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Open Form

All poetry is experimental poetry.

—Wallace Stevens

Writing in open form, a poet seeks to discover a fresh and individual arrangement for words in every poem. Such a poem, generally speaking, has neither a rime scheme nor a basic meter informing the whole of it. Doing without those powerful (some would say hypnotic) elements, the poet who writes in open form relies on other means to engage and to sustain the reader’s attention. Novice poets often think that open form looks easy, not nearly so hard as riming everything; but in truth, formally open poems are easy to write only if written carelessly. To compose lines with keen awareness of open form’s demands, and of its infinite possibilities, calls for skill: at least as much as that needed to write in meter and rime, if not more. Should the poet succeed, then the discovered arrangement will seem exactly right for what the poem is saying.

Denise Levertov (1923–1997)*

Ancient Stairway
1999

Footsteps like water hollow

the broad curves of stone

ascending, descending

century by century.

5

Who can say if the last

to climb these stairs

will be journeying

downward or upward?

Open form, in this brief poem, affords Denise Levertov certain advantages. Able to break off a line at whatever point she likes (a privilege not available to the poet writing, say, a conventional sonnet, who has to break off each line after its tenth syllable), she selects her pauses artfully. Line breaks lend emphasis: a word or phrase at the end of a line takes a little more stress (and receives a little more attention), because the ending of the line compels the reader to make a slight pause, if only for the brief moment it takes to sling back one’s eyes and fix them on the line following. Slight pauses, then, follow the words and phrases hollow/stone/descending/century/last/stairs/journeying/upward— all these being elements that apparently the poet wishes to call our attention to. (The pause after a line break also casts a little more weight on the first word or phrase of each succeeding line.) Levertov makes the most of white space—another means of calling attention to things, as any good picture-framer knows. She has greater control over the shape of the poem, its look on the page, than would be allowed by the demands of meter; she uses that control to stack on top of one another lines that are (roughly) equivalent in width, like the steps of a staircase. The opening line with its quick stresses might suggest to us the many feet passing over the steps. From there, Levertov slows the rhythm to the heavy beats of lines 3–4, which could communicate a sense of repeated trudging up and down the stairs (in a particularly effective touch, all four of the stressed syllables in these two lines make the same sound), a sense that is reinforced by the poem’s last line, which echoes the rhythm of line 3. Note too how, without being restricted by the need of a rime, she can order the terms in that last line according to her intended thematic emphasis. In all likelihood, we perceive these effects instinctively, not consciously (which may also be the way the author created them), but no matter how we apprehend them, they serve to deepen our understanding of and pleasure in the text.

Poetry in open form used to be called free verse (from the French vers libre), suggesting a kind of verse liberated from the shackles of rime and meter. “Writing free verse,” said Robert Frost, who wasn’t interested in it, “is like playing tennis with the net down.” And yet, as Denise Levertov and many other poets demonstrate, high scores can be made in such an unconventional game, provided it doesn’t straggle all over the court. For a successful poem in open form, the term free verse seems inaccurate. “Being an art form,” said William Carlos Williams, “verse cannot be ‘free’ in the sense of having no limitations or guiding principles.”11 Various substitute names have been suggested: organic poetry, composition by field, raw (as against cooked) poetry, open form poetry. “But what does it matter what you call it?” remark the editors of a 1969 anthology called Naked Poetry. “The best poems of the last thirty years don’t rhyme (usually) and don’t move on feet of more or less equal duration (usually). That nondescription moves toward the only technical principle they all have in common.”22
And yet many poems in open form have much more in common than absences and lacks. One positive principle has been Ezra Pound’s famous suggestion that poets “compose in the sequence of the musical phrase, not in the sequence of the metronome”—good advice, perhaps, even for poets who write inside fixed forms. In Charles Olson’s influential theory of projective verse, poets compose by listening to their own breathing. On paper, they indicate the rhythms of a poem by using a little white space or a lot, a slight indentation or a deep one, depending on whether a short pause or a long one is intended. Words can be grouped in clusters on the page (usually no more words than a lungful of air can accommodate). Heavy cesuras are sometimes shown by breaking a line in two and lowering the second part of it.33
To the poet working in open form, no less than to the poet writing a sonnet, line length can be valuable. Walt Whitman, who loved to expand vast sentences for line after line, knew well that an impressive rhythm can accumulate if the poet will keep long lines approximately the same length, causing a pause to recur at about the same interval after every line. Sometimes, too, Whitman repeats the same words at each line’s opening. An instance is the masterly sixth section of “When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom’d,” an elegy for Abraham Lincoln:

Coffin that passes through lanes and streets,

Through day and night with the great cloud darkening the land,

With the pomp of the inloop’d flags with the cities draped in black,

With the show of the States themselves as of crape-veil’d women standing,

With processions long and winding and the flambeaus of the night,

With the countless torches lit, with the silent sea of faces and the unbared heads,

With the waiting depot, the arriving coffin, and the somber faces,

With dirges through the night, with the thousand voices rising  strong and solemn,

With all the mournful voices of the dirges pour’d around the coffin,

The dim-lit churches and the shuddering organs—where amid  these you journey,

With the tolling tolling bells’ perpetual clang,

Here, coffin that slowly passes,

I give you my sprig of lilac.

