
  

Poetry,   Form   and   Experience   

Part   One:   What   is   
Poetic   Form?   

Tom   Phillips,    Virgil   in   his   Study    (1980)   Image   courtesy   of   the   artist.   
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Introduction   
Part   One    considers   what   is   meant   by   ‘form’   in   the   context   of   poetry,   and   
suggests   that   all   poems   have   form,   including   free   verse   poems.   Over   five   short   
projects   you’ll   explore   the   poetic   line,   the   stanza,   non-standard   uses   of   
punctuation   and   syntax,   different   ways   of   using   the   white   space   of   the   page,   and   
poetic   sequences,   as   well   as   learning   about   the   importance   of   reading   
contemporary   poetry.     

You’ll   also   set   up   an   online   Padlet   where   you   can   pin   up   links   and   documents   
that   are   relevant   to   your   research   (such   as   poems   that   interest   you)   and   there   
will   be   support   available   to   help   you   do   this.   

These   five   projects   culminate   in   an   assignment   that   asks   you   to   write   six   free   
verse   poems   (80-120   lines   in   total)   that   make   use   of   some   of   the   techniques   
you’ve   learnt   about   in   this   part   of   the   course.   

Tip:    Keep   a   glossary   

Throughout   this   unit   you   will   be   introduced   to   new   words   and   concepts.   It   will   be   
useful   to   keep   a   glossary   and   record   any   unfamiliar   terms   or   ideas,   alongside   
their   definitions.   Add   new   words   and   definitions   as   you   encounter   them.   

You   can   keep   your   glossary   in   a   dedicated   notebook   or   a   document   on   your   
computer   –   or   whatever   you   like   in   fact,   but   something   you   can   return   to   
throughout   the   unit.   Begin   adding   to   it   from   today.   You   might   return   to   some   
definitions   later   and   amend   them,   as   your   understanding   of   some   terms   
develops   or   even   changes   completely.     
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Project   1:    Word   Soup   
‘To   talk   about   formal   verse   is   meaningless   –   poetry   is   form.’   

Robert   Pinsky,   PN   Review,   September/October   1998   

Exercise   1:    What   does   poetic   form   mean   to   you?   

Before   you   begin   reading   and   thinking   about   the   topic   of   poetic   form,   jot   down   a   
few   notes   in   your   Writing   Diary   about   what   ‘form’   means   to   you.   There’s   no   right   
or   wrong   answer   and   you   can   keep   your   answer   private.   At   the   end   of   the   unit   
you   might   find   it   interesting   to   return   to   your   definition   and   see   whether   your   
ideas   have   changed.   

Understanding   Form   

Perhaps   ‘form’   makes   you   think   of   constrictions   and   rules,   and   ‘set   forms’   like   
sonnets   and   ballads   and   haiku.   Perhaps   the   word   ‘form’   conjures   only   a   vague   
idea   in   your   mind,   an   aspect   of   poetry   that   is   different   from   its   subject   matter   
but   that’s   more   difficult   to   define.   

Poet   and   critic   Angela   Leighton   begins   her   book,    On   Form ,   by   suggesting:   ‘The   
word   is   utterly   familiar,   yet   also   unspecific,   abstract,   aloof.’   (Leighton,   2007:   1).   

Part   of   the   difficulty   is   that   the   word   ‘form’   has   many   different   meanings   and,   
even   in   the   context   of   poetry,   it   can   be   used   in   different   ways.   Form   can   mean   
the   rigid   line   count   and   rhyming   pattern   of   a   sonnet,   and   the   strict   metrical   
rhythm   of   iambic   pentameter.   When   some   poets   are   adamant   that   they   never   
write   in   form,   this   is   the   kind   of   form   they   mean;   they   mean   they   write   free   verse,   
not   metrical,   rhyming   poetry.   

But   ‘form’   also   has   a   much   wider   meaning,   that   is,   simply   the   ‘shape’   of   a   poem,   
or   the   way   the   words   are   arranged   on   the   page.   In   this   sense,   even   poems   
written   in   free   verse   have   form,   because   they   have   a   shape.   There   will   be   lines   of   
particular   length   (long,   short,   somewhere   in   the   middle),   there   will   be   stanzas   (or   
not),   and   the   poet   will   use   the   white   space   of   the   page   in   particular   ways   
(adhering   to   a   left-hand   margin,   for   example).   
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There’s   no   such   thing   as   a   completely   ‘formless’   poem,   no   matter   how   random   its   
presentation   on   the   page   may   seem   at   first   glance.   Without   any   kind   of   form,   
there   would   be   nothing   to   read,   no   lines   or   sentences,   no   grammar   or   
punctuation,   no   demarcation   of   the   white   space   on   the   page.   What   would   it  
mean   for   a   poem   to   have   no   formal   qualities   at   all?   Perhaps   all   you’d   have   is   
what   one   teacher   of   English   Literature   described   as   ‘word   soup.’   

Whenever   you   write   a   poem   you   make   many   formal   decisions,   whether   you’re   
conscious   of   them   or   not.   This   unit   aims   to   increase   your   awareness   of   these   
formal   decisions,   so   that   you   can   make   them   with   a   much   deeper   understanding   
of   their   effects.   
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Exercise   2:    Minimal   formal   elements   

Write   a   poem   with   as   few   formal   elements   as   you   can.   Can   it   be   done?   What   
would   it   mean   for   a   poem   to   have   no   form?   Reflect   in   your   writing   diary   on   
whether   a   poem   can   be   ‘formless’   and   how   far   you   succeeded   in   your   efforts   to   
write   a   poem   with   as   few   formal   elements   as   possible.   How   successful   you   are   
will   depend   on   your   own   definition   of   poetic   form.   

Reading   a   free   verse   poem  

Read   this   poem   by   the   poet   Jane   Hirshfield,   ‘ Possibility:   An   Assay ’:   

Again   I   looked   out   the   window.   
All   around   me,   the   morning   still   dark.   
The   mountain’s   outline   there,   but   not   the   mountain.   
Then   a   neighbor’s   facing   plate-glass   filled   
with   the   colors,   acute   and   tender,   of   a   Flemish   painting.   
Corals,   blues.   
Which   seemed   to   be   a   preview   of   the   future   but   were,   
I   knew,   this   moment   simply   looking   elsewhere,   
like   a   woman   who   has   wept   for   weeks   who   realises   
that   she   is   also   hungry.   

Jane   Hirshfield,   from    After    (Bloodaxe   Books,   2006)   p.80   

An   ‘assay’   means   an   examination   or   an   analysis,   so   Hirshfield’s   poem   is   perhaps   
an   examination   of   a   possibility.   It’s   not   an   easy   poem   to   take   in   and   fully   
understand   on   first   reading,   so   keep   returning   to   it,   and   let   yourself   consider   its   
different   possible   meanings.   

The   ‘facing   plate-glass’   is   a   neighbour’s   window   (Hirshfield   is   an   American   poet   so   
uses   the   American   spellings   of   ‘neighbor’   and   ‘color’).   It   seems   to   be   very   early   in   
the   morning   –   it’s   ‘still   dark’.   Yet   the   neighbour’s   window   fills   with   colours   –   the   
pinks   and   blues   of   a   reflected   sunrise   perhaps,   that   the   speaker   of   the   poem   
can’t   yet   see.   

For   the   speaker,   this   might   be   a   ‘preview   of   the   future’.   Soon,   in   time,   she   will   see   
the   sunrise.   Yet,   the   sunrise   exists   in   that   present   moment   too.   A   moment   that   is   
‘looking   elsewhere’.   How   can   that   be   possible?   Hirshfield   is   a   deeply   spiritual   
poet,   and   here   she   is   perhaps   considering   the   multiple   possibilities   inherent   in   
each   moment   of   time.   She   compares   this   to   a   person   who   is   wracked   with   grief   
(‘has   wept   for   weeks’),   thinking   of   past   times,   but   who   is   also   in   the   present   
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moment,   a   living   being   with   immediate   physical   needs   (‘she   is   also   hungry’).   We   
are   more   than   one   thing   in   each   moment,   just   as   the   world   is   also   more   than   one   
thing   at   any   moment.   Somewhere   in   the   world,   it   is   always   the   first   moment   of   
sunrise.   

At   first   glance   this   poem   might   seem   to   have   few   formal   properties,   but   the   
arrangement   of   the   words   on   the   page   (that   is,   the   poem’s   form)   is   far   from   
random:   it   is   a   deliberately   constructed   pattern   of   words.     

What   can   be   said   about   its   form?   It   has   four   stanzas,   each   of   a   different   length.   It   
has   varied   line   lengths,   including   some   longish   lines   and   one   very   short   line.   It   
adheres   to   the   left-hand   margin.   Some   lines   are   end   stopped,   others   are   
enjambed.   It   uses   standard   punctuation   and   grammar.   There   are   also   some   
sound   effects,   including   repetition   (‘mountain’s   …   mountain’),   alliteration   (‘facing   
…   filled’   and   ‘colors   …   Corals’)   and   assonance   of   a   long   ‘a’   (‘Again   …   neighbor’s   
facing   …   plate’).   

