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Poetics is the oft-forgotten core component of formal 1anguage study.
Even in schools that assign students a strong list of novels to read and
that provide challenging programs of vocabulary and grammar, the stu(ly
of poetry may be limited to rea(ling a thin assortment of poems from
an interpretive point of view. The extraordinary technical substance of
poetry may be ignore(}_ but for a passing glance at rhyme, sonnet form,
alliteration, personification, simile, and metapl'lor. There is a ten(lency to
re]ega’ce poetry to the literary side]ines—something extra to pursue if time
permits.

That won't do.

An understan(ling of poetics must be a central component of any
rigorous language curriculum. Itis notjust that there are some poems and
poets so famous that to be unaware of them would constitute 1gnorance; it
is that the technical elements of poetics are employecl I)y poets, novelists,
poli’cicians, and essayists. [t is that talented and powerful writers of every
stripe incorporate poetic strategies into their work. We may separate poetry
from prose in our organizational tl'linlzing when we clevelop curricula,
but writers dont. Abraham Lincoln wrote poetry as a young man and
used poetic ’cecl'miques in his Gettysburg Address. Herman Melville wrote
poetry in Moby Dick but disguised it as prose and hid it in orclinary—loolzing
paragrapl'ls.

Poetry may not be ignore(l; it is a primary form of expression in every
society we can recall and from the I)eginning of culture—from Beowulf
to Pushkin, from Pacific Island chants to Stephen Foster to Homer to
Chaucer, from the Anglo-Saxons to slave spirituals. Poetry is a universal
and irresistible form of human expression.

And there is this: There are poems that are among the supreme
accomplishments of the Worlcl—poems of such stature that not to know
them is to have one’s education hobbled. Like the Sistine frescoes of
Michelangelo, or the sculp’cure of Bernini, or the Mona Lisa of Leonatdo,
or the novels of Dostoevslzy, or the dome of Bruneﬂeschi, or the clarinet

concerto of Mozart, or Thomas ]eﬂerson’s Declaration o][[na]epena/ence, or



Martin Luther King, Jr’s “I Have a Dream” speech, or the narrative of
Frederick Douglass—li]ze these and a hundred other works we could not
1magine being without—there are poems that belong as a profound part
of one’s intellectual life: Homer's Ifiad, the sonnets and poem—plays of
Sha]zespeare, the poems of Emily Dickinson and Walt Whitman.

There are many things in life that we care nothing for, prior to an
authentic encounter with them. But afterwar(l, we would not surrender

our 12nowle(1ge of them—not for riches. 1 Woulcl, under no circumstance,

forget William Butler Yeats's “The Lake Isle of Innisfree,” or Elizabeth
Bisl'lop’s “Visit to St. Elizabeth’s,” or WH. Auden’s “In Memory of W.B.
Yeats,” or A.E. Houseman’s “To an Athlete Dying Young.” If you told me
that I could never again read Romeo anc{]u/iet, [ would be deeply sad. There
are a dozen poems by Emily Dickinson that surprise and &elight me every
time I find them, as though we had never met.

Caring passionately for certain things that one has learned through
academic experience is one of the signal characteristics of the educated
mind.

Not every content hasthe power to help us care, or to clarify our tl'linlzing,
or to suggest meaning. Not every page of curriculum can become one of
the favorite ’cl'lings we ever learn in our entire lives. But there are many
poems that can do this. “This,” wrote Emily Dickinson, “is my letter to
the world, that never wrote to me.” Rea(ling Emily’s sentence, we click
into connection with her, and feel, and understand. We are touched, and
in some secret inside corner of our hidden selves, we are illuminated and
]orougl'lt to life.

[t is essential to understand that this powerful event, this gleaming
experience we often have with a poem, is caused I)y ol)jec’cive, named
techniques. Poems are planne(l. An architect provides instructions for
one wall to be of brick and another of wood. A painter applies two colors
in full lznowle(]_ge of the color theory that governs the way the two colors
interact. A composer of symphonies knows that she is writing in a minor

12ey, knows the name of each note she puts on the staff, knows how many

[\



octaves the woodwinds are above the strings in a particular passage. If she
did not know these things and employ the strict technical 12nowleclge with
slziﬂ, the completed sympl'lony would not seem so natural and spontaneous.
In order to be emotionally moving, the symphony must be under strict
intellectual control.

Like science or medicine, all serious art involves elaborate learning and
complex decision-making.

So with poems. Poets touch our hearts and spirits because they use
their minds to assemble components that permit something to be called a
poem, including meter, rhyme, vowel souncls, consonant souncls, ﬁgures of
speech, and so forth. The final result is a unified and coherent work of art
that moves us or illuminates our experience. The final poem 1s 1i1zely to
contain numerous elements and techniques that only other poets are likely

to perceive or understand.

