Poetry
 To the Muse

Give me leave, Muse, in plain view to array

Your shift and bodice by the light of day.

I would have brought an epic. Be not vexed

Instead to grace a niggling schoolroom text;

Let down your sanction, help me to oblige

Those who would lead fresh devots to your liege,

And at your altar, grant that in a flash

Readers and I know incense from dead ash.

—X. J. K.

What is poetry? Pressed for an answer, Robert Frost made a classic reply: “Poetry is the kind of thing poets write.” In all likelihood, Frost was trying not merely to evade the question but to chide his questioner into thinking for himself. A trouble with definitions is that they may stop thought. If Frost had said, “Poetry is a rhythmical composition of words expressing an attitude, designed to surprise and delight, and to arouse an emotional response,” the questioner might have settled back in his chair, content to have learned the truth about poetry. He would have learned nothing, or not so much as he might learn by continuing to wonder.

The nature of poetry eludes simple definitions. (In this respect it is rather like jazz. Asked after one of his concerts, “What is jazz?” Louis Armstrong replied, “Man, if you gotta ask, you’ll never know.”) Definitions will be of little help at first, if we are to know poetry and respond to it. We have to go to it willing to see and hear. For this reason, you are asked in reading this book not to be in any hurry to decide what poetry is, but instead to study poems and to let them grow in your mind. At the end of our discussions of poetry, the problem of definition will be taken up again (for those who may wish to pursue it).

Confronted with a formal introduction to poetry, you may be wondering, “Who needs it?” and you may well be right. It’s unlikely that you have avoided meeting poetry before; and perhaps you already have a friendship, or at least a fair acquaintance, with some of the greatest English-speaking poets of all time. What this book provides is an introduction to the study of poetry. It tries to help you look at a poem closely, to offer you a wider and more accurate vocabulary with which to express what poems say to you. It will suggest ways to judge for yourself the poems you read. It may set forth some poems new to you.

A frequent objection is that poetry ought not to be studied at all. In this view, a poem is either a series of gorgeous noises to be funneled into one ear and out the other without being allowed to trouble the mind, or an experience so holy that to analyze it in a classroom is as cruel and mechanical as dissecting a hummingbird. To the first view, it might be countered that a good poem has something to say that is well worth listening to. To the second view, it might be argued that poems are much less perishable than hummingbirds, and luckily, we can study them in flight. The risk of a poem’s dying from observation is not nearly so great as the risk of not really seeing it at all. It is doubtful that any excellent poem has ever vanished from human memory because people have read it too closely.

That poetry matters to the people who write it has been shown unmistakably by the ordeal of Soviet poet Irina Ratushinskaya. Sentenced to prison for three and a half years, she was given paper and pencil only twice a month to write letters to her husband and her parents and was not allowed to write anything else. Nevertheless, Ratushinskaya composed more than two hundred poems in her cell, engraving them with a burnt match in a bar of soap, then memorizing the lines. “I would read the poem and read it,” she said, “until it was committed to memory—then with one washing of my hands, it would be gone.”

Good poetry is something that readers can care about. In fact, an ancient persuasion of humankind is that the hearing of a poem, as well as the making of a poem, can be a religious act. Poetry, in speech and song, was part of classic Greek drama, which for playwright, actor, and spectator alike was a holy-day ceremony. The Greeks’ belief that a poet writes a poem only by supernatural assistance is clear from the invocations to the Muse that begin the Iliad and the Odyssey and from the opinion of Socrates (in Plato’s Ion) that a poet has no powers of invention until divinely inspired. Among the ancient Celts, poets were regarded as magicians and priests, and whoever insulted one of them might expect to receive a curse in rime potent enough to afflict him with boils and to curdle the milk of his cows. Such identifications between the poet and the magician are less common these days, although we know that poetry is involved in the primitive white magic of children, who bring themselves good luck in a game with the charm “Roll, roll, Tootsie-roll!/Roll the marble in the hole!” and who warn against a hex while jumping along a sidewalk: “Step on a crack,/Break your mother’s back.” To read a poem, we have to be willing to offer it responses besides a logical understanding. Whether we attribute the effect of a poem to a divine spirit or to the reactions of our glands and cortexes, we have to take the reading of poetry seriously (not solemnly), if only because—as some of the poems in this book may demonstrate—few other efforts can repay us so generously, both in wisdom and in joy.

If, as we hope you will do, you sometimes browse in the book for fun, you may be annoyed to see so many questions following the poems. Should you feel this way, try reading with a slip of paper to cover up the questions. You will then—if the Muse should inspire you—have paper in hand to write a poem.
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Reading a Poem

Every good poem begins as the poet’s

but ends as the reader’s.

