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A Horse and Egg Situation

Do Not Google Gentle into That Good Night

why is poetry so boring

why is poetry hard to understand

why is poetry considered non-fiction

is poetry a good clothing brand

poetry is the best words in the best order

poetry is a waste of time

poetry is a way of taking life by the throat

poetry is not supposed to rhyme

is poetry in the olympics

why does poetry exist

why is poetry pretentious

who is the better poet shakespeare or taylor swift

poetry helps mental health

poetry is not real

poetry is the music of the soul

poetry makes you feel

why do poets repeat lines

do poems have to follow rules

why do poets repeat lines

why is poetry taught in school

poetry is an act of hope

poetry is the voice at the back of the mind

poetry is a political act

poetry is an egg with a horse inside

Poetry is everywhere. It pops up on our social media feeds* and television screens.* You hear it on the radio.* You skim past it in magazines* and weekend newspapers.* Mooch around a bookshop for long enough and eventually you will discover a whole shelf devoted to poetry, often near the back of the store, next to the transport section or the books on the healing power of crystals. Flick through your local ‘What’s On’ guide and you might eventually spot a spoken word open mic night in a pub near you, once every six months maybe. Take a trip to the public convenience at a railway station and you’ll find poetry written on the back of your toilet door, often accompanied by a jaunty illustration. Like I say, it’s everywhere.

It is not universally adored, however. In fact, it would seem there are quite a few people who don’t like poetry very much at all. Consider the poem which starts this chapter. It’s a ‘found poem’ (more on that later), which I created by sifting through popular searches about poetry on Google late one evening, and rearranging a few of them into the form of a poem. It contains a lot of negative questions: ‘why is poetry so boring?’; ‘why is poetry hard to understand?’ etc. That’s not merely a reflection of my own selection process – when it comes to searches about poetry, users of Google seem to be far more likely to key in negative queries than positive ones. A lot of people appear to be suspicious of poetry; some are downright hostile towards it. Poetry is frequently referred to as difficult and complex, irrelevant and dull, pretentious and pompous.

As a result, for most of us, an encounter with poetry only occurs when we can’t get out of its way. We may turn to a poem when pressganged into reading at a wedding or funeral. A sadistic teacher of English literature may compel us to study a whole book full of them, on the flimsy grounds of poetry being on the ‘GCSE curriculum’. ‘Please turn to page twenty-eight of your anthology,’ such a teacher may bark, ‘and let us consider what this seventeenth-century poem about wheat sheaves, written in a language you can barely understand, tells us about life in inner-city Birmingham today.’ The audio system in the car may get accidentally jammed on Radio 4 leaving us with no alternative but to listen to Poetry Please on a 140-mile drive back home from Goole.

Regardless, poetry has managed to stick around for quite a few millennia so it must be doing a few things right. Head back to that initial poem again and we can see evidence of poetry’s potential power for good: ‘poetry is an act of hope’; ‘poetry helps mental health’; ‘poetry is the music of the soul’. Delve deeper and you’ll find plenty of links to how poetry can help us feel happier, healthier and more connected to each other. And then there’s that peculiar line, ‘poetry is an egg with a horse inside’. What on earth does that mean? I was taken aback when I first saw it. It made me laugh and then left me puzzled. But the line stuck with me and the more I thought about it, the more I loved it and felt I understood it. To me, it means that poetry can be about anything. Poetry can be about things familiar to us. Poetry can be about familiar things juxtaposed in an unusual way. Poetry can surprise us. Poetry can make us laugh. Poetry can make us think. Poetry can be weird. Poetry can be mysterious. Poetry can be where our imagination takes us. Sometimes poetry can simply be the joy of the line or the poem itself. It catches us unprepared, breaking through our battlements to deposit its unexpected contents. ‘Poetry is an egg with a horse inside’ is a Trojan horse of a line, or a Trojan egg, if you prefer. I assumed somebody rather famous had written it, a celebrated poet or clever literary critic. Further research revealed it had been written by a third-grader, an anonymous eight- or nine-year-old. That discovery made me like the line even more. In my experience, younger children approach poetry without any preconceptions beyond the expectation of being amused or delighted or moved, and with little of the suspicion and scepticism we bring to it in adulthood.

