'Dos and Don’ts for Reading (and Writing) Poetry

The best writers of poetry
read poetry.
The best humans
live poetry.
—Anonymous

Poetry presents the thing in

order to convey the feeling.

It should be precise about the

thing and reticent about the feeling.
‘ -Wei T°Ai



'READING POEMS: SOME SIMPLE DO’S AND DON'TS

DO .
Remember that analysis is a Joy because it will open up the complexities and depths of
the poem’s language. Take your reading slowly after the first scan, dwell on the words,
speak them aloud (sing or shout them if you want), even when you do not understand
them all. Make the poem your own. There are as many ways of readmg a poem as there
are people.

DO

Keep your reading open-ended. Poems work through double meanings, ambiguities,
puns, verbal play. Attend to these and follow their implications through. Poems don’t use
language in a utilitarian way. Be prepared to tolerate ambiguity and uncertainty and to
see that these may themselves be part of the poem’s meaning. Trust your instingcts.

DO

- Look for patterns as a way into a poem. Not what is said but how it is said is the

. important thing to bear in mind. There are all kinds of ways of forming patterns in a
poem — rhyme, repetitions of sound, parallels of construction, echo. Look at the use of

- verbs, adjectives, think of the effect of short or many-syllabled words. Think of the
images and metaphoric implications of the language.

DO

When in doubt take a small piece of the text — two or three lines — and look at them in
every way possible. When you grasp a small part of the text the rest will come clearer.
Read, re-read, and read again — and again.

DON’T rush!!

DON’T be too anxious to read for a single, ultimate meamng Poems don’t ciose ona
meaning, they open it up. :

DON’T make lists of technical terms ( eg of the anapaestic metre or the number of
similes) as a substitute for finding out what the patterning of a poem is doing. The formal
patterns will lead you somewhere if you let them.

DON’T be content with a single reading!
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THE RHETORIC OF ROMANTIC POETRY - A CHECKLIST

PATTERNING DEVICES

All or most poems, whenever they were written, use the recurrent patterning devices -
of thyme, rthythm, imagery, and diction. But they occur differently in every poem.
When you look at these, be careful not to check them off mechanically in an external
way. In 2 Romantic poem these features often depend on a complex or ambiguous
sentence structure. What follows is a very brief list of features of language to ook out
for. But it is inevitably simplified, since poetic writing is the most subtle of any form
of writing. '

GENDER

One proviso I would make is that as far as I can see women poets are sometimes
slightly more conservative in their language than male poets, ofien relying on
eighteenth-century poetic diction, with its personifications, archaisms, and use of
general words denoting broad categories rather than specific sense impression. At
least, at first sight this is so, though when you look searchingly at their rhetoric you
will find great experimentation within these conventions.

ROMANTIC PATTERNING

SYNTAX

I will start with syntax and sentence structure, since this is the key to poetic
language of this period.You will often find that long, fluid, ambiguous sentences
occur in 19thC poems, or, a version of the same thing, tight, laconic units whose
meaning could go in a number of directions. This may happen even in a restricted form
like the sonnet. Romantic poetry produces a language of process, a language that
shows us changg, re-vision, transformation, in the act of happening. It restructures
experience, whether this is psychological, visual or conceptual experience, and asks
questions about this process. Therefore an ambiguous syntax, registering change and
the possibility of more than one way of connecting things, is a supple form. A syntax
with two logics builds re-thinking into its form. Two examples:

... and connect / The landscape with the quiet of the sky. (Wordsworth, ‘Tintern
Abbey™)

Here ‘I’ could be the subject of connect or ‘these steep and lofly cliffs’. In one case
the perceiving subject actively relates a perhaps unquiet and vertiginous landscape to a
calmer, non-material sphere, the sky. If the cliffs are doing the connecting - and they
could perfectly well form the subject of this sentence as well - they are marking out a
boundary between themselves and the air. Wordsworth is making the syntax actively
explore the landscape here, making it explore both psychological and visual
connections, maybe asking about the ‘connection’ between them. Lots more to say . . .
look how the line break momentarily severs our connection with one line and another,
reinforcing the idea of ‘connect’.

Still the loud death drum . . . {Anna Barbauld, ‘Eighteen Hundred and Eleven’)

Some of you pointed out that Barbauld’s first line for a moment hovers between a
statement and an order. an imperative. The line is caught between ordering the war to



. cease and recognising that it is continuing. Thus the issue of unequal empowerment is
built into the first line. Again, you might think of the extraordinary alternative
meanings of Blake’s Proverbs of Hell.

DICTION AND REPETITION

This is closely related 1o a changing pattern of repetition of vocabulary and
related word groups. This shifting repetition tends not to restate but to change or
modify meaning by occurring in different, transmuted forms: consider *Tintern
Abbey’s’ ‘thoughts of more deep seclusion,and the quiet of the sky, that reappear in
the second paragraph in different forms, an eye made quiet, the deep power of joy. Or
consider the different contexts in which the word power reappears in Joanna Baillie’s
The Martyr, Words and epithets will change their forms, from nouns, to adjectives, to
verbs, and back. Even if repeated forms remain the same you will often notice some
fractional changes registered through what has taken place between the repetitions.