—Miller Williams

How do you read a poem? The literal-minded might say, “Just let your eye light on it”; but there is more to poetry than meets the eye. What Shakespeare called “the mind’s eye” also plays a part. Many a reader who has no trouble understanding and enjoying prose finds poetry difficult. This is to be expected. At first glance, a poem usually will make some sense and give some pleasure, but it may not yield everything at once. Sometimes it only hints at meaning still to come if we will keep after it. Poetry is not to be galloped over like the daily news: a poem differs from most prose in that it is to be read slowly, carefully, and attentively. Not all poems are difficult, of course, and some can be understood and enjoyed on first encounter. But good poems yield more if read twice; and the best poems—after ten, twenty, or a hundred readings—still go on yielding.

Approaching a thing written in lines and surrounded with white space, we need not expect it to be a poem just because it is verse. (Any composition in lines of more or less regular rhythm, usually ending in rimes, is verse.) Here, for instance, is a specimen of verse that few will call poetry:

Thirty days hath September,

April, June, and November;

All the rest have thirty-one

Excepting February alone,

To which we twenty-eight assign

Till leap year makes it twenty-nine.

To a higher degree than that classic memory-tickler, poetry appeals to the mind and arouses feelings. Poetry may state facts, but, more important, it makes imaginative statements that we may value even if its facts are incorrect. Coleridge’s error in placing a star within the horns of the crescent moon in “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” does not stop the passage from being good poetry, though it is faulty astronomy. According to one poet, Gerard Manley Hopkins, poetry is “to be heard for its own sake and interest even over and above its interest of meaning.” There are other elements in a poem besides plain prose sense: sounds, images, rhythms, figures of speech. These may strike us and please us even before we ask, “But what does it all mean?”

This is a truth not readily grasped by anyone who regards a poem as a kind of puzzle written in secret code with a message slyly concealed. The effect of a poem (one’s whole mental and emotional response to it) consists of much more than simply a message. By its musical qualities, by its suggestions, it can work on the reader’s unconscious. T. S. Eliot put it well when he said in The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism that the prose sense of a poem is chiefly useful in keeping the reader’s mind “diverted and quiet, while the poem does its work upon him.” Eliot went on to liken the meaning of a poem to the bit of meat a burglar brings along to throw to the family dog. What is the work of a poem? To touch us, to stir us, to make us glad, and possibly even to tell us something.

How to set about reading a poem? Here are a few suggestions.

To begin with, read the poem once straight through, with no particular expectations; read open-mindedly. Let yourself experience whatever you find, without worrying just yet about the large general and important ideas the poem contains (if indeed it contains any). Don’t dwell on a troublesome word or difficult passage—just push on. Some of the difficulties may seem smaller when you read the poem for a second time; at least, they will have become parts of a whole for you.

On the second reading, read for the exact sense of all the words; if there are words you don’t understand, look them up in a dictionary. Dwell on any difficult parts as long as you need to.

If you read the poem silently, sound its words in your mind. (This is a technique that will get you nowhere in a speed-reading course, but it may help the poem to do its work on you.) Better still, read the poem aloud, or hear someone else read it. You may discover meanings you didn’t perceive in it before. Even if you are no actor, to decide how to speak a poem can be an excellent method of getting to understand it. Some poems, like bells, seem heavy till heard. Listen while reading the following lines from Alexander Pope’s Dunciad. Attacking the minor poet James Ralph, who had sung the praises of a mistress named Cynthia, Pope makes the goddess of Dullness exclaim:

“Silence, ye wolves! while Ralph to Cynthia howls,

And makes night hideous—answer him, ye owls!”

When ye owls slide together and become yowls, poor Ralph’s serenade is turned into the nightly outcry of a cat.

Try to paraphrase the poem as a whole, or perhaps just the more difficult lines. In paraphrasing, we put into our own words what we understand the poem to say, restating ideas that seem essential, coming out and stating what the poem may only suggest. This may sound like a heartless thing to do to a poem, but good poems can stand it. In fact, to compare a poem to its paraphrase is a good way to see the distance between poetry and prose. In making a paraphrase, we generally work through a poem or a passage line by line. The statement that results may take as many words as the original, if not more. A paraphrase, then, is ampler than a summary, a brief condensation of gist, main idea, or story. (Summary of a horror film in TV Guide: “Demented biologist, coveting power over New York, swells sewer rats to hippopotamus-size.”) Here is a poem worth considering line by line. The poet writes of an island in a lake in the west of Ireland, in a region where he spent many summers as a boy.