There is music in such solemn, operatic arias. Whitman’s lines echo another model: the Hebrew psalms, or sacred songs, as translated in the King James Version of the Bible. In Psalm 150, repetition also occurs inside of lines:

Praise ye the Lord. Praise God in his sanctuary: praise him in the firmament of his power.

Praise him for his mighty acts: praise him according to his excellent greatness.

Praise him with the sound of the trumpet: praise him with the  psaltery and harp.

Praise him with the timbrel and dance: praise him with stringed instruments and organs.

Praise him upon the loud cymbals: praise him upon the high  sounding cymbals.

Let every thing that hath breath praise the Lord. Praise ye the Lord.

In biblical Psalms, we are in the presence of (as Robert Lowell has said) “supreme poems, written when their translators merely intended prose and were forced by the structure of their originals to write poetry.”44
Whitman was a more deliberate craftsman than he let his readers think, and to anyone interested in writing in open form, his work will repay close study. He knew that repetitions of any kind often make memorable rhythms, as in this passage from “Song of Myself,” with every line ending on an -ing word (a stressed syllable followed by an unstressed syllable):

Here and there with dimes on the eyes walking,

To feed the greed of the belly the brains liberally spooning,

Tickets buying, taking, selling, but in to the feast never once going,

Many sweating, ploughing, thrashing, and then the chaff for  payment receiving,

A few idly owning, and they the wheat continually claiming.

Much more than simply repetition, of course, went into the music of those lines—the internal rime feed, greed, the use of assonance, the trochees that begin the third and fourth lines, whether or not they were calculated.

In such classics of open form poetry, sound and rhythm are positive forces. When speaking a poem in open form, you often may find that it makes a difference for the better if you pause at the end of each line. Try pausing there, however briefly; but don’t allow your voice to drop. Read just as you would normally read a sentence in prose (except for the pauses, of course). Why do the pauses matter? Open form poetry usually has no meter to lend it rhythm. Some lines in an open form poem, as we have seen in Whitman’s “dimes on the eyes” passage, do fall into metrical feet; sometimes the whole poem does. Usually lacking meter’s aid, however, open form, in order to have more and more noticeable rhythms, has need of all the recurring pauses it can get. As we can hear in recordings of them reading their work aloud, open form poets such as Robert Creeley and Allen Ginsberg would often pause very definitely at each line break—and so, for that matter, did Ezra Pound.

Some poems, to be sure, seem more widely open in form than others. A poet may wish to avoid the rigidity and predictability of fixed line lengths and stanzaic forms but still wish to hold a poem together through a strong rhythmic impulse and even a discernible metrical emphasis. A poet may employ rime, but have the rimes recur at various intervals, or perhaps rime lines of varying lengths. In a 1917 essay called “Reflections on vers libre” (French for “free verse”), T. S. Eliot famously observed, “No vers is libre for the man who wants to do a good job.” In that same year, Eliot published his first collection of poems, whose title piece was the classic “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” (see page 1051). Is “Prufrock” a closed poem left ajar or an open poem trying to slam itself?

“Farewell, stale pale skunky pentameters (the only honest English meter, gloop! gloop!),” Kenneth Koch exulted, suggesting that it was high time to junk such stale conventions. Many poets who agree with him believe that it is wrong to fit words into any pattern that already exists, and instead believe in letting a poem seek its own shape as it goes along. (Traditionalists might say that that is what all good poems do anyway: sonnets rarely know they are going to be sonnets until the third line has been written. However, there is no doubt that the sonnet form already exists, at least in the back of the head of any poet who has ever read sonnets.) Some open form poets offer a historical motive: they want to reflect the nervous, staccato, disconnected pace of our bumper-to-bumper society. Others see open form as an attempt to suit thoughts and words to a more spontaneous order than the traditional verse forms allow. “Better,” says Gary Snyder, quoting from Zen, “the perfect, easy discipline of the swallow’s dip and swoop, ‘without east or west.’”55
At the moment, much exciting new poetry is being written in both open form and closed. Today, a number of poets (labeled New Formalists) have taken up rime and meter and are writing sonnets, epigrams, and poems in rimed stanzas, giving “pale skunky pentameters” a fresh lease on life.66 Meanwhile, most younger poets continue to explore a wide range of open forms from conventional and conversational free verse to wildly challenging experimental styles. One West Coast poet, Jack Foley, often writes long free verse poems that involve two voices speaking simultaneously, which makes for exciting if also dizzying poetry readings. The contemporary American determination to play every possible trick that both written and spoken language allows is at least partially inspired by the early Modernist master E. E. Cummings, the smiling godfather of poetic experimentalists everywhere.