It’s   free   verse,   but   it   still   has   poetic   form.     

Research   Task:    Read   some   more   free   verse   poems   

Read   some   more   free   verse   poems   (there   are   plenty   in    Staying   Alive    edited   by   
Neil   Astley).   Think   about   what   formal   elements   they   contain.   Do   some   have   more   
formal   elements   than   others?   Is   it   possible   to   draw   a   clear   distinction   between   
free   verse   poems   and   formal   poems?   Reflect   on   these   questions   in   your   Writing   
Diary.   
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The   History   of   Free   Verse   

For   Modernist   writers   such   as   Ezra   Pound   and   William   Carlos   Williams,   free   verse   
was   a   way   of   breaking   out   of   the   constraints   of   metre.   Together   with   other   
Modernist   writers,   Pound   championed   free   verse   as   a   radical   breaking   with   the   
strict   formal   poetry   of   their   nineteenth-century   predecessors.   

However,   free   verse   is   not   a   synonym   for   ‘formless’   or   ‘random’.   Free   verse   has   a   
long   history,   one   that   pre-dates   the   twentieth   century,   although   it’s   most   often   
associated   with   writers   in   the   twentieth   century   and   onwards.   

Its   actual   definition   is   much   disputed,   and   it’s   usually   defined   in   terms   of   what   it’s   
not :   it’s   not   poetry   in   regular   metre   or   with   a   traditional   rhyme   scheme.   

Free   verse   cannot   be   considered   as   simply   one   kind   of   poetry   though   –   it’s   far   
too   diverse.   Since   Pound’s   time,   free   verse   has   been   written   by   many   kinds   of   
poets,   often   associated   with   very   different   kinds   of   writing.   

Research   Task:    Free   verse   

Do   some   research   into   the   history   of   free   verse.   What   are   the   earliest   examples   
you   can   find?   How   does   it   differ   from    vers   libre ?   Which   poetry   movements   and   
writers   are   associated   with   free   verse?   

Reflect   in   your   Writing   Diary   on   your   views   on   free   verse   and   consider   whether   
any   of   the   poets   you   enjoy   reading   write   free   verse.   
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Exercise   3:    Write   your   own   free   verse  

Write   two   short   (under   20   lines)   free   verse   poems   of   your   own.   Use   whatever   
formal   elements   you   like   but   don’t   use   a   rhyming   pattern   and   don’t   write   in   
metre.   If   you’re   needing   a   prompt   for   subject   matter,   you   could   consider   one   of   
these:     

● A   view   from   a   window   

● A   recent   news   story   

● Something   you   do   every   day   

● Something   you’ve   never   done   but   would   like   to.     

Reflect   on   your   writing   experience   in   your   Writing   Diary,   considering   in   particular   
any   aspects   you   found   difficult   and   any   aspects   of   form   you   made   a   conscious   
decision   about.   

Exercise   4:    Create   a   Padlet   

Create   a   Personal   Padlet   Journal   to   use   throughout   this   unit.   To   get   started   using   
OCA   Padlets,   follow   this   link:    https://oca.padlet.org .   

Sign   in   using   your   OCA   Email   account   to   create   an   OCA   Padlet   account.   Please   
make   sure   you   use   the   above   address,   and   not   the   public   padlet.com   address.   

Use   your   Padlet   like   a   scrapbook   or   Commonplace   Book.   You   can   add   links   to   
poems   you’ve   read   online,   to   articles   and   books,   as   well   as   to   videos   of   lectures   
and   poetry   readings.   You   can   add   your   own   thoughts   and   reflections   too,   and   
treat   it   as   part   of   your   Writing   Diary.   

Whenever   you   feel   short   of   inspiration,   you’ll   be   able   to   browse   your   Padlet   and   
find   the   resources   you’ve   curated   for   yourself.   Visit   your   Padlet   on   a   regular   basis   
(at   least   once   a   week)   and   make   additions   recording   your   learning   during   the   
unit.   

There   is   also   a   padlet   for   this   course,   which   includes   lots   of   the   online   resources   
we’ll   ask   you   to   explore   as   you   go   along.   Access   it   at:   
https://oca.padlet.org/suzannahevans/pfepadlet .   
[Link   last   accessed:   02/11/2020]   
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Project   2:    The   Poetic   line   and   the   stanza     

The   Line   

Many   people   recognise   a   poem   because   it   is   written   in   lines.   That   is,   rather   than   
allowing   the   words   to   run   to   the   edge   of   the   page,   as   in   this   paragraph,   the   
words   stop,   often   far   from   the   right-hand   margin,   and   this   creates   a   sequence   of   

words   that   

look   like   

a   poem,   rather   

like   this   does.   

In   many   poems   there’s   often   lots   of   white   space   to   the   right-hand   side   of   the   
words   –   how   much   space   depends   on   how   long   the   lines   are.   They   can   be   as   
short   as   a   single   word   or   too   long   to   fit   on   the   page.   Sometimes   the   end   of   the   
line   is   ‘dropped   down’   below   the   line,   but   it’s   indented   to   show   it’s   part   of   the   line   
above   and   not   a   new   line,   as   in   this   line   from   Katherine   Pierpoint’s   poem,   ‘This   
Dead   Relationship’:   

‘A   pressure   without   warmth   of   small   claws   and   horn   moving   on   my   
palm.’   

Katherine   Pierpoint,   ‘This   Dead   Relationship’   in   Neil   Astley   (ed.)   
Staying   Alive    (Bloodaxe   Books,   2002)   p.278   

Later   in   the   unit   you’ll   consider   a   form   of   poetry   known   as   ‘prose   poetry’,   which   
doesn’t   use   the   poetic   line,   but   this   is   the   exception   to   the   rule.   Generally,   all   
poems   are   written   using   lines,   and   the   line   is   one   of   the   most   important   formal   
aspects   of   all   poems.   

Research   Task:    The   line     

Read   a   dozen   poems,   whether   online   or   in   books.   As   you   read,   think   about   the   
poets’   use   of   lines.   Are   they   long,   short   or   in   between?   Do   they   stay   the   same   or   
do   they   vary   within   the   same   poem?   How   does   this   affect   how   you   read   them?   
Add   any   poems   that   interest   you   to   your   Padlet.   Reflect   on   your   reading   and   
poets’   uses   of   lines   in   your   Writing   Diary.   
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Line   endings   

Creating   line   breaks   results   in   what’s   known   as   a   ‘line   ending’   –   that   is,   the   words   
that   are   the   final   word   of   each   line.   Choosing   these   end   words   is   a   particularly   
important   decision   when   writing   rhymed   poems,   as   most   rhyme   schemes   put   
the   rhyming   words   at   the   end   of   the   line.   But   the   final   word   of   the   line   is   
significant   in   ALL   poems,   because   it   gets   the   most   attention   from   the   reader.   As   
your   eyes   move   along   the   line,   they   pause   slightly   at   the   final   word   which   
‘echoes’   into   the   white   space   beside   it,   both   visually   and   aurally,   as   your   eyes   
then   track   down   to   the   next   line   of   the   poem.   

The   way   a   poem   is   laid   out   on   the   page   tells   you   something   about   its   relationship   
with   time.   The   layout   tells   you   whether   to   read   fast   or   slow,   and   when   to   pause.   
This   is   fundamental   in   poetry.   Like   music,   poetry   is   an   art   form   that   happens   in   
time   as   much   as   on   the   white   space   of   the   page.   

It   might   seem   intuitive   that   you   read   a   short   line   more   quickly   than   a   long   line;   
after   all,   there   are   fewer   words   to   read.   Yet   in   fact,   readers   tend   to   linger   over   
short   lines   and   read   more   quickly   to   the   end   of   a   long   line.   So   when   you   want   to   
really   draw   attention   to   an   image   or   a   thought,   shorten   your   lines.   When   you   
want   to   pile   up   images   or   use   a   rapid   rhythm,   extend   your   lines.   

Tip:    A   line   is   not   the   same   as   a   sentence   

One   sentence   may   continue   over   several   lines   of   a   poem,   or   a   single   line   may   
contain   more   than   one   sentence.     
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Enjambment   

When   the   meaning   of   a   sentence   runs   over   the   line   on   to   the   next   it’s   known   as   
enjambment   (it   comes   from   the   French   and   literally   means   ‘to   put   a   leg   across’).   
The   poem   by   Jane   Hirshfield,   ‘Possibility:   An   Assay’,   uses   enjambment   in   the   
penultimate   line:    

Which   seemed   to   be   a   preview   of   the   future   but   were,   
I   knew,   this   moment   simply   looking   elsewhere,   
like   a   woman   who   has   wept   for   weeks   who   realises   
that   she   is   also   hungry.   