William Butler Yeats (1865–1939)
The Lake Isle of Innisfree
1892
I will arise and go now, and go to Innisfree,

And a small cabin build there, of clay and wattles made:

Nine bean-rows will I have there, a hive for the honey-bee,

And live alone in the bee-loud glade.
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And I shall have some peace there, for peace comes dropping slow,

Dropping from the veils of the morning to where the cricket sings;

There midnight’s all a glimmer, and noon a purple glow,

And evening full of the linnet’s wings.

I will arise and go now, for always night and day
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I hear lake water lapping with low sounds by the shore;

While I stand on the roadway, or on the pavements gray,

I hear it in the deep heart’s core.

Though relatively simple, this poem is far from simple-minded. We need to absorb it slowly and thoughtfully. At the start, for most of us, it raises problems: what are wattles, from which the speaker’s dream-cabin is to be made? We might guess, but in this case it will help to consult a dictionary: they are “poles interwoven with sticks or branches, formerly used in building as frameworks to support walls or roofs.” Evidently, this getaway house will be built in an old-fashioned way: it won’t be a prefabricated log cabin or A-frame house, nothing modern or citified. The phrase bee-loud glade certainly isn’t commonplace language of the sort we find on a cornflakes package, but right away, we can understand it, at least partially: it’s a place loud with bees. What is a glade? Experience might tell us that it is an open space in woods, but if that word stops us, we can look it up. Although the linnet doesn’t live in North America, it is a creature with wings—a songbird of the finch family, adds the dictionary. But even if we don’t make a special trip to the dictionary to find linnet, we probably recognize that the word means “bird,” and the line makes sense to us.

A paraphrase of the whole poem might go something like this (in language easier to forget than that of the original): “I’m going to get up now, go to Innisfree, build a cabin, plant beans, keep bees, and live peacefully by myself amid nature and beautiful light. I want to because I can’t forget the sound of that lake water. When I’m in the city, a gray and dingy place, I seem to hear it deep inside me.”

These dull remarks, roughly faithful to what Yeats is saying, seem a long way from poetry. Nevertheless, they make certain things clear. For one, they spell out what the poet merely hints at in his choice of the word gray: that he finds the city dull and depressing. He stresses the word; instead of saying gray pavements, in the usual word order, he turns the phrase around and makes gray stand at the end of the line, where it rimes with day and so takes extra emphasis. The grayness of the city therefore seems important to the poem, and the paraphrase tries to make its meaning obvious.

Whenever you paraphrase, you stick your neck out. You affirm what the poem gives you to understand. And making a paraphrase can help you see the central thought of the poem, its theme. Theme isn’t the same as subject, the main topic, whatever the poem is “about.” In Yeats’s poem, the subject is the lake isle of Innisfree, or a wish to retreat to it. But the theme is, “I yearn for an ideal place where I will find perfect peace and happiness.” Themes can be stated variously, depending on what you believe matters most in the poem. Taking a different view of the poem, placing more weight on the speaker’s wish to escape the city, you might instead state the theme: “This city is getting me down—I want to get back to nature.” But after taking a second look at that statement, you might want to sharpen it. After all, this Innisfree seems a special, particular place, where the natural world means more to the poet than just any old trees and birds he might see in a park. Perhaps a stronger statement of theme, one closer to what matters most in the poem, might be: “I want to quit the city for my heaven on earth.” That, of course, is saying in an obvious way what Yeats says more subtly, more memorably.

Not all poems clearly assert a proposition, but many do; some even declare their themes in their opening lines: “Gather ye rose-buds while ye may!”—that is, enjoy love before it’s too late. This theme, stated in that famous first line of Robert Herrick’s “To the Virgins, to Make Much of Time” (page 1122), is so familiar that we give it a name: carpe diem, Latin for “seize the day.” (For the original carpe diem poem, see the Latin poet Horace’s ode on page 956.) Seizing the joys of the present moment is a favorite argument of poets. You will meet it in more than these two poems in this book.

A paraphrase, of course, never tells all that a poem contains, nor will every reader agree that a particular paraphrase is accurate. We all make our own interpretations, and sometimes the total meaning of a poem evades even the poet who wrote it. Asked to explain a passage in one of his poems, Robert Browning replied that when he had written the poem, only God and he knew what it meant; but “Now, only God knows.” Still, to analyze a poem as if we could be certain of its meaning is, in general, more fruitful than to proceed as if no certainty could ever be had. The latter approach is likely to end in complete subjectivity, the attitude of the reader who says, “Yeats’s ‘Lake Isle of Innisfree’ is really about the lost island of Atlantis. It is because I think it is. How can you prove me wrong?” Interpretations can’t be proven “wrong.” A more fruitful question might be, “What can we understand from the poem’s very words?”