E. E. Cummings (1894–1962)*

Buffalo Bill’s
1923

Buffalo Bill’s

defunct


who used to


ride a watersmooth-silver

5


stallion

and break onetwothreefourfive pigeonsjustlikethat


Jesus

he was a handsome man


and what i want to know is

10

how do you like your blueeyed boy

Mister Death

Question

Cummings’s poem would look like this if given conventional punctuation and set in a solid block like prose:

Buffalo Bill’s defunct, who used to ride a water-smooth silver stallion and break one, two, three, four, five pigeons just like that. Jesus, he was a handsome man. And what I want to know is: “How do you like your blue-eyed boy, Mister Death?”

If this were done, by what characteristics would it still be recognizable as poetry? But what would be lost?

W. S. Merwin (b. 1927)

For the Anniversary of My Death
1967

Every year without knowing it I have passed the day

When the last fires will wave to me

And the silence will set out

Tireless traveler

5

Like the beam of a lightless star

Then I will no longer

Find myself in life as in a strange garment

Surprised at the earth

And the love of one woman

10

And the shamelessness of men

As today writing after three days of rain

Hearing the wren sing and the falling cease

And bowing not knowing to what

Questions


1.
Read the poem aloud. Try pausing for a fraction of a second at the end of every line. Is there a justification for each line break?


2.
The poem is divided into two asymmetrical sections. Does this formal division reflect some change or difference of meaning between the two sections?

William Carlos Williams (1883–1963)*

The Dance
1944

In Breughel’s great picture, The Kermess,

the dancers go round, they go round and

around, the squeal and the blare and the

tweedle of bagpipes, a bugle and fiddles

5

tipping their bellies (round as the thick-

sided glasses whose wash they impound)

their hips and their bellies off balance

to turn them. Kicking and rolling about

the Fair Grounds, swinging their butts, those

10

shanks must be sound to bear up under such

rollicking measures, prance as they dance

in Breughel’s great picture, The Kermess.

The Dance. Breughel (most often spelled “Brueghel”), a Flemish painter known for his scenes of peasant activities, represented in The Kermess a celebration on the feast day of a local patron saint.

Questions


1.
Scan this poem and try to describe the effect of its rhythms.


2.
Williams, widely admired for his free verse, insisted for many years that what he sought was a form not in the least bit free. What effect does he achieve by ending lines on such weak words as the articles and and the? By splitting thick- / sided? By splitting a prepositional phrase with the break at the end of line 8? By using line breaks to split those and such from what they modify? What do you think he is trying to convey?


3.
Is there any point in his making line 12 a repetition of the opening line?


4.
Look at the reproduction of Brueghel’s painting The Kermess (also called Peasant Dance). Aware that the rhythms of dancers, the rhythms of a painting, and the rhythms of a poem are not all the same, can you put in your own words what Brueghel’s dancing figures have in common with Williams’s descriptions of them?


5.
Compare with “The Dance” another poem that refers to a Brueghel painting: W. H. Auden’s “Museé des Beaux Arts” on page 1083. What seems to be each poet’s main concern: to convey in words a sense of the painting, or to visualize the painting in order to state some theme?

Stephen Crane (1871–1900)

The Heart
1895

In the desert

I saw a creature, naked, bestial,

Who, squatting upon the ground,

Held his heart in his hands,

5

And ate of it.

I said, “Is it good, friend?”

“It is bitter—bitter,” he answered;

“But I like it

Because it is bitter,

10

And because it is my heart.”

Walt Whitman (1819–1892)*

Cavalry Crossing a Ford
1865

A line in long array where they wind betwixt green islands,

They take a serpentine course, their arms flash in the sun—hark to the musical clank,

Behold the silvery river, in it the splashing horses loitering stop to drink,

Behold the brown-faced men, each group, each person a picture, the negligent rest on the saddles,

5

Some emerge on the opposite bank, others are just entering the  ford—while,

Scarlet and blue and snowy white,

The guidon flags flutter gayly in the wind.

Questions

The following nit-picking questions are intended to help you see exactly what makes these two open form poems by Crane and Whitman so different in their music.


