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“BEREARE” (RATF)

Y MEETINE, MEAFTH—BTES XA E
Fo ZEEN-MERLEES, HXBEHAELNE. B4, &
REENES X TRETHEA AR NREAKE, &
HEELBRELTX -ERRE, SEATHRIEABTFENSW
HWE S ERER.

WHRBEHBHFE (of studies), I E B BHK
%48 (Francis Bacon, 1561 - 1626) FE#K: “Histories make men
wise; poets witty; the mathematics subtle; natural philosophy deep;
moral grave; logic and rhetoric able to contend. Abeunt studia in more
\ [Studies pass into and influence manners \ ]. Nay, there is no
stond or impediment in the wit but may be wrought out by fit studies;
like as diseases of the body may have appropriate exercises,”® ( “s

WAHARE; WREATE; REEANSA; SYEART; £
B2 AREE; BE5EEEASA., FREBEIR [Hi%
h CER AT 1. ARG, B EnERERE
— PR A SR EER AN . SR FE A LR R AE
LYREREIT R ®) B, ROWFERS E4E R 4 KH
KEX, CBMA “poets witty” FH “HEREARE", i 30
FEnET, XMEARNEMICILRAEE. RERS, LRFHEHR
FEREfAfpZE, HEETNE, E ( “T5E”) BEFAEY,
TMia#E (“RFE”) ERHEH, REWRERSRITFRKBGERF
HELfR SR
BxE, “FREATTE $R, “EREARE wE, H
BRE/MNR, HRFERRKANTFEER (poetic wisdom) , 7
BERLSHEREY, SFREHTHBENESR. REMNER.
Baeeh ., EEMRA, NESERNE R, AL HREHE
(1IQ). 18/ (EQ) H5AX#EF (cultural literacy) =FHEMN
HEYFE, EHFEMWERBREF—-ALE, TUHLELER
o, ERERTFPENRERTRGER. BMALXHE
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Introductory

In the Chinese EFL( English as a Foreign Language ) learning
context , students ( who have progressed through the elementa-
1y, intermediate, and particularly the advanced grades) are
ready to look at the target language from a different point of
view. They feel ready to study the language in all its diversi-
ty, the varieties of its modes of expression and its structure.

To meet the students’ needs, literature is widely used in
EFL programs. Poetry, like stories, novels and drama, is an-
other example of language being paiterned in a special way in
a special genre. However, as an art of employing words in the
most creative manner, poetry provides a new, characteristic
dimension to language that no other form of literature does.

Poetry is linguistically rich, vivid, suggestive, and full of
variety. The metrical effect, the rhyme scheme, the rhythmic
elegance and “the musical thought” (Carlyle) all gather to-
gether to set out the unique qualities of poetry and the magic
power of words. In addition, the vanant syntax, flexible lexi-
cal choice and placement, polysemantic and associational
meanings bring forth some other characteristics of poetry ( see
Chapter 1).

Reading poetry, as it has been claimed, not only provokes
pleasure and makes people “witty” (Bacon), but inevitably
involves a close engagement with the language used. Thus,
there can be a real synthetic study of poetry and language
which will bring benefits to both. In other words, knowledge of
language can enhance one’s appreciation of poetry, and in
turn a reading of poetry can deepen one’s understanding of

language. That is why poetry may be considered a fertile
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@ EXPERIENCING ENGLISH THROUGH POETRY

ground for language learning (see Chapter 2).

