Poetry: Reading,
Responding, Writing

If you’re a reader of poetry, you already know: poetry reading is not just an
intellectual and bookish activity; it is about feeling. Reading poetry well means
responding to it: if you respond on a feeling level, you are likely to read more
accurately, with deeper understanding, and with greater pleasure. And, conversely,
if you read poetry accurately, and with attention to detail, you will almost certainly
respond to it—or learn how to respond—on an emotional level. Reading poetry
involves conscious articulation through language, and reading and responding
come to be, for experienced readers of poetry, very nearly one. But those who teach
poetry—and there are a lot of us, almost all enthusiasts about both poetry as a
subject and reading as a craft—have discovered something else: writing about
poetry helps both the reading and the responding pro-
cesses. Responding involves remembering and reflect- by the throat.
ing as well. As you recall your own past a and make
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already know and feel, you will not only respoﬁd more fully to a particular poem, T ,5,\

but improve your readmg skills more generally. Your knowledge and life experi-
ence inform your reading of what is before you and allow you to connect elements
within the text—events, images, words, sounds—so that meanings and feelings
develop and accumulate. Prior learning creates expectations: of pattern, repetition,
association, or causality. Reflecting on the text—and on expectations produced by
themes and ideas in the text—re-creates old feelings but directs them in new, often
unusual ways. Poems, even when they are about things we have no experience of,
connect to things we do know and order our memorles\ thoughts and feelings in
new and newly challenging ways. WINY ‘U‘“'"

A course in readmg poetry can ultlmately emlch\,your hfe by helpmg you
larger goal. But the more 1mmed1a~t_e”—goal “and the rou route to the lirger one—is to
make you a better reader of texts and a more precise and careful writer yourself.
Close attention to one text makes you appreciate, and understand, textuality and
its possibilities more generally. Texts may be complex and even unstable in some

ways; they do not affect all readers the same way, and they work through language
that has its own volatilities and complexities. But paying attention to how you
read—developing specific questions to ask and working on your reading skills
systematically—can take a lot of the guesswork out of reading texts and give you
a sense of greater satisfaction in your interpretations.
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Here from the start, from our first of days, loo%c A
I have carved our lives in secret on this stick />
of mountain mahogany the length of your arms
outstretched, the wood clear red, so hard and rare. i/}

5 It is time to touch and handle what we know we share. //)

N
,Q,Sz.»’é’) Near the butt, this intricate notch Whgre the grains ’A /
Ny, {converge and join: it is our wedding. {5 O b\fé\é‘/ﬁ
Vel T”ﬁ\; Ican read it through with a thumb and tell you now /
\ b who danced, who made up the songs, who meant us joy.
‘»\\\ 50 These litcle arrowheads along the grain,
they are the births of our children. See,”
they make a kind of design with these heavy crosses,
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the deaths of our parents, the loss of friends. = Cyinloert oé;
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Over it all as it goes, of course, I sz/\

15 have chiseled Events, History—random

hashmarks cut against the wirling g::a,mﬁv \27 N
See, here is the Year the World Went \X/rong,\ — (M«,S‘W\,\

we thought, and here the days the Great Men fell.
The lengthening runes of our lives run through it all.

20 See, our tally stick is whittled nearly end to end; 0
delicate as scrimshaw, it would not bear you uE.“‘ Sy 16 ,
(WS- Regrets have polished it, hand over hand. e T,
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“How Do I Love Thee?” is direct but fairly abstract. It lists several ways in which
the poet feels love and connects them to some noble ideas of higher obligations—to
justice (line 7), for example, and to spiritual aspiration (lines 2-4). It suggests a
wide range of things that love can mean and notices a variety of emotions. It is
an ardent statement of feeling and asserts a permanence that will extend even
beyond death. Tt contains admirable thoughts and memorable phrases that many
lovers would like to hear said to themselves. What it does not do is say very much
about what the relationship between the two lovers is like on an everyday basis,

what experiences they have had togecher, what distinguishes their relationship
from that of other devoted or ideal Tovers, Its appeal is to our general sense of
what love 15 like and of how intense feelings can bey it does not offer details,

