldn’t need the statue, with all its curves and angles, the smoothness and color of its stone, the weight of its shoulders, the gesture of its hand. Sometimes you may get a strong insight into a poem, and this can seem like its whole meaning. But if you keep on reading the poem, and talking about it, you’ll probably get other insights too, which will also be part of the meaning.

What a poem makes you feel helps you make sense of it by making the poem part of your own experience. What it makes you feel, of course, can be affected by what you’re feeling at the time you read it: you may be sad, happy, in love, afraid; or you may be preoccupied by certain thoughts. It’s hard to tell sometimes whether it’s the poem that’s sad or whether you are sad, in which case almost any poem might seem sad to you. When you’re talking about a poem and aren’t sure if something is in the poem or mainly in your feelings, it’s all right to say “I think” or “It seems to me.” In general, it’s always best not to go too far in interpreting something in a poem—you don’t have to reach conclusions. If a poem seems to you to have a dreamy quality, it’s not quite true to say that it has a dream in it. It’s better to say exactly why you think the poem is dreamlike: “The poem moves from one thing to another in an unexpected way, the way dreams do.”

In talking about a poem, don’t feel you have to say everything. It is good to be able to say a few things clearly. You’ll do it best if you feel free and unembarrassed, the way you feel when you talk to friends. The ideas you’ll have about poetry, like ideas about other things, may be vague at the start and get clearer only while you are talking about them. When you do get something right, it’s a pleasure—when you can make something clear and understandable that before seemed hard. Make what you say as simple as you can, and be specific and give examples to show what you mean. Sometimes because they find poetry difficult and complicated, people make the mistake of talking or writing about it in an abstract, general, overcomplicated way. They think that being abstract and general is more serious and is the way to talk about difficult and important things—that being simple means you’re “shallow” or uncomplicated or unintelligent. In fact, abstraction is often a way of being evasive and can hide what you do know. Being simple is sometimes hard, but it’s worth it. Ezra Pound’s poem “The River-Merchant’s Wife: A Letter” is about a young wife’s longing for her husband to come back home to her; she is lonely and feels she is changing. If you said, “On one level this poem is about time and mortality,” that wouldn’t tell anyone much about the poem, not nearly as much as if you said, “Time is passing and the young wife is growing older.”

To be convincing, you need to refer to particular parts of the poems—that is, to words and lines. Quoting is an essential part of making things clear. Say that you’re talking about William Carlos Williams’s poem “Nantucket.” One thing you might say is that everything is described as it would be seen by someone actually inside the room in the inn in Nantucket. For example, the flowers outside are seen from inside, with their colors slightly different because of the curtains. To make this clear, you’d quote from the poem:


Flowers through the window
Lavender and yellow
Changed by white curtains …



Sometimes when you write a paper or discuss a poem, you’ll be talking about poems you already know and have thought about. At other times, in a class, you may be asked to talk about a poem you’ve just read or don’t completely understand or don’t know yet if you like or not. This is harder. Go slow, be simple and clear, and say how it seems to you and what exact words and lines in the poem your ideas and feelings come from. If asked what you think about a poem, say anything about it that seems to you interesting and, if you can (it’s very difficult sometimes), why. Don’t be afraid to be critical of poetry—there’s nothing sacred about it. Also, don’t hesitate to say when you don’t understand a poem or some part of it. Even if you don’t understand it, you can talk about its tone (does it sound like something you’d hear in church? at a party?), the kinds of words in it, its title, how things are connected in it, how it begins and ends. Don’t expect to be completely clear right away. In classrooms, not being able to explain clearly what you are thinking, or not knowing everything about something, can make you feel stupid. Try not to let it. Start anywhere. Practice will make you good at this kind of talking, and it is satisfying to be good at it. Once you know a few poems by the same poet, you can talk about how a particular poem is like or unlike his other poems, or how his work is like or unlike that of another poet.

USING THE WRITING SUGGESTIONS IN THIS BOOK

Writing poetry is interesting and exciting. Why would poets write it if it weren’t? But writing poetry for a classroom assignment often seems difficult and boring and embarrassing. Students think that they won’t write well enough, that they won’t be able to get started writing—to find a first line, to find something to write about, to find enough to say. They’re afraid that they won’t be inspired, that they have no ideas that are right for poetry. One reason for this difficulty in writing poetry is probably that the way many people think that poetry should be written has been very much influenced by various old-fashioned and false ideas about poetry—ideas that can make poetry writing seem like an unrewarding struggle. The writing suggestions in this book, suggestions which are largely inspired by what has happened in modern poetry, should help you to be free of useless worries and constraints, and to write in somewhat the way other modern poets have written.