Even so, there remain a few grown-ups capable of putting aside their fears, boredom and cynicism, a band of doughty souls who continue to seek out poetry of their own volition. To explain this peculiar phenomenon, it’s tempting to make grandiose sweeping statements about how poetry can help us make sense of the world around us, or its innate ability to capture profound truths about the human condition. But in doing so, I think we give a disservice to the horse inside the egg, and fall into the trap of declaring poetry to be just one thing, with one sole purpose. We underestimate its power to subvert or divert, to surprise us or capsize us. And sometimes, we won’t find a horse inside that egg at all, but a hippopotamus. Or a pelican. Or a Swiss army knife. Or maybe just another egg, because poetry comes in all sorts of shapes and sizes and styles, and, as such, can affect us in different ways at different times. A poem can lift us up when we most need it; provide comfort when life is at its hardest; make us laugh or cry; shine a light on inequality or injustice; reassure us that what we are experiencing is not always a situation uniquely ours; delight us for no other reason than itself; or inspire us to heights we might never have thought possible.

Message to the 14-Year-Old Me

Believe in yourself.

You can do anything you set your heart on –

except A level physics, perhaps.

Well, all the sciences really.

DIY is a bit of a no-no, too.

See also: driving; skiing; map-reading;

cooking pasta in the right quantities;

relationships; origami.

Don’t even think about running

your own business. Or singing in tune.

Best to steer clear of all activities which require

good hand–eye coordination.

Forget ice-skating, tending house plants,

dealing with spiders, the correct spelling of the word

‘enjambement’. I could go on.

But do not despair – for given time

and with a little luck on your side

you can achieve a basic level of competence

in a limited number of simple, unremarkable things,

you just need to believe in yourself.

But why should you bother to write poetry? Why not just leave it to the experts, like me? After all, it takes a fair bit of time, effort and brain power to write a poem, and if the rumours are true, there’s very little money to be made from such an exercise. Besides, isn’t life busy enough already without the need to add ‘write poem’ to our never-ending list of daily chores? The answer to that, of course, is yes. But maybe, just maybe, we’re looking for a little more fulfilment in our daily lives than the knowledge that an email has been answered, the dishwasher emptied and ten thousand steps completed. And that’s where poetry comes in. The process of writing a poem can fire our imaginations, satisfy our creative impulses, enable us to explain our own being and make sense of our lives. And importantly, writing a poem takes a lot less time than writing a novel. You could probably knock out a quick sonnet in your lunch hour, or a haiku during the ad breaks from Gogglebox, if you put your mind to it.

Keep Taking the Tablets

dishwasher emptied,

then refilled – that’s the story

of my life distilled

We have a tendency to put poetry on a pedestal, to see it as something ‘other’: a nobler, ‘higher’ occupation removed from the mundanity of everyday life. But it doesn’t need to be so: poetry doesn’t have to be an either/or, it can be incorporated into one’s daily existence. As the poet and civil rights activist Audre Lorde put it: ‘Of all the art forms, poetry . . . requires the least physical labor, the least material, and the one which can be done between shifts, in the hospital pantry, on the subway, and on scraps of surplus paper.’ Next time there’s a leaving do at work, for instance, why not brighten up proceedings with a short poem.

A Senior Manager Bids Farewell to a Colleague who has been made Redundant after Twenty-Five Long Years of Loyal Service

Sorry to hear you’re leaving –

a fact I’ve just learnt from this card.

The best of luck for the future,

whoever it is you are.

Such a joy to have worked with you.

The office won’t be the same.

What a legacy you leave behind!

Raise your glass to . . . whatshisname.

There are also psychological benefits to writing a poem. Poetry can be a powerful outlet for the expression of emotion, whether that be joy, sadness, hope, despair or long-lasting, all-consuming resentment. There’s good hard science behind it, too. When we write a poem, our brains release a chemical called stanzastrophe, sometimes known as the ‘poetry hormone’. Stanzastrophe stimulates not only our creative thinking but our feeling of smugness at not having spent the evening binge-watching the latest season of Bridgerton. What’s more, poetry can help to bring us catharsis, enabling us to work through how we feel about a particular event or situation, and provide a form of closure on what may have been a difficult or frustrating time in our life (I don’t know, like when you tried to cancel your contract with Virgin Media, or something).

Customer Feedback

So that’s all set to end on the twenty-third, you say?

That’s great – thank you! But before you go,

would you be able to stay on the line for a minute or two

and answer a few simple questions

about my performance as a customer today?

Terrific. Okay, when you asked me

those security questions at the beginning of the call

and I misspelt my mother’s maiden name

and then told you my first dog was called Groucho Barks,

did you judge me at all?