The   use   of   enjambment,   along   with   the   more   conversational   tone,   gives   the   lines   
energy.   The   reader   pauses   only   briefly   after   ‘realises’,   trying   to   keep   the   sense   of   
what   they’re   reading   alive   in   their   minds,   and   they   race   on   to   find   out   how   the   
rest   of   the   sentence   continues.   

End-stopped   lines   let   the   reader   know   they   can   pause   a   little   longer.   
End-stopped   lines   can   be   indicated   by   a   full   stop,   exclamation   mark,   question   
mark,   colon,   semicolon   and   even   a   comma.   The   first   two   lines   of   the   stanza   
above   can   be   regarded   as   end-stopped   because   they   end   with   commas,   even   
though   the   sentence   isn’t   complete   and   continues   on   to   the   next   line.   

The   line   that   ends   ‘elsewhere’   could   be   said   to   have   come   to   more   of   a   stop   than   
the   line   ending   ‘were’,   so   there   are   gradations   between   a   line   that   is   fully   
enjambed   and   one   that   is   fully   end-stopped.   

Look   again   at   the   start   of   the   poem   by   Jane   Hirshfield:   

Again   I   looked   out   the   window.   
All   around   me,   the   morning   still   dark.   

Jane   Hirshfield,   from    After    (Bloodaxe   Books,   2006)   p.80   

The   first   two   lines   use   very   simple   words   and   syntax   and   they   are   resoundingly   
end-stopped.   This   gives   them   a   weightiness   –   there’s   nothing   rushed   about   
them.      
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Research   Task:    Two   chapters   from   Glyn   Maxwell   

Read   ‘’White’   and   Black’   from   Glyn   Maxwell’s    On   Poetry    (available   through   the   UCA   
online   library)   and   reflect   on   your   reading   in   your   Writing   Diary.   Do   you   agree   
with   Maxwell,   that   a   poet   must   learn   to   master   the   line-break   for   their   poems   to   
‘survive’?   What   kind   of   survival   do   you   think   he   means?   
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Types   of   line   endings   

In    The   Art   of   the   Poetic   Line    (2008),   critic   and   poet   James   Longenbach   suggests   that   
in   addition   to   thinking   of   lines   as   either   end-stopped,   or   enjambed,   we   can   divide   
enjambed   line-breaks   into   another   two   categories,   parsed   and   annotated:   

Parsed   line   endings  

These   are   lines   that   are   enjambed,   but   they   ‘break   at   predictable   points   rather   
than   cutting   against’   the   syntax.   (Longenbach,   2008:   55).   

Here’s   Scottish   poet   Robin   Robertson’s   poem,    ‘Primavera’ ,   which   uses   a   mixture   
of   end-stopped   lines   (in   this   instance,   the   lines   that   end   with   commas   or   full   
stops)   and   ‘parsed’   enjambed   lines:     

Primavera   
for   Cait   
The   brimstone   is   back   
in   the   woken   hills   of   Vallombrosa,   
passing   the   word   
from   speedwell   to   violet   
wood   anemone   to   celandine.   
I   could   walk   to   you   now   
with   Spring   just   ahead   of   me,   
north   over   flat   ground   
at   two   miles   an   hour,   
the   sap   moving   with   me,   
under   the   rising   
grass   of   the   field   
like   a   dragged   magnet,   
the   lights   of   the   flowers   
coming   on   in   waves   
as   I   walked   with   the   budburst   
and   the   flushing   of   trees.   
If   I   started   now,   
I   could   bring   you   the   Spring   
for   your   birthday.   

Robin   Robertson,    Swithering    (Picador,   2006)   p.8   
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Annotated   line   endings   

These   are   lines   that   are   enjambed,   but   ‘rather   than   following   the   grammatical   
units,   the   lines   cut   against   them’   (Longenbach,   2008:   53).   

An   example   of   a   poem   with   annotated   line   endings   is   American   poet   Ben   
Lerner’s   poem   ‘Index   of   Themes’.   Here’s   the   first   stanza:   

Poems   about   night  
and   related   poems.   Paintings   
about   night,   
sleep,   death,   and   
the   stars.   
I   know   one   poem   from   
school   under   the   stars,   but   
belong   to   no   school   
of   poetry.   
I   forgot   it   by   heart.   I   remember   only   
it   was   set   in   the   world   and   its   theme   
parted.   

Ben   Lerner,   No   Art:    Poems    (Granta,   2016)   p.3   

Almost   all   of   these   line   endings   are   ‘annotated’   –   the   lines   end   on   words   that   are   
not   the   end   of   sentences   or   phrases.   The   lines   are   broken   in   unexpected   places,   
giving   a   choppy   rhythm   and   forcing   the   reader   to   work   harder   than   usual.   

Poets   are   usually   advised   to   think   of   the   line   as   a   single   unit   of   meaning,   but   
poets   can   ‘annotate’   their   syntax   by   breaking   the   lines   in   unexpected   places,   
which   can   create   different   effects.   They   may   emphasise   unexpected   words,   
suggest   a   more   fractured   line   of   thinking,   or   simply   force   a   reader   to   follow   the   
lines   more   slowly   and   carefully.   It’s   advisable   not   to   over-use   this   effect,   but   
remember   it’s   a   possibility   that   is   available   to   you,   as   well   as   parsed   line   endings   
and   end-stopped   lines.   
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Research   Task:    Looking   at   line   breaks   

Read   ‘Lamium’   by   Louise   Glück   and   pay   particular   attention   to   her   enjambed   
line-breaks.     

Lamium   

This   is   how   you   live   when   you   have   a   cold   heart.   
As   I   do:   in   shadows,   trailing   over   cool   rock,   
under   the   great   maple   trees.   

The   sun   hardly   touches   me.   
Sometimes   I   see   it   in   early   spring,   rising   very   far   away.   
Then   leaves   grow   over   it,   completely   hiding   it.   I   feel   it   
glinting   through   the   trees,   erratic,   
like   someone   hitting   the   side   of   a   glass   with   a   metal   spoon.   

Living   things   don’t   all   require   
light   in   the   same   degree.   Some   of   us   
make   our   own   light:   a   silver   leaf   
like   a   path   no   one   can   use,   a   shallow   
lake   of   silver   in   the   darkness   under   the   great   maples.   

But   you   know   this   already.   
You   and   the   others   who   think   
you   live   for   truth   and,   by   extension,   love   
all   that   is   cold.   

Louise   Glück,   ‘Lamium’   in    Poems    1962-2012.   
(Farrar,   Straus   and   Giroux,   2012)   p.249   

Look   carefully   at   each   line   break   and   decide   whether   they   are   end   stopped   or   
enjambed.   For   those   that   are   enjambed,   are   they   ‘parsed’   or   ‘annotated’?   Think   
about   how   these   endings   affect   the   way   you   read   the   poem.   For   example,   which   
endings   give   you   a   moment   to   reflect,   and   which   hurry   you   on   to   the   next   line?   

Pay   particular   attention   to   the   penultimate   line.   Here,   Glück   allows   you   to   think   
she   means   one   thing   (‘you   live   for   truth   and,   by   extension,   love’)   but   then   
undercuts   the   meaning   with   the   final   line,   changing   the   meaning   of   the   sentence   
to   reveal   that   in   fact,   ‘you   live   for   truth   and,   by   extension,   love   all   that   is   cold.’     
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Why   do   you   think   Glück   does   this?   Did   it   catch   you   by   surprise?   One   
interpretation   is   that   this   sudden   shift   of   meaning   pulls   the   reader   up   and   shines   
a   spotlight   on   Glück’s   final   idea.   

Short   lines   

Here’s   ‘ We   Real   Cool ’   by   the   American   poet   Gwendolyn   Brooks   (1917-2000):   

THE   POOL   PLAYERS.   
SEVEN   AT   THE   GOLDEN   SHOVEL.   

We   real   cool.   We   
Left   school.   We   

Lurk   late.   We   
Strike   straight.   We   

Sing   sin.   We   
Thin   gin.   We   

Jazz   June.   We   
Die   soon.   

Gwendolyn   Brooks,   ‘We   Real   Cool’   in    The   Penguin   Anthology   of   
Twentieth-Century   American   Poetry    (ed.)   Rita   Dove   (Penguin,   2013)   p.185   

This   poem   is   formally   interesting   in   many   ways.   It   has   regular   stanza   lengths   
(four   couplets)   and   only   slight   variation   in   the   line   lengths   –   they   are   all   fairly   
short.   Brooks   uses   a   lot   of   repetition,   but   mostly   at   the   ends   of   the   lines   (‘We’),   
with   the   exception   of   the   final   line.   Her   lines   are   very   enjambed,   so   you   move   
quite   rapidly   from   line   to   line.   This   is   counter   to   our   usual   sense   of   short   lines,   
which   invite   us   to   read   more   slowly.   Imagine   if   the   poem   was   rewritten   with   
much   longer   lines:  

We   real   cool.   We   Left   school.   We   Lurk   late.   We   
Strike   straight.   We   Sing   sin.   We   Thin   gin.   We   Jazz   June.   We   Die   soon.   