About this book...

There are several premises that interconnect in the design of this book,
which is the third in a series of seven books that explore the nature of
poetry.

The first premise is that poetry is not the undisciplinecl, spontaneous,
and primarily emotional expression it is often imagined to be; it is a
conscious art form—highly cleve]opecl, often technically accomplisl'le(l,
and as meticulously clesigne(l as a painting or a symphony. A poem is
a work of the mind. Poets know what Jcl'ley are doing, and what they are
&oing requires 12nowledge and skill, in addition to inspiration and talent.

The second premise 1s that poets are human beings first, and as such
tl'ley are part of their culture, part of their time, part of the intellectual life
of the world. Poets, like other people, think about the Worl(l, the oceans
and mountains, the birds and the skies and the wind. They think about
reali’cy. Great poets have written poems about galaxies, storms, robins, and

deserts.



There is a pretest

in the Assessment
Materials section of
this book that can
be given to students
before beginning
this study of poetics.




A World of Poetry

From our earliest times, human beings have searched
for words to describe what we see in the world.

We have searched for words that express

the world’s beauty, its life, its power.

People have given their lives to the quest
to understand the ocean, or

the wind, or the stars. They have
explorecl the nature of 1ight, or

the fossils in the rocles, or the

smallest hving organisms

visible in microscopes.

They have probecl into the
molecules that make water, and
studied the atoms and the smaller

particles inside atoms.

And then they have had to find a
way to express their observations
with words. Some of these
explorers became scientists.

Some became poets.

& [t is usual to
study the scientific
method. In this
book we will study
the poetic method.

Neither field is
about itself; both
use techniques

to explore and
describe the world.




We think of poetry and science as
very different, and there are differences.
But poets and scientists both devote
their lives to intense ol)serva‘cion, and
both face the chaﬂenge of reporting
with words. Both poets and scientists
use extreme forms of 1anguage. Both
have had to (].evelop creative and
original ways of expressing truth.
Both need great knowledge

to do what t}xey do.

Scientists, more than we usuaﬂy realize,
have had to resort to poetic devices

in order to describe strange phenomena.

Poets, more than we usuauy realiZe,
have turned their attention

to the ultra-close examination

of the world.




& We are so
accustomed to
saying “the field

of gravity” that we
have forgotten how
metaphorical that
is. Itis only similar
to a field, and in
limited ways.

\
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SOUNDS
P

Poetry is not just expression in words. Itis also

expression in sounds. Poets compose sounds;

tl'ley choose words that contain the sounds
tl'ley nee(l, and then t}xey arrange the words
into a composition that is an artistic combination
of words and sounds. The result resembles the

musical composition that a composer might write.
There are the vowel sounds like ﬂutes, o})oes,

woodwinds:
a’/ e/ 1/ O/ u/ y

an(l there are the consonant soun(ls

that provide texture and percussion:
L/ C’ (17 £/ g/ h, j, IQ/ 17 m’ n, p’
q/ r’ S/ t/ V/ W’ X/ YI Z.

The letter Yy can be either a VOWG],
as in very, or a consonant,

as in yellow.



& To develop a
new awareness
of language
sounds, say these
sounds aloud
together. The

o can be sung.
Ask students
what things these
sounds remind
them of.




Some of the consonants are breathy,
and when we make them,

we make airy sounds,

like sssss, or fffff, or hhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh

Other consonants are hummy,
and when we make them,

we hum at the same time,

OY 2222222222222222T2TTTITTITIIIIIIIIIIIZIIZZIIZZZ.

Many consonants resemble

sounds in nature.




hhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh

& Perform these
sounds aloud, like

a sound effects
class. Let some
students do one
sound while
other students do
another.







PATTERNS

-

rhyme

-

rhyme scheme

B
assonance
consonance

reversal



ALLITERATION

When words l)egin with the same sound—like ZJoing, broom , and Zaeet,
or ammonia, about, and appoint—that is called alliteration. Christina
Rossetti used alliteration in her poem “When I Am Dead”:

When I am cleacl, my (].earest,

Sing no'sad songs for me;

Plant thou no roses at my heacl,
Nor Sllacly cyprus tree:

Be the green grass above me
With showers and clewclrops wet;

And if thou wilt, rememl)er,
And if thou wilt, forget.

Rossetti’s poem is filled with soft sounds: slfl, w, r, m.

We see enc],-stoppe(l masculine end rllymes, including the nice
near rhyme of head rhyming with wet and forget. Head rhymes
perfectly, though, with the internal rllyme dead. Did you notice
the quiet alliteration of shady and showers? The alliteration

can be between words in different lines!