VERBS AND PARTICLES

Because the movement of Romantic poetry is so insistently temporal, two parts of
speech are particularly important and worth attending to closely. These are the
mobilisers of sentences, verbs, and the small relational elements and particles
such as in, at, on, along, between and so on. We looked at Letitia Landon’s

~ extraordinary use of verbs in the first stanza of ‘Calypso’, for instance: Years, years,
have pass’d away,/Since to yonder fated bay/ Did the hero come./ Years, years have
pass’d the while/ Since he lefi the lovely isle . .. We noted not only the pun on death in
have pass’d away ,but also that these words modify the two later verbs, did come,
and lefi, asserting that years have passed both since Qdysseus arrived in the island and
since he left - since he died, indeed. Thus the verbs open up for us aecons of time in

- which the small episode of his meeting with Calypso is a vanishing point, a gap in the
syntax. You will notice that Landon also repeats that little relational word, since, and
makes it do a lot of work: in a sense it is a different since, a different temporal
moment, each time it occurs. For one since refers to the moment when Odysseus
arrived, the second to the time when he left. Another more startling use of relational
words is in ‘Tintern Abbey’: These beauteous forms . . . Felt in the blood, and felt
along the heart. One would expect these particles to be the other way round. But the
unconventional formulation suggests that the experience of form is actually physically
incorporated in the body and blood stream - felt in - and that this experience is a
moving experience in many senses - felf along the heart, the source of emotion. The
peculiar use of theseparticles makes one ask questions: is form organic in this way? Or
in the final paragraph of ‘Arabella Stuart’ Hemans writes of her whose days / Went out
in dreams of thee. This is ambiguous, reading as either ‘whose days were obliterated
in dreams of thee’ or, more constructively, creatively, ‘whose days were projected/
expanded/ enlarged in dreams of thee’. Through the whole poem the speaker can never
decide between these meanings of her ‘dream’ of the lost lover.

IMAGERY AND ANALOGY
Finally, this self-reflexive language of multiple meanings is particularly active in the
formation of imagerv. analogv. metanhor. simile. It is not alwavs easv (or



" necessary?) to distinguish these. Here the image or comparison often becomes a
structural analogy, an expanded comparison moving through the poem and actually
ordering and re-ordering its thought processes. Think of the governing metaphor of the
river Arve in ‘Mont Blanc’ that flows through the mind. Or consider the metaphor of
rolling and flow that emerges in Hemans’s *Joan of Arc in Rheims’: rolled, billows,
Sflowing, Swelled out like rushing waters, floated, streaming. But remember that these
stuctural metaphors can be used differently. In Shelley’s case the Arve cuts a passage -
through the poem, bringing together the speculations that its flow generates. In
Hemans's case the recurrent metaphor of flow relates to many differenct entities, and
holds them apart rather than bringing them together, forcing us to ask questions about
the relations, to begin with, between the power of hierarchical religion whose music
‘rolled’ from the cathedral and the silent ‘billows’ of the crowd outside who are '
excluded from the ceremony. ‘Billows’, after all, help sound to ‘roll’. This power
needs them.

OTHER FORM-MAKING ELEMENTS

Do look closely at all these features as they interact with stress, rhythm, rhyme and
line breaks. I have not said much about these features bec?use each individual poem
uses them so freely and inventively. '

AND THE SUBLIME AND THE BEAUTFUL?

Remember that linguistic and rhetorical forms cannot always be pressed into the
service of a dominating idea. Sometimes this language is just what it is. Having said
this, I cautiously guess that this language of flux and process, a language often in
movement that re-structures and revalues itself as it goes along, is peculiarly suited the
movement of hesitancy or ‘check’, as Kant calls it, followed by the rethinking of
experience that the confrontation with the sublime (or baffling power) can produce.
This language produces breaks as well as continuities. It can destabilise as much as it
flows and coalesces. You will remember Priestley’s remark that the indeterminacy of
meaning, or a hesitation between two meanings, is related to the sublime.

Nevertheless, some people have responded uneasily to the will to continuity and the
merging and coalescence of multiple meanings (as they see it) in this rhetoric, one
syntax as it were fusing with another. They detect a suspect attempt to make language
‘organi¢’, with proliferating meanings, like something growing. And they point out
that language is not ‘natural’, not like the ‘flow’ of a river.

This is an argument that needs to be taken seriously. In my view the inherent
ambiguity of Romantic language forces the reader in to an active attempt to
understand and question precisely what is going on semantically and syntactically in
terms of the language of the poem. This language is indirectly political not because it
can destabilise and deconstruct but because it forces the reader to interrogate and
question its meanings.
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