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Introduction
What is Poetry

“Poetry is the imaginative expression of strong
feeling... the spontaneous overflow of powerful feel-
ings recollected in tranquility.”

—William Wordsworth

“...prose; words in their best order; poetry; the
best words in the best order.”

—Samuel Taylor GColeridge

“Poetry is the record of the best and happiest mo-
ments of the happiest and best.”

—P.B.Shelly

“...poetry (is) the immediate offspring of a vigor-
ous imagination and quick sensibility...the language of
fancy and passion.”

—William Enfield

“Poetry is language that tells us, through a more or
less emotional reaction, something that cannot be said.

All poetry, great or small, does this.”

—Edwin Arlington Robinson



These definitions are given by some of the most renowned po-
ets or authors in history. Their views represent the so well accept-
ed thoughts concerning poetry as a distinguished form of literature.

Poetry is a compressed and often highly emotional form of ex-
pression. There are three basic elements that characterize poetry

and which make it different from prose.

Content., what poetry is about
Form. how poetry is designed

Effect or Purpose. what poetry does

The content of poetry can be described in several ways. Poems
are about emotion. The poet is moved by a scene or a thought or an
experience of some kind to write a poem. This emotion is expressed
in imaginative language. The poet chooses words that create pic-
tures in the reader’s mind to help the reader experience a similar e-
motion, the poet creates the poem because he or she believes that
the experience is important or significant, that it will give us an in-
sight into the human experience that we all share. Finally, the poet
is sensitive to and writes about beauty in all its various forms. The
content of poetry might be summarized as emotion expressed in i-
maginative language conveying a message of importance and beau-
ty. The topic material of poetry can be just about anything: love,
friendship, personal meditations, psychological studies, religious
worship, funeral occasions, celebrations of the seasons and obser-
vations on life.

The second element of poetry is its form. The design of a po-

em as it is printed on the page shows that it is different from prose.
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The basic arrangement of a poem is separate lines rather than para-
graphs, although stanzas correspond to paragraphs, and cantos
correspond to chapters. More importantly, poems contain rhythm
which is much more regular than that of prose. The delight of
rhythm is in its relation to the meaning of the poem, in its uniform-
ity and in its variations. The order of the words is a second feature
of poetic form. Closed forms often demand a “poetic” arrangement
of words and phrases. In open forms the poet carefully arranges
words by themselves or in groups so that they will stand out for
emphasis. Poems are also concise and compact and show an intense
unity of thought and expression. That is, each word and phrase is
rich in meanings. Finally, poems are concrete. The language of po-
ems enables them to make abstract feelings concrete and substan-
tial. The poet chooses specific words which are rich in connotation
and which suggest meanings by their sound and color as well as by
their sense.

The third element of poetry is its purpose or effect. Poetry has
many subjects , many themes, many tones, and it uses a great va-
riety of devices and strategies to affect us in a great variety of

ways. Here are some things that all poems are often said to do:

Describe something beautiful

State a universal truth

Elevate our thoughts

Teach us something

Give us a broader perspective on ourselves and our
world

Give us aesthetic pleasure



As Paul Valéry pointed out: “Poetry is to prose as dancing to
walking”. Poems carry a more sensual and emotional meaning than
prose, and this meaning is conveyed in a more concise form.

Poetry can be enjoyed and appreciated by everyone. The appli-
cation of certain knowledge about poetry will no doubt enrich your
experience of a poem. The more detailed your knowledge about po-

etry the more heightened the pleasure your experience.
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Chapter |
The Language of Poetry

1.1 Introduction

The words of the poet and the words people use in everyday
conversation are alike in many ways. We often use words to mean
something different from their literal, dictionary meanings. For ex-
amples, we say, “the sun rises in the east.” But we know that the
sun does not rise or set. The earth rotates on its axis and turns our
part of the world into the sun’s rays or out of them. We also speak
of such things as “rich” farmland, of a ship “threading” its way
through an ice “field” and so on.

We often want to express an emotion or to give special empha-
sis to our words. We might use slang for this purpose. For exam-
ple, “These kids are driving me up the wall ” is more emphatic
than, “The children are misbehaving. ” We use language, then, to
suggest more meanings than the literal or dictionary meanings of
the words. The poet makes frequent use of language for such pur-
poses, but the poet’s language is fresher, more original and more
forceful than most slang.

The most ordinary words can be used effectively in poems. In

this chapter we will examine several of the factors which influence



the poet’s choice of words: connotation and denotation, figurative

language, irony, imagery and symbol and allusion.

1.2 Connotation and Denotation

What are the differences between the following descriptions a-

bout Tim and Lily

Tim is ambitious; Lily is pushy.
Tim is foresighted; Lily is calculating.
Tim is tough minded; Lily is ruthless.

Tim is firm; Lily is stubborn.

In each pair of descriptions the same qualities of Tim and Lily
are described by adjectives with the same denotation. But the adjec-
tives used in each pair create different reactions or carry different
meanings. Each description has a different connotation. What sug-
gestions are there in each description about the man and the
woman, the speaker, the audience (i. e. the person(s) spoken to)
and the situation in which the words are spoken

The words describing Tim are positive and complimentary,
making him seem ideally suited for high responsibility in business
or government. On the otherhand, the words describing Lily are
loaded with negative connotations, making her seem almost dis-
qualified for any responsibility at all.

Poets use ordinary language, but they use it with precision and
choose words with multiple meanings to suggest not only literal

meanings (sense) but also emotion. Because poets are limited in