What   has   been   lost?   Has   anything   been   gained?   Which   version   do   you   
prefer?   
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Research   Task:    Reading   poems   with   short   lines   

Find   other   examples   of   poems   with   very   short   lines.   Staying   Alive   has   many   
examples.   Think   about   why   poets   might   use   short   lines   and   what   kind   of   subjects   
might   suit   that   kind   of   formal   decision.   
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Exercise   5:    Write   a   poem   with   very   short   lines   

Write   a   poem   with   very   short   lines:   just   one   word   per   line.   What   kind   of   poem   is   
it?   Reflective?   Action-packed?   How   does   limiting   yourself   to   such   short   lines   affect   
the   content   of   your   poem?   Reflect   on   this   in   your   Writing   Diary.   

Now   write   another   poem   with   slightly   longer   lines,   say   two   or   three   words   per   
line.   You   might   like   to   look   at   ‘Mushrooms’   by   Sylvia   Plath   as   an   example   of   this   
kind   of   poem   (also   in    Staying   Alive ).   Is   the   form   dictating   the   kind   of   poem   you’re   
writing?   

Long   lines   

It’s   possible   to   write   poems   with   lines   so   long   the   page   cannot   accommodate   
them.   When   this   happens,   the   rest   of   the   line   is   dropped   down   onto   the   line   
below   but   indented   to   show   it’s   not   a   new   line,   like   this   line   from   CK   Williams’   
poem   ‘Love:   Beginnings’:     

They’re   at   the   stage   where   so   much   desire   streams   between   them,   
so   much   frank   need   and   want,   

(Astley,   2002:   254)   

Research   Task:    Read   some   poems   with   long   lines   

CK   Williams’   line   lengths   are   extreme   examples.   Find   other   examples   of   poems   
with   long   lines.    Staying   Alive    edited   by   Neil   Astley   has   several   examples,   but   look   
online   too.   

Why   do   you   think   poets   use   long   lines?   Try   writing   one   of   the   poems   out,   
shortening   the   lines   by   half.   How   does   this   affect   the   look   of   the   poem?   Does   it   
affect   the   way   you   engage   with   it   too?   
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Exercise   6:    Lengthening   your   lines   

Take   one   of   the   poems   you   wrote   when   experimenting   with   very   short   lines.   
Without   changing   any   other   aspect   of   the   poem,   write   it   out   again   but   combine   
several   lines   so   you   have   a   poem   with   much   longer   lines.   Compare   the   two   
versions   and   reflect   on   your   Writing   Diary   on   the   differences   between   the   two.     

Varied   lines   

Here’s   a   poem   by   poet   Jay   Bernard   that   starts   with   long   lines   (although   they   don’t   
reach   the   edge   of   the   page)   which   gradually   diminish:   

Arrival   

remember   we   were   brought   here   from   the   clear   waters   of   our   dreams   
that   we   might   be   named,   numbered   and   forgotten   
that   we   were   made   visible   that   we   might   be   looked   on   with   contempt   
that   they   gave   us   their   first   and   last   names   that   we   might   be   called   wogs   
and   to   their   minds   made   flesh   that   it   might   be   stripped   from   our   backs   
kept   hungry   that   we   might   cry   in   our   children’s   sleep   
close   our   smoky   mouths   around   their   dreams   
swallow   them   as   they   gaze   upon   us   
never   to   be   full   –   

snap,   crackle   
amen     

Jay   Bernard,   ‘Arrival’   from    Surge    (Chatto   &   Windus,   2019)   p.1   

Jay   Bernard   is   a   London-based   poet   whose   collection,   Surge,   explores   many   
aspects   of   black   British   life,   including   the   New   Cross   Fire   of   1981,   a   house   fire   in   
which   thirteen   young   black   people   were   killed.   They   won   the   2017   Ted   Hughes   
Award   for   new   poetry   for   their   multimedia   performance   work    Surge:   Side    A.   If   you   
look   online   you’ll   find   recordings   of   Bernard   reading   their   work   (Bernard   uses   the   
pronouns   they/them).   

In   this   poem   the   longer   lines   give   space   to   their   anger   and   the   decreasing   line   
lengths   perhaps   suggest   the   diminishing   possibilities   for   those   who’ve   migrated   
to   Britain   and   found   the   possibilities   for   their   lives   closed   down   by   racism   and   
violence.     
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Exercise   7:    Writing   on   injustice   

Write   a   poem   based   on   an   injustice.   This   can   be   a   large   social   injustice,   involving   
institutions   and   many   people,   or   it   could   be   something   much   smaller   but   
strongly   felt.   Keep   it   under   30   lines,   though   it   can   be   much   shorter   than   that   if   
you   want.   Pay   particular   attention   to   your   line   lengths,   whether   they   are   long,  
short   or   varied.   Reflect   on   the   process   in   your   Writing   Diary.  

Your   reading   and   the   exercises   in   this   section   have   demonstrated   that   line   length   
is   an   important   consideration   for   poets,   and   that   they   have   a   significant   impact   
on   how   a   reader   experiences   a   poem.   

Stanzas   

Many   poems   are   broken   into   stanzas   (sometimes   called   ‘verses’).   ‘Stanza’   comes   
from   the   Italian   word   for   ‘room’,   so   you   can   think   of   your   poem   as   a   house,   with   
different   rooms   inside   it.   

The   blank   line   between   stanzas   is   known   as   a   stanza   break.   Like   the   line   break,   a   
stanza   break   offers   the   reader   an   opportunity   to   pause   before   reading   on.   So   if   a   
word   at   the   end   of   a   line   gets   more   attention   from   a   reader   than   other   words,   
this   effect   is   amplified   for   the   word   at   the   end   of   each   stanza.   

Like   a   paragraph   break   in   prose,   a   stanza   break   can   indicate   a   slight   shift   or   
movement   in   the   work,   and   lets   the   reader   know   they   may   be   taken   somewhere   
different   in   terms   of   subject   matter   or   tone.   

A   stanza   can   be   very   short   –   a   single   line   (which   might   only   be   a   single   word)   or   a   
stanza   can   consist   of   many   lines   (as   many   as   you   like).   

Some   poems   have   stanzas   of   equal   length   –   for   example,   a   twelve-line   poem   
broken   into   four   stanzas   of   three   lines   each   –   or   they   may   vary   (as   seen   in   the   
example   from   Jane   Hirshfield   above).   

‘ The   Ride ’   by   Richard   Wilbur   is   a   fairly   regular   poem   in   terms   of   its   form.   It’s   
written   in   rhyming   quatrains   and   its   metre   is   a   combination   of   iambic   trimeter   
and   tetrameter.   If   you're   not   sure   about   the   meaning   of   these   terms,   look   them   
up   now   and   add   them   to   your   Glossary.   There   will   be   more   about   them   in   Part   
Two.   
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The   Ride   

The   horse   beneath   me   seemed   
To   know   what   course   to   steer   
Through   the   horror   of   snow   I   dreamed,   
And   so   I   had   no   fear,   

Nor   was   I   chilled   to   death   
By   the   wind’s   white   shudders,   thanks   
To   the   veils   of   his   patient   breath   
And   the   mist   of   sweat   from   his   flanks.   

It   seemed   that   all   night   through,   
Within   my   hand   no   rein   
And   nothing   in   my   view   
But   the   pillar   of   his   mane,   

I   rode   with   magic   ease   
At   a   quick,   unstumbling   trot   
Through   shattering   vacancies   
On   into   what   was   not,   

Till   the   weave   of   the   storm   grew   thin,   
With   a   threading   of   cedar-smoke,   
And   the   ice-blind   pane   of   an   inn   
Shimmered,   and   I   awoke.   

How   shall   I   now   get   back   
To   the   inn-yard   where   he   stands,   
Burdened   with   every   lack,   
And   waken   the   stable-hands   

To   give   him,   before   I   think   
That   there   was   no   horse   at   all,   
Some   hay,   some   water   to   drink,   
A   blanket   and   a   stall?   

Richard   Wilbur   ‘The   Ride’   in   The   Poem   is   You   ed.   
Stephen   Burt   (Harvard   University   Press,   2016)   pp.30-1   
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The   regularity   of   the   stanzas   seems   to   fit   with   the   regular   rise   and   fall   of   the   
horse’s   movements.   Without   the   regular   stanza   lengths,   the   tight   rhyme   scheme   
would   also   be   much   less   apparent.   Yet   many   of   Wilbur’s   stanza   breaks   are   
enjambed,   pushing   the   reader   onward   to   the   next   stanza   without   a   break,   
perhaps   mimicking   the   horse’s   galloping   through   the   cold   night.   This   is   in   
contrast   to   Jane   Hirshfield’s   poem   ‘Possibility:   An   Assay.’   Although   she   uses   
varied   stanza   lengths,   each   one   is   end-stopped   with   a   full   stop,   making   a   clear   
demarcation   between   them.   

