POETRY, OF COURSE!

THE WEDNESDAYS AT ARLINGTON STREET CHURCH

                                    “POETRY HELPS PEOPLE LIVE BETTER LIVES”

                                                                                          --Wallace Stevens

FOUR CARDINAL RULES FOR READING POETRY:

A. READ SLOWLY!  Poetry is the most condensed form of human utterance, so we can’t get it reading fast.  In a culture now cursed by its addiction to speed, it can be hard to slow down, but it’s essential that we do so if we’re to get the most from poetry.  SLOOOOOOW WAAAAAAY DOOOOOOWN.  
B. READ REPEATEDLY!  We can “get” an editorial or an essay or a newspaper article on a single reading, but no poem worth its salt will yield its treasures on only one reading.  As with any work of art, repeated attention pays great dividends.  Don’t think you’re even beginning to approach the outskirts of the suburbs of the remotest experience of a poem until you’ve read it at least half a dozen times, the more the merrier.
C. READ ALOUD!  Sound is the flesh of language.  To read a poem silently is like listening to music by reading a score.  We don’t do that, right?  In like manner, we can’t expect a poem to come fully alive if we read it silently.  Whenever you can, READ POETRY ALOUD!!!  People got their poetry orally for thousands of years up until the invention of the printing press in 1455.  We’ve only been reading silently a very short time, relatively speaking.  There’s a 2nd reason for reading aloud, which is that we’ll stumble over a word or phrase or passage that we don’t understand.  I.e., if we don’t understand it, we won’t know how to read it, & that’s always valuable information.  Those awkward moments are sure signs we need to ponder that word or phrase or passage.  So you have two good reasons for reading poetry aloud whenever possible.  And here’s a 3rd: if you don’t read aloud, THE DEBIL WILL GITCHA!!!
D. Remember that your goal is NOT discovering hidden meanings or cracking a 

      difficult code or finding symbols or unlocking keys or any of those other

      ghastly things high school teachers tortured generations of students with.  

      Your goal, always, is pleasure, linguistic fun, the thrill of seeing a great

      master of language perform to the best of her abilities.  
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ONE CARDINAL TIP FOR READING POETRY:


One of the best & most infallible ways into a poem is through the speaker, so every time you encounter a new poem, remember that you’re meeting a person who either has something to tell you or who is saying or thinking something you’re privileged to overhear.  The better you get to know the speaker, the more you’ll understand the poem, so keep asking yourself about the speaker—just as you would in meeting a new & intriguing person at a party.  What is this person like?  Why is this person speaking?  What event(s) or emotion(s) have prompted the person to speak?  What is this person’s mood?  Serious?  Playful?  Frivolous?  Profound?  Sarcastic?  Ironic?  Naïve?  What kind of language does this person use?  Colloquial?  Highfalutin?  Pretentious?  Vulgar?  Academic?  Bureaucratic?  If this person has an agenda, what is it?  Etc etc etc…  Try to get as much inside the speaker as possible until you can even feel what it’s like to be this person.  One of the many glories of poetry is that it allows us, as few other things do, the experience of being inside the skins of other people, often people amazingly different from ourselves.  Thus we gain in sympathy & empathy & in our knowledge & experience of the world.  Our lives thus become richer, which is surely part of what Wallace Stevens meant by saying that “Poetry helps people live better lives.”

January 10: IMAGERY

“Before We Begin” & Chapter 1 “Where Experience Starts: The Image”


Why images matter so much in poetry


¾ of our brains are devoted to receiving images (sight, touch, taste, smell,

      hearing)

Why does none of us read Neitzsche or Kierkegaard at bedtime?

       “The Eagle”   

       He clasps the crag with crooked hands;

          
       Close to the sun in lonely lands,


       Ringed with the azure world, he stands.

 
       The wrinkled sea beneath him crawls;

                   He watches from his mountain walls,


       And like a thunderbolt he falls.                
                                                                                                (Tennyson, 1851)
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January 17: FIGURES OF SPEECH


Chapter 2 “What’s It Like? Simile, Metaphor, and Other Figures”


The Greeks & their 78 figures of speech


SIMILE: “A is like B”


METAPHOR: “A is B”

                   ANALOGY, SYNESTHESIA, ALLUSION, PERSONIFICATION, ETC.