1.
What devices of sound occur in Whitman’s phrase silvery river (line 3)? Where else in his poem do you find these devices?


2.
Does Crane use any such devices?


3.
In number of syllables, Whitman’s poem is almost twice as long as Crane’s. Which poem has more pauses in it? (Count pauses at the ends of lines, at marks of punctuation.)


4.
Read the two poems aloud. In general, how would you describe the effect of their sounds and rhythms? Is Crane’s poem necessarily an inferior poem for having less music?

Ezra Pound (1885–1972)*

Salutation
1915

O generation of the thoroughly smug

and thoroughly uncomfortable,

I have seen fishermen picnicking in the sun,

I have seen them with untidy families,

5

I have seen their smiles full of teeth

and heard ungainly laughter.

And I am happier than you are,

And they were happier than I am;

And the fish swim in the lake

10
and do not even own clothing

Wallace Stevens (1879–1955)*

Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird
1923


I

Among twenty snowy mountains,

The only moving thing

Was the eye of the blackbird.


II

I was of three minds,

5

Like a tree

In which there are three blackbirds.


III

The blackbird whirled in the autumn winds.

It was a small part of the pantomime.


IV

A man and a woman

10

Are one.

A man and a woman and a blackbird

Are one.


V

I do not know which to prefer,

The beauty of inflections

15

Or the beauty of innuendoes,

The blackbird whistling

Or just after.


VI

Icicles filled the long window

With barbaric glass.

20

The shadow of the blackbird

Crossed it, to and fro.

The mood

Traced in the shadow

An indecipherable cause.


VII

25

O thin men of Haddam,

Why do you imagine golden birds?

Do you not see how the blackbird

Walks around the feet

Of the women about you?


VIII

30

I know noble accents

And lucid, inescapable rhythms;

But I know, too,

That the blackbird is involved

In what I know.


IX

35

When the blackbird flew out of sight,

It marked the edge

Of one of many circles.


X

At the sight of blackbirds

Flying in a green light,

40

Even the bawds of euphony

Would cry out sharply.


XI

He rode over Connecticut

In a glass coach.

Once, a fear pierced him,

45

In that he mistook

The shadow of his equipage

For blackbirds.


XII

The river is moving.

The blackbird must be flying.


XIII

50

It was evening all afternoon.

It was snowing

And it was going to snow.

The blackbird sat

In the cedar-limbs.

Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird. 25 Haddam: This biblical-sounding name is that of a town in Connecticut.

Questions


1.
What is the speaker’s attitude toward the men of Haddam? What attitude toward this world does he suggest they lack? What is implied by calling them thin (line 25)?


2.
What do the landscapes of winter contribute to the poem’s effectiveness? If Stevens had chosen images of summer lawns, what would have been lost?


3.
In which sections of the poem does Stevens suggest that a unity exists between human being and blackbird, between blackbird and the entire natural world? Can we say that Stevens “philosophizes”? What role does imagery play in Stevens’s statement of his ideas?


4.
What sense can you make of Part X? Make an enlightened guess.


5.
Consider any one of the thirteen parts. What patterns of sound and rhythm do you find in it? What kind of structure does it have?


6.
If the thirteen parts were arranged in some different order, would the poem be just as good? Or can we find a justification for its beginning with Part I and ending with Part XIII?


7.
Does the poem seem an arbitrary combination of thirteen separate poems? Or is there any reason to call it a whole?

Prose Poetry

No law requires a poet to split thoughts into verse lines at all. Charles Baudelaire, Rainer Maria Rilke, Jorge Luis Borges, Alexander Solzhenitsyn, T. S. Eliot, and many others have written prose poems, in which, without caring that eye appeal and some of the rhythm of a line structure may be lost, the poet prints words in a block like a prose paragraph. To some, the term “prose poetry” is as oxymoronic as “jumbo shrimp” or “plastic glasses,” if not a flat-out contradiction in terms. On the other hand, we might recall Samuel Johnson’s response when told that Bishop Berkeley’s theory that the material world is an illusion, while obviously false, could not be refuted; Johnson kicked a large stone, saying “I refute him thus.” Like stones, prose poems exist. To prove it, here are two by contemporary American poets. As you read them, ask yourself: Are they prose poems, or very short pieces of prose? If they are poetry, what features distinguish them from prose? If they should be considered prose, what essential features of poetry do they lack?