Glyn   Maxwell   suggests   that   stanza   breaks   can   function   like   shifts   between   scenes   
in   films:   ‘some   stanza-breaks   are   cuts,   some   are   fades,   some   are   dissolves.’   
(Maxwell,   2012:   26).   Keep   this   in   mind   when   you   read   and   see   if   it’s   a   useful   
concept   for   you   in   your   thinking   about   stanza   breaks.   

Francis   Hamel,    Village   in   the   Snow    (2003).   
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Tip:    Poets   and   critics   use   a   shorthand   for   stanzas   of   different   
lengths:   

Two   lines: Couplet   

Three   lines: Tercet   

Four   lines: Quatrain   

Five   lines: Quintain   

Six   lines: Sestet   

Seven   lines: Septet   

Eight   lines: Octave   

A   sonnet   is   a   fourteen-line   poem   but   can   be   described   as   being   made   of   different   
stanzas,   for   example   three   quatrains   and   a   couplet.   If   these   words   are   new   to   
you,   add   them   to   your   poetic   glossary.   

Research   Task:    Looking   at   stanzas     

Read   a   selection   of   contemporary   poems   and   pay   attention   to   the   poets’   use   of   
stanzas.   Remember   you   can   find   poems   in    Staying   Alive ,   on   websites   such   as   The   
Poetry   Foundation   ( https://www.poetryfoundation.org/ )   and   The   Poetry   Archive   
( https://poetryarchive.org/ )   or   in   books   and   magazines.   
[Links   last   accessed:   09/09/2020]   

Think   about   Glyn   Maxwell’s   discussion   of   stanza   breaks.   Do   you   recognize   any   
stanza   breaks   as   ‘cuts;   ‘fades’   or   ‘dissolves’?   Reflect   on   your   reading   in   your   
Writing   Diary.   If   there   are   any   particular   poems   that   interest   you,   remember   you   
can   add   them   to   your   Padlet.   
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Exercise   8:    Experimenting   with   stanzas   

Experiment   with   writing   a   poem   using   stanzas   of   different   lengths.   First   write   a   
single   poem   with   stanzas   of   one   line,   two   lines,   three   lines   and   four   lines.   

Now   write   a   different   poem   with   stanzas   of   four   lines,   then   three,   then   two,   then   
one.   How   does   the   stanza   break   affect   your   writing?   

Reflect   on   this   experience   in   your   Writing   Diary.   Do   you   tend   to   end   stop   your   
lines   at   the   ends   of   stanzas,   or   have   you   tried   enjambing   them,   allowing   a   
sentence   to   continue   from   one   stanza   to   another?   There’s   no   right   or   wrong   way   
to   use   stanza   breaks,   but   it’s   important   to   be   aware   that   how   you   break   the   
stanza   has   an   impact   on   how   your   reader   engages   with   your   poem.   

  Keith   Vaughan,    Figure   with   Objects   on   a   Table    (1948).   
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Project   3:    Punctuation,   Syntax   and   
Other   Ways   of   Using   the   White   Space   

Punctuation   

Punctuation   marks,   including   full   stops,   commas,   semi-colons,   colons,   dashes,   
question   marks,   exclamation   marks,   and   speech   marks,   are   used   to   improve   the   
clarity   of   meaning   in   written   and   printed   works.   

Poets   used   to   use   a   capital   letter   at   the   start   of   each   line,   but   this   is   less   common  
now.   Many   poets   use   punctuation   in   much   the   same   way   that   prose   writers   use   
it,   with   full   stops   at   the   end   of   sentences   and   capital   letters   at   the   start   of   a   new   
sentence,   etc.   However,   not   all   poets   use   punctuation   in   this   way,   and   the   
American   poet   EE   Cummings   (1894-1962)   is   perhaps   the   most   famous   example   
of   a   poet   to   use   punctuation   in   non-standard   ways.   Here’s   his   poem   ‘crazy   blue   
jay)’,   printed   in   the   journal    Poetry    in   1950:   

crazy   jay   blue)   
demon   laughshriek   
ing   at   me   
your   scorn   of   easily   

hatred   of   timid   
&   loathing   for(dull   all   
regular   righteous   
comfortable)unworlds   

thief   crook   cynic   
(swimfloatdrifting   
fragment   of   heaven)   
trickstervillain   

raucous   rogue   &   
vivid   voltaire   
you   beautiful   anarchist   
(i   salute   thee   

Cummings,   EE   (1950).   ‘("crazy   jay   blue)...")’   in    Poetry .   
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You’ll   see   that   Cummings   is   experimenting   with   more   than   just   punctuation   in   
this   poem.   Separate   words   are   elided   such   as   ‘swimfloatdrifting’,   and   words   are   
broken   across   lines   as   in   ‘laughshriek   /   ing’.   He   also   creates   a   circular   effect   with   
his   use   of   brackets,   opening   the   parentheses   in   the   final   line,   ‘(i   salute   thee’   and   
closing   them   with   the   first   line,   ‘crazy   blue   jay)’   so   that   when   you   reach   the   end   of   
the   poem   you   need   to   return   to   the   start   in   order   to   complete   its   meaning.   

It’s   not   true   to   say   that   Cummings   uses   no   punctuation   whatsoever   as   there   are   
several   uses   of   parentheses.   Although   in   this   poem   he   doesn’t   capitalise   the   first   
person   pronoun   ‘i’,   in   other   poems   he   makes   select   use   of   capitalisation.     

Research   Task:    Rewrite   Cummings’   poem   

Cummings’   poem   isn’t   easy   to   read,   which   is   predictable,   given   that   punctuation   
exists   mostly   for   purposes   of   clarity.   Why   might   a   poet   want   to   experiment   and   
play   with   punctuation?   What’s   gained   from   it?   Is   anything   lost,   apart   from   clarity?   
Try   rewriting   it,   standardising   its   word   layout,   punctuation   and   syntax.   Is   it   
improved?   Or   has   it   lost   some   of   its   energy   and   interest?   

The   Moon   Woman   cuts   the   circle ,   Jackson   Pollock.   
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Tip:    Using   punctuation   

If   you’re   going   to   use   non-standard   punctuation,   do   so   from   the   start   of   the   
poem.   If   you   start   with   regular   punctuation   and   then   stop   using   it,   the   reader   will   
think   you’ve   forgotten   or   are   a   sloppy   editor   of   your   work.   

Research   Task:    Reading   poems   with   non-standard   punctuation   

Look   for   more   poems   with   non-standard   punctuation.   You   can   use   Staying   Alive   
or   other   online   sources,   as   well   as   books.   Reflect   on   your   reading   in   your   Writing   
Diary.   Is   non-standard   punctuation   something   you   want   to   experiment   with   in   
your   own   writing?   
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Exercise   9:    Re-write   a   poem   of   your   own   using   
non-standard   punctuation   

Take   one   of   your   own   poems   and   rewrite   it,   using   no   punctuation   or   using   
punctuation   in   a   non-standard   way.   Does   it   affect   the   meaning   through   your   
poem,   disrupting   the   sense   of   it?   Does   it   create   new   meanings?   Reflect   on   your   
writing   in   your   Writing   Diary.   

Conversation   in   Provence ,   Pierre   Bonnard,   1913.   
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Exercise   10:    Write   a   new   poem   with   non-standard   
punctuation   

Try   writing   a   new   poem   from   scratch,   using   no   punctuation   or   using   punctuation   
in   a   non-standard   way.   Does   it   feel   more   difficult?   Do   you   write   in   a   slightly   
different   way   from   usual?   Reflect   on   your   writing   in   your   Writing   Diary.   

Syntax   

Syntax   refers   to   the   rules   for   the   formation   of   grammatical   sentences   in   a   
language.   We   use   the   rules   of   grammar   in   our   writing   all   the   time,   but   when   we   
write   in   our   first   language,   we   may   not   give   it   much   conscious   thought.   We   soon   
notice   if   the   syntax   is   non-standard   though.  

Research:    Read   ‘Syntax   and   the   Poetic   Line’   by   Wolosky   

Read   ‘Syntax   and   the   Poetic   Line’   from    The   art   of   poetry:   how   to   read   a   poem    by   
Shira   Wolosky   Weiss   (available   from   UCA   online   library).   Weiss   analyses   the   
lineation   and   syntax   of   poets   such   as   John   Milton,   WB   Yeats,   William   Blake   and   
Emily   Dickinson.   

