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ection One

Fundamentals of Poetry

The Definition” of Poetry

Lovers of poetry have been
searching for an accurate® definition
of it for at least two thousand years.
The ideal definition would be short. It
would enable us to know a real poem
when we hear it, and help us
understand the power and the long life
of great poetry. But the search for this
definition has not yielded® a single
description or formula to satisfy all
admirers of this various art.

W. H. Auden’ s® description of
poetry as “ memorable speeches ”
applies to most poetry but also to
many things that are not poetry,
such as advertising jingles®. Matthew

@ definition
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Arnold®@ called poetry a “criticism® of
life ”

certainly true of his own poetry and

, a characterization that is
discounts advertising jingles, but that is
not a useful description of limericks® or
of  nonsense  poems. William
Wordsworth® believed that poelry was

()

“ the spontaneous® overflow® of

powerful feelings,” a dramatic but
broad definition, and Robert Frost® |
viewed it as that property® of speech
that is “untranslatable. ”

All these poets would agree,

however, that poetry is markedly ! , .

different from the prose of legal -

contracts? |  encyclopedias®,  or | s — .
newspapers. Poetry is more intense® o

than other writings — more intense 5 .
with feelings, and more intense in its | . s

concentration of meaning. Poetry is , o
the true language of emotion. We | , ,

have all had the experience of joy, ! s

@ Matthew Arnold (1822 ~1888) , ,1857

@ criticism

® limerick

@ William Wordsworth (1770 ~1850) , -
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love, or sadness so great that no matter
how urgently” we need to express it,
words fail us. The birth of a child, the
return of a friend after long absence,
the death of a parent: these events can
leave us speechless. At such times we
might wish we were poets. For poetry
succeeds where ordinary speech fails to
communicate those urgent and subtle®
feelings that are most essentially
human. That is why poetry is the most
enduring® form of literature.

By saying that poetry is the
language of emotion, we do not mean
to suggest that poetry does not engage
our thoughts and ideas. Poetry may
praise the theories of relativity® and
economics® as well as the colors of
the sunset. Like Hamlet©® they may
pose@ an abstract® question: “To be,
or not to be, that is the question.”
But if the writer does not communicate
the emotion of discovering thought,
we are not likely to find poetry in that

writer’ s work.
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Types of Poetry

Poetry can be classified as
narrative® or lyric®. Narrative poems
stress action, and lyrics song. Each
of these types has numerous®
subdivisions®;  narrative poetry
®

b

includes the epic®, romance®, and

ballad®; lyric poetry includes the
elegy® and epigram®, sonnet® and
sestina® | and villanelle®. Moreover,
each major type adheres 10® different
conventions™. Narrative poems, for
example, tell story and describe
actions; lyric poems combine speech
and song to express feeling in varying

degrees of verbal music.

narrative

lyric

numerous
subdivision s
epic

romance

ballad

elegy

epigram

sonnet
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2R v ative poetry

The grandest of narratives is the
epic. Epics are long narrative poems
that record the adventures of a hero
whose exploits® are important to the
history of a nation. Typically they
chronicle® the origins of a civilization
and embody® its central beliefs and
values. Epics tend to be larger than
life as they recount® valorous® deeds
enacted® in vast landscapes. The epic
style is as grand as the action; the
conventions require that the epic be
formal, complex, and serious —
suitable to its important subjects.

Among the more famous epics
in Western literature are Homer’ s
lliad ( about the Greek and Trojan
War) , Virgil’ s Aeneid ( about the
founding of Rome) , Dante’ s Divine
Comedy ( a journey through hell,

purgatory?, and heaven ), and

exploit s
chronicle
embody
recount
valorous
enact
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Milton’ s Paradise® Lost ( about the
revolt? of the angels, and man’ s

creation and fall).

Far less ambitious than epics,
ballads are perhaps the most popular

form of narrative poetry. Originally ! 5

ballads were meant to be sung or
recited. Folk ballads ( popular ballads o

as they are sometimes called) were | o

passed on orally, only to be written

down much later. This accounts for®

the different versions of many ballads.
Another type of narrative poem is

the romance, in which adventure is a ! o

central feature. The plots of romances ! ,

tend to be complex, with surprising | ° ,

and even magical actions common. | NN s

The chief characters are human

beings, though they often confront o

monsters, dragons, and disguised®

animals in a world that does not

adhere consistently to the laws of

nature as we know them.

@ revolt )
® account for
@ disguise
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B ic Poetry

Although  narrative  poems,
especially literary ballads, combine
story with song, action with emotion,
story and action predominate®. In
lyric  poetry, however, story is
subordinated® to song, and action to
emotion. We can define lyrics as
subjective® poems, often brief, that
express the feelings and thoughts of a
single speaker (who may or may not
represent the poet) .

Lyric  poetry is  typically
characterized by brevity®, melody®,
and emotional® intensity®. The music
of lyrics makes them memorable, and
their  brevity contributes to the
intensity of their emotional expression.

Forms of lyric poetry range from
the epigram, a brief witty® poem that

is often satirical?, to the elegy, a

@ predominate s
® subordinate

® subjective

@ brevity

5 melody

® emotional

@ intensity
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lament® for the dead. Lyric forms also | o
include the ode, a long stately® poem o
in the stanzas® of varied length,
meter® and form.

The tones, moods and voices of ! N
lyric poems are as variable and as i , .
complexly® intertwined® as human o
feeling, thought and imagination R
allow. Generally considered the most s . s
compressed? poetic type, the lyric (
poem typically expresses much in )
little. The sonnet, for example, | o
condenses® into fourteen lines an |
expression of emotion or an
articulation® of idea according to one
of two basic patterns; the Ttalian (or |
Petrarchan ) and the English ( or
Shakespearean) .

Less important historically than i .
the sonnet but no less intricate® and s
musical are two other lyric forms, ! o
sestina and villanelle. The sestina

consists of six stanzas of six lines ! o

lament
stately
stanza
meter
complexly
® intertwine
@ compress
® condense
© articulation
@ intricate
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