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Welcome to Creative Writing 2: Poetry Form and Experience. Your OCA Student Handbook 

should be able to answer most questions about this and all other OCA courses, so keep it to 

hand as you work through this course. 

Make sure you work through OCA’s free online induction course, An Introduction to HE on www.

oca-student.com before you start. Even if you have already done this with a previous course we 

advise you work through it again.

Course aims

Poetry Form and Experience looks at a wide range of poetic forms, from the short lyric poem 

to the epic narrative poem. The aim of this course is to inspire and encourage you to develop 

your own creative writing. The course will develop your awareness of the range of contemporary 

poetry and the variety of poetic forms, and encourage you to experiment with your own work.

You’ll develop your critical awareness of your own and other people’s writing, supported by 

constructive feedback from your tutor. The course will develop your skills in drafting, editing and 

presenting your creative work – you’ll create, develop, edit and finish a selection of poems using

a range of structures, styles and forms.

On successful completion of this course, you will be able to:

•	 explore the structure, form, historical context, limitations and the specific strengths and 

problems of a range of poetic forms

•	 draft and edit your own writing, choosing appropriate forms and techniques based on the 

critical skills you've developed

•	 participate in the direction and design of your own learning experience

•	 complete a creative reading commentary of a contemporary work, poet or poetry movement.

By the end of the course, you’ll have built up a folio of writing which has undergone critical 

appraisal and revision.

You may have a personal writing goal you wish to pursue – anything from writing a sonnet to 

completing a sequence of poems. On the other hand, you may have no clear goal as yet. Wherever 

you are in your writing career, Poetry Form and Experience will give you the inspiration and the 

stimulation to start, improve, complete or move on.

Note that this course is not designed to provide direct help with getting work into print. However, 

your tutor may encourage you to seek publication when your work reaches an appropriate level.

Before you start



Your tutor

Your tutor is your main point of contact with OCA. Before you start work, make sure that you’re 

clear about your tuition arrangements. The OCA tuition system is explained in some detail in 

your Student Handbook.

If you haven’t already done so, please write a paragraph or two about your experience to date. 

Add background information about anything that you think may be relevant for your tutor to 

know about you (your profile) – for example your experience of writing so far, your reasons for 

starting this course and what you hope or expect to achieve from it. Email or post your profile 

to your tutor as soon as possible. This will help them to understand how best to support you 

during the course.

Arrange with your tutor how you’ll deal with any queries that arise between assignments. This 

will usually be by email or phone.

Make sure that you label any work that you send to your tutor with your name, student number 

and the assignment number. Your tutor will get back to you as soon as possible after receiving 

your assignment but this may take a little time. Continue with the course while you’re waiting.

Formal assessment

Read the section on assessment in your Creative Writing Student Guide at an early stage in the 

course. Your Assessment and how to get qualified study guide gives more detailed information 

about assessment and accreditation.

For assessment you’ll need to submit a cross-section of the work you’ve done on the course: 

•	 the work you’ve done for three course assignments.

•	 a creative reading commentary of up to 2,000 words on a contemporary work, poet, or 

poetry movement

•	 your reflective commentary on the course as a whole (1,500 – 2,000 words).

The creative reading commentary accounts for 10% of your final mark if you decide to have your 

work on this course formally assessed.

Only work done during the course should be submitted to your tutor or for formal assessment.



Your writing diary

Your writing diary is an integral part of this and every other OCA course. If you’re new to OCA 

courses, read your Creative Writing Student Guide for further information.

Use your writing diary to record your progress through the course. Your writing diary should 

contain:

•	 the work you do for each exercise (clearly labelled)

•	 your thoughts on the work you produce for each project

•	 your ideas and observations as you work through the course

•	 your reflections on the reading you do and the research you carry out

•	 your tutor’s reports on assignments and your reactions to these.

If you wish, you can post your writing diary as an online blog.

Planning ahead

This Level 2 course represents 600 hours of learning time. Allow around 20% of this time for 

reflection and writing diary development. The course should take about a year to complete if 

you spend around 12 hours each week on it. You’ll find the course much easier if you’ve already 

completed a Level 1 poetry course.

As with all OCA courses, these course materials are intended to be used flexibly but keep your 

tutor fully informed about your progress. You’ll need to allow extra time if you decide to have 

your work formally assessed.

Poetry Form and Experience is divided into six parts, corresponding to the six course assignments 

(you will work on the creative reading commentary which is to be submitted in assignment six 

throughout the course). Each part of the course addresses a different issue or topic and is 

separated into projects designed to tackle the topic in bite-sized chunks. As well as information 

and advice, each project offers exercises to encourage writing. The exercises slowly build up and 

feed into the assignments that you’ll send to your tutor. If you’re at the ‘blank canvas’ stage, 

with no clear idea of where you want to go with your poetry at the moment, this modular way 

of working will guide you to produce new writing you’ll be proud of. If you already have ideas 

you want to pursue, feel free to use the exercises and assignments to produce work that will 

feed into your poetry. However, don’t skip exercises that appear irrelevant to your goals. They’ll 

stretch your skills and challenge your ideas.



You’ll be asked to submit a short reflective commentary (up to 500 words) with your assignments, 

describing the writing process and your experience of that part of the course. At the end of the 

course, you’ll also be asked to submit:

•	 a longer reflective commentary (1,500 – 2,000 words) reflecting on the course as a whole

•	 a short essay (around 2,000 words) reflectively commenting on a contemporary poet, 

work or poetry movement.

You’ll be expected to work on your creative reading commentary alongside your work for the 

earlier parts of the course, so make sure that you allow time for this when you’re planning your 

study timetable.

Managing your time

Each part of the course should take about 120 hours to complete. You’ll need to decide how to 

divide this time in a way that works effectively for you.