Yet in the EFL course in China, poetry is treated as a Cin-
derella, for the greater emphasis has been placed on prose.
With respect to the content of the literary curriculum, poetry
covers only a small portion, in striking contrast to the large
quantity of novels and dramas (usually abridged or extrac-
ted). Even so, poetic texts tend to be left untouched during
the teaching process. Many teachers, for instance, who adopt
English for Today as their textbook will skip over the poems
selected there, such as Robert Frost’s Stopping by Woods on a
Snowy Evening. This phenomenon is, to a certain extent, asso-
ciated with a widespread misconception—poetry is always a
hard nut, too hard to crack. Myths of this kind even go as far
as to overlook the fact that some poems, written in straight
language, can be pleasantly read and discussed either in the
street or in the classroom. Good examples may be the love po-
em A Red, Red Rose by Robert Burns and the patriotic song
My Country by Dorothea Mackellar. Aside from the “ill-
treatment” of poetry , the teaching strategies they adopted cause
poetry to be almost entirely overlooked. It happens very com-
monly in China that the approach to literary texts leads the
students to make sweeping generalizations about their reading.
A teacher, during lecture time, is inclined to ride a hobby-
horse. He usually commences a session by supplying a mass of
information about the author, or hijacking plenty of second-
hand remarks from well-known critics. He will subsequently
continue 1o report a private literary experience or aesthetic ap-
preciation. At the final stage there will be an over-generalized
summary of the central theme, the social significance and the
writing style. As for the examination of language, he only
stops occasionally to paraphrase the “key points” or to ex-
plain the literal meanings of esoteric vocabulary in the texis
studied. This type of method normally can engender such
problems as the following: The students are crammed with bio-
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Introductory

graphical knowledge of the writer, the general idea
(1. e. subject, theme, plot, characters) of the text, but they
may remain in the dark about how language functions as an ef-
fective way of communication in a literary context; or the
students’ response to the text may be very much affected by
the lecturer’s dominating voice and second-hand ecriticism.
During seminars they may not take part in any real discus-
sions, but simply parrot back what has been said during the
lectures.

The study of literature may result in a mere name-dropping
acquaintance with authors, dates and titles, frequently with-
out the reading of more than a brief fragment of an author’s
work in an anthology; and even worse, the students will lose
their interest in the course, because the way in which litera-
ture is taught strongly violates their fundamental demands: the
demands of improving the quality of their linguistic utterance
rather than the training of literary criticism.

In quest of possible solutions to the above problems, we
searched through all the available approaches, ranging from

- aesthetic appreciation to textual analysis, presented in literary
publications as well as in language journals. Consequently we
came out with two models that appealed to us most: the lin-
guistic-analytic approach and the literary-critical approach.
The linguistic approach treats literature as a storehouse of lan-
guage diversity. It ultimately concentrates on exploring figura-
tive speech in various contexts of use. That is, it encourages
close examination in literary texts of syntactical features and
the operation of language, such as lexical choice, placement,
word polysemy, association and so forth (see Chapter 3).

The critical approach mainly applies to the training of read-
ing capacity. It is chiefly concerned with a careful assessment
of literary creations in terms of their historical, social, cultur-
al, moral and aesthetic values. As one of its primary achieve-

ments, this approach provides an opportunity for systematic analy-
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@ EXPERIENCING ENGLISH THROUGH POETRY

sis of literary art. It additionally bears, in a social sense, a didac-
tic intention so as to maintain the continuity of life, standards of
culture, and the mode of conduct (see Chapter 4).

When considering the EFL circumstances in China, both
the purely linguistic and purely critical approaches seem to be
somewhat limiting or one-sided in terms of the probability of
application. It therefore may be desirable to cook up a mix-
ture by blending these two parental models according to the
Chinese context. Hence, attempts have been made to bring
into shape an integrated approach (see Chapter 5).

To further illustrate this kind of discussion of poetry, the
succeeding section will be devoted to applying the new strate-
gy in the treatment of a sample text (see Chapter 6).

Owing to the Chinese educational philosophy and the EFL
situation, text selection is, as a rule, subject to influences of
the essential objectives of a literary curriculum and the Chi-
nese socio-cultural background. Thus, the last part of the
book puts forth some proposed criteria regarding text selection
that are easily adaptable to the local scene. In addition, a lim-
ited number of selected poems, together with relevant notes,
are offered for the convenience of those who might be interested
in the tryout of this approach (see Chapter 7).

In concluding this introduction, I would like to make it
clear that the mixture represented by our integrated approach
hardly agrees with everyone’s taste; and, since it is new and
untried, it stands in need of guidance and cautious observa-
tion of its functions and shortcomings.