“I'he Tally Stick™ is much more concrete, The whole pocm concentrates on a



LINDA PASTAN love poem 5

with runoff
15 that even as we watch
we must grab
each other
and step back
we must grab each
20 other or
get our shoes
soaked we must
grab each other
2 R 1988

The directness and simplicity of this poem suggest how the art and craft of
poems work. The poem expresses the desire to write a love poem even as the love
poem itself begins to proceed; the desire and the resultant poem exist side by side,
and in reading the poem we seem to watch and hear the poet’s creative process at
work in developing appropriate metaphors and means of expression. The poem
must be “headlong” (line 2) to match the power of a love that needs to be compared
to the irresistible forces of nature. The poem should, like the love it expresses and
the swollen creek it describes, sweep everything along, and it should represent
(and reproduce) the sense of watching that the lovers have when they observe
natural processes at work. The poem, like the action it represents, has to suggest
to readers the kind of desire that grabbing each other means to the lovers.

The lovers in this poem seem, at least to themselves, to own the world they
observe, but in fact they are controlled by it. The creek on whose banks they stand
is “our creek” (line 3), but what they observe as they watch its rising currents
requires them (“must,” lines 16, 19, 22) to “grab each other” over and over again.
It is as if their love is part of nature itself, which subjects them to forces larger
than themselves. Everything—twigs, leaves, branches, scruples—is carried along by
the powerful currents after the “thaw” (line 4), and the poem replicates the
repeated action of the lovers as if to power along observant readers, just as the
lovers are powered along by what they see. But the poem (and their love) admits
dangers, too; it is the fact of danger that propels the lovers to each other. The
poem suggests that love provides a kind of haven, but the haven hardly involves
passivity or peace; instead, it requires the kind of grabbing that means activity and
boldness and deep passion. Love here is no quiet or simple matter even if the
expression of it in poems can be direct and can stem from a simple observation
of experience. The “love poem” itself—linked as it is with the headlong currents
of the creek from which the lovers are protecting themselves—even represents that
which is beyond love and that which, therefore, both threatens love and at the
same time makes it happen. The power of poetry is thus affirmed at the center of
the poem, but what poetry is about (love and life) is suggested to be more impor-
tant, Poetry makes things happen but is not itself a substitute for life, just a means
to make life more energetic and meaningful.

The next poem talks only indirectly about the quality and intensity of love. It
s written as i icwere a leceer from a woman to her husband, who has gone on a
long journey on business, I divectly expresses how much she misses him and

imdirectly suggrests how much she cares aboot him



L1Z ROSENBERG Married Love 7

the husband unwillingly went away on a long journey five months ago. But the
words tell us a great deal about how the young wife feels, and the simplicity of
her language suggests her sincere and deep longing. The daily noises she hears
seem “sorrowful” (line 18), and she worries about the dangers of the faraway place
where her husband is, thinking of it in terms of its perilous “river of swirling
eddies” (line 16). She thinks of how moss has grown up over the unused gate, and
more time seems to her to have passed than actually has (lines 22-25). Nostalgically
she remembers their innocent childhood, when they played together without
deeper love or commitment (lines 1-6), and contrasts that with her later satisfac-
tion in their love (lines 11-14) and with her present anxiety, loneliness, and desire.
We do not need to know the geography of the river Kiang or how far Cho-fu-Sa
is to sense that her wish to see him is very strong, that her desire is powerful
enough to make her venture beyond the ordinary geographical bounds of her
existence so that their reunion will happen sooner. The closest she comes to a
direct statement about her love is “I desired my dust to be mingled with yours /
For ever and for ever and for ever” (lines 12-13). But her single-minded vision of
the world, her perception of even the beauty of nature as only a record of her
husband’s absence and the passage of time, and her plain, apparently uncalculated
language about her rejection of other suitors and her shutting out of the rest of
the world all show her to be committed, desirous, nearly desperate for his presence.
In a different sense, she too has counted the ways that she loves her man.