The time you spend on each part of the course will depend on how quickly you work, the time 

available to you, how easy or hard you find each exercise, and how quickly you want to complete 

the course. Don’t worry if you take more or less time than suggested provided that you’re not 

getting too bogged down in a particular part of the course and that your tutor is happy with the 

work you’re producing. If it helps, draft a rough study plan and revisit this at the end of each 

part. The course structure is intended to be flexible, but it’s always useful to bear deadlines in 

mind.

If you can strike up a relationship with another writer to whom you can show your work, this will 

be time profitably spent. (Family and friends may not be your most valuable critics.) Find out if 

there is a writers’ group in your area, and if there is, attend two or three meetings to discover if 

it provides what you need. (For more about the benefits of attending a writers’ group, see Bell, 

Julia & Magrs, Paul (eds.) (2001) The Creative Writing Coursebook. London: Macmillan.)



Reading poetry

A reading list for this course is available at the end of this course guide and on the OCA website. 

You’ll also find a list of useful websites.

You’ve been provided with a copy of the anthology Emergency Kit: Poems for Strange Times 

(Faber & Faber, 2004). Start exploring this anthology now. You could begin by looking at the 

list of titles on the contents page and choosing a few poems that you like the sound of. Make a 

note of your reactions to all the poems you read in your writing diary. This will be useful when 

you come to work on your creative reading commentary. If you’re more familiar with poetry of a 

traditional kind, you may find some modern work an acquired taste, but you’ll find it well worth 

persevering.

You’ll be directed to particular poems in your anthology as you work through the course.

Referencing your reading

Whenever you read something that you might want to refer to in your projects and assignments, 

get into the habit of taking down the full reference to the poem, book, article or website straight 

away. You must reference accurately and in full any other work that you draw on if you plan to 

go for formal assessment. To do this you should use the Harvard system of referencing – see 

the Harvard referencing system guide on the OCA website. Getting down the full reference at 

the time will save you the frustration of having to hunt for the details of a half-remembered 

reference long after the event. Referencing other people’s work accurately will also help you 

avoid unintentional plagiarism.

Listening to poetry

Throughout the course, you’ll be asked to listen to particular poems from the Poetry Archive 

website www.poetryarchive.org, the Poetry Foundation www.poetryfoundation.org and other 

sites. Try and make time to listen to as many of these as you can. Look out for the numbered 

listening icon and pick up the link from the OCA website.

On Poetry Archive the text of each poem is provided underneath the media player 

icon, so that you can listen to and read the poem at the same time. This will give 

you a fuller understanding of the poem’s technical effects, as well as its content 

and tone.



Assessment criteria
Here are the assessment criteria for this course.  These are central to the assessment process for 

this course, so if you are going to have your work assessed to gain formal credits, please make 

sure you take note of these criteria and consider how each of the assignments you complete 

demonstrates evidence of each criterion. On completion of each assignment, and before you 

send your assignment to your tutor, test yourself against the criteria - in other words - do a self 

assessment, and see how you think you would do.  Notes down your findings of each assignment 

you’ve completed in your writing diary, noting all your perceived strengths and weaknesses, 

taking into account the criteria every step of the way.  This will help you prepare for assessment.

Assessment criteria points

Presentation and technical correctness  

Grammatical accuracy, punctuation, layout, spelling, awareness of literary conventions, and the 

ability (where appropriate) to play with these conventions and fit them to the student’s needs.

Language 

Its appropriateness to genre, subject matter, and characters. Avoidance of cliché, employment 

of a wide vocabulary, awareness of the rhythmic powers of language, and an ability to make 

appropriate use of imagery. Above level 4, we are looking for the development of an individual 

voice.

Creativity 

Imagination, experimentation, inventive exploration of subject matter, originality, and empathy.

Contextual knowledge 

Evidence of reading, research, critical thinking and reflection. Engagement with contemporary 

thinking and practice in the specific genre (e.g. Poetry).

Craft of writing 

Technical competence in the student’s chosen genre (e.g. in prose, in areas such as narrative, 

plotting, setting, voice, tense, characterisation, etc; in poetry, in areas such as phrasing, idiom 

and rhythm.)



Part one 

Getting started

Creative Writing 2

OCA student



What follows is not intended to be an exhaustive study of poetry in the British Isles, but a 

survey of its main movements. As you read, look online, or in a good anthology such as The 

Oxford Book of English Verse, for examples of work by some of the poets referred to. Pay special 

attention to the work of the poets named in bold. Take your time, and record your reactions 

to the poems you read in your writing diary.

There isn’t the scope within this course to discuss historical or contemporary developments in 

Celtic, Asian or Caribbean poetry in any depth. If you’re interested in any of these aspects of 

British poetry, follow up some of the suggestions in the reading list at the end. Similarly, this 

account doesn’t cover the domestic and folk traditions – ballads, songs, nursery rhymes, riddles 

and other word games – that have played a part in the development of our literature.

It wasn’t until the 1870 Education Act that working class boys and girls – indeed girls of any 

class – gained universal access to education and literacy. The education provided was very often 

restricted and geared towards preparing pupils for a subservient or ‘useful’ role in society. Until 

well into the twentieth century the literary efforts of the working class population were regarded 

simply as curiosities; on the other hand, their participation in oral traditions was, by definition, 

virtually invisible. So it’s not until very recent times that we find a truly broad cross-section of 

men and women in society both reading and writing poetry.

Project one A short history of British poetry

The First Appearance of William Shakespeare on the Stage of the Globe Theatre, George Cruikshank



The ‘heroic’ age

Poetry is our most ancient literary form: its origins stretch back to the hearth-fires and the 

mead halls of Celtic and Viking society. Unlike modern poetry, those ancient poems were not 

written down, but were oral accounts of real or mythical adventures, journeys or great battles. 

The poets were also musicians or bards, so they would often perform their work to musical 

accompaniment. Above all, these early forms of poetry were stories, often vital to the culture in 

which they were told.

Not only was poetry a form of entertainment, it also served as the journalism of the day, 

recording current events, recalling historical ones, and forming a body of knowledge about 

known and mythical worlds. It was through poetry and song that Celtic or Viking children 

would have learned about the ancestry, laws, history and customs of their people. Within the 

tribe, though, there were important social distinctions between warriors, freemen and slaves. 