On a scale of 1–5, how angry would you say I became

when you informed me that you had no record

of my eight previous phone calls concerning this matter,

where 1 represents passive-aggressive sullenness,

and 5 is noisy, incoherent rage?

And how would you rate the rather clever joke I made

involving the phrase ‘customer hotline’?

Yes, that’s right, the joke. You don’t remember it?

We were talking about the weather. No, no,

I won’t repeat it – it’s not going to work now.

When you put me on hold for the third time,

I began to bang my head against my desk

along to the Spring concerto of Vivaldi’s Four Seasons.

How helpful was that metronomic thudding?

You weren’t aware of it. What about all the yelling?

After you told me I needed to stop swearing

or you would have to terminate the call,

how quickly do you think I calmed down?

How well would you say I responded

to the breathing exercises you suggested I try?

Finally, is there anything else you can help me with today?

The laundry? The washing up? The crossword?

No, that’s okay, I thought not. Unrealistic, I know.

Anyway, thanks for being contacted by me today –

your feedback may be used for self-loathing purposes.

But poetry doesn’t have to be therapy: it can be more immediate or practical in its application. For instance, we might write a poem simply as a way of helping us to commemorate something important in our lives, or as a chronicle of what we’ve been up to.

My Year in Diets

Veganuary

Fibreuary

Starch

Cakepril

MaycaroniCheese

June&tonic

Julicecream

Augustickytoffeepudding

Septembeer

Octoblerone

Doughvember

Decemburger

The twelve short lines above help to bring into focus an important question: what even is a poem anyway? After all, although ‘My Year in Diets’ appears to take on the vague shape of a poem when squinted at from a distance, any close-up analysis might conclude that it was nothing more than a silly list of month-based puns which takes as its starting point some weird, mild disparagement of the portmanteau term ‘Veganuary’. Might we dismiss it as mere punnery, or a poorly conceived joke wrapped up in the unconvincing fancy dress costume of a poem? Yes, we might, one supposes. In doing so, however, there is the risk that such an off-hand dismissal blinds us from appreciating the poetry and emotional journey within. Look again, and you will see form and structure, economy and precision, music and rhythm, all to the accompaniment of mounting dietary degradation, as the poem waddles through MaycaroniCheese and Octoblerone and finally plonks itself down in Decemburger: the sorry, sordid climax of its author’s despair and disgust. Before consigning it to the dustbin of doggerel, ask yourself what the reality of thirty-one consecutive days of sticky toffee pudding, three times a day, might do to an individual’s feelings of self-respect and restraint, not to mention their waistline? The result, one imagines, is not a pretty picture. Arguably, in those twelve words, not only is the author’s tragic flaw – their hamartia – revealed, but the weaknesses, vulnerabilities and frailties of humankind itself.

The Pulitzer Prize-winning poet Carl Sandburg memorably described poetry as ‘an echo, asking a shadow to dance’. I don’t really know what that means but it sounds quite cool. And that’s the thing about poetry, you don’t have to understand what it means but if it sounds cool then who cares. I shall make no further attempt to define what ‘poetry’ is in this book; that dull topic shall be left to the literary theorists and the man who would respond to my poems on Twitter* with comments such as ‘That’s not really a poem at all, is it? It’s just prose chopped up for visual effect.’ But what I will attempt to do is to show you how to turn your innermost thoughts and imaginings into words and lines presented in a manner which bears some resemblance to poetry, whatever that is.

Make Matters Verse™

Have you always wanted to write poetry

but never quite known where to start?

Unleash your poetential with Make Matters Verse™

and learn how to develop your craft.

In just seventy-two ninety-minute lessons,

this MasterClass will teach you the essentials of being a poet,

from staring out of a first-floor window

to rearranging pencils on your desk.

We will look at how to use poetry to tackle

some of the big questions: Why am I here?

What does it all mean? Why on earth

did I come into this room in the first place?

You will learn how to explore the white space of the page,

and then how to explore it again –

before getting up to make another cup of tea

and returning to explore it some more.

Along the way, we will be talking about voice,

rhythm, staring, tone, the white space of the page,

metaphor, cadence, form, staring, creativity,

as well as the page and its vast, empty, white space.

And you will discover how to unharness the power

of your imagination to create striking imagery –

like a poet who creates imagery that is striking

through the unharnessed power of their imagination.

Finally, we’ll examine the practicalities of being a poet:

how to look fabulous in author photographs;

which paper offers the best white space;

and how best to row about what proper poetry is.