What   do   you   think   of   Dickinson’s   syntax   in   ‘Four   Trees’?   Do   you   agree   with   her   
first   reviewers   who   ‘saw   little   in   her   work   beyond   bad   grammar?’   (Weiss,   2008:   
25).   Reflect   on   your   ideas   about   the   role   of   syntax   and   grammar   in   poetry   in   your   
Writing   Diary.   
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Exercise   11:    Write   a   poem   in   imitation   of   Emily   
Dickinson     

Dickinson   is   such   a   distinctive   poet,   it   can   be   very   instructive   to   imitate   her   style   
(and   fun!).   Re-read   ‘Four   Trees’   in    The   art   of   poetry    and   then   find   some   more   
poems   by   Dickinson.   There   are   plenty   online.   You’ll   notice   the   ‘dash’   is   a   
signature   punctuation   mark   for   her,   alongside   her   strange,   fragmented   syntax.   
Try   writing   a   poem   in   the   style   of   Dickinson   and   think   about   what   makes   a   poem   
feel   like   a   Dickinson   poem.   Reflect   on   your   experience   of   imitating   Dickinson   in   
your   Writing   Diary.   
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White   space   

Research   Task:    Spaces   

The   British   poet   Andrew   McMillan   is   known   for   his   use   of   spaces   in   his   poetry.   
Read   ‘strongman’,   paying   attention   to   the   gaps   between   words:   

strongman   

my   nephew   asks   if   I   can   benchpress   him   
his   mother's   new   lover   can   and   often   does   

my   nephew   who   once   said   my   boyfriend   was   illegal   
my   nephew   with   his   dad's   voice   and   jaw   

my   nephew   who   now   protests   I   had   my   hand   
on   his   balls   for   the   first   attempt   

I   try   again    let   both   his   wicket   legs   
rest   against   one   palm    put   my   other   

to   his   heart      and   push    because   
what   is   masculinity   if   not   taking   the   weight   

of   a   boy   and   straining   it   from   oneself?   
here   we   are     a   man   holding   a   boy   above   him   

  horizontal    like   an   offering   to   the   artex   ceiling   
not   even   a   minor   Greek   would   see   as   fit   to   sculpt   

  Andrew   McMillan,    Physical ,   (Jonathan   Cape,   2015)   p.6   

You’ll   notice   there   are   other   unusual   aspects   to   this   poem   apart   from   the   spaces,   
including   non-standard   punctuation.   What   effects   do   these   formal   decisions   
have   on   the   poem?   Would   you   read   it   differently   if   it   was   fully   punctuated?   Or   if   
the   gaps   weren’t   there?   Reflect   on   these   ideas   in   your   Writing   Diary.   

Tip:    Be   bold   when   you   use   spaces   

If   you   decide   to   use   spaces   in   your   work   like   McMillan,   ensure   you   make   them   
large   enough   that   they   seem   deliberate.   It   can   be   distracting   for   a   reader   if   they   
puzzle   over   whether   a   space   is   deliberate   or   just   a   typographical   error.   
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Margins     

When   you’ve   been   reading   poetry,   you   may   have   noticed   that   most   
contemporary   poetry   adheres   to   the   left-hand   margin.   Some   poets   use   a   shifting   
margin,   but   it’s   unusual   to   find   many   poems   that   are   ‘centred’.   

As   with   any   artform,   there   are   trends   and   fashions   in   writing   poetry.   At   the   
moment,   it’s   fair   to   say   that   centring   your   poem   on   the   page   is   distinctly   
unfashionable   and   most   publishers   and   editors   require   poems   that   are   flush   
with   the   left-hand   margin,   rather   than   centred.   One   of   the   reasons   may   be   that   
centering   a   poem   interferes   with   the   look   of   the   ‘white   space’   and   makes   the   final   
word   of   each   line   less   visible.   

Whilst   many   poems   start   at   the   left-hand   margin,   they   don’t   have   to.   What   if   you   
aligned   your   poem   with   the   right   hand   margin,   or   made   use   of   multiple   margins   
within   a   single   poem?   Poets   such   as   Jorie   Graham   and   John   Burnside   often   
experiment   with   margin   in   this   way.   

Research   task:    Read   some   poems   that   make   interesting   use   of   white   
space   

Read   ‘Penitence’   by   John   Burnside   (in    Staying   Alive )   and   ‘Full   Fathom’   by   Jorie   
Graham   (available   online   on   the   Poetry   Foundation   website).   Graham’s   margins   
are   much   more   extreme,   forcing   the   eye   back   and   forth,   whereas   Burnside   just   
indents   half   a   dozen   lines.   Both   poets   are   interested   in   how   poetry   is   a   way   of   
thinking,   so   perhaps   the   presentation   of   the   lines   has   some   connection   to   the   
thought   processes   unfolding   on   the   page?   Reflect   in   your   Writing   Diary   on   how   
each   poet   uses   shifting   margins   and   how   it   affects   your   experience   of   reading   
the   poem.   
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Exercise   12:    Write   a   poem   using   shifting   margins   

Experiment   with   writing   a   poem   with   shifting   margins.   Try   an   extreme   form,   like   
Jorie   Graham’s   poem,   with   lines   starting   halfway   across   the   page.   Graham’s   
poem   ‘Full   Fathom’   was   published   in   her   collection    Sea   Change    (Ecco   Press,   2008)   
which   reckons   with   both   the   beauty   of   the   natural   world   and   the   destruction   of   it   
through   human   action.   

If   you’re   searching   for   subject   matter   for   your   poem   with   shifting   margins,   
perhaps   choose   something   connected   with   the   natural   world,   environmentalism   
or   climate   change.   But   remember   to   use   concrete   images   and   precise   
description   to   ensure   your   poem   is   vivid;   don’t   just   write   abstract   argument   or   
polemic.   

Reflect   on   this   process   in   your   Writing   Diary.   Did   you   decide   on   how   you   were   
going   to   make   use   of   your   shifting   margins   before   you   started,   or   did   they   evolve   
as   you   wrote?   Do   you   feel   that   playing   with   margins   changed   or   enhanced   your   
poem?   Is   it   a   technique   you   might   use   in   the   future?   
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Project   4:    Poetic   Sequences   
You   may   have   come   across   poems   separated   into   numbered   or   titled   sections.   
This   is   a   more   dramatic   way   to   divide   up   a   poem   than   just   using   stanza   breaks.   
Or   perhaps   these   are   individual   poems,   linked   numerically   or   given   with   an   
overall   title?   The   division   between   a   sequence   of   poems   and   a   poetic   sequence   is   
a   very   grey   area.   

Research   task:    Read   ‘Ultrasound’   by   Kathleen   Jamie   

Read   ‘Ultrasound’   by   Kathleen   Jamie   from    Staying   Alive .   This   is   a   poem   about   her   
baby   son,   and   each   section   has   both   a   number   and   a   subtitle.   The   sections   are   
written   in   different   forms,   including   tercets,   a   single   block   of   verse,   a   section   in   
septets   (which   is   also   in   Scots   rather   than   English),   a   section   using   shifting   
margins,   and   a   final   section   in   couplets.   

Could   the   different   sections   stand   alone   as   seven   individual   poems?   Or   is   it   a   
single   poem   in   seven   sections?   What’s   gained   by   grouping   them   together   under   a   
single   overall   title?   And   why   do   you   think   Jamie   varies   the   form   between   
sections?   Reflect   on   these   questions   in   your   Writing   Diary.   
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What   is   a   sequence?   

Wallace   Stevens’   poem   ‘Thirteen   Ways   of   Looking   at   a   Blackbird’   is   made   up   of   
relatively   short   sections.   Read   it   online:   it’s   widely   available,   including   on   the   
Poetry   Foundation   website.   

Could   each   section   of   Stevens’   poem   be   read   as   a   separate   poem   or   is   the   poem   
a   single   unit   divided   into   numbered   stanzas?   There’s   no   correct   way   to   answer   
this,   but   it’s   important   to   be   aware   that   there’s   a   ‘sliding   scale’   of   poetic   
sequences:   some   which   clearly   need   to   be   read   together   to   make   sense,   and   
others   which   can   be   appreciated   as   separate   poems.   

A   sequence   of   poems   allows   the   poet   a   range   of   approaches   to   one   idea   or   
experience.   A   sequence   can   also   be   more   powerful   than   an   individual   poem,   
because   it   allows   the   poet   to   build   up   multiple   layers   of   meaning.     

As   you   saw   with   Kathleen   Jamie’s   poem,   ‘Ultrasound’,   poets   don’t   need   to   use   the   
same   form   for   each   poem   in   a   sequence,   although   they   might   choose   to.   There’s   
a   very   difficult   form   known   as   the   ‘sonnet   corona’,   or   ‘sonnet   crown’,   which   
consists   of   a   sequence   of   sonnets,   in   which   each   sonnet   repeats   the   last   line   of   
the   previous   sonnet   as   its   first   line.   The   first   line   of   the   first   sonnet   is   repeated   as   
the   final   line   of   the   final   sonnet,   bringing   the   sequence   full   circle.   