Although poetry was vital to the society it served, professional poets survived mainly through 

the patronage of princes.

Poetry served a number of crucial functions in ancient British society and poets were revered as 

important members of the community, often sitting on their lord’s right hand at the feasting 

table. The importance placed on poetry and storytelling was not unique to British society, 

though; it lies at the root of literatures and oral traditions throughout the world. The Anglo- 

Saxon settlers in Britain called poetry the ‘word-hoard’ because, to them, poetry was a hoard of 

verbal riches. Little is known of those early poets, but we’ve learned something about how they 

operated from fragments of poetry and accounts that were passed on orally, to be written down 

much later. These poets aren’t usually remembered as individuals, but as guardians of a word-

hoard which they took, burnished, and then passed on.

New poems would be written by a ‘scop’ – perhaps recording some important event – and old 

poems were re-told by the ‘gleemen’. Each individual poet would add new details or embellish 

old ones. In a sense, then, these early poems were corporate efforts rather than individual 

pieces. None of these poems were written down at the time of composition, but were recorded 

by monks many centuries later; those monks made their own contribution, Christianising some 

pagan elements in the poems.

Follow the link on the OCA website and read Ezra Pound’s translation of the Anglo- 

Saxon poem ‘The Seafarer’. Don’t forget to make notes in your writing diary.
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The poetry of chivalry

Fragments of these Old English poems survived to be written down, albeit incompletely (just as 

shards of pottery survive from which we can reconstruct or the whole jar). This developing English 

literature was halted by the Norman Conquest in 1066; the English language disappeared as a 

literary form and all compositions came to be written in French or Latin. It wasn’t until a couple 

of hundred years later that English re-emerged, radically altered and simplified by vernacular 

usage, and new poems in English began to emerge. Geoffrey Chaucer (c.1343–1400) was 

arguably the first ‘great’ English poet since the Norman Conquest. Chaucer was an urbane and 

sophisticated storyteller in verse, using material derived from classical mythology, folk tales, and 

techniques – like the new ‘rhyme-royal’– derived from continental poets.

Read the prologue to Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales.

The continental influence remained strong and poets like Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey and 

Sir Thomas Wyatt were responsible for importing Italian and French forms like the sonnet 

into English poetry. The rather crude early efforts of native poets soon gave way to a more 

sophisticated verse influenced by the European Renaissance.

Celtic culture with its ancient poetic traditions continued in Ireland, Wales, Scotland and 

Cornwall and many of the myths and legends of the Celts were assimilated into English poetry 

at this time. If the Viking era can be characterised as the ‘Heroic Age’, then that of Chaucer was 

to become the ‘Age of Chivalry’. Celtic fancy and imagination, coupled with their appreciation 

of natural beauty, helped to leaven the rather grim style of Anglo-Saxon poetry. The minstrel 

replaced the old scop and gleeman, retelling Arthurian legends in poetry and song. More 

sophisticated poems like ‘Sir Gawain and the Green Knight’ (by a poet who remains anonymous) 

were written in this same tradition, upholding the virtues of truth and loyalty and worshipping 

woman almost as a deity. There were also many religious poems in this new style, for example 

‘The Pearl’ (thought to be by the same author as ‘Gawain’), although another major religious 

poem, ‘Piers Plowman’ by William Langland, was written in the Old English system of stressed 

syllabic lines, rather than the continental system of rhyme and metre. So although continental 

styles were eventually to dominate English poetry, Anglo-Saxon styles of composition co-existed 

with this overseas influence for some time.
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The Renaissance

The full flowering of the English Renaissance came about during the period of theatre building 

and play-going when William Shakespeare, Christopher Marlowe, Ben Jonson, John Webster, 

Thomas Kydd and a host of minor writers were writing plays in verse and having them performed 

to packed houses. Webster, in particular, created haunting and compelling images in his poetry 

which have outlasted the structural weaknesses of his plays.

The Elizabethan playwrights had been educated in an era of cultural enlightenment and drew 

heavily on classical poets and playwrights for their forms and themes. These were to influence 

British poetry for hundreds of years. During the Elizabethan period all forms of poetry flourished, 

not only in popular dramatic form but in more literary styles; ideas were borrowed from the 

continent and new techniques were invented. Poetry composition became a benchmark of 

cultural sophistication and all Elizabethan courtiers were expected to be able to compose 

poetry: Sir Philip Sydney and Sir Walter Raleigh are two famous examples of this. The educated 

ladies of the court were also expected to produce ‘occasional’ poetry – often on the death of 

their husbands! One of the greatest examples of this ‘courtly’ poetry is the long, complex, 

allegorical poem ‘The Faerie Queen’ by Edmund Spenser, written as an elaborate compliment 

to Queen Elizabeth I.

Read an extract from ‘The Faerie Queen’ by Edmund Spenser.

Classical myth and legend remained a source for many poets, but the poet’s own voice was 

heard with increasing clarity. The anonymous gleeman or minstrel gave way to a highly 

skilled individual who used written forms of language. Poetry could now be communicated 

across greater time and distance, and the forms, because of their permanence, could become 

increasingly complex. Of course, the bulk of the population remained illiterate; even girls born 

into aristocratic families were not often thought worthy of education, and the working classes 

had virtually no access to the means of basic reading and writing. For those who could read and 

write, writing materials were prohibitively expensive. But oral forms of poetry – ballads, songs 

and mystery plays – were accessible and continued to flourish alongside more literary, written 

forms.
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Metaphysical poets

The seventeenth century gave rise to a new breed of poets who later became known as the 

‘metaphysical poets’. This name was at first heaped on them as a form of contempt, but was 

later adopted as an apt description of the rigorously intellectual work of John Donne, Andrew 

Marvell, George Herbert and others. 

Watch and hear an actor perform ‘Good Morrow’ by John Donne. 