Chapter 1

Poetry and Words

A poem begins with a lump in the throat; a homesickness
or a love-sickness. It is a reaching-out toward expres-
sion; an effort to find fulfillment. A complete poem is
one where an emotion has found its thought and the
thought has found the words. . . My definition of poetry
(if I were forced to give one) would be this: words that
have become deeds.
( Robert Frost)

Poetry is a verbal art created through the figurative use of lan-
guage. A poet, however intelligent he may be, will not write
great poetry without a talent for language. The same applies to
his reader; that is, he who wants to appreciate poetry must
indispensably have command of the medium he employed. In
poetry, the magic power of words is brought into full play re-
garding its vividness, suggestiveness, creativeness and so
forth. Hence poetry can be viewed as an iceberg in terms of
linguistic exploration where there is much more below the sur-
face than we initially perceive.

1.1 The Definition of Poetry

Poetry enjoys a long history during the progress of human civi-
lization. But to answer the question “ What is poetry?” most
of us would be prone to evade it with the words which St. Au-
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gustine once used in reference to other matters—if not asked,
I know; if you ask me, I know not. However, there still have
been many critics and poets who have kept trying to define po-
etry in “exact language”. They hitherto have offered us innu-
merable definitions, a few of which are quoted below

Poetry is, says Aristotle, composed of “the means as a
whole—rhythm , language, and harmony—used, either
singly or in certain combinations”. It is, declares
Wordsworth, “the spontaneous overflow of powerful feel-
ings. ” In Shelley’s view, “poetry is the record of the best
and happiest moments of the happiest and best minds. ”
In Leigh Hunt’s phrase, poetry is “the uiterance of a
passton for truth , beauty and power, embodying and il-
lustrating its conceptions by imagination and fancy, and
modulating its language on the principle of variety in u-
nity”. (Hudson, 1932:83)

According to Matthew Arnold , poetry is at bottom “a cri-
ticism of life under the conditions fixed for such a criti-
cism by the laws of poetic truth and poetic beauty”.
( Amold,1969:236)

According to Judith Wright, “ poetry is above all per-
sonal, and concerned with feeling ... It is to human
feeling that poetry speaks, and as long as there is any-
thing to answer it, poetry will go on speaking”.
( Wright 1967 : xiii — xvi)

This list of definitions might be extended through as many
pages as we please. But still, it will be open to controversy
and can hardly lead to a final agreement. Nevertheless, the
cited versions will be sufficient to exemplify the enormous dif-
ficulties in establishing a cast-iron formula to imprison the
protean life of poetry. This would remind us of Christopher
Brennan’s experience of inquiry into the qualities of poetry.

o 6 #



Chapter 1  Poetry and Words

As a poet and a critic, Brennan had analysed a series of exist-
ing notions in his research “What Is Poetry?” He eventually
came out confessing:

I have not defined poetry: I disavowed, at the outset,
all intention to do so ... If you should ask me, after
all, to define poetry, I should say that it is a beautiful
mystery , and perhaps the definition would be found not

incomplete. ( Chisholm, 1965:19)

It is fortunate for us, then, as readers, not as critics, of
poetry, that we need not devote ourselves greatly to exploring
either the definitions or controversies about the ideal aims of
poetry. Yet it is necessary to seek a general formula to mark
out some of the characteristics of poetry, otherwise we would
commence on our work without any principles to guide us.

We may regard poetry as a particular kind of art with double
aspects. On the one hand, it is an act of communication by
means of words, but words in poetry are not convenient sym-
bols of objects such as banknotes. They are intellectual things
employed to convey multiple meanings, feelings and
thoughts. Drawn from normal human speech, they can pro-
duce a musical value or rhythmic beauty when arranged in a
special order. Thus, poetry is always, as Wordsworth asser-
ted, “a collection of the language really spoken by men”. It
is, however, the language raised to the power. Poetry, on the
other hand, is one of the humanities, which probes the dee-
pest human experiences—birth, love, peace, happiness, ad-
miration, ecstasy of life, or death, hate, chaos, misery, jeal-
ousy, pain, grief, loneliness, despair, disaster of war... In
short, poetry presents all aspects of the human condition.