All of us bring personal associations to the poems we read. “The Lake Isle of Innisfree” might give you special pleasure if you have ever vacationed on a small island or on the shore of a lake. Such associations are inevitable, even to be welcomed, as long as they don’t interfere with our reading the words on the page. We need to distinguish irrelevant responses from those the poem calls for. The reader who can’t stand “The Lake Isle of Innisfree” because she is afraid of bees isn’t reading a poem by Yeats, but one of her own invention.

Now and again we meet a poem—perhaps startling and memorable—into which the method of paraphrase won’t take us far. Some portion of any deep poem resists explanation, but certain poems resist it almost entirely. Many poems by religious mystics seem closer to dream than waking. So do poems that purport to record drug experiences, such as Coleridge’s “Kubla Khan” (page 1096), as well as poems that embody some private system of beliefs, such as Blake’s “The Sick Rose” (page 1087), or the same poet’s lines from Jerusalem
For a Tear is an Intellectual thing,

And a Sigh is the Sword of an Angel King.

So do nonsense poems, translations of primitive folk songs, and surreal poems. Such poetry may move us and give pleasure (although not, perhaps, the pleasure of intellectual understanding). We do it no harm by trying to paraphrase it, though we may fail. Whether logically clear or strangely opaque, good poems appeal to the intelligence and do not shrink from it.

So far, we have taken for granted that poetry differs from prose; yet all our strategies for reading poetry—plowing straight on through and then going back, isolating difficulties, trying to paraphrase, reading aloud, using a dictionary—are no different from those we might employ in unraveling a complicated piece of prose. Poetry, after all, is similar to prose in most respects. At the very least, it is written in the same language. Like prose, poetry shares knowledge with us. It tells us, for instance, of a beautiful island in Lake Gill, County Sligo, Ireland, and of how one man feels toward it. Maybe the poet knows no more about Innisfree than a writer of a travel guidebook knows. And yet Yeats’s poem indicates a kind of knowledge that tourist guidebooks do not ordinarily reveal: that the human heart can yearn for peace and happiness, that the lake isle of Innisfree with its “low sounds by the shore” can echo and reecho in memory forever.

Lyric Poetry

Originally, as its Greek name suggests, a lyric was a poem sung to the music of a lyre. This earlier meaning—a poem made for singing—is still current today, when we use lyrics to mean the words of a popular song. But the kind of printed poem we now call a lyric is usually something else, for over the past five hundred years the nature of lyric poetry has changed greatly. Ever since the invention of the printing press in the fifteenth century, poets have written less often for singers, more often for readers. In general, this tendency has made lyric poems contain less word-music and (since they can be pondered on a page) more thought—and perhaps more complicated feelings.

Here is a rough definition of a lyric as it is written today: a short poem expressing the thoughts and feelings of a single speaker. Often a poet will write a lyric in the first person (“I will arise and go now, and go to Innisfree”), but not always. Instead, a lyric might describe an object or recall an experience without the speaker’s ever bringing himself or herself into it. (For an example of such a lyric, one in which the poet refrains from saying “I,” see William Carlos Williams’s “The Red Wheelbarrow” on page 688, Theodore Roethke’s “Root Cellar” on page 745, or Gerard Manley Hopkins’s “Pied Beauty” on page 750.)

Perhaps because, rightly or wrongly, some people still think of lyrics as lyre-strummings, they expect a lyric to be an outburst of feeling, somewhat resembling a song, at least containing musical elements such as rime, rhythm, or sound effects. Such expectations are fulfilled in “The Lake Isle of Innisfree,” that impassioned lyric full of language rich in sound (as you will hear if you’ll read it aloud). Many contemporary poets, however, write short poems in which they voice opinions or complicated feelings—poems that no reader would dream of trying to sing. Most people would call such poems lyrics, too; one commentator has argued that a lyric may contain an argument.

But in the sense in which we use it, lyric will usually apply to a kind of poem you can easily recognize. Here, for instance, are two lyrics. They differ sharply in subject and theme, but they have traits in common: both are short, and (as you will find) both set forth one speaker’s definite, unmistakable feelings.

D. H. Lawrence (1885–1930)*
Piano
1918

Softly, in the dusk, a woman is singing to me;

Taking me back down the vista of years, till I see

A child sitting under the piano, in the boom of the tingling strings

And pressing the small, poised feet of a mother who smiles as she sings.
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In spite of myself, the insidious mastery of song

Betrays me back, till the heart of me weeps to belong

To the old Sunday evenings at home, with winter outside

And hymns in the cozy parlor, the tinkling piano our guide.

So now it is vain for the singer to burst into clamour
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With the great black piano appassionato. The glamour

Of childish days is upon me, my manhood is cast

Down in the flood of remembrance, I weep like a child for the past.

