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What is poetry? Pressed for an answer, Robert Frost made a classic reply : “ Poetry is
the kind of thing poets write. ”In all likelihood , Frost was not trying merely to evade the
question but to chide his questioner into thinking for himself. A trouble with definitions
is that they may stop thought. If Frost had said, “Poetry is a rhythmical composition of
words expressing an attitude, designed to surprise and delight, and to arouse an
emotional response,” the questioner might have settled back in his chair, content to
learn the truth about poetry. He would have learned nothing, or not so much as he might
learn by continuing to wonder.

The nature of poetry eludes simple definitions. (In this respect it is rather like jazz.
Asked after one of his concerts, “ What is jazz?” Louis Armstrong replied, “ Man, if you
gotta ask,you’ll never know. ”) Definitions will be of little help at first, if we are to
know poetry and respond to it. We have to go to it —willing to see and hear. For this
reason , you are asked in reading this book not to be in any hurry to decide what poetry
is, but instead to study poems and to let them grow in your mind. At the end of our
discussions of poetry, the problem of definition will be taken up again (for those who
may wish to pursue it).

Confronted with a formal introduction to poetry,you may be x;'ondering, “Who needs
it?”and you may well be right. It's unlikely that you have avoided meeting poetry
before; and perhaps you already have a friendship,or at least a fair acquaintance , with
some of the great English-speaking poets of all time. What this book provides is—an
introduction to the study of poetry. It tries to help you look at a poem closely,to offer
you a wider and more accurate vocabulary with which to express what poems say to you.
It will suggest ways to judge for yourself the poems you read. It may set forth some

poems new to you.
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A frequent objection is that poetry ought not to be studied at all. In this view,a poem
is either a series of gorgeous noises to be funneled through one ear and out the other
without being allowed to trouble the mind ,or an experience so holy that to analyze it in
a classroom is as cruel and mechanical as dissecting a hummingbird. To the first view,
it might be countered that a good poem has something to say that is well worth listening
to. To the second view,it might be argued that poems are much less perishable than
hummingbirds , and luckily,, we can study them in flight. The risk of a poem’s dying from
observation is not nearly so great as the risk of not really seeing it at all. It is doubtful
that any excellent poem has ever vanished from human memory because people have
read it too closely.

That poetry matters to the people who write it has been shown unmistakably by the
ordeal of Soviet poet Irina Ratushinskaya, now living in the West. Sentenced to prison
for three and a half years,she was given paper and pencil only twice a month to write
letters to her husband and her parents and was not allowed to write anything else.
Nevertheless , Ratushinskaya composed more than two hundred poems in her cell,
engraving them with a burnt match in a bar of soap,then memorizing the lines. “I would
read the poem and read it,” she said, “until it was committed to memory—then with one
washing of my hands, it would be gone. ”

Good poetry is something that readers can care about. In fact,an ancient persuasion
of humankind is that the hearing of a poem,as well as the making of a poem,can be a
religious act. Poetry,in speech and song, was part of classic Greek drama, which for
playwright , actor, and spectator alike was a holy-day ceremony. The Greeks’ belief that a
poet writes a poem only by supernatural assistance is clear from the invocations to the
Muse that begin the Iliad and the Odyssey and from the opinion of Socrates (in Plato’s
Ton) that a poet has no powers of invention until divinely inspired. Among the ancient
Celts, poets were regarded as magicians and priests, and whoever insulted one of them
might expect to receive a curse in rime potent enough to afflict him with boils and to
curdle the milk of his cows. Such identifications between the poet and the magician are
less common these days, although we know that poetry is involved in the primitive white-
magic of children,who bring themselves good luck in a game with the charm “Roll, roll,
Tootsie-roll! / Roll the marble in the hole!” and who warn against a hex while jumping
along a sidewalk ; “Step on a crack,/ Break your mother’s back. ” To read a poem,we
have to be willing to offer it responses besides a logical understanding. Whether we
attribute the effect of a poem to a divine spirit or to the reactions of our glands and

cortexes, we have to take the reading of poetry seriously ( not solemnly), if only
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because—as some of the poems in this book may demonstrate—few other efforts can
repay us so generously,both in wisdom and in joy.

If,as we hope you will do, you sometimes browse in the book for fun, you may be
annoyed to see so many questions following the poems. Should you feel this way, try
reading with a slip of paper to cover up the questions. You will then—if the Muse

should inspire you—have paper in hand to write a poem.

1. Reading a Poem

How do you read a poem? The literal-minded might say, “Just let your eye light on
it” ;but there is more to poetry than meets the eye. What Shakespeare called “the
mind’s eye” also plays a part. Many a reader who has no trouble understanding and
enjoying prose finds poetry difficult. This is to be expected. At first glance,a poem
usually will make some sense and give some pleasure,but it may not yield everything at
once. Sometimes it only hints at meaning still to come if we will keep after it. Poetry is
not to be galloped over like the daily news: a poem differs from most prose in that it is
to be read slowly, carefully, and attentively. Not all poems are difficult, of course, and
some can be understood and enjoyed on first seeing. But good poems yield more if read
twice; and the best poems—after ten, twenty, or a hundred readings—still go on
yielding.