And so the poems you write are likely to be different from the ones you have written before. And the way of writing may seem different from the way you thought poems were written. But you will probably end up liking to write and liking your poems.

At the end of each essay about a poet’s work is a suggestion (sometimes more than one) for writing a poem that is in some way like his poetry. There is, in the writing suggestions, along with an idea which will help you to get started with your poem and keep going with it, a good deal of emphasis on being experimental and free. It is not that there is no work involved in writing poetry. But it is a kind of work that you discover how to do while you’re writing. And it seems that it can best be discovered by beginning with freedom and pleasure and ease, and by being attentive to your own inclinations and open to many different possibilities.

The usual kind of thinking, in fact, can get in the way for a beginning writer. This is because it is not mainly your intellect that you use to write poetry, but what might be called your imaginative intelligence, which is different. Writing poetry, you think more the way you do when you daydream or make a joke or talk with your friends than the way you do when you write an essay or punctuate a sentence. It is a natural kind of thinking, but since it is not often talked about or specifically required in school, it is perhaps strange to find out how valuable and important it is.

So when you use the writing suggestions in this book, don’t think too much before you begin, or worry about how to begin, or wonder how to make the poem right. How you start the poem isn’t likely to be crucial. There isn’t a right answer when you write a poem. To create something means to make something that wasn’t there before, so how can there be a right answer? Try writing down the first thing that comes into your mind and whatever else comes after that, even if it’s not connected. When ideas are connected in usual ways, what is said can end up being the usual thing, which may be uninteresting. Sometimes you have to get away from the usual connections in order for new ones to appear. That is one of the things inspiration is about. Try making impossible, untrue statements or being funny, crazy, or silly. You don’t always need to make your poem go together in any regular way. You could try writing in a way that seems very unlike you. You don’t have to end your poem with something general or abstract. And “and then I woke up” and “but it wasn’t really true” kinds of endings are often boring. Be as free and particular at the end as you are in the middle. If you want to give the poem a title, you don’t have to give it one that describes the poem. When a baby girl is born, you don’t name her Baby Girl. You name her Jill, or some other name you like. Give your poem a title that adds something to it. It is often good to write even when you don’t feel inspired. Inspiration may come after you start to write, but in any case writing and trying new things will make you a better writer. The first person to please is yourself. It is a sign of success if you write something you like. Or if you write in a way that you have never written before; if you say something you’ve never said, or didn’t know you knew; if you find out something; or if you’ve put words together in a way that seems beautiful or new or exciting. You’ll like some poems better than others, some parts of a poem better than other parts. After you write a few poems, you’ll probably begin to be more particular about what you want in your poems, to want to change words or lines or add things or leave things out. That’s fine. Revision is an interesting part of writing.

If you already write poetry, you may have the idea that being influenced by another poet will make your poem less your own. You may want to write always in a style that you feel is completely yours. It is helpful, perhaps, to know that poets have always been inspired and influenced by other poets. It is natural when you read a good poem to feel like writing one a little bit like it. It is natural to learn to do things from others who do them well. Actually, the way you write poetry now is probably mainly the result of poems you’ve read, songs you’ve heard, things people have said to you about poetry. It’s impossible not to be influenced. Think about the way you play tennis or dance or sing. Obviously, the best people to be influenced by are people who do something really well. For writing poetry, those are good poets. It is important, particularly for young poets, to try out all kinds of ways of writing and thinking about writing. It may seem risky to give up, even temporarily, writing a kind of poem you feel successful at and to write instead something unfamiliar, but if you want to write well, it is worth it.

There may be ways the poems in this book will inspire you that have nothing to do with the writing suggestions. Of course, it’s fine to follow those inspirations. In any case, if you like writing, you will want to write many poems besides the ones you write in connection with this book. What you get from these poets will probably make you better at doing that.

WRITING POETRY ON YOUR OWN

Most young writers don’t write poetry as well as they could because of what they think poetry has to be like: that poetry has to have rhyme and meter, or that it has to be about something profound, or that it has to use special language; they may think, too, that everything has to be worked out in advance, and that it’s important to stay on the subject they start with. The poems in this book will probably change such ideas, if you have them, as will writing poems inspired by them. There are, though, a few general things it may be helpful to know right away.

Some poetry rhymes, but most of the poetry that has been written in the world doesn’t rhyme. Rhyme is just one kind of sound that poets have liked, one way of helping them write their poems. It can sometimes be inspiring, but most young poets find it too limiting, and most write better poetry without it. Meter is usually limiting too, and it is equally unnecessary.

There aren’t really subjects that are more appropriate for poetry than others. You can write about anything you want—about talking on the phone, looking out the window, dreaming, anything you
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