The metaphysical poets’ contribution to poetry was mainly in fashioning extraordinary metaphors, 

known as ‘conceits’, which have much in common with aspects of modern verse. Previously, verse 

had been used almost indiscriminately, like prose, to write about history, science, geography, 

philosophy, religion, love and war. Although this new and sophisticated poetry made allusions 

to all kinds of knowledge, it gravitated strongly towards the expression of human and divine 

love, sometimes combining the two. Poetry became less and less used as a means of recording 

general knowledge and more and more a highly specialised art form with its own subject matter.

Neo-classicism

The overthrow of Charles I and the outbreak of the English Civil War saw the emergence of one 

of the greatest English poets, John Milton. Devoutly religious and a sworn republican, Milton 

lived to see the king restored and his political dreams shattered. Like many poets before him, 

Milton drew on biblical and classical stories, retelling them in dramatic, allegorical form in 

order to draw parallels with the contemporary political situation. He returned to the idea of 

the long poem and many of his works – like ‘Paradise Lost’ and ‘Samson Agonistes’ – can be 

seen as belonging to the heroic tradition. In the ensuing ‘neo-classical’ era, the admiration of 

classical form – in visual art and architecture as well as poetry – became almost an obsession. 

Sophisticated political and literary satire emerged as an important element in this style in the 

work of poets like Alexander Pope, Jonathan Swift and John Dryden.

Poetry, like eighteenth-century high society, was fashion conscious and alive with intrigue. 

Printing and publishing had become lucrative activities and publishers were often less than 

scrupulous in obtaining their material. Poets at this time very often wrote to order and were 

seen as little more than scribes; in the absence of copyright laws, plagiarism was rife. Poems 

circulated in private letters fell into the hands of publishers and were used without regard to  

ownership, often attributed to another author. A number of women writers began to be published 
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at this time – notably Aphra Behn who was also the first female professional playwright – but 

publication of their work was often exploited as a source of titillation. It was not considered 

respectable for a woman to be published, and association with the theatre led to a presumption 

of immorality; women who appeared in print were often regarded as somehow shameless. The 

pressure upon women to remain unpublished or anonymous was therefore very strong.

Read ‘The Willing Mistriss’ by Aphra Behn.

For centuries, women who had received an education – mainly those born into wealthy families 

– had written poetry which was often circulated privately between friends. Some female poets 

did achieved a degree of prominence, both before and contemporary with Behn; these include 

Isabella Whitney (thought to have been a professional poet as early as the late sixteenth 

century), Lady Mary Wroth, Margaret Cavendish (Duchess of Newcastle), Anne Finch (Countess 

of Winchelsea), Jane Barker and Mary Leapor (almost unique in her humble origins). Try and 

make time to read some of the poetry produced by these women poets. As well as dealing with 

many of the conventions of their day, their work reflects the frustrations of belonging to a class 

which was denied economic status, education and political power – or dignity if they resorted 

to literature. Only certain forms of poetry were regarded as suitable for women, for example 

elegies for dead husbands or children or preparations for their own mortality. These were often 

anthologised in what amounted to moral tracts.

The poetry of the eighteenth century was so heavily influenced by classical traditions and 

allusions that much of it seems unbearably ornate now. Many poets laced their poems with 

references to literature and art or indulged in literary in-fighting. Others adopted the persona of 

classical figures, producing highly allusive poems which could be unravelled only by those with 

a similar education. Poetry had been cultivated by the educated classes and was often written 

with little reference to direct personal experience. Poets like John Clare and William Cowper, 

operating on the margins of literary society, wrote in a more earthy style, but their work was 

deemed vulgar by the literati.

Listen to and read ‘I Am’ by John Clare.

5
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Oral traditions such as the folk song and ballad, remained vigorous; but the poetry of 

Shakespeare, Webster and Marlowe fell out of fashion after the Puritan theatre closures and 

wouldn’t be extensively performed again until the nineteenth century.

The Bible translated

The Bible had first been translated into English in the fourteenth century and other translations 

followed. The Authorised Version, also called the King James Bible, appeared in 1611 and was 

to remain unaltered until the 1880s. The growth of nonconformist religion, literacy and cheaper 

printing led to a much more widespread familiarity with the poetry it contained. The sonority 

of its rhythms, imagery and language can be detected in poets as diverse as William Blake, D 

H Lawrence, T S Eliot and Dylan Thomas. Hymn writing became popular in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries and this can be seen as both a resurgence of devotional verse and a re-

integration of poetry with music.

Listen to parts of ‘The Waste Land’, read by T S Eliot himself.7

Plate from The Song of Los William Blake



The Romantic poets

On the Celtic borders of England, in Cornwall, Ireland, Scotland and Wales, poetry composed 

in native tongues had begun to disappear. Celtic poetry had been written down since the 

Middle Ages, so our literature is far richer in native Celtic poetry than in Anglo-Saxon. But 

it was in English poetry that the important cross-fertilisations with European and classical 

culture continued to take place. In the late eighteenth-century, neo-classicism and Restoration 

verse theatre (Wycherley, Congreve, Aphra Behn) began to decline. The prose novel made its 

appearance in the hands of Smollett, Richardson and Fielding and this further polarised the 

kind of subject matter that was deemed fitting for poetry and prose, respectively.

In the latter part of the eighteenth century, the American War of Independence and the French 

Revolution erupted, stimulated by a sense of injustice and supported by a belief in the ‘rights 

of man’ as embodied in the writings of the English activist and author Thomas Paine. The 

poet, artist and visionary William Blake was a revolutionary thinker, a supporter of Paine and 

a believer in the emancipation of man not only from political oppression, but from their own 

‘mind-forg’d manacles’. Blake was – and remains to this day – a powerfully influential figure.

Listen to and read ‘London’ by William Blake.