Poems can be about the meaning of a relationship or about disappointment
just as easily as about emotional fulfillment, and poets are often very good at
suggesting the contradictions and uncertainties in relationships. Love does not
always go smoothly, and the following poem records (in a kind of monologue,
part dream and part waking) the complex longings of a married woman whose
attitudes toward marriage are quite different from those of Barrett Browning or
the river-merchant’s wife.
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The trees are un @ir first
green messages; nd some man
lets his arm brush my arm in a darkened
theatre. Faint-headed, I fight the throb.
5 Later I dream
the gas attendant puts a cool hand
on my breast, asking a question.
Slowly I rise through the surface of the dream,

brushing his hand and my own heat away.

Young, I burned to svairy, Married,
the smolder goes on underpronnd,
clucching ac weeds, writhing everywhere

' ceying: o talle toa toend on barming,



BEN JONSON  On My First Son 9

Poems can be about all kinds of experiences, and not all the things we find in
them will replicate (or even relate to) experiences we may have had individually.
But sharing through language will often enable us to uncover feelings—of love or
anger, fear or confidence—we did not know we had. The next few poems involve
another, far less pleasant set of feelings than those usually generated by love, but
even here, where our experience may be limited, we are able to respond, to feel
the tug of emotions within us that we may not be fully aware of. In the follow-
ing poem, a father struggles to understand and control his grief over the death
of a seven-year-old son. We don’t have to be a father or to have lost a loved
one to be aware of—and even share—the speaker’s pain, because our own experi-
ences will have given us some idea of what such a loss would feel like. And the
words and strategies of the poem may arouse expectations created by our previous
experiences.

BEN JONSON
On My First Son

Farewell, thou child of my right hand,' and joy;
My sin was too much hope of thee, loved boy:
Seven years thou wert lent to me, and I thee pay,
Exacted by thy fate, on the just? day.
O could I lose all father now! for why
Will man lament the state he should envy,
To have so soon ’scaped world’s and flesh’s rage,
And, if no other misery, yet age?
Rest in soft peace, and asked, say, “Here doth lie
10 Ben Jonson his® best piece of poetry.”
For whose sake henceforth all his vows be such
As what he loves may never like too much.
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This poem’s attempts to rationalize the boy’s death are quite conventional.
Although the father tries to be comforted by pious thoughts, his feelings keep
showing through. The poem’s beginning—with its formal “farewell” and the rather
distant-sounding address to the dead boy (“child of my right hand”)—cannot be
sustained for long: both of the first two lines end with bursts of emotion. It is as
if the father is trying to explain the death to himself and to keep his emotions
under control, but cannot quite manage it. Even the punctuation suggests the way
his feelings compete with conventional attempts to put the death into some sort
of perspective that will soften the grief, and the comma near the end of each of
the first two lines marks a pause that cannot quite hold back the overflowing

1A Bteral cranstation of the son's mane, Bengamin
Yot the son died on b sevench Biveheay e Ta0 3

Vot ha g Ben Jonson's (Chis was a common Beaissance form ol the possessive)



SEAMUS HEANEY Mid-Term Break 11

This poem puts a strong emphasis on the stillness of death and the way it makes
things seem to stop; it captures in words the hurt, the anger, the inability to
understand, the vacuum that remains when a loved one dies and leaves a vacant
space. But here we do not see the body or hear a direct good-bye to the dead person;
rather we encounter the feeling that lingers and won’t go away, recalled through
memory by an especially significant object, a mere thing but one that has been
personalized to the point of becoming nearly human in itself. (The event described
here is, by the way, fictional; the poet’s wife did not actually die. Like a dramatist
or writer of fiction, the poet may simply imagine an event in order to analyze and
articulate how such an event might feel in certain circumstances. A work of lit-
erature can be true without being actual.)
Here is another poem about a death:

SEAMUS HEANEY

0B Mid-Term Break

I sat all morning in the college sick bay
Counting bells knelling classes to a close.
At two o’clock our neighbors drove me home.

In the porch I met my father crying—
He had always taken funerals in his stride—
And Big Jim Evans saying it was a hard blow.

w

The baby cooed and laughed and rocked the pram
When I came in, and I was embarrassed
By old men standing up to shake my hand

10 And tell me they were “sorry for my trouble,”
Whispers informed strangers I was the eldest,
Away at school, as my mother held my hand

In hers and coughed out angry tearless sighs.
At ten o’clock the ambulance arrived
15 With the corpse, stanched and bandaged by the nurses.

