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REXEXE
-

General Preface

Among the most important developments in contemporary global cul-
ture is the arrival of Western literary criticism and literary theory in China.
FLTRP is to be congratulated for its imagination and foresight in making
these crucial texts available to teachers and students of literature through-
out China. There is arguably no greater force in producing understand-
ing between peoples than the transmission of literary traditions—the
great heritage of narrative, lyric, and prose forms that give cultures their
distinctive character. Literary criticism and theory stand at the cross-
roads of these transmissions. It is the body of writing that reflects on
what a literature has meant to a culture. It investigates the moral, political,
and experiential dimensions of literary traditions, linking form to content,
literature to history, the sensuous love of literature to analytic

understanding.

The availability of these important texts will greatly help students and
teachers to become acquainted with recent criticism and major critical
theories and movements. I am convinced that the series will make an
important contribution to the literary education of China, increasing lit-
eracy in new fields and international understanding at the same time. It
is an extraordinarily timely venture, at a time when comparative literary
study in a global context has become increasingly important for
professionals, and beyond that, for a general readership that seeks a deeper
understanding of literature.

W. J. T. Mitchell

Gaylord Donnelley Distinguished Service Professor
English and Art History

University of Chicago

Editor, Critical Inquiry
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Preface

This fourth edition of Understanding Poetry has been much more thor-
oughly and radically changed than were the second and third editions. What
we began as merely another revision became, during several years of con-
versation and argument, an attempt to re-inspect, to re-think, from the
start. This revision is thus the result of a new immersion in poetry for
both of us.

We have tried always to keep in mind that this book should be both
teachable and flexible. These two qualities interact in our minds—and, we
believe, in the book—with what we feel is the most natural and fruitful way
to approach any poem: To begin with as full and innocent an immersion
in the poem as possible; to continue by raising inductive questions that lead
students to examine the material, the method, and their relations in the
poem—that is, to make an appeal to students’ “understanding” of the poetic
process; then to return students as far as possible to the innocent immer-
sion—but now with a somewhat instructed innocence to make deeper ap-
preciation possible. The purpose of such a process is to lead each student,
not to a set of clichés that may be parroted about any poem, but to an
experience of the poem—an experience that is at first immediate in its im-
pact and then gradually acquires greater and greater resonance. Students,
in other words, can be encouraged to understand poetry both as a con-
tinuity with, and a comment on, their own experience. They can be led to
understand poetry as a means of imaginatively extending their own experi-
ence and, indeed, probing the possibilities of the self,

The most obvious result of seeking to achieve these goals is the changed
organization and table of contents:

1. In the third edition, there were 215 poems; in this edition, there are
345. But these figures do not tell the whole story. There are actually 188
poems new to Understanding Poetry. Believing in the vital continuity of
past and present, we have greatly increased the number of contemporary
poems; in fact, there is now a whole new section entitled “Representative
Poems of Our Time.”

2. We have tried to emphasize more strongly the relation of traditional
to twentieth-century work by placing the poems according to the two
principles contrast and continuity. For example, in Section 3, “Tone,”
under the subheading “Against the Establishment” (pp. 149-161), we in-
clude three traditional poets from the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
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centuries, a protest piece from the Depression, two ballads, Lowell's poem
on modern Boston (“For the Union Dead”), two noteworthy pieces of
black protest, and Ginsberg’s lament for America (“A Supermarket in
California”).

Among other instances of such interweaving of periods under a single
rubric is Section 4, “ Analogical Language: Metaphor and Symbol”
(p.96). In one of the several subsections dealing with the various strategies
in the use of metaphor and symbol, we include “She Dwelt Among the
Untrodden Ways” (Wordsworth), as well as “You’re the Top” (Cole
Porter).

3. The mere juxtaposition of old and new inevitably involves cultural
differences, but we have undertaken to dramatize the matter of poetry and
cultural difference not only by chronological and geographical spread, but
also by a variety of cultural sources. We should emphasize here that this is
not a handbook of comparative literature and that it is confined to the
English-American language. Even within the limitations of that language,
however, there are a great variety of cultural sources, traditions, and tech-
niques from which we have drawn. There are certain obvious sources of
variety: here are 45 poems by women, 24 by black Americans and Indians
(including examples of the rich poetic tradition of spirituals and blues), a
number of examples of folk poetry of various orders, and an appendix of
parodies.