Questions


1.
Jot down a brief paraphrase of this poem. In your paraphrase, clearly show what the speaker says is happening at present and also what he finds himself remembering. Make clear which seems the more powerful in its effect on him.


2.
What are the speaker’s various feelings? What do you understand from the words insidious and betrays?

3.
With what specific details does the poem make the past seem real?


4.
What is the subject of Lawrence’s poem? How would you state its theme?

Adrienne Rich (b. 1929)*
Aunt Jennifer’s Tigers
1951

Aunt Jennifer’s tigers prance across a screen,

Bright topaz denizens of a world of green.

They do not fear the men beneath the tree;

They pace in sleek chivalric certainty.
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Aunt Jennifer’s fingers fluttering through her wool

Find even the ivory needle hard to pull.

The massive weight of Uncle’s wedding band

Sits heavily upon Aunt Jennifer’s hand.

When Aunt is dead, her terrified hands will lie
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Still ringed with ordeals she was mastered by.

The tigers in the panel that she made

Will go on prancing, proud and unafraid.

Compare

“Aunt Jennifer’s Tigers” with Adrienne Rich’s critical comments on the poem reprinted in “Writers on Writing” at the end of this chapter.

Narrative Poetry

Although a lyric sometimes relates an incident, or like “Piano” draws a scene, it does not usually relate a series of events. That happens in a narrative poem, one whose main purpose is to tell a story.

In Western literature, narrative poetry dates back to the Babylonian Epic of Gilgamesh (composed before 2000 b.c.) and Homer’s epics the Iliad and the Odyssey (composed before 700 b.c.). It may well have originated much earlier. In England and Scotland, storytelling poems have long been popular; in the late Middle Ages, ballads—or storytelling songs—circulated widely. Some, such as “Sir Patrick Spence” and “Bonny Barbara Allan,” survive in our day, and folksingers sometimes perform them.

Evidently the art of narrative poetry invites the skills of a writer of fiction: the ability to draw characters and settings briefly, to engage attention, to shape a plot. Needless to say, it calls for all the skills of a poet as well. Here are two narrative poems: one medieval, one modern. How would you paraphrase the stories they tell? How do they hold your attention on their stories?

Anonymous (traditional Scottish ballad)
Sir Patrick Spence

The king sits in Dumferling toune,

  Drinking the blude-reid wine:

“O whar will I get guid sailor

  To sail this schip of mine?”
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Up and spak an eldern knicht,°

knight

  Sat at the kings richt kne:

“Sir Patrick Spence is the best sailor

  That sails upon the se.”

The king has written a braid letter,
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  And signed it wi’ his hand,

And sent it to Sir Patrick Spence,

  Was walking on the sand.

The first line that Sir Patrick red,

  A loud lauch lauchèd he;
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The next line that Sir Patrick red,

  The teir blinded his ee.

“O wha° is this has don this deid,

who

  This ill deid don to me,

To send me out this time o’ the yeir,
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  To sail upon the se!

“Mak haste, mak haste, my mirry men all,

  Our guid schip sails the morne.”

“O say na sae,° my master deir,

so

  For I feir a deadlie storme.
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“Late late yestreen I saw the new moone,

  Wi’ the auld moone in hir arme,

And I feir, I feir, my deir master,

  That we will cum to harme.”

O our Scots nobles wer richt laith°

loath
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  To weet° their cork-heild schoone,°

wet; shoes

Bot lang owre° a’ the play wer playd,

before

  Their hats they swam aboone.°
above (their heads)

O lang, lang may their ladies sit,

  Wi’ their fans into their hand,
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Or ere° they se Sir Patrick Spence

long before

  Cum sailing to the land.

O lang, lang may the ladies stand,

  Wi’ their gold kems° in their hair,

combs

Waiting for their ain° deir lords,

own
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  For they’ll se thame na mair.

Haf owre,° haf owre to Aberdour,

halfway over

  It’s fiftie fadom deip,

And thair lies guid Sir Patrick Spence,

  Wi’ the Scots lords at his feit.

Sir Patrick Spence. 9 braid: Broad, but broad in what sense? Among guesses are plain-spoken, official, and on wide paper.
Questions


1.
That the king drinks “blude-reid wine” (line 2)—what meaning do you find in that detail? What does it hint, or foreshadow?


2.
What do you make of this king and his motives for sending Spence and the Scots lords into an impending storm? Is he a fool, is he cruel and inconsiderate, is he deliberately trying to drown Sir Patrick and his crew, or is it impossible for us to know? Let your answer depend on the poem alone, not on anything you read into it.


