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a post-it note






i’ve put some

poems

in the icebox






they’ll be cold

and sweet

when you get home






—william marr
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 How to Use This Book

You are invited. And the party is all about
your words: how to find them, express them, and perfect
them.

Of course there is no formula for writing a
poem. If poems came with instructions like IKEA® coffee tables,
we’d all be missing the point. But this book will give you some
strategies—some tools, if you will—to assemble your personal,
imaginative raw materials. These strategies are focused primarily
on free verse (for a comprehensive look at “form” poetry, which is
one tried-and-true way you can start a poem, I recommend The
Making of a Poem: A Norton Anthology of Poetic Forms). Yet,
many of the concepts can also be applied to form poetry, at both
the inception and revision stages.

Each chapter will introduce and model,
through several drafts of the same sample poem, a concept you will
explore in your own draft. You will continue to reshape your poem
from chapter to chapter, ending with a thorough revision. And then
you can start again with a new poem. Write and repeat. These are
poetry-crafting strategies for life.

How to Write a Poem is written as a
companion to How to Read a Poem, which
uses Billy Collins’s “Introduction to Poetry” as a guide for
enjoying poems. Like How to Read a Poem, this book is
organized by chapters inspired by stanzas from Collins’s poem.
While the two books work well together, they also function
independently. (Do keep in mind that the best poets spend at least
as much time reading and absorbing poems as they do creating their
own.)

Your words are waiting. Are you ready to
begin?




Introduction to Poetry


Billy Collins



I ask them to take a poem

and hold it up to the light

like a color slide



or press an ear against its hive.



I say drop a mouse into a poem

and watch him probe his way out,



or walk inside the poem’s room

and feel the walls for a light switch.



I want them to waterski

across the surface of a poem

waving at the author’s name on the shore.



But all they want to do

is tie the poem to a chair with rope

and torture a confession out of it.



They begin beating it with a hose

to find out what it really means.
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Introduce Yourself: Find the Poems
Inside




To a Poet, For a Poem


Jennifer Wagner



I listen to the darkness,

the beautiful kind

when the lights are off,

and I close my eyes

and see the last light

burned into my mind.



I sit, in my poetry nook,

in the corner of the room,

in a chair, arms leaning, at rest,

my feet propped.



I listen, listen,

ceiling fan low,

box fan high, pointed toward me

to carry the sound

of the silver crackle

of the millionth star

no less wonderful

than the first.



And it might be yours, the only light

in this dark room tonight.



The Poetry of Imperfection

Poetry is about freedom and the imagination.
Ocean waves and flying geese. The human spirit, for crying
out loud. Shouldn’t I just jump right in?

Yes and no.

Yes to inviting—immediately and
enthusiastically—the images, feelings, and ideas bubbling in your
pen or keys. No to crafting “that perfect poem” right
away.

As a young, perfectionist writer in college,
I spent hours chiseling away at the perfect lines, one line at a
time, in my poems. I wouldn’t proceed to the next line—even
word—until I believed I’d arrived at a previous final product. The
results? Really technically expert poems. And not that much
passion. I’d often forget what imaginative impulse had driven me to
write in the first place because of my stilted approach.

Since then, I’ve learned how important it is
to be free, open and fluid
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