Carolyn Forché (b. 1950)

The Colonel
1982

What you have heard is true. I was in his house. His wife carried a tray of coffee and sugar. His daughter filed her nails, his son went out for the night. There were daily papers, pet dogs, a pistol on the cushion beside him. The moon swung bare on its black cord over the house. On the television was a cop show. It was in English. Broken bottles were embedded in the walls around the house to scoop the kneecaps from a man’s legs or cut his hands to lace. On the windows there were gratings like those in liquor stores. We had dinner, rack of lamb, good wine, a gold bell was on the table for calling the maid. The maid brought green mangoes, salt, a type of bread. I was asked how I enjoyed the country. There was a brief commercial in Spanish. His wife took everything away. There was some talk then of how difficult it had become to govern. The parrot said hello on the terrace. The colonel told it to shut up, and pushed himself from the table. My friend said to me with his eyes: say nothing. The colonel returned with a sack used to bring groceries home. He spilled many human ears on the table. They were like dried peach halves. There is no other way to say this. He took one of them in his hands, shook it in our faces, dropped it into a water glass. It came alive there. I am tired of fooling around he said. As for the rights of anyone, tell your people they can go fuck themselves. He swept the ears to the floor with his arm and held the last of his wine in the air. Something for your poetry, no? he said. Some of the ears on the floor caught this scrap of his voice. Some of the ears on the floor were pressed to the ground.

May 1978
Questions


1.
Forché begins “The Colonel” by saying “What you have heard is true.” Who is the you? Does she assume a specific person?


2.
Should we believe that this story is true? If so, what leads us to believe its veracity?


3.
Why does the author end “The Colonel” by giving a date?

Charles Simic (b. 1939)*

The Magic Study of Happiness
1992

In the smallest theater in the world the bread crumbs speak. It’s a mystery play on the subject of a lost paradise. Once there was a kitchen with a table on which a few crumbs were left. Through the window you could see your young mother by the fence talking to a neighbor. She was cold and kept hugging her thin dress tighter and tighter. The clouds in the sky sailed on as she threw her head back to laugh.

5

Where the words can’t go any further—there’s the hard table. The crumbs are watching you as you in turn watch them. The unknown in you and the unknown in them attract each other. The two unknowns are like illicit lovers when they’re exceedingly and unaccountably happy.

Questions


1.
What is the effect of the phrases “the smallest theater in the world” and “mystery play”?


2.
How do you interpret “Where the words can’t go any further—there’s the hard table”?


3.
What is the significance of the simile in the last sentence?

Visual Poetry

Let’s look at a famous poem with a distinctive visible shape. In the seventeenth century, ingenious poets trimmed their lines into the silhouettes of altars and crosses, pillars and pyramids. Here is one. Is it anything more than a demonstration of ingenuity?

George Herbert (1593–1633)*

Easter Wings
1633

Lord, who createdst man in wealth and store,

Though foolishly he lost the same,

Decaying more and more

Till he became

Most poor;

With thee

Oh, let me rise

As larks, harmoniously,

And sing this day thy victories;

Then shall the fall further the flight in me.

My tender age in sorrow did begin;

And still with sicknesses and shame

Thou didst so punish sin,

That I became

Most thin.

With thee

Let me combine,

And feel this day thy victory;

For if I imp my wing on thine,

Affliction shall advance the flight in me.

In the next-to-last line, imp is a term from falconry meaning to repair the wing of an injured bird by grafting feathers onto it.

If we see it merely as a picture, we will have to admit that Herbert’s word design does not go far. It renders with difficulty shapes that a sketcher’s pencil could set down in a flash, in more detail, more accurately. Was Herbert’s effort wasted? It might have been, were there not more to his poem than meets the eye. The mind, too, is engaged by the visual pattern, by the realization that the words most thin are given emphasis by their narrow form. Here, visual pattern points out meaning. Heard aloud, too, “Easter Wings” gives further pleasure. Its rimes, its rhythm are perceptible.

Ever since George Herbert’s day, poets have continued to experiment with the looks of printed poetry. Notable efforts to entertain the eye are Lewis Carroll’s rimed mouse’s tail in Alice in Wonderland and the Calligrammes of Guillaume Apollinaire, who arranged words in the shapes of a necktie, of the Eiffel Tower, of spears of falling rain. Here is a bird-shaped poem of more recent inspiration than Herbert’s. What does its visual form have to do with what the poet is saying?

John Hollander (b. 1929)

Swan and Shadow
1969

Dusk

Above the

water hang the

loud

flies

Here

O so

gray

then

What
A pale signal will appear

When
Soon before its shadow fades

Where
Here in this pool of opened eye

In us
No Upon us As at the very edges

of where we take shape in the dark air

this object bares its image awakening

ripples of recognition that will

brush darkness up into light

even after this bird this hour both drift by atop the perfect sad instant now

already passing out of sight

toward yet-untroubled reflection

this image bears its object darkening

into memorial shades Scattered bits of

light
No of water Or something across

water
Breaking up No Being regathered

soon
Yet by then a swan will have

gone
Yet out of mind into what

vast

pale

hush

of a

place

past

sudden dark as

if a swan

sang

A whole poem doesn’t need to be such a verbal silhouette, of course, for its appearance on the page to seem meaningful. In some lines of a longer poem, William Carlos Williams has conveyed the way an energetic bellhop (or hotel porter) runs downstairs:

ta tuck a

ta tuck a

ta tuck a

ta tuck a

ta tuck a

This is not only good onomatopoeia and an accurate description of a rhythm; the steplike appearance of the lines goes together with their meaning.