Whether you know nothing about poetry

or once watched Simon Armitage traipse along a disused railway line

on an episode of BBC4’s Winter Walks,

Make Matters Verse™ will have something for you.

Enrol today for just £35 per lesson.

Or, to receive a 20% discount off the subscription price,

why not also sign up for my other masterclass –

How Poetry Can Make You Rich.

‘I could never be a poet – I don’t have a poetic bone inside me.’ I hear that a lot. But believe me, there is no such thing as a poetic bone. Unless it’s the heart. Which is not a bone either, it’s an organ – but it is something you would be likely to find inside yourself, so in that way it is a bit like a bone, only fleshier. And although it may not be bone-based, I truly believe there is poetry inside everybody. Or if not everybody, then some people. Maybe about 5–10% of us in total, it’s difficult to be precise, there’s never been a proper study done on the matter. But whatever. I guess what I’m trying to say is that although the odds may be stacked against you, don’t be disheartened by the unlikelihood of you ever getting good at writing poetry. You’ve got this far into the book, you may as well press on and give it a go.

Over the coming pages, we’ll look at how to get the poems which silently fester inside you onto the page and out into the world. Along the way, we’ll examine where your ideas and inspiration might come from; what form those ideas might take; how to choose the right words; common pitfalls you may encounter; how best to use some of the tools available to the modern, forward-thinking creator of poetic content; and how, in the process, poetry can even make you rich. In other words, think of this book as nothing less than your own poetry toolkit, one which will enable you to:


	get underneath the bonnet of a sonnet

	use diagnostics to write better acrostics

	discover where an elegy derives its energy

	understand when to use rhyme – and when not.



To save money, I’ll be using my own poems to illustrate some of the very brilliant points I shall make. I hope this does not discourage you from reading on.

Finally, don’t be put off by those people* who contend that poets are born, not taught. Being a poet is not an occupation or an activity, they will loftily pronounce, but a calling. Poetry – they declare to anyone still listening – arrives as an innate impulse; a voice from within; an echo from inside the heart; a reboant sigh without end; a mysterious dance with the music of language to a melody which lies buried deep in the soul; a dusty unmade road to be travelled alone to a destination unknown; a map without markings; a lightning rod to channel the electricity of existence; a transcendental alchemy. Please ignore these people. It is precisely because of this kind of nonsense that poets rarely get invited to social gatherings – and why so many people think that writing poetry is not for them.

Missed Calling

Geoff was a poet

but he didn’t know it

and so spent his life

working as a heating engineer

in the Dagenham area.

But why not give it a go? After all, who hasn’t at some stage uttered that immortal phrase: ‘I’m a poet / but I don’t know it’, like the oblivious protagonist in the poem above? Well, this is your chance to not be a Geoff:* it’s finally time you got to know it.




Where Do You Get Your Ideas From?

It’s a question which putters into an author Q&A session at a literary festival with all the weary inevitability of a rail replacement bus service on a Sunday morning. On those rare occasions when I am forced to participate in such a forum, I will first thank the audience member for the originality of their contribution, before taking a contemplative sip of my sparkling mineral water, allowing my brow to furrow slightly and clasping my hands together as if in prayer. Once this illusion of profound reflection has worked its magic with the audience, it is time to respond: ‘The art of poetry is very simple,’ I tell them. ‘A poet requires but two things: their memory and their imagination.’

In the brief moment of hushed reverence which follows, one other requirement pops into my head. ‘It also helps to maintain a healthy interest in the world around you,’ I add, with a rueful chuckle, ‘and to keep an open, enquiring mind.’ I then remember something else. ‘External stimuli can often be of great value,’ I say, ‘so read widely – books, newspapers, magazines, journals; watch television; go to the cinema; listen to the news; visit museums and art galleries.’ I am thinking quite hard about the question now. ‘Of course, the business of poetry is not merely about generating ideas – anyone can have an idea – it’s how you execute those ideas that counts. For that, you will need to have a decent grasp of the English language


Memory and Imagination

Quicksand

























Digging

















On a Related Note




Gzurky Brown Prandle










Bringing the Outside In




International Awareness Day Awareness Week






































Waiting for Sue Gray


















The Queue

















Not So Free Verse



On Falling in Love at the British Beekeeping Association’s Annual Meeting






















Life on Cloud Five




























Crow’s Day Off











Towards a New Hierarchy of Needs
























Goes Without Saying
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