If this argument still appears inadequate, we may as well
set our feet upon the safe ground provided by T. S. Eliot—* We
learn what poetry is—if we ever learn—from reading it. 7 ( Eli-
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ot, 1964:19)

When we read Robert Burns’ A Red, Red Rose, for in-
stance, we will not bother about how the poem is fashioned,
that is, how it comes out of imagination. Fancy or inspiration
seems to be of not much validity in our reading and apprecia-
ting it. We concentrate on the poem itself as something is
there presented in printed words. We read over it with our
eyes tracing the orderly-placed symbols as fast as they can.
We get absorbed in the person’s experience of romance, sha-
ring his passions and vicariously responding to his emotions.
“My love”, “a red rose”, and “my bonnie lass” all dance
together to bring forth a vivid image of a sweet, beautiful
young lady, whom we can see through the mind’s eye. The
verses like

As fair thou art, my bonnie lass,
So deep in love am I;

And I will love thee still, my dear
Till o’ the seas gang dry.

not only powerfully express the speaker’s profundity of love,
his devotion to his “lass” , but nobly deepen the reader’s feel-
ings and exalt his conception of human love to a great degree.

The poem is in reality a song of love. The whole expression
seems not to stream from Burns’ pen and ink, but spring from
his heart and blood. Transcending the physical love of body,
he enthusiastically eulogizes the spiritual love of soul. As an
ideal kind of love, it engenders a vast magnetic field that at-
tracts the admirer to “come again” to see his love “tho’ it
were ten thousand mile”.

Contrast this with Dryden’s Tyrannick Love as follows:



Chapter 1  Poetry and Words

Ah how sweet ts to love,

Ah how gay is young desire!

And what pleasing pains we prove
When we first approach Love’s Fire!
Pains of Love be sweeter far

Than all other pleasures are.

we receive two distinct messages from these two poems that
describe almost the same subject: the former, as we can feel,
intuitively and instinctively, focuses on a noble, passionate
love of spirit, and the latter on a strong, zealous desire for the
flesh.

As far as appreciation of poetry is concerned, we remain at
a surface level up till this stage. Hence we shall pursue this
matter further so as to come to terms with the freshness of im-
agery, the beauty of rhythm created by the magic power of
words in a poetic context.

1.2 'The Power of Words in Poetry

Under the influence of the primitive idea of language, words
are regarded as “spiritual symbols” with magic power. They
are invented to classify things of the living environment, and
to express the nature of the human soul. Thus, nothing,
whether human or superhuman, is beyond their power. They
“come to play that important part in our life which has ren-
dered them not only a legitimate object of wonder but the
source of all our power over the external world”. (Richards,
1923:47)

It is lucky that we are, as modern men, free from the man-
acles of the old view of language which was bound up with
word-magic. We consider language as man’s greatest inven-
tion. The capacity of the human brain has invented a system
of symbols and sounds by which people communicate feelings,
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thoughts, ideas, desires, dreams, attitudes and experiences.
The words of a language, as bricks and mortar, make it possi-
ble for the artists to build up a grand palace of literature,
within which poetry is perhaps the centre-point tower.

Poetry is linguistically rich and vivid. As a marked feature
distinct from prose and everyday speech, it says much more in
the same number of words. The poet, more than any other
writer or speaker, strives hard to look at words afresh as a
painter does with pigments. We are told by Abercrombie, for
example, that the poet

must out of the subtly adjusted sound and sense of words ,
contrive such a texture of intensities and complexities of
meaning , of unsuspected filaments of fine allusion and
suggestion, as will enable these gossamers to capture and
convey into our minds just those feeling gleaming qualities
of experience which elude the hold of every day straight-

Sforward language. (Bateson, 1966:34)

In poetry, words are carefully chosen and arranged in a
rthythmic pattern. They therefore create sensuous imagery and
musical grace, which give us knowledge and pleasure just as
we get from pictures and music. Moreover, the words are of-
ten used as symbols or colours by the poet to illustrate his per-
spective and experience of human values covering truth, good-
ness, beauty, or falsehood, evil, ugliness and so on. Addi-
tionally, they are also employed to tell stories, comedy, trag-
edy, and the pathos of the human condition. In general, the
words, under the poet’s skill, all appear alive in performing
their “magic power”. Here we may as well look at a few basic
elements of poetry to see how this “power” has been exer-
cised.
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