At least some of our pleasure in silently reading a poem derives from the way it looks upon its page. A poem in an open form can engage the eye with snowfields of white space and thickets of close-set words. A poem in stanzas can please us by its visual symmetry. And, far from being merely decorative, the visual devices of a poem can be meaningful, too. White space—as poets who work in open forms demonstrate—can indicate pauses. If white space entirely surrounds a word or phrase or line, then that portion of the poem obviously takes special emphasis. Typographical devices such as capital letters and italics also can lay stress upon words. In most traditional poems, a capital letter at the beginning of each new line helps indicate the importance the poet places on line divisions, whose regular intervals make a rhythm out of pauses. And the poet may be trying to show us that certain lines rime by indenting them.

Some contemporary poets have taken advantage of the computer’s ability to mix words and images. They use visual images as integral parts of their poems to explore possibilities beyond traditional prosody. Ezra Pound did similar things in his modernist epic, The Cantos, by incorporating Chinese ideograms, musical notations, and marginal notes into the text of the poem. More recently Terry Ehret created a sequence of poems that used ancient Egyptian hieroglyphics to prompt lyric meditations that are half translation and half free association. Here is one section from her poem sequence “Papyrus.” (Note how Ehret uses a hieroglyph, a pictorial character used in ancient Egyptian writing, as the title of her short prose poem.)

Terry Ehret (b. 1955)

from Papyrus
1992

A lake. A night without moon. Distant memory of what the sun looks like rising. The darkness blows across the water like a wind. Passions that cool with age.

In recent decades, a movement called concrete poetry has traveled far and wide. Though practitioners of the art disagree over its definition, what most concretists seem to do is make designs out of letters and words. Other concrete poets wield typography like a brush dipped in paint, using such techniques as blow-up, montage, and superimposed elements (the same words printed many times on top of the same impression, so that the result is blurriness). They may even keep words in a usual order, perhaps employing white space as freely as any writer of open form verse. (More freely sometimes—Aram Saroyan has a concrete poem that consists of a page blank except for the word oxygen.) Poet Richard Kostelanetz has suggested that a more accurate name for concrete poetry might be “word-imagery.” He sees it occupying an area somewhere between conventional poetry and visual art.

Admittedly, some concrete poems mean less than meets the eye. That many pretentious doodlers have taken up concretism may have caused a Time writer to sneer: did Joyce Kilmer miss all that much by never having seen a poem lovely as a
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Like other structures of language, however, concrete poems evidently can have the effect of poetry, if written by poets. Whether or not it ought to be dubbed “poetry,” this art can do what poems traditionally have done: use language in delightful ways that reveal meanings to us.

Dorthi Charles (b. 1963)
Concrete Cat
1971

Questions


1.
What does this writer indicate by capitalizing the a in ear? The y in eye? The u in mouth? By using spaces between the letters in the word tail?

2.
Why is the word mouse upside down?


3.
What possible pun might be seen in the cat’s middle stripe?


4.
What is the tone of “Concrete Cat”? How is it made evident?


5.
Do these words seem chosen for their connotations or only for their denotations? Would you call this work of art a poem?

Experiment: Do It Yourself

Make a concrete poem of your own. If you need inspiration, pick some familiar object or animal and try to find words that look like it. For more ideas, study the typography of a magazine or newspaper; cut out interesting letters and numerals and try pasting them into arrangements. What (if anything) do your experiments tell you about familiar letters and words?

Topics for Writing


1.
Consider whether concrete poetry is a vital art form or merely visual trivia.


2.
Should a poem be illustrated, or is it better left to the mind’s eye? Discuss this question in a brief essay. You might care to consider the illustrations in a collection of poems for children.

Found Poetry

Ronald Gross, who produces found poetry by arranging prose from such unlikely places as traffic signs and news stories into poem-like lines, has told of making a discovery:

As I worked with labels, tax forms, commercials, contracts, pin-up captions, obituaries, and the like, I soon found myself rediscovering all the traditional verse forms in found materials: ode, sonnet, epigram, haiku, free verse. Such finds made me realize that these forms are not mere artifices, but shapes that language naturally takes when carrying powerful thoughts or feelings.77
Inspired by pop artists who reveal fresh vistas in Brillo boxes and comic strips, found poetry has had a flurry of activity. Earlier practitioners include William Carlos Williams, whose long poem Paterson quotes historical documents and statistics. Prose, wrote Williams, can be a “laboratory” for poetry: “It throws up jewels which may be cleaned and grouped.”