Approaching a thing written in lines and surrounded with white space,we need not
expect it to be a poem just because it is verse. ( Any composition in lines of more or
less regular thythm ,usually ending in rimes,is verse. ) Here,for instance,is a specimen

of verse that few will call poetry:

Thirty days hath September,
April, June,and November; -
All the rest have thirty-one
Excepting February alone,

To which we twenty-eight assign

Till leap year makes it twenty-nine.

To a higher degree than that classic memory-tickler, poetry appeals to the mind and
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arouses feelings. Poetry may state facts, but, more important, it makes imaginative
statements that we may value even if its facts are incorrect. Coleridge’s error in placing
a star within the horns of the crescent moon in “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” does
not stop the passage from being good poetry,though it is faulty astronomy. According to
one poet, Gerard Manley Hopkins, poetry is “to be heard for its own sake and interest
even over and above its interest of meaning. ” There are other elements in a poem
besides plain prose sense: sounds,images,rhythms, and figures of speech. These may
strike us and please us even before we ask,“But what does it all mean?”

This is a truth not readily grasped by anyone who regards a poem as a kind of puzzle
written in secret code with a message slyly concealed. The effect of a poem (one’s
whole mental and emotional response to it) consists in much more than simply-a
message. By its musical qualities, by its suggestions, it can work on the reader’s
unconscious. T. S. Eliot put it well when he said in The Use of Poetry and the Use of
Criticism that the prose sense of a poem is chiefly useful in keeping the reader’s mind
“diverted and quiet, while the poem does its work upon him. ” Eliot went on to liken the
meaning of a poem to the bit of meat a burglar brings along to throw to the family dog.
What is the work of a poem? It is to touch us,to stir us,to make us glad, and possibly
even to tell us something.

How to set about reading a poem? Here are a few suggestions.

To begin with,read the poem once straight through, with no particular expectations;
read open-mindedly. Let yourself experience whatever you find, without worrying just
yet about the large general and important ideas the poem contains (if indeed it contains
any). Don’t dwell on a troublesome word or difficult passage—just push on. Some of
the difficulties may seem smaller when you read the poem for a second time; at least,
they will have become parts of a whole for you.

On the second reading, read for the exact sense of all the words; if there are words
you don’t understand,look them up in a dictionary. Dwell on any difficult parts as long
as you need to.

If you read the poem silently to yourself, sound its words in your mind. ( This is a
technique that will get you nowhere in a speed-reading course,but it may help the poem
to do its work on you. ) Better still, read the poem aloud,or hear someone else read it.
You may discover meanings you didn’t perceive in it before. Even if you are no actor,to
decide how to speak a poem can be an excellent method of getting to understand it.
Some poems, like bells,seem heavy till heard. Listen while reading the following lines
from Alexander Pope’s Dunciad. Attacking the minor poet James Ralph, who had sung
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the praises of a mistress named Cynthia,Pope makes the goddess of Duliness exclaim:

“Silence ,ye wolves! while Ralph to Cynthia howls,

And makes night hideous—answer him,ye owls!”

When ye owls slide together and become yowls, poor Ralph’s serenade is turned into
the nightly outcry of a cat.

Try to paraphrase the poem as a whole, or perhaps just the more difficult lines. In
paraphrasing , we put into our own words what we understand the poem to say, restating
ideas that seem essential ,coming out and stating what the poem may only suggest. This
may sound like a heartless thing to do to a poem,but good poems can stand it. In fact,
to compare a poem to its paraphrase is a good way to see the distance between poetry
and prose. In making a paraphrase,we generally work through a poem or a passage line
by line. The statement that results may take as many words as the original , if not more.
A paraphrase , then,is ampler than a summary,a brief condensation of gist, main idea, or
story. Here is a poem worth considering line by line. The poet writes of an island in a

lake in the west of Ireland,in a region where he spent many summers as a boy.

William Butler Yeats

William Butler Yeats (1865 ~ 1939), poet and playwright, an Irishman of English
ancestry ,was born in Dublin, the son of painter John Butler Yeats. For a time he
studied art by himself and was irregularly schooled in Dublin and in London. Early in
life Yeats sought to transform Irish folklore and legend into mellifluous poems. He
overcame shyness to take an active part in cataclysmic events. He became involved in
the movement for an Irish nation (partly drawn into it by his unrequited love for Maud
Gonne, a crusading nationalist) and in founding the Irish Literary Theatre (1898) and
the Irish National Theatre, which in 1904 moved to the renowned Abbey Theatre in
Dublin. Dublin audiences were difficult; in 1899 they jeered Yeats’ first play, The
Countess Cathleen ,for portraying a woman who,defying the church, sells her soul to the
devil to buy bread for starving peasants. Eventually Yeats retired from the fray,to write
plays given in drawing rooms,like Purgatory. After the establishment of the Irish Free
State, Yeats served as a senator (1922 ~ 1928 ). His lifelong interest in the oceult
culminated in his writing of A Vision (1937),a view of history as governed by the

phases of the moon; Yeats believed the book inspired by spirit masters who dictated -