Writing   a   sequence   can   be   useful   for   poets   wanting   to   explore   different   aspects   
of   an   experience   or   event,   but   be   aware   of   the   danger   of   repetition.   Some   kinds   
of   repetition   can   be   powerful,   but   if   the   reader   feels   you’re   just   writing   similar   
material   again   and   again,   you   risk   losing   their   interest.   

In   his   collection,    The   Half   Healed    (2008),   Michael   Symmons   Roberts   weaves   his   
sequence   poem,   ‘Last   Words’   through   the   rest   of   the   collection,   so   that   each   
numbered   part   (‘Last   Words   –   I’,   ‘Last   Words   –   II’,   etc.)   is   separated   by   other   
poems.   The   sequence   was   commissioned   by   Radio   4   to   mark   an   anniversary   of   
the   attacks   on   9/11   and   each   ‘Last   Words’   poem   begins   ‘You   have   a   new   
message’.   They   imagine   the   last   words   left   on   an   answerphone   by   someone   who   
knows   they   are   about   to   die,   an   incredibly   powerful   form   of   words.   Each   poem   
contains   a   variation   on   the   phrase   from   the   first,   ‘you   know   /   I’m   sure,   but   here’s   
to   say   I   love   you.’   (Roberts,   2008:   6).   

     

53                                      Creative   Writing   2:   Poetry,   Form   and   Experience   



  

Tip:    A   sequence   is   in   the   eye   of   the   beholder   

It’s   not   always   obvious   whether   a   poem   is   a   single   poetic   sequence   (with   named   
or   numbered   sections),   or   a   collection   of   different   poems   with   an   overall   title   
holding   them   together.   It’s   a   subjective   area   and   there   are   as   many   ways   of   
structuring   a   group   of   poems   as   there   are   poets.   

Research   task:    Read   more   sequence   poems   

Find   some   more   examples   of   sequences   of   poems.   Reflect   in   your   writing   diary   
on   what   makes   a   good   sequence.   Should   they   contain   stand-alone   pieces   or   is   it   
more   important   that   they   work   as   a   coherent   single   unit?   Some   poets   arguably   
achieve   both,   of   course.   
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Exercise   13:    Write   your   own   sequence   

Write   a   sequence   of   six   poems   or   a   single   poem   in   six   sections.   The   
poems/sections   can   be   fairly   short,   say   6-10   lines   each   (giving   you   36-60   lines   in   
total).   

Choose   a   single   theme   or   focus,   and   use   the   different   poems/sections   to   explore   
this   theme   or   focus   in   different   ways.   

Give   them   an   overall   title,   and   feel   free   to   use   numbered   or   titled   sections,   like   
the   poems   by   Wallace   Stevens   and   Kathleen   Jamie.   

You   could   be   humorous   and   write   a   sequence   focusing   on   the   different   food   
items   on   your   plate   at   dinner.   Or   you   could   be   much   more   serious.   The   choice   is   
yours.   

Reflect   on   your   writing   process   in   your   Writing   Diary,   referring   to   whether   you   
created   six   individual   poems   that   form   a   sequence,   or   wrote   a   single   poem   in   six   
sections.   Consider   what   creative   opportunities   writing   a   sequence   offered   you   as   
a   poet.        
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Project   5:    Reading   and   reviewing   poetry   

Reading   poetry   

If   you   are   writing   poetry,   it   should   go   without   saying   that   you   are   reading   plenty   
of   poetry   too,   because   it’s   the   only   way   to   truly   understand   the   artform   and   to   
develop   your   own   writing   skills.   

There’s   no   reason   to   fear   that   you   will   be   ‘too   influenced’   by   another   poet   –   in   
fact,   you   should   read   in   order   to   be   influenced.   Many   poets   learn   their   craft   by   
immersing   themselves   in   the   work   of   other   poets,   and   this   deep   immersion   can   
be   a   crucial   stage   of   a   poet’s   apprenticeship.   This   doesn’t   mean   that   you   try   to   
write   just   like   they   do.   If   you   do   notice   that   you   are   always   writing   in   a   very   
similar   way   to   another   writer   and   can’t   seem   to   find   your   own   style,   read   more   
widely.   Reading   lots   of   different   poets   will   ensure   you   don’t   come   too   much   
under   the   sway   of   another   writer’s   voice.   

All   poems   are   in   conversation   with   all   the   poems   that   a   writer   has   ever   read.   So   
the   more   you’ve   read,   the   broader   the   conversation   will   be.   You   can’t   read   
everything,   of   course,   but   the   more   you   read   the   better.   Read   what’s   current   and   
fashionable,   but   read   off   the   beaten   track   too.   It’s   essential   to   read   your   peers   –   
other   poets   writing   now   –   but   it’s   good   to   read   older   poets   too,   as   new   work   is   
often   responding   to,   and   engaging   with,   what’s   gone   before.   

Tip:    Learning   from   other   writers   is   different   from   plagiarism   

Studying   how   another   writer   uses   form   and   handles   subject   manner,   and   putting   
that   learning   into   practice,   is   very   different   from   plagiarism.   Plagiarism   means   
passing   off   the   work   of   someone   else   as   your   own,   and   it   is   to   be   actively   
avoided.   
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Poetry   Websites   

There   are   many   excellent   resources   for   poets   online,   offering   poems,   recordings   
of   readings   and   slams,   and   articles   about   the   poetic   craft.   Some   poetry   journals   
also   put   much   of   their   content   online   too.   

Here   are   some   of   the   best   websites   to   get   you   started.   Look   them   up   and   add   
them   to   your   Padlet   if   you   find   them   useful.   You’ll   also   find   the   links   on   the   
Poetry:   Form   &   Experience   Course   Resources    Padlet .   

Poetry   Magazines    (no   further   updates   after   March   2018   but   still   a   great   resource).   

● National   Poetry   Library   

● Scottish   Poetry   Library   

● The   Poetry   Book   Society   

● The   Poetry   Archive   

● The   Poetry   Foundation   

  
Charles   Guerin,    Reading    (1913).   
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Exercise   14:    Poetry   Websites   

Use   these   websites   to   find   some   poems   that   interest   you   and   add   them   to   your   
Padlet.   Try   to   find   at   least   two   that   were   first   published   since   2000   and   at   least   
two   that   were   first   published   before   1900.   Reflect   in   your   Writing   Diary   on   your   
choices   and   add   the   poems   to   your   personal   Padlet.   

Poetry   Reviews   

Reading   reviews   of   poetry   collections   is   an   excellent   way   of   finding   out   about   the   
latest   publications   and   to   help   you   decide   what   to   read.   

Reviews   can   be   found   in   dedicated   poetry   magazines   (both   hardcopy   and   online),   
in   the   book   sections   of   newspapers   (the    Guardian    has   a   regular   poetry   section,   
which   is   also   available   for   free   online),   and   on   other   blogs   and   websites.   The   
huge   number   of   reviews   now   online   has   been   a   dramatic   development   in   poetry   
reviewing   and   means   that   many   more   people   are   able   to   make   their   opinions  
public.   In   contrast,   the   amount   of   space   dedicated   to   book   reviews   in   
newspapers   has   been   steadily   shrinking.   

Some   reviews   are   very   short   –   just   a   couple   of   hundred   words,   such   as   
‘round-ups’   in   newspapers.   Other   places   give   more   space   to   reviews,   allowing   the   
reviewer   to   give   more   nuanced   opinions,   dealing   with   both   positive   and   negative   
aspects   of   books.   Some   writers   and   critics   have   blogs   dedicated   to   reviewing  
poetry;   a   few   notable   ones   include   Dave   Coates,   Katy   Evans   Bush   (who   blogs   as   
‘Baroque   in   Hackney’)   and   Sphinx   (reviews   of   poetry   pamphlets   only,   not   full   
collections).   You   could   look   these   up   online   and   read   a   few   reviews.   You’ll   find   
links   to   their   blogs   on   the   Poetry:   Form   &   Experience   Course   Resources    Padlet .   

You   should   always   feel   free   to   disagree   with   the   opinions   of   reviewers   –   they   are   
presenting   their   opinions,   which   may   be   informed   opinions,   drawing   on   
considerable   knowledge   –   or   not!   But   personal   taste   has   a   role   to   play   in   our   
engagement   with   any   artform,   including   poetry,   and   it’s   important   you   are   
developing   your   own   idea   of   what   good   poetry   is   to   you,   rather   than   just   
following   the   trends.   

What   can   also   be   satisfying   is   being   aware   of   your   tastes    changing    as   you   read   
more   poetry   and   understand   more   about   the   different   concerns   and   aims   of   
different   poets.   
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Research   task:    Read   some   poetry   reviews   

Using   websites   or   newspapers   and   magazines,   read   some   reviews   of   
contemporary   poetry   collections.   Try   to   read   a   mixture   of   short   reviews   –   such   as   
the    Guardian’s    ‘Poetry   Round-Up’   and   more   in-depth   reviews   that   explore   a   
collection   in   detail.   Reflect   in   your   Writing   Diary   on   your   reading.   What   do   you   
think   makes   for   a   successful   review?   