4. Another new feature is the reorganization of material in the individual
sections to provide a more effective pedagogical progression. This process
of revision is most obvious in Sections 3, 4, and 5. Section 3, “Tone,” for
example, is divided into eleven subsections (A-K), each concerning a
general topic that clearly invites differences in tonal treatment. We have
already commented on the variety in Subsection F, “Against the Estab-
lishment,” but we should also note the variety in Subsection D, “A Gar-
land of Love Poems” (pp. 138-145), which juxtaposes a cry of yearning
(“Western Wind”), almost naked passion (Tennyson’s ‘“Fatima”), sen-
timentality (Brown’s “When Love Meets Love” and E. B. Browning’s “If
Thou Must Love Me”), intellectualized passion (Shakespeare’s “Let Me
Not to the Marriage of True Minds”), and a blend of intellectual paradox
and tenderness (Auden’s “Lullaby”).

The point here is that the variety is not for the sake of variety as such.
The fact of the variety dramatizes, in a pedagogical progression, the funda-
mental question: how do the elements in a poem relate to its overall
meaning and “feel”? That is, how does the poem come to be what it is, even
though its topical concern is the same as that of a number of other poems?
As for a similar intention, but with a somewhat different method, we should
point to Section 4, “Analogical Language: Metaphor and Symbol,” which,
in its six subsections, surveys various aspects of meaning and strategy in
the use of imagery.

To sum up, then, the organization of this edition emphasizes progression
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by smaller units—or “clusters”—of concern arising from the general topic
of a section.

5. An entirely new feature in this edition, Section 6 (p. 341), is organ-
ized about the relation of a number of poems to a common subject, a way
of dramatizing the variety of the attitudes, meanings, and methods available
when “the poet looks at a bird.”

6. Perhaps our most marked departure from ordinary practice is in the
method of treating metrics and other technical problems. All instructors
know that when this type of material is offered in terms of abstract prin-
ciples, the result, for many students at least, is boredom and alienation.
Yet there is a systematic body of such material which is essential to an
understanding of the nature of poetic practice—not merely in an intellectual
sense, but, more importantly, as a way of sharpening the ear and the feelings
of the reader. Our conviction is that only the instructor, who knows the
specific class, can finally decide on the best way of handling this most dif-
ficult of problems. We have therefore sought a method flexible enough to
give the instructor room for maneuver, but without sacrificing the possibility
of a systematic treatment of the subject.

We offer Appendix B, “Metrics” (p. 493), which consists of a system-
atic treatment of both meter and other technical questions, including such
topics as theoretical variation, unity and texture, musicality of verse, stress
meter, and free verse, Except, perhaps, in certain advanced groups, this
appendix should not, in the beginning at least, be studied as a whole. The
ideal is for students to grasp the relevance of the technical material bit
by bit as it applies to the poetry they have already made some basic con-
nection with and, presumably, immersed themselves in, even as a rhythmic
experience.

What we have done is to insert six “Rhythm and Meter” subsections in
Sections 1-5 that discuss topics—and refer to pages—in Appendix B that
are most fruitfully considered in connection with certain poems in the
specific sections. Additional exercises related to the poems are often in-
cluded in these subsections. Also, there are page references to Appendix B
elsewhere, when appropriate. Note that the sections of Appendix B as-
signed in the “Rhythm and Meter” subsections and elsewhere are not
consecutive. For example, early in the book, the student encounters poems
in free verse and poems in stress (not accentual-syllabic) meter; therefore,
we send the student to Appendix B for further information on those topics
at those points, even though, for systematic reasons, stress meters and free
verse are treated late in Appendix B itself. That is, our references meet the
student’s immediate need.

Our hope is that by the time students have reached the end of Section 5,
they will have covered all of Appendix B, in constant association with
poems they have come to know well, reinforced by poems in the appendix
itself. Thus we have tried to devise a method by which the study of tech-
nical matter is geared to the student’s needs and curiosities while progress-
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ing—a method that constantly emphasizes the expressive aspect of the
technical details and constantly suggests our governing idea of the massive
unity of the good poem.

The first edition of this book was published in 1938 and the following
editions in 1950 and 1960. During all the years that these three earlier
editions have been in use, we have benefited from comments, suggestions,
and criticisms from a great number of instructors who have used the book.
These constructive reactions have had much to do with the fact that each
edition, including this one, has, we believe, been a decided improvement
over the last. We wish to make formal acknowledgment here of our debt
to these colleagues.