Ronald Gross (b. 1935)

Yield
1967

Yield.

No Parking.

Unlawful to Pass.

Wait for Green Light.

5

Yield.

Stop.

Narrow Bridge.

Merging Traffic Ahead.

Yield.

10

Yield.

Questions


1.
This poem by Ronald Gross is a “found poem.” After reading it, how would you define found poetry?


2.
Does “Yield” have a theme? If so, how would you state it?


3.
What makes “Yield” mean more than traffic signs ordinarily mean to us?

Experiment: Finding a Poem

In a newspaper, magazine, catalogue, textbook, or advertising throwaway, find a sentence or passage that (with a little artistic manipulation on your part) shows promise of becoming a poem. Copy it into lines like poetry, being careful to place what seem to be the most interesting words at the ends of lines to give them greatest emphasis. According to the rules of found poetry, you may excerpt, delete, repeat, and rearrange elements but not add anything. What does this experiment tell you about poetic form? About ordinary prose?

Seeing the Logic of Open Form Verse

Read the following poems in open form silently to yourself, noticing what each poet does with white space, repetitions, line breaks, and indentations. Then read the poems aloud, trying to indicate by slight pauses where lines end and also pausing slightly at any space inside a line. Can you see any reasons for the poet’s placing his or her words in this arrangement rather than in a prose paragraph? Do any of these poets seem to care also about visual effect? (As with other kinds of poetry, there may not be any obvious logical reason for everything that happens in these poems.)

E. E. Cummings (1894–1962)*

in Just-
1923

in Just-

spring  when the world is mud-

luscious the little

lame balloonman

5

whistles  far  and wee

and eddieandbill come

running from marbles and

piracies and it’s

spring

10

when the world is puddle-wonderful

the queer

old balloonman whistles

far  and  wee

and bettyandisbel come dancing

15

from hop-scotch and jump-rope and

it’s

spring

and

the

20

goat-footed

balloonMan  whistles

far

and

wee

Carole Satyamurti (b. 1939)

I Shall Paint My Nails Red
1990

Because a bit of colour is a public service.

Because I am proud of my hands.

Because it will remind me I’m a woman.

Because I will look like a survivor.

5

Because I can admire them in traffic jams.

Because my daughter will say ugh.

Because my lover will be surprised.

Because it is quicker than dyeing my hair.

Because it is a ten-minute moratorium.

10
Because it is reversible.

Question

“I Shall Paint My Nails Red” is written in free verse, but the poem has several organizing principles. How many can you discover?

Alice Fulton (b. 1952)

Failure
2001

The kings are boring, forever

legislating where the sparkles

in their crowns will be. Regal is easy.

That’s why I wear a sinking fragrance

5

and fall to pieces in plain sight.

I’ll do no crying in the rain.

I’ll be altruistic, let others relish the spectacle—

as one subject to seizures of perfection

and fragments of success,

10

who planned to be an all-girl god,

arrives at a flawed foundering,

deposed and covered with the dung

and starspit of what-is,

helpless, stupid, gauche, ouch—

15

I’ll give up walking on water.

I’ll make a splash.

Onlookers don’t want miracles.

Failure is glamourous.

The crash course needs its crash.

Question

The lines in this poem are right-justified. Is this just an attention-getting device, or does it add anything in terms of the poem’s larger concerns?

Writing Effectively

Writers on Writing

Walt Whitman

The Poetry of the Future
1876

The poetry of the future, (a phrase open to sharp criticism, and not satisfactory to me, but significant, and I will use it)—the poetry of the future aims at the free expression of emotion, (which means far, far more than appears at first,) and to arouse and initiate, more than to define or finish. Like all modern tendencies, it has direct or indirect reference continually to the reader, to you or me, to the central identity of everything, the mighty Ego. (Byron’s was a vehement dash, with plenty of impatient democracy, but lurid and introverted amid all its magnetism; not at all the fitting, lasting song of a grand, secure, free, sunny race.) It is more akin, likewise, to outside life and landscape, (returning mainly to the antique feeling,) real sun and gale, and woods and shores—to the elements themselves—not sitting at ease in parlor or library listening to a good tale of them, told in good rhyme. Character, a feature far above style or polish—a feature not absent at any time, but now first brought to the fore—gives predominant stamp to advancing poetry. . . .