Next morning I went up into the room. Snowdrops
And candles soothed the bedside; I saw him
For the first time in six weeks. Paler now,

Wearing a poppy bruise on his left temple,
He lay in the four foot box as in his cot.
No gaudy scars, the bumper knocked him clear.

2(

A four foot box, a foot for every year.

1966

I in “The Vacaum,” the griel s displaced onto an object left behind, here grief

seems almost wordless, The spealeer of the poem, the older brother of the dead



15

20

[&]

20

ANNE SEXTON

because [ used to wrap it for him

every Christmas. Grandmother’s hips
bulge from the brush, she’s leaning
into the ice chest, sun through the trees
printing her dress with soft

luminous paws.

I am staring jealously at my brother;

the day before he rode his first horse, alone.
I was strapped in a basket

behind my grandfather.

He smelled of lemons. He’s died—

but I remember his hands.
1989

ANNE SEXTON
The Fury of Overshoes

They sit in a row

outside the kindergarten,
black, red, brown, all
with those brass buckles.
Remember when you couldn’t
buckle your own
overshoe

or tie your own

shoe

or cut your own meat
and the tears

running down like mud
because you fell off your
tricycle?

Remember, big fish,
when you couldn’t swim
and simply slipped under
like a stone frog?

The world wasn’t

yours.

It belonged to

the big people.

Under your bed

sat the woll

and he made a shadow
when cars passed by

at night

I'hey made you give ap

The Fury of Overshoes

13
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. Read the syntax literally. What the words say literally in normal sentences is only \

a starting point, but it is the place to start. Not all poems use normal
prose syntax, but most of them do, and you can save yourself embarrassment
by paraphrasing accurately (that is, rephrasing what the poem literally says, in
plain prose) and not simply free-associating from an isolated word or phrase.

. Articulate for yourself what the title, subject, and situation make you expect. Poets

often use false leads and try to surprise you by doing shocking things, but
defining expectation lets you become conscious of where you are when you
begin.

. Identify the poem’s situation. What is said is often conditioned by where it is said

and by whom. Identifying the speaker and his or her place in the situation
puts what he or she says in perspective.

. Find out what is implied by the traditions bebind the poem. Verse forms, poetic kinds,

and metrical patterns all have a frame of reference, traditions of the way they
are usually used and for what. For example, the anapest (two unstressed syl-
lables followed by a stressed one, as in the word Tennessee) is usually used for
comic poems, and when poets use it “straight” they are probably making a
point with this “departure” from tradition.

- Use your dictionary, other reference books, and reliable Web sites. Look up anything

you don’t understand: an unfamiliar word (or an ordinary word used in an
unfamiliar way), a place, a person, a myth, an idea—anything the poem uses.
When you can’t find what you need or don’t know where to look, ask the
reference librarian for help.

. Remember that poems exist in time, and times change. Not only the meanings of

words, but whole ways of looking at the universe vary in different ages. Con-
sciousness of time works two ways: your knowledge of history provides a con-
text for reading the poem, and the poem’s use of a word or idea may modify
your notion of a particular age.

. Take a poem on its own terms. Adjust to the poem; don’t make the poem adjust

to you. Be prepared to hear things you do not want to hear. Not all poems are
about your ideas, nor will they always present emotions you want to feel. But
be tolerant and listen to the poem’s ideas, not only to your wish to revise them
for yourself.

. Be willing to be surprised. Things often happen in poems that turn them around.

A poem may seem to suggest one thing at first, then persuade you of its oppo-
site, or at least of a significant qualification or variation.

Assume there is a veason for everything. Poets do make mistakes, but when a poem
shows some degree of verbal control it is usually safest to assume that the
poet chose each word carefully; if the choice seems peculiar, you may be miss-
ing something. Try to account for everything in a poem, see what kind of sense
you can make of it, and figure out a coherent pattern that explains the text as
it stands.

Argue. Discussion usually results in clarification and keeps you from being too
dependent on personal biases and preoccupations that sometimes mislead
ceven the best readers. Talking a poem over with someone else (especially some-
one who thinks very differently) can expand your perspective.
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