3.
Comment on this ballad’s methods of storytelling. Is the story told too briefly for us to care what happens to Spence and his men, or are there any means by which the poet makes us feel compassion for them? Do you resent the lack of a detailed account of the shipwreck?


4.
Lines 25–28—the new moon with the old moon in her arm—have been much admired as poetry. What does this stanza contribute to the story as well?

Robert Frost (1874–1963)*
“Out, Out—”
1916

The buzz-saw snarled and rattled in the yard

And made dust and dropped stove-length sticks of wood,

Sweet-scented stuff when the breeze drew across it.

And from there those that lifted eyes could count
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Five mountain ranges one behind the other

Under the sunset far into Vermont.

And the saw snarled and rattled, snarled and rattled,

As it ran light, or had to bear a load.

And nothing happened: day was all but done.
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Call it a day, I wish they might have said

To please the boy by giving him the half hour

That a boy counts so much when saved from work.

His sister stood beside them in her apron

To tell them “Supper.” At the word, the saw,
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As if to prove saws knew what supper meant,

Leaped out at the boy’s hand, or seemed to leap—

He must have given the hand. However it was,

Neither refused the meeting. But the hand!

The boy’s first outcry was a rueful laugh,
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As he swung toward them holding up the hand

Half in appeal, but half as if to keep

The life from spilling. Then the boy saw all—

Since he was old enough to know, big boy

Doing a man’s work, though a child at heart—
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He saw all spoiled. “Don’t let him cut my hand off—

The doctor, when he comes. Don’t let him, sister!”

So. But the hand was gone already.

The doctor put him in the dark of ether.

He lay and puffed his lips out with his breath.
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And then—the watcher at his pulse took fright.

No one believed. They listened at his heart.

Little—less—nothing!—and that ended it.

No more to build on there. And they, since they

Were not the one dead, turned to their affairs.

“Out, Out—” The title of this poem echoes the words of Shakespeare’s Macbeth on receiving news that his queen is dead: “Out, out, brief candle! / Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player / That struts and frets his hour upon the stage / And then is heard no more. It is a tale / Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, / Signifying nothing” (Macbeth 5. 5. 23–28).

Questions


1.
How does Frost make the buzz-saw appear sinister? How does he make it seem, in another way, like a friend?


2.
What do you make of the people who surround the boy—the “they” of the poem? Who might they be? Do they seem to you concerned and compassionate, cruel, indifferent, or what?


3.
What does Frost’s reference to Macbeth contribute to your understanding of “‘Out, Out—’”? How would you state the theme of Frost’s poem?


4.
Set this poem side by side with “Sir Patrick Spence.” How does “‘Out, Out—’” resemble that medieval folk ballad in subject, or differ from it? How is Frost’s poem similar or different in its way of telling a story?

Dramatic Poetry

A third kind of poetry is dramatic poetry, which presents the voice of an imaginary character (or characters) speaking directly, without any additional narration by the author. A dramatic poem, according to T. S. Eliot, does not consist of “what the poet would say in his own person, but only what he can say within the limits of one imaginary character addressing another imaginary character.” Strictly speaking, the term dramatic poetry describes any verse written for the stage (and until a few centuries ago most playwrights, like Shakespeare and Molière, wrote their plays mainly in verse). But the term most often refers to the dramatic monologue, a poem written as a speech made by a character (other than the author) at some decisive moment. A dramatic monologue is usually addressed by the speaker to some other character who remains silent. If the listener replies, the poem becomes a dialogue (such as Thomas Hardy’s “The Ruined Maid” on page 719) in which the story unfolds in the conversation between two speakers.

The Victorian poet Robert Browning, who developed the form of the dramatic monologue, liked to put words in the mouths of characters who were conspicuously nasty, weak, reckless, or crazy: see, for instance, Browning’s “Soliloquy of the Spanish Cloister” (page 1091), in which the speaker is an obsessively proud and jealous monk. The dramatic monologue has been a popular form among American poets, including Edwin Arlington Robinson, Robert Frost, Ezra Pound, Randall Jarrell, and Sylvia Plath. The most famous dramatic monologue ever written is probably Browning’s “My Last Duchess,” in which the poet creates a Renaissance Italian Duke whose words reveal more about himself than the aristocratic speaker intends.

Robert Browning (1812–1889)*
My Last Duchess
1842

Ferrara
That’s my last Duchess painted on the wall,

Looking as if she were alive. I call

That piece a wonder, now; Frà Pandolf’s hands

Worked busily a day, and there she stands.