In the wake of Blake’s visionary writing, the Romantic poets – John Keats, Lord Byron, Percy 

Bysshe Shelley, Emily Brontë and William Wordsworth – privileged inspiration and imagination 

over technique and classicism. Poetry was seen as an individual outpouring in which powerful 

personal experience – often of nature, which the eighteenth-century poets had viewed with 

some horror – was transformed by the imagination into almost a divine art. Romanticism was 

not only politically revolutionary – Byron went to Greece to help its independence movement 

against the Turks – but revolutionary in the way it individualised poets and celebrated them not 

as representatives of society’s values, but as individuals with their own potency. The influence of 

this thinking is still felt in modern poetry and in the way we think about art and individuality.
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The Victorian era

Although we tend to think of the Victorian era that followed as a rather sober one, with an 

emphasis on duty and responsibility, it was a period of great experimentation in art and poetry 

was no exception. Robert Browning, Alfred Lord Tennyson and Matthew Arnold experimented 

with long poems, dramatic verses and shorter lyric poetry.

Listen to Alfred Lord Tennyson reading his poem ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’, 

from a recording made in 1890.

New techniques were developed, laying the foundations of ‘modern’ poetry. Gerard Manley 

Hopkins, for example, used subtle and complex rhythmical variations on established techniques. 

Women poets like Elizabeth Barrett Browning and Christina Rossetti made a significant impact 

and began the long process of women poets being genuinely admired rather than patronised. 

(Other women writers, like Jane Austen, George Eliot, and Charlotte Brontë, adopted the novel 

as their preferred literary form.)

Read ‘Goblin Market’, by Christina Rossetti.

Much nineteenth-century poetry seems rather sombre, even ponderous, but it served an 

important philosophical function, reflecting on and debating the intellectual turbulence of 

the times: Darwin’s challenge to the established church, huge industrial growth, imperialism, 

military and naval supremacy and the development of the modern parliamentary system.

9
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The waning Celtic tradition

It’s dangerous to lump together Welsh, Scottish and Irish poetry under a general heading since 

there were many differences between them, but their development and decline followed the 

same broad pattern. The feudal structure of those societies persisted until much later than 

Anglo-Saxon society, and their ‘heroic age’ and traditions lasted much longer. This led to a great 

deal of Celtic literature being written down and subjected to literary embellishment over the 

centuries. As in Anglo-Saxon literature, many ancient stories were Christianised or passed across 

to other Celtic nations, making for a rich and complex literature. Prose was the form used for 

narrative storytelling (as it was in the Viking sagas) with poetry being reserved for the expression 

of emotion – love, grief, religious feeling or patriotic fervour.

Celtic literature and poetry is characterised by a capacity to exaggerate experience to 

superhuman levels. In Anglo-Saxon poetry this led to the creation of grim monsters and heroes, 

but Celtic exaggeration is often tinged with humour so that its creations and demigods seem to 

mock themselves. The poetry has often been seen as ‘mystical’. William Butler Yeats described 

Celtic society as a kind of romantic ‘twilight’. Whilst there is some truth in this assertion, what 

the poetry shows is an extraordinary degree of imagination, a delight in the fanciful and the 

supernatural.

Listen to W B Yeats talking about and reading his poem, ‘The Lake Isle of Innisfree’.

Celtic poets were like the Anglo-Saxon scops, important members of society who were supported 

by an aristocracy whose deeds and lineage they were employed to celebrate. But English 

incursions into the Celtic areas of the British Isles broke down this social structure and the bards 

died out as a professional class. This happened first in Wales in the sixteenth century, then in 

Ireland and Scotland. Their sophisticated and aristocratic literature became fragmented and was 

replaced by more common folk tales and songs. The end of the nineteenth century saw a self-

conscious Celtic revival, accompanied by militant nationalism in Ireland, but it was not until the 

twentieth century that a modern movement in Celtic literature was able to forge a new literature 

of plays, novels and poetry. For example, the Scottish poet Sorley MacLean wrote about political 

issues in Gaelic and helped to develop a new consciousness about Celtic traditions.

11



The twentieth century

The Edwardian era was characterised by a rather gentle, sometimes gloomy, style of English 

poetry exemplified by Thomas Hardy, Rupert Brooke and Edward Thomas. The Irish poet W 

B Yeats, on the other hand, continued to unite inspirational visionary poetry with the poetry of 

politics and experience, written in English.

Poetry was soon to be radicalised by the cataclysm of the Great War, which had enormous 

repercussions for every art form. A great deal of poetry was written during the war, much of 

it by common soldiers, while non-combatant jingoists poured out sentimental dross for the 

newspapers. Poetry, as Rousseau notes, goes back to the very root of what we are as private and 

social animals: human beings under pressure often express their outrage, anguish or patriotic 

emotion in verse. Much of the poetry of the Great War, including that of great poets like Wilfred 

Owen, was retrieved from soldiers’ effects and kit bags after their deaths.

Watch and listen to Wilfred Owen’s poem ‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’, read by an 

actor.

Much Great War poetry is expressed in Edwardian rhyming couplets; this was suitable for the 

fashionable, patriotic verse of the day, but for some soldiers writing directly from the front its 

gentle rhythms and ‘poetic’ language seemed inadequate to express the horror of war. The effect 

of the conflict was to intensify the language of poetry so that it became a primal expression 

of anguish and grief, liberated from strict poetic form. Wilfred Owen, David Jones, Siegfried 

Sassoon, Edmund Blunden, Isaac Rosenberg, Robert Graves and Ivor Gurney are the best 

known of the war poets. It was they – and the working class poet D H Lawrence in his poems 

about nature and natural forms – who freed poetry from its Edwardian ‘poeticisms’, reuniting it 

with its roots as a vernacular form, using down-to-earth language and expressions.

12

Exercise: Poetry and society

Pick two (or more) poems from one of the historical periods covered in this brief survey of 

pre-modern British poetry and write some notes about how each one reflects the time in 

which it was written. Think about things like the contemporary political situation, the nature 

of society, the role of women in society, education, foreign influences, etc.

Make notes in your writing diary.