Research   task:    Compare   reviews   of   the   same   book   

If   you   can,   read   more   than   one   review   of   the   same   book   and   compare   them.   Do   
they   agree?   Do   they   pick   up   on   the   same   strengths   and   weaknesses?   Poetry   
reviewing   is   a   conversation   between   a   book,   the   reviewer,   and   you   the   reader   –   
there   doesn’t   need   to   be   a   definitive   judgement   on   a   book.   
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Responsibilities   of   the   reviewer   

What   kind   of   responsibilities   does   a   book   reviewer   have?   This   might   seem   like   a   
strange   question   at   first   sight   –   does   a   reviewer   even   have   a   responsibility?   But   
imagine   that   you’re   a   poet   who   has   just   published   your   first   collection.   No   doubt   
you’ll   be   hoping   for   positive   reviews,   but   you   may   want   more   than   that.   Perhaps   
you   also   want   reviews   that   are   honest   and   thoughtful;   you’ll   probably   want   your   
reviewer   to   have   read   your   whole   book,   not   just   dipped   in   and   made   a   snap   
judgement.   

A   reviewer   therefore   has   a   responsibility   to   the   author.   

Now   imagine   you   are   a   reader.   You’ve   read   a   glowing   review   of   a   new   book   and   
are   thinking   of   buying   it   on   the   basis   of   this   review.   But   what   if   the   reviewer   is   a   
family   member   or   a   close   friend   of   the   poet?   Is   it   an   objective,   unbiased   review?   
Perhaps,   but   you   may   prefer   to   read   a   review   by   someone   less   invested   in   the   
book’s   success.   

A   reviewer   therefore   has   a   responsibility   to   the   reader.   

Research   task:    What’s   the   purpose   of   reviewing?   

Reflect   in   your   Writing   Diary   on   the   purpose   of   reviewing.   Does   it   benefit   readers   
or   writers?   What   kind   of   thing   do   you   look   for   in   a   review?   Do   you   just   want   a   
summary   of   the   book,   or   do   you   want   to   know   whether   the   reviewer   enjoyed   it   
or   not?   

One   issue   that   has   been   raised   repeatedly   by   poets   in   recent   years   is   that   of   the   
disparity   in   terms   of   the   gender   and   ethnicity   of   poets   who   have   their   books   
reviewed   in   the   mainstream   press.   
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Research   task:    Bias   in   poetry   reviews   

In   2013,   poet   and   blogger   Fiona   Moore   wrote   an   article   on   her   blog,   
‘Displacement   Poetry’,   analysing   gender   disparity   in   The    Guardian’s    Saturday   
Review   section.   She   notes   that:   

● Three-quarters   of   books   reviewed   are   by   male   poets.      

● Slightly   more   than   one-third   of   the   reviewers   are   women.     

Moore   touches   on   a   range   of   other   important   issues,   including   ethnicity   
disparity,   as   well   as   the   issue   of   who’s   actually   getting   their   books   published.     

See   if   you   can   find   her   blog   online,   or   other   articles   that   address   bias   in   
reviewing.   Have   you   been   aware   of   biases   in   book   reviews   before   this?   Make   
some   notes   in   your   writing   diary   about   what   you   find   out.   

The   Ledbury   Emerging   Poetry   Critics   scheme   was   founded   to   encourage   diversity   
in   poetry   reviewing   culture   and   support   emerging   critical   voices   and   is   open   to   
budding   BAME   poetry   critics   resident   in   the   UK.   Similarly,   Vida   is   an   interesting   
US-based   organisation   that   describes   its   mission   as   supporting   historically   
marginalized   voices.   

Keep   in   mind   that   there   are   many   biases   in   the   reviewing   world,   and   that   reading   
reviews   from   a   range   of   sources   (not   just   the   mainstream   press)   will   give   you   a   
better   sense   of   what’s   being   published.   

Research   task:    Representation   in   reviewing   

Reflect   in   your   Writing   Diary   on   the   issue   of   representation   in   reviewing.   This   
may   include   the   gender,   race,   sexuality,   disability   and   class   of   the   poets   being   (or   
not   being   reviewed).   

What   about   the   reviewer   themselves?   Traditionally,   reviewers   have   been   
middle-class,   able-bodied   white   men.   Is   this   still   the   case?   Do   you   think   the   
increase   of   online   reviewing   has   created   a   more   level   playing   field   for   reviewers?   
Perhaps   it’s   not   always   possible   to   know   much   about   a   reviewer,   although   some   
(such   as   Dave   Coates,   whose   blog   is   referred   to   above),   chooses   to   disclose   this   
information.   
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Exercise   15:    Write   a   poetry   review   

Write   a   short   review   (400   words   maximum)   of   a   contemporary   poetry   collection   
of   your   choosing.   Choose   a   book   that   was   published   in   the   last   couple   of   years   if   
possible   and   read   it   in   its   entirety.   Focus   on   formal   aspects   at   least   as   much   as   
subject   matter   in   your   review.   

Reflect   in   your   Writing   Diary   on   your   experience   of   reviewing   a   collection.   Did   
you   read   the   book   more   carefully   or   differently   in   any   way?   Did   reviewing   it   
change   your   opinion   of   the   book?   

     

62                                      Creative   Writing   2:   Poetry,   Form   and   Experience   



  

Exercise   16:    Post   your   review   to   the   OCA   Poetry   
Review   Forum   

Submit   your   review   to   the   OCA’s   Poetry   Review   Forum.   Then   read   the   reviews   
posted   to   the   forum   by   your   peers   and   respond   to   at   least   one   of   them,   
commenting   on   their   review.   Remember   to   be   courteous   and   professional   in  
your   comment.   

Reflect   in   your   Writing   Diary   on   the   experience   of   submitting   to   the   forum?   Did   
you   feel   nervous   about   sharing   your   work?   Did   you   tweak   your   review   before   
submitting   it?   

How   many   other   reviews   did   you   read   on   the   forum?   Did   any   of   the   books   
discussed   pique   your   interest?   Follow   this   up   if   possible.   

Although   there   are   no   further   exercises   in   this   unit   about   reviewing   poetry,   
writing   down   your   thoughts   about   your   reading   is   an   important   part   of   your   
Writing   Diary.   It   will   help   you   to   develop   your   close   reading   skills   (which   will   be   
useful   for   writing   your   Reflective   Commentaries   and   your   Creative   Reading   
Commentary)   and   these   skills   will   also   help   you   to   develop   your   understanding   
of   poetry   which   will   enhance   your   own   writing.   
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Assignment   One:    Form   in   Free   Verse   
Congratulations!   You’ve   completed   Part   1   of   this   unit.   You   have   written   plenty   of   
poems   and   reflected   on   the   formal   decisions   that   you   make   as   a   poet,   including   
how   you   use   line   lengths   and   line   breaks,   stanzas,   punctuation,   syntax   and   the   
white   space   on   the   page,   as   well   as   given   thought   to   the   possibilities   of   poetic   
sequences.   

You   will   also   have   read   many   poems   and   given   careful   thought   to   these   formal   
aspects   in   what   you’ve   read.   You   will   also   have   read   a   number   of   poetry   reviews   
and   written   a   short   review   of   a   book   of   poetry.   Your   reading   will   be   informing   
your   own   writing,   and   developing   your   understanding   of   poetry   as   an   artform.   

Now   is   the   time   to   look   back   over   the   poems   you’ve   produced   so   far   and   to   
choose   some   to   redraft   and   submit   to   your   tutor   for   your   first   assignment.   

Submit   six   poems   (80-120   lines   in   total   for   the   whole   assignment).   They   should   
be   written   in   free   verse   but   all   make   use   of   some   formal   aspects,   whether   that’s   
making   use   of   different   line   lengths,   stanza   breaks,   punctuation,   syntax   or   other   
ways   of   using   the   white   space.   These   can   be   six   discrete   poems   or   they   can   form   
part   of   a   single   poetic   sequence.   

Submit   a   500-word   Reflective   Commentary   discussing   your   formal   decisions,   
particularly   with   regard   to   line   length,   stanza   breaks,   punctuation,   syntax   or   
other   ways   of   using   the   white   space,   and   discuss   whether   you   have   written   a   
sequence   or   six   discrete   poems   and   why   you   made   that   decision.   You   should   
also   refer   to   at   least   two   contemporary   poems   you’ve   read   and   suggest   how   they   
influenced   your   own   writing.   Alternatively,   you   may   submit   your   commentary   in   
the   form   of   a   short   presentation   (max.   5   minutes)   using   the   Slide   software   
(available   as   part   of   the   G   suite).   
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