5

Will’t please you sit and look at her? I said

“Frà Pandolf” by design, for never read

Strangers like you that pictured countenance,

The depth and passion of its earnest glance,

But to myself they turned (since none puts by

10

The curtain I have drawn for you, but I)

And seemed as they would ask me, if they durst,

How such a glance came there; so, not the first

Are you to turn and ask thus. Sir, ’twas not

Her husband’s presence only, called that spot

15

Of joy into the Duchess’ cheek; perhaps

Frà Pandolf chanced to say, “Her mantle laps

Over my lady’s wrist too much,” or “Paint

Must never hope to reproduce the faint

Half-flush that dies along her throat.” Such stuff

20

Was courtesy, she thought, and cause enough

For calling up that spot of joy. She had

A heart—how shall I say?—too soon made glad,

Too easily impressed; she liked whate’er

She looked on, and her looks went everywhere.

25

Sir, ’twas all one! My favor at her breast,

The dropping of the daylight in the West,

The bough of cherries some officious fool

Broke in the orchard for her, the white mule

She rode with round the terrace—all and each

30

Would draw from her alike the approving speech,

Or blush, at least. She thanked men,—good! but thanked

Somehow—I know not how—as if she ranked

My gift of a nine-hundred-years-old name

With anybody’s gift. Who’d stoop to blame

35

This sort of trifling? Even had you skill

In speech—which I have not—to make your will

Quite clear to such an one, and say “Just this

Or that in you disgusts me; here you miss,

Or there exceed the mark”—and if she let

40

Herself be lessoned so, nor plainly set

Her wits to yours, forsooth, and made excuse—

E’en then would be some stooping; and I choose

Never to stoop. Oh, sir, she smiled, no doubt,

Whene’er I passed her; but who passed without

45

Much the same smile? This grew; I gave commands;

Then all smiles stopped together. There she stands

As if alive. Will’t please you rise? We’ll meet

The company below, then. I repeat,

The Count your master’s known munificence

50

Is ample warrant that no just pretense

Of mine for dowry will be disallowed;

Though his fair daughter’s self, as I avowed

At starting, is my object. Nay, we’ll go

Together down, sir. Notice Neptune, though,

55

Taming a sea-horse, thought a rarity,

Which Claus of Innsbruck cast in bronze for me!

My Last Duchess. Ferrara, a city in northern Italy, is the scene. Browning may have modeled his speaker after Alonzo, Duke of Ferrara (1533–1598). 3 Frà Pandolf and 56 Claus of Innsbruck: fictitious names of artists.

Questions


1.
Who is the Duke addressing? What is this person’s business in Ferrara?


2.
What is the Duke’s opinion of his last Duchess’s personality? Do we see her character differently?


3.
If the Duke was unhappy with the Duchess’s behavior, why didn’t he make his displeasure known? Cite a specific passage to explain his reticence.


4.
How much do we know about the fate of the last Duchess? Would it help our understanding of the poem to know more?


5.
Does Browning imply any connection between the Duke’s art collection and his attitude toward his wife?

Today, lyrics in the English language seem more plentiful than other kinds of poetry. Although there has recently been a revival of interest in writing narrative poems, they have a far smaller audience today than long verse narratives, such as Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s Evangeline and Alfred, Lord Tennyson’s Idylls of the King, enjoyed in the nineteenth century.

Also more fashionable in former times was a fourth variety of poetry, didactic poetry: a poem apparently written to state a message or teach a body of knowledge. In a lyric, a speaker may express sadness; in a didactic poem, he or she may explain that sadness is inherent in life. Poems that impart a body of knowledge, such as Ovid’s Art of Love and Lucretius’s On the Nature of Things, are didactic. Such instructive poetry was favored especially by classical Latin poets and by English poets of the eighteenth century. In The Fleece (1757), John Dyer celebrated the British woolen industry and included practical advice on raising sheep:

In cold stiff soils the bleaters oft complain

Of gouty ails, by shepherds termed the halt:

Those let the neighboring fold or ready crook

Detain, and pour into their cloven feet

Corrosive drugs, deep-searching arsenic,

Dry alum, verdegris, or vitriol keen.

One might agree with Dr. Johnson’s comment on Dyer’s effort: “The subject, Sir, cannot be made poetical.” But it may be argued that the subject of didactic poetry does not make it any less poetical. Good poems, it seems, can be written about anything under the sun. Like Dyer, John Milton described sick sheep in “Lycidas,” a poem few readers have thought unpoetic:

The hungry sheep look up, and are not fed,

But, swoll’n with wind and the rank mist they draw,

Rot inwardly, and foul contagion spread . . .

What makes Milton’s lines better poetry than Dyer’s is, among other things, a difference in attitude. Sick sheep to Dyer mean the loss of a few shillings and pence; to Milton, whose sheep stand for English Christendom, they mean a moral catastrophe.