In the post-war era and during the Great Depression a number of important ‘political’ poets 

like Louis MacNeice, W H Auden and Hugh McDiarmaid emerged. Edith Sitwell, Charlotte 

Mew and Hilda Doolittle had become influential poets of the post-war era, paving the way for 

the full participation of women in literature. Politics had replaced religion as the driving force 

of modern poetry and society. God was dead, or at least out of reach; this theme was to be 

explored in one of the great poems of the inter-war years, T S Eliot’s ‘The Waste Land’. This long 

poem moves from post-war despair to a tentative faith as a means of coming to terms with an 

incomprehensible and violent universe.

Listen to Edith Sitwell reading her poem ‘Still Falls the Rain’.

Other poets experimented within avant 

garde artistic movements: imagism, 

symbolism, surrealism, dadaism. But 

before long, foreshadowed by the 

Spanish Civil War in which poets like 

W H Auden, Stephen Spender and 

Louis MacNeice took part on the 

Republican side, the Second World 

War erupted. Unlike the Great War, 

this war threw up few ‘great’ poets; 

the most promising, Keith Douglas 

and Sydney Keyes, were killed before 

their work really matured. Dylan 

Thomas emerged as something of a 

maverick, producing dense, allusive 

poems infused with biblical rhythms, 

and belonging to no real ‘movement’.

Project two Modern and 

   contemporary poetry
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The post-war era saw huge changes in British society. The First World War had begun to 

emancipate women from the home and that process continued, with more and more women 

playing important roles in education, politics and art. Thousands of European refugees 

displaced by the war settled in Britain; in the 1950s they were followed by migrants from the 

Caribbean and the Asian sub-continent. Britain had changed and these changes were reflected 

in a growing cultural diversity. The war also left its mark on poetry and the role of the poet. In 

the post-holocaust, post-Hiroshima Cold War era, it was hard to feel optimism. For the first time 

children were being born into a world which could, quite feasibly, be destroyed. Such violence 

affected the styles of post-war poetry: it was eschewed by poets like Philip Larkin who chose 

to write in a formal, controlled style; it was reflected in the powerful work of Sylvia Plath and 

Ted Hughes and renounced in the political stance of the ‘beat’ poets (influenced by their 

American counterparts) like Adrian Mitchell, Adrian Henri and Roger McGough. In the rock 

music explosion of the 1960s, these poets began to re-explore old connections between music 

and poetry. A new interest in poetry as performance reinstated the poet as troubadour and 

prophet of the nuclear age.

Listen to ‘Elephant Eternity’ by Adrian Mitchell.

The role of the poet had become that of the subversive, or onlooker, isolated and apart from 

society. The German/Czech poet Paul Celan described his poems as ‘messages in bottles’. The 

post-holocaust poet cast messages into an uncertain world; cries for unity in a dislocated and 

alien universe, they may be picked up or left unread.

An ilustration from the novel “In Search of the Castaways”; by Jules Verne drawn by Édouard Riou
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Contemporary poetry

In contemporary poetry almost all forms of verse flourish simultaneously. Audiences are slim 

and poetry books achieve very small sales figures, but the art form itself has many practitioners 

and is searching for a new place in society. In the second half of the twentieth century, women 

poets began to receive an overdue recognition, partly through the efforts of feminist or 

specialist publishers such as Virago, and anthologies such as Sixty Women Poets (Bloodaxe, 

1993). The powerful and disturbing poetry of Sylvia Plath and Stevie Smith helped to define 

the uniqueness of women’s writing, creating an enthusiastic audience and sharpening a sense 

of purpose amongst their contemporaries. It’s now more acceptable for men, as well as women, 

to write about domestic themes (if they choose to do so) and more women poets are writing 

book-length narrative poems, such as Darwin by Ruth Padel.

Women have also become far more visible in the world of poetry. Fiona Sampson became the 

first female editor of ‘Poetry Review’; ‘Mslexia’, a magazine for women writers, was founded in 

2000; the ‘Second Light Network’, for women poets aged over 40, has a growing membership 

base; and a number of small poetry presses, such as Cinnamon Press, are run by women. In 2009 

Carol Ann Duffy was appointed Poet Laureate, the first laureate to be a woman, a lesbian, and 

Scottish.

Listen to the Radio 4 programme ‘Book Club’ which discusses the characters, 

themes, tone, appeal and imagery of Carol Ann Duffy’s poems.

Poetry writing in Welsh and Gaelic continues and a new literature is being defined. Scottish 

writers continue to experiment with the Doric form and many important poets have emerged 

from Celtic cultures to write in English; this is especially true of Ireland and Wales. Some, like the 

Welsh poet R S Thomas, have deliberately re-learned their mother tongue; others like Seamus 

Heaney have explored the relationship between ancient and modern language and culture.

Listen to Seamus Heaney reading his poem ‘St Kevin and the Blackbird’.

A number of specialist publications exist dedicated to the publication of verse in Welsh, Irish 

and Scottish Gaelic. Asian poets continue to write in their various mother tongues; British Asian 

poets such as Daljit Nagra and Moniza Alvi draw on the rhythms, celebrations and conflicts of 

their cultural heritage. The explosion of poetry in the Caribbean community has translated 
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musical forms like reggae and ska into flexible and exciting ‘performance’ poetry. This in turn 

has begun to influence the attitude of poets who have grown up within British traditions but 

have become dissatisfied with publication-oriented poetry. But beware easy categorisation; 

many Caribbean writers – E A Markham, Caryl Philips, Fred D’Aguiar and Derek Walcott – have 

established high reputations as ‘literary’ poets.

Listen to E A Markham read his poem ‘Cracks’.

The poetry scene in Britain has been transformed in the twenty-first century. The growth of creative 

writing courses in higher education, the development of poetry performance organisations such 

as Apples and Snakes, and the flourishing state of poetry magazines on the internet, have 

opened up a wide variety of influences and traditions. Podcasting, poetry blogs, audio archives 

and e-zines are starting to revolutionise the way that people can access poetry. Most cities and 

towns now play host to at least one regular poetry event, if not a literary festival.