January 24: SYMBOLS (God help us!)


Chapters 3 & 4: “The Broken Coin: The Use of Symbol” & “Binocular Vision”

NB: The goal of poetry is NEVER to discover symbols, hidden or otherwise.  It’s

                   to enjoy ourselves, to derive pleasure & thrill from the spectacle of seeing an

                   Olympic athlete perform to the height of her abilities.

January 31: EMOTIONS


Chapter 5: “The Color of Thought: The Emotions in Poetry”


        A definition of sentimentality: emotion in excess of the occasion, which

                    is to say manufactured emotion, emotion produced to suit the occasion 

February 7: WORDS

Chapter 6: “Machine for Magic: The Fresh Usual Words”


(Note to AH: Find that Whitman quotation & bring in some egs of conflicting connotations)
February 14: SOUND

Chapters 7 & 8: “Gold in the Ore: The Sounds of English” & “Working with 

                     Gold: The Devices of Sound”


ASSONANCE, CONSONANCE, ALLITERATION, RHYME, ETC.


Here’s a line from Pound’s “Cantos” which is amazing for its sounds:

                  IN THE GLOOM, THE GOLD GATHERS THE LIGHT AGAINST IT
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February 21: RHYTHM, THE CRUX OF THE MATTER, for it’s only in terms of
rhythm that poetry is different from prose

 Chapters 9 & 10: “The Dancer and the Dance: The Play of Rhythms” & 

       “Different Drummers: Rhythms Old and New”

For most of you, this will be the most difficult part of the course because of the

bewildering variety of technical terms (anaphora, anapestic tetrameter, caesura, etc.).   Relax: it’s not necessary to learn or know those terms in order to be aware of the rhythms of poetry.  If you can keep time to “Jingle Bells,” you’re home free.      
All poetry is either metered or it isn’t.  If it’s not metered, it’s what we call free verse, though as T. S. Eliot famously said, “No verse is free for the man who wants to do a good job.”
METER comes from a Greek word meaning “measure.”  Metered poetry is simply measured poetry.  What is being measured?  Sound moving through time, the way it’s measured in music by a time signature such as ¾ in which there are three beats to the measure and a quarter note gets one beat.  When we beat out the rhythm of a song we’re measuring the sound moving through time, which is to say that we’re measuring the song’s rhythm.  In poetry, the kind of meter the poet uses determines how the poetry is measured.

There are four kinds of meter in English:


Accentual meter, in which we measure by counting accents:


                  I sit in one of the dives

                             On Fifty-second Street

                             Uncertain and afraid

                             As the clever hopes expire

                             Of a low dishonest decade………   --W. H. Auden

            Syllabic meter, in which we measure by counting syllables:

        you’ve seen a strawberry

                            that’s had a struggle; yet

                            was, where the fragments met,

                    a hedgehog or a star-

                            fish for the multitude

                            of seeds.  What better food

                     than apple seeds—the fruit

                            within the fruit—locked in

                            like counter-curved twin

                     hazelnuts?.................               –Marianne Moore
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Accentual-syllabic meter, in which we measure by counting both accents
                 & syllables:
          When, in disgrace with fortune and men’s eyes

          I all alone beweep my outcast state

          And trouble deaf heaven with my bootless cries

          And look upon myself and curse my fate……    –Shakespeare 

Quantitative meter, in which we measure by counting long vowel sounds:
  Unhappy verse, the witness of my unhappy state,

         Make thyself flutt’ring wings of thy fast flying

         Thought, and fly forth unto my love, wheresoever she be:

  Whether lying restless in heavy bed, or else

         Sitting so cheerless at the cheerful board, or else

         Playing alone careless on her heavenly virginals……   --Spenser 


Accentual meter is the meter of Middle-English poetry.  Quantitative meter is the meter of Greek & Latin poetry & is rarely used in English, largely because our ears aren’t highly sensitive to vowel length.  We simply don’t hear what Greek and Roman listeners heard.  Syllabic meter was used c. 1660-1740 but not much before or after, though Marianne Moore is a notable exception.  Accentual-syllabic meter is the meter of 99% of all metered poetry in English.