Writing Effectively

Writers on Writing

Adrienne Rich
Recalling “Aunt Jennifer’s Tigers”
1971
I know that my style was formed first by male poets: by the men I was reading as an undergraduate—Frost, Dylan Thomas, Donne, Auden, MacNeice, Stevens, Yeats. What I chiefly learned from them was craft. But poems are like dreams: in them you put what you don’t know you know. Looking back at poems I wrote before I was 21, I’m startled because beneath the conscious craft are glimpses of the split I even then experienced between the girl who wrote poems, who defined herself in writing poems, and the girl who was to define herself by her relationships with men. “Aunt Jennifer’s Tigers,” written while I was a student, looks with deliberate detachment at this split. In writing this poem, composed and apparently cool as it is, I thought I was creating a portrait of an imaginary woman. But this woman suffers from the opposition of her imagination, worked out in tapestry, and her life-style, “ringed with ordeals she was mastered by.” It was important to me that Aunt Jennifer was a person as distinct from myself as possible—distanced by the formalism of the poem, by its objective, observant tone—even by putting the woman in a different generation.

In those years formalism was part of the strategy—like asbestos gloves, it allowed me to handle materials I couldn’t pick up bare-handed.

From “When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision”

Writing a Paraphrase

Can a Poem Be Paraphrased?

A poet takes pains to choose each word of a poem for both its sound and its exact shade of meaning. Since a poem’s full effect is so completely wedded to its exact wording, some would say that no poem can be truly paraphrased. But even though it represents an imperfect approximation of the real thing, a paraphrase can be useful to write and read. It can clearly map out a poem’s key images, actions, and ideas. A map is no substitute for a landscape, but a good map often helps us find our way through the landscape without getting lost.

William Stafford (1914–1993)*
Ask Me
1975
Some time when the river is ice ask me

mistakes I have made. Ask me whether

what I have done is my life. Others

have come in their slow way into

5

my thought, and some have tried to help

or to hurt—ask me what difference

their strongest love or hate has made.

I will listen to what you say.

You and I can turn and look

10

at the silent river and wait. We know

the current is there, hidden; and there

are comings and goings from miles away

that hold the stillness exactly before us.

What the river says, that is what I say.

William Stafford (1914–1993)*

A Paraphrase of “Ask Me”
1977
I think my poem can be paraphrased—and that any poem can be paraphrased. But every pass through the material, using other words, would have to be achieved at certain costs, either in momentum, or nuance, or dangerously explicit (and therefore misleading in tone) adjustments. I’ll try one such pass through the poem:

When it’s quiet and cold and we have some chance to interchange without hurry, confront me if you like with a challenge about whether I think I have made mistakes in my life—and ask me, if you want to, whether to me my life is actually the sequence of events or exploits others would see. Well, those others tag along in my living, and some of them in fact have played significant roles in the narrative run of my world; they have intended either helping or hurting (but by implication in the way I am saying this you will know that neither effort is conclusive). So—ask me how important their good or bad intentions have been (both intentions get a drastic leveling judgment from this cool stating of it all). You, too, will be entering that realm of maybe-help-maybe-hurt, by entering that far into my life by asking this serious question—so: I will stay still and consider. Out there will be the world confronting us both; we will both know we are surrounded by mystery, tremendous things that do not reveal themselves to us. That river, that world—and our lives—all share the depth and stillness of much more significance than our talk, or intentions. There is a steadiness and somehow a solace in knowing that what is around us so greatly surpasses our human concerns.

From “Ask Me”

Checklist

Paraphrasing a Poem


¸
Read the poem closely—more than once.


¸
Go through it line by line. Don’t skip lines or sentences or any key details. In your own words, what does each line say?


¸
Write your paraphrase as ordinary prose. Don’t worry about line and stanza breaks.


¸
Describe the literal meaning of the poem. Don’t worry about any deeper meanings.


¸
After you have described what literally happens in the poem, go over your paraphrase and see if you have captured the overall significance of the poem along with the details.

Writing Assignment On Paraphrasing

Paraphrase any short poem from the chapter “Poems for Further Reading.” Be sure to do a careful line-by-line reading. Include the most vital points and details, and state the poem’s main thought or theme without quoting any original passage.

More Topics for Writing


1.
In a paragraph, contrast William Stafford’s poem with his paraphrase. What does the poem offer that the paraphrase does not? What, then, is the value of the paraphrase?


2.
Write a two-page paraphrase of the events described in “‘Out, Out—.’” Then take your paraphrase even further: if you had to summarize the poem’s message in a single sentence, what would it be?


3.
In two pages, describe the voice of the speaker of “My Last Duchess.” What aspects of his personality does the speaker inadvertently reveal? 
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