Watch a recording of a poetry event at the St Anza Poetry Festival.

Listen to an audio poem in Issue 11 of poetry magazine ‘The Wolf’.
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Exercise: Write a review

Write a brief review (up to 500 words) of some of the poetry you’ve read as you’ve worked 

through Part One. Describe two poems that you’ve loved and two poems that you dislike.

Explain your reasons for choosing these poems. For example, analyse the techniques used, 

the images and metaphors, the tone and content, and, perhaps the form or style of the 

poem and whether it suits the subject matter.

Keep your review in a safe place – you’ll be asked to submit it as part of your first assignment. 



Free verse

Free verse evolved in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and may be loosely 

described as verse made free of conventional and traditional restrictions in regard to metrical 

structure. Cadence, especially the rhythm of common speech, is often substituted for regular 

metrical pattern. ‘Free verse’ is a literal translation of the French vers libre, which originated in 

the late nineteenth century France among poets, such as Arthur Rimbaud and Jules Laforgue, 

who sought to free poetry from the metrical regularity of the alexandrine which was a long line 

of 12 syllables

(If you’re unsure of the exact meaning of any of the terms used here or elsewhere, refer to the 

Glossary at the end of this course guide. There are also a number of comprehensive guides and 

dictionaries of literary terms on the market – many in paperback. You’ll probably find it useful to 

have one of these to hand as you work through the course. Or simply Google the term you don’t 

understand and look at the definitions provided by two or three different sites.)

The term ‘free verse’ has also been applied by modern literary critics to the King James translation 

of the Bible, particularly to the Song of Solomon and the Psalms, and to the irregular poetry 

of Walt Whitman’s ‘Leaves of Grass’. The form is probably most closely associated with the 

American poets Ezra Pound, Amy Lowell and T S Eliot. Other poets who used the free verse 

form include William Carlos Williams, Carl Sandburg and Marianne Moore.

Listen to examples of free verse by William Carlos Williams.

Listen to American poets Anne Becker, Ernie Wormwood, Moira Egan and Lyn 

Lifshin talk about and read their poems. The poets address some of the issues you 

might like to note while writing your writing diary or assignment commentaries, 

such as writing in form or free verse, combining writing with day jobs, making 

unexpected connections, whether your poem is about yourself or a character, 

poems that ‘insist’ on being written, poems perhaps inspired by paintings or other 

media.

Project three Free verse and short poems
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Free verse has continued to develop throughout the modern era and is currently the most 

popular form of poetic expression. Many people are under the mistaken impression that free 

verse shouldn’t rhyme. This is not true. It is possible to write rhymed free verse; the ‘freedom’ 

refers to freedom from a set metrical pattern.

‘Free’ doesn’t mean that there are no rules. Generally speaking, the line in free verse is taken to 

be a unit of breath or speech rhythm. This means that the poet won’t usually end the line in ‘a’ 

or ‘the’ or prepositions where they would stop the line from acting as a unit of either sense or 

breath or both. The rules do get broken, though, where the poet has sound artistic reasons for 

doing so.

In the example below, each line may be understood as a unit of sense in itself. Notice also 

that the poem is rhymed, although the rhyme scheme isn’t regular. Notice how the line length 

varies. This varies the modulation of the poem so that it sounds much more like normal speech 

patterns. It makes the poem more conversational in tone but it also forces the reader to stop and 

pause where the poet intends. The reader is physically helped to capture the emotion intended 

by the poem.

From Song of Myself

I celebrate myself, and sing myself,

And what I assume you shall assume,

For every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you.

I loafe and invite my soul,

I lean and loafe at my ease observing a spear of summer grass.

My tongue, every atom of my blood, form’d from this soil, this air,

Born here of parents born here from parents the same, and their parents the same

I, now thirty-seven years old in perfect health begin,

Hoping to cease not till death.

Creeds and schools in abeyance,

Retiring back a while sufficed at what they are, but never forgotten,

I harbor for good or bad, I permit to speak at every hazard,

Nature without check with original energy.

         Walt Whitman



Experimentation with free verse continues:

•	 challenging political and social attitudes

•	 looking at what language really does, and the nature of language itself, and

•	 looking at how we communicate.

This isn’t to say that people are no longer writing poems about love and death and all the 

classical themes – of course they are. It’s just that sometimes you have to shatter the rules to 

make your point – as in the next poem, where the text itself has been violently exploded. This is 

a more experimental form of free verse which breaks nearly all the rules. The words are scattered 

across the page; space has become an integral part of the poem. The poem attempts to show 

through its form the dislocation, breakage and scattering which it describes. This has the effect 

of making the poem difficult to read and also opens up the potential for misreading as the eye 

mistakes where it is to go next. This too can make the reader uncomfortable and reinforce the 

feelings generated by the poem’s subject matter.

Exercise: Reading free verse

Look closely at Nigel McLoughlin’s poem ‘News’ on the next page. What other elements of 

violent conflict are reflected in the structure, punctuation, spelling and other elements in 

the poem? Why do you think the poet chose to use this form?

Before attempting this exercise, listen to the poem on Nigel McLoughlin’s 

website.22



News

today       the leaves cry

   three thousand

 green tears

    for the leached out sky

  weakly     the sun burns

at a breathless fog    that winds itself

  until it becomes a shroud

      around the trunk

 of a dead man

  seeps and pools    spools

      like blood

   in the hollows

 of his wounds

they found him

    early and half buried

  hooded and tied

        dispatched with five freshly

 scabbed over

    gunshot wounds

  one in the head

one in each limb

         at the joint

    Constable Hughes met her

face at the front door

       removed his hat

       brushed away the sweat

she wept

 out in the garden

    the young boy swung

 at the end of a rope

his shouts     hung on branches

 and in the house crying

heart-sore   ripped bare         sighs

 words swept away

   by the wind 

         Nigel McLoughlin



Exercise: Write free verse

Write two short poems in free verse – no more than 10 lines each.