Is there not even now, indeed, an evolution, a departure from the masters? Venerable and unsurpassable after their kind as are the old works, and always unspeakably precious as studies, (for Americans more than any other people,) is it too much to say that by the shifted combinations of the modern mind the whole underlying theory of first-class verse has changed?

From preface to the centennial edition of Leaves of Grass
Writing About Free Verse

Lining Up for Free Verse

“That’s not poetry! It’s just chopped-up prose.” So runs one old-fashioned complaint about free verse. Such criticism may be true of inept poems, but in the best free verse the line endings transform language in ways beyond the possibilities of prose. When we consider the effects that line breaks can achieve, we might even begin to see prose as poetry’s poor cousin.

A line break implies a slight pause so that the last word of each line receives special emphasis. The last word in a line is meant to linger, however briefly, in the listener’s ear. Look at how Wallace Stevens’s lineation in “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird” allows us not only to see but also to savor the implications of the ideas and images:

I was of three minds,

Like a tree

In which there are three blackbirds.

On a purely semantic level, these lines may mean the same as the prose statement, “I was of three minds like a tree in which there are three blackbirds,” but Stevens’s choice of line breaks adds decisive emphasis at several points. Each of these three lines isolates and presents a separate image (the speaker, the tree, and the blackbirds). The placement of three at the same position in the opening and closing lines helps us feel the similar nature of the two statements. The short middle line allows us to see the image of the tree before we fully understand why it is parallel to the divided mind—thus adding a touch of suspense that the prose version of this statement just can’t supply. Ending each line with a key noun and image also gives the poem a concrete feel not altogether evident in the prose.

For a better sense of how a poem’s line breaks operate, note whether the breaks tend to come at the end of sentences or phrases, or in the middle of an idea. An abundance of breaks in mid-thought can create a tumbling, headlong effect, forcing your eye to speed down the page. Conversely, lines that tend to break at the end of a full idea can give a more stately rhythm to a poem.

Next, determine whether the lines tend to be all brief, all long, or a mix. A very short line forces us to pay special attention to its every word, no matter how small.

With line breaks as with any other element of verse, always ask yourself how a poet’s choices help to reinforce a poem’s meaning.

Checklist

Analyzing Line Breaks in Free Verse


¸
Reread a poem, paying attention to where its lines end.


¸
Do the breaks tend to come at the end of the sentences or phrases?


¸
Do they tend to come in the middle of an idea?


¸
Do the lines tend to be long? Short? A mix of both?


¸
What mood is created by the breaks?


¸
How is each line’s meaning underscored by its line break?


¸
Is the poem broken into stanzas? Are they long? Short? A mix of both?


¸
How do line breaks and stanza breaks reinforce the poem’s meaning as a whole?

Writing Assignment on Open Form

Retype a free verse poem as prose, adding conventional punctuation and capitalization if necessary. Then compare and contrast the prose version with the poem itself. How do the two texts differ in tone, rhythm, emphasis, and effect? How do they remain similar? Use any poem from this chapter or any of the following from the chapter “Poems for Further Reading”: W. H. Auden’s “Musée des Beaux Arts”; Robert Lowell’s “Skunk Hour”; Linda Pastan’s “Ethics”; Ezra Pound’s “The River Merchant’s Wife: a Letter”; or William Carlos Williams’s “To Waken an Old Lady.”

More Topics for Writing


1.
Write a brief essay (approximately 500 words) on how the line breaks and white space (or lack thereof) in E. E. Cummings’s “Buffalo Bill’s” contribute to the poem’s effect.


2.
Read aloud William Carlos Williams’s “The Dance.” Examine how the poem’s line breaks and sonic effects underscore the poem’s meaning.


3.
Imagine Carolyn Forché’s “The Colonel” broken into free-verse lines. What are the benefits of the prose-poem form to this particular text?


4.
Compare any poem in this chapter with a poem in rime and meter. Discuss several key features that they have in common despite their apparent differences in style. Features it might be useful to compare include imagery, tone, figures of speech, and word choice.


5.
Write an imitation of Wallace Stevens’s “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird.” Come up with thirteen ways of looking at your car, a can opener, a housecat—or any object that intrigues you. Choose your line breaks carefully, to recreate some of the mood of the original. You might also have a look at Aaron Abeyta’s parody “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Tortilla” on page 963. 
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DETAIL. The Kermess or Peasant Dance by Pieter Brueghel the Elder (1520?–1569).
1 “Free Verse,” Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics, 2nd ed., 1975.


2 Stephen Berg and Robert Mezey, eds., foreword, Naked Poetry: Recent American Poetry in Open Forms (Indianapolis: Bobbs, 1969).
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