C.B.
R.P.W,



CoONTEeNTS

Asterisks indicate poems that are analyzed

Preface i

POETRY AS A WAY OF SAYING 1

Sonnet 73 WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE 5

1 DRAMATIC SITUATION 17

Foreword 17

* “QOut, OQut—" ROBERT FROST 18
* Frankie and Johnny ANONYMous 19
* Jesse James ANONYMoOUS 20
* Sir Patrick Spence AnoNYMoOUS 23
The Demon Lover ANONYMOUS 27
Mama and Daughter LANGSTON HUGHES 29
* The Echoing Green WILLIAM BLAKE 30
Battle of the Bonhomme Richard and the Serapis WALT WHITMAN 31
Danny Deever RUDYARD KIPLING 335
* Farewell to Barn and Stack and Tree A. E. HOUSMAN 36
Ten Days Leave W. D. SNODGRASS 37
Waking in the Blue ROBERT LOWELL 39
Meeting at Night ROBERT BROWNING 41
Parting at Morning ROBERT BROWNING 41
* The WorkboX THOMAS HARDY 42
* The Fall of Rome W.H.AUDEN 44
* Channel Firing THOMAS HARDY 45

Afterword 48
RHYTHM AND METER: 1 49

Supplemental Poems 51

The Code ROBERT FROST 51

The Three Ravens ANONYMOUS 54

The Twa Corbies ANONYMOUS 55

The Cameo EDNA ST. VINCENT MILLAY 56
Ulysses ALFRED, LORD TENNYSON 57

Hell Gate . E. HOUSMAN 59

Proud Maisie SIR WALTER SCOTT 62

La Belle Dame sans Merci JOHN KEATS 63
The Haunted Qak PAUL LAURENCE DUNBAR 64

2 DESCRIPTION: IMAGES, MOODS,
AND ATTITUDES 68

Foreword 68

* Three Short Japanese poems 69
* In a Station of the Metro EzrRA POUND 71

v



vi

3

CONTENTS

* Red Wheelbarrow WILLIAM CARLOS WILLIAMS 73
* Written in March WILLIAM WORDSWORTH 74
* Pippa’s Song ROBERT BROWNING 76
Dust of Snow ROBERT FROST 77
November Cotton Flower JEAN TOOMER 78
Beloved, Let Us Once More Praise the Rain  CONRAD AIKEN 78
Two Voices in a Meadow RICHARD WILBUR 79
* Cavalry Crossing a Ford WALT WHITMAN 81
Cuttings THEODORE ROETHKE 82
* Inversnaid GERARD MANLEY HOPKINS 83
Spring WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE 835
* Winter WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE 86
* To Autumn JOHN KEATS 87
QOde: Autumn THOMAS HooD 89
Composed upon Westminster Bridge WILLIAM WORDSWORTH 91
* Preludes T.s.ELioT 91
* Blow, Bugle, Blow ALFRED, LORD TENNYSON 94

“CHANNEL FIRING™: A SECOND LOOK 95

RHYTHM AND METER: 2 97

Supplemental Poems 98

from The Palace of Art ALFRED, LORD TENNYSON 98
* The Main-Deep JAMES STEPHENS 99
Pear Tree H.D. (HILDA DOOLITTLE) 100
Heat MH.D. (HILDA DOOLITTLE) 101
The Sun Has Set EMILY BRONTE 101
You Know JEAN GARRIGUE 102
The Woodspurge DANTE GABRIEL ROSSETTI 102
The Geranium THEODORE ROETHKE 103
Separation on the River Kiang EZra POUND 104
* The River-Merchant’s Wife: A Letter EZRA POUND 104
Rocky Acres ROBERT GRAVES 106
A Letter from the Caribbean BARBARA HOWES 107
The Yew in the Churchyard ALFRED, LORD TENNYSON 108
Yew-Trees WILLIAM WORDSWORTH 109
Pray to What Earth Does This Sweet Cold Belong
HENRY DAVID THOREAU 111

TONE 112

Foreword 112
A. Three Poems of National Celebration 116

from On the Jubilee of Queen Victoria ALFRED, LORD TENNYSON
* 1887 A.E.HOUSMAN 117
* Recessional RUDYARD KIPLING 120

116