In your first poem, try to use rhyme occasionally but vary it with half-rhymes and internal 

rhyme. The poem can be on any subject and the metre should be free but still reflect the 

rhythms of speech. Try to think of the line as a unit of breath.

Before you start your first poem, listen to OCA tutors Liz Cashdan and Pat 

Borthwick reading their free verse poems. Note particularly the internal rhymes.

Now watch and listen to see how Fred Voss’s poems use conversational 

language, but employ alliteration and repetition to give the poem a rhythm 

that steers it away from chopped-up prose.

In your second poem, be much 

more experimental.

Play with the fact that a line 

can be used to influence the 

breathing in a poem; think about 

what tensions can be set up 

through this. Play with the shape 

of the poem and break any rule 

you like – but make sure you 

break the rules for a reason.
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Short or ‘lyric’ poems

How short is a ‘short poem’? ‘Short’ is a relative term. There are one-line poems, even one-word 

poems (so some would have us believe). The haiku poem of three lines and seventeen syllables 

is probably the shortest ‘whole’ form. Within those three lines there is a very definite rhythm of 

language and thought, which makes the poem seem complete despite its brevity.

For the purposes of this section, think of a short poem as being up to 20 lines. Poets don’t choose 

the short form because they can’t think of much to say! They choose it because it brings with it 

certain important characteristics: economy and power of language, compression of imagery and 

a kind of freedom to experiment which might not be sustainable or tolerable in a longer piece.

The word ‘lyric’ is sometimes used to describe short poems and this refers back to a time when 

poetry and song were much more closely related. What it indicates is a musical quality or 

melodiousness, which is possible in a short poem without becoming affected or sugary. The 

short form imposes considerable discipline on the poet; every word and phrase has to serve a 

function in the poem and as an entity it has to be carefully honed.

Writing short poems is an excellent way to begin this course. They are the stock-in-trade of poets 

but they have a tendency to be unruly too. Very often you’ll find that what you thought was 

quite a short poem begins to link in with other poems as a sequence, or suddenly takes on a 

new narrative form.

Don’t be afraid to let your poems grow in this way, but keep your early drafts to make sure that 

what you’ve done is really an improvement!

Below are notes on four short poems in Emergency Kit which show how poets have been able to 

make their poems resonate so that the short form doesn’t detract from their power.

•	 ‘Death of a Farmyard’ by Geoffrey Grigson uses short phrases and strong verbs to show us 

a picture of the farmyard. Note the use of enjambment (see Glossary) in lines and stanzas 

and internal rhyme and repetition that hold the poem together.

•	 The internal rhyme and mix of long and short lines in Kojo Gyinaye Kyei’s poem, ‘The 

Tough Guy of London’ steers us towards the surprising action at the end.

•	 Eilean Ni Chuilleanáin’s poem ‘Street’ gives us a specific sense of location, and its 

evocation of colours and shades suggests anticipation and desire.

•	 Robert Graves’s poem ‘Apple Island’ is one long sentence, held together by full rhyme, 

leading into the questions in the final stanza.



Listen to ‘In My Country’ by Jackie Kay to see how the setting in the first stanza 

steers us towards the metaphor showing us the woman’s speech, and Kay’s 

response.

Listen to ‘A Removal from Terry Street’ by Douglas Dunn. This poem uses sensory 

detail and internal rhyme to show us a brief picture of the street, leading to the 

sense of both anticipation and loss in the last line.

In all these poems there is the concluding sense of something about to happen, so that at the 

end they lie poised before the future.

In your writing diary...

•	 You’ve listened to poets (and others) reading their poems on the internet. Are there any live 

poetry readings in your area that you could go to? Do some research and make notes in 

your writing diary. Why might it be useful to attend a live reading as opposed to listening 

to a recording?

•	 Imagine that you’re a guest on Desert Island Discs and you’re asked to pick one poem to 

sustain you on the island until you’re rescued. Which poem that you’ve read so far on this 

course would you pick – and why?

•	 How did you find writing a short poem? What did you have to pay attention to while 

editing? Were you able to make every word pull its weight? How did you decide the line and 

stanza length, and which specific details to include in the poem?

Exercise: Write two short poems

Now have a go at writing two short poems yourself. Don’t feel that you have to write 20 

lines for each poem – they can be much shorter if you wish.

Try to make a different use of rhyme in each poem. For example, you could use full rhyme 

in one, and half-rhymes and internal rhyme in the other. As in the previous exercise, your 

poems can be on any subject. The metre should be free but still reflect the rhythms of 

speech. Try to experiment with the line and stanza spacing.
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This assignment should take around five hours to complete. Allow a similar amount of time to 

redraft and revise your work when your tutor returns it, taking their comments into consideration.

•	 Read through each project again, checking that you understood it the first time round. 

Repeat any exercises you need (or want) to do.

•	 Read through all the writing you’ve produced.

•	 Think about all you’ve learned, considered and produced as you worked through Part 

One.

•	 Draw all your thoughts together in your mind, making notes in your writing diary.

Send the following to your tutor:

•	 The two pieces of free verse and the two short poems that you’ve written during this part of 

the course. This will give your tutor an overall view of your writing at this early stage of the 

course. Review your poems carefully before you send them and rework any that you’re not 

happy with. Aim for a total poetry line count of up to 40 lines.

•	 The short critical study that you produced in Project Two – remember to include full 

references to the poems you discuss, using the Harvard system.

•	 A reflective commentary of around 500 words, documenting the writing process you 

underwent as you worked through Part One. This can be made up of extracts from your 

writing diary, a response to any books you’ve read or research you’ve done.

If you already have some ideas for your creative reading commentary, share these with your 

tutor now.

Reflection

Don’t forget to review this assignment against the assessment criteria.

Make sure that all work is labelled with your name, student number and assignment number 

and send it to your tutor. You don’t need to wait until you’ve heard from your tutor before 

continuing with the course.

Assignment one