S The Anglo-
Saxons (as well
as many modern
poets) were

more likely to use
alliteration than
rhyme.

o o a oo

Q

o



Often, poets will alliterate

an a(ljective—noun combination, L
as Rossetti did with sad songs and
green grass. Qf’cen, but not always.
Sometimes, poets want to scatter their
technique, malzing it less noticeable.

But it can also be extremely loud:

look at the obvious alliteration in this

short passage from Gerard Manley Hoplzins’s poem “Spring”:

Nothing is so beautiful as Spring—

When weeds, in wheels, shoot long and lovely and lush;
Thrush'’s eggs look little low heavens, and thrush
Through the echoing timber does so rinse ard wring
The ear, it strikes like lightnings to hear lim #insg.

Hopkins is famous for his quirky lines, which gftenr do not
6 be more musical
6t of it.

make literal sense and which sometimes see

than logical. We somehow get his idea—

Hopleins’s poem has a combination o enjaml)ecl and encl—stoppecl lines.
The third and fourth lines are enjambed, which suppresses the rhyme.

[E]cx: [m]
23 E'%




ASSONANCE

When words share the same vowel sound,

like speak, sleet, and receipt, that is assonance.

In Christina Rossetti’s poem we saw assonance

in the ow sound of thou and showers. Robert Burns
used assonance Leautifuﬂy to capture the sound

of an echo in the VaHey; we hear ow, then 00,

then ow and oo again:

T]nou stoclz—clave
Whose echo resounds

thrcugh the g]en...

& The vowels
are the woodwinds
of voice. Sound
out the ow and oo
sounds, as well as

the long o sound.
They are used in
many creative ways
in poems.

s 24




A.E. Houseman used assonance to amplify the ow sound

of his end rhymes in “To an Athlete Dying Young”:

Now you will not swell the rout
Of lads that wore their honors out,

Runners whom renown outran

And the name died before the man.

25 OF: S




CONSONANCE

When words share the same consonant soun(l, like lzumming, s/immer,
emu, and emit, that is called consonance. Consonance lets poets
pour music into lines of poetry, but to do it in an almost secret way.
Both rhyme and alliteration are more noticeable than consonance.
Look at the way 1.S. Eliot introduced a kind of crunchy soundtrack

into this passage of “Preludes” l)y using consonance on the k sound:

The winter evening settles down
With smell of steaks in passageways.
Six o'clock.

The burnt-out ends of smolzy clays.

The consonance does not have to use the letter £ every time;

it is the souncl, not the letter. Here we see the k sound as part of an X,
and as a ¢, and as a ck, as well as k. The consonance in this poem

18 a’cmospheric. Did you notice the alliteration of settles, smell,

steaks, SIX, and smoky, or the assonance in steaks and passageways’

& Have students
write a short poetic
passage using
alliteration with
consonants and
consonance as the
poetic techniques—

no rhyme.




Percy Bysshe Shelley used consonance on the £ sound

to suggest fragmenta’cion and ruin in his poem “szman(lias."
Sl’leuey imagined the rubble of a great statue

abandoned far in the desert. On the fragments

these words appear:

“My name is Ozymandias, King of kings:
Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!”
Nothing beside remains. Round the decay

Of that colossal WIGC‘IQ, boundless and bare
The lone and level sands stretch far away.

Notice the alliteration in boundless and Zvare,

ancl /one ancl /eve/.

We see in these two examples that poets can use

similar techniques to create different effects. The sounds

are in a kind of dance with the meanings, and a k might seem
crunchy in one poem, scratchy in another, and cracked or broken

in another.

27




& The stanzas

of a poem are like
the cells of a living
organism. They are
identifiable similar
sections, organized
to make up the







STANZA

Poems are typically made from repeating sections
called stanzas. The word stanza comes

from the Italian stanza, a room.
Stanzas can be named for the number of lines they contain:

couplet: a two-line stanza
triplet: a three-line stanza
quatrain: a four-line stanza
quintet: a five-line stanza

sestet: a six-line stanza

There are various special stanzas that have become
important in the his’cory of poetry in the English language.
One example is the ballad stanza.

BALLAD

The ballad stanza is a quatrain, four lines,
rhyme scheme abch, with lines one and three
in iambic tetrameter and lines two and four

in iambic trimeter.

70



Among the geniuses of the ballad stanza was
Emily Dickinson. Here is part of her poem
about the blue jay. The poem 1s made

of ballad stanzas.

No brigadier throughout the year
So civic as the Jay.

A neigh]oor and a warrior too,

With shrill felicity

Pursuing winds that censure us

A Fe})ruary clay,
The brother of the universe

W&S never blOWl’l awvay.

The snow and he are intimate;
I've often seen them play

When heaven looked upon us all
With such severity.

71




William Wordsworth used the ballad stanza

for his poem “She Dwelt Among the Untrodden Ways.”
The poem has three ballad stanzas; here is the second:

A violet Ly a mossy stone

Half-hidden from the eye!

— Fair as a star, when only one

Is shining in the sky.

A violet Ly a mossy stone
Half-hidden from the eye!

— Fair as@star, when only one

ls shining in the sky.

Notice the eye rhyme of stone and one.

& Notice the
caesura in line
three. We will learn
about similes later,

but the idea that the
violet is as fair as

a star is a simile,

a comparison that
uses like or as to
make its statement.



SONNET

The sonnet, a fourteen-line poem of iambic pentameter,
is a major stanza form in English poetry. It has been used
]oy many poets and is the form of some of the most important poems

in the language, including a famous series of sonnets

]oy William Shalzespeare.

Sir Thomas Wyatt (1503-154.2) first introduced the sonnet
into English poetry; he used the form called the Italian
or Petrarchan (after Francesco Petrarch, [talian poet, 1304—1374)

sonnet. The English form of the sonnet was later clevelopecl
]oy William Shalzespeare and by Henry Howard, the Earl of Surrey.

ITALTAN or PETRARCHAN

abbaabba cdecde

The Ttalian sonnet breaks into an octave and a sestet.
The rhyme scheme of the octave is usuauy abba aH?a,
and the sestet is usuauy cde ca/e, but these forms vary.
The Ttalian sonnet develops a prol)lem in the octave
and then turns (this is called a volta)

and resolves it in the sestet.

ENGLISH or SHAKESPEAREAN

abab cded efef gg

The English sonnet breaks into three quatrains and a couplet,
ababcdedefefgg. The English sonnet may introduce a pro]olem
in the first quatrain, make it more complicate(l

in the next two quatrains, and then solve it
in the final couplet.
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SHAKESPEARE

One of the most beautiful Shalzespearean sonnets
is this one I)y William Shalzespeare himself, expressing

the consolation love can bring, even in the worst of times:

W}len, 1n disgrace with Fortune and men’s eyes,

o e

I all alone beweep my outcast state,
And trouble deaf heaven with my bootless cries,
And look upon myself, and curse my fate,

o e

Wishing me like to one more rich in hope,
Featur'd like him, like him with friends possess’cl,
Desiring this man’s art and that man’s scope,
With what I most enjoy contented 1east;

Yet in these thoughts myself almost despising,
Haply [ think on t}lee, and then my state,

Like to the lark at break of clay arising

From sullen earth, sings Lymns at heaven’s gate

o.a o.a

= 0

For thy sweet love remember'd such wealth ]orings
That then I scorn to change my state with 1zings.

go. gqo. 0

Notice that all of the lines are en(l—stoppecl until line eleven,

when the spee(l of the enjaml)e(l line captures the take-off of the lark;
Sl’lalzespeare enhanced the ﬂight effect L)y a(lding an unstressed Sy”a]f)le
to line eleven in arising. Notice how much less dynamic it would have

sounded if the line had been perfect ijambic pentameter:

Like to the lark at break of (1ay in flight / from sullen earth
Like to the lark at break of (1ay arising / from sullen earth




SHELLEY
Earlier we looked at consonance in Sl’leﬂey's poem “szmandias."
Now we can see the whole poem and discover that it is a sonnet.

Is it Sl’lalzespearean, Petrarchan, or an original rhyme scheme?

[ met a traveller from an antique land

Who said: Two vast and trunkless legs of stone
Stand in the desert . . . Near t}lem, on the sancl,
Half sunle, a shattered visage 1ies, whose frown,
And wrinkled 1ip, and sneer of cold commancl,
Tell that its sculptor well those passions read
Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless t}lings,
The hand that mocked them, and the heart that fed:
And on the peclestal these words appear:

“My name is Ozymandias, king of kings:

Look on my WOI‘IQS, ye Mig}lty, and clespair!"
Nothing beside remains. Round the decay

Of that colossal WI’GC]Q, boundless and bare

The lone and level sands stretch far away.

szmandias was the Greek name for Egyptian pl’laraoll

Ramses II. The hieroglyphics on Ramses’s statue

across the Nile from Luxor have been translated as

“King of Kings am I, Ozymandias. If anyone would know

how great | am and where I lie, let him surpass one of my works.”

Can you find alliteration in the poem? A spondee?
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