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What Is Poetry?

Poetry is a way of taking life by the throat.

—Robert Frost

Archibald MacLeish (1892–1982)

Ars Poetica
1926

A poem should be palpable and mute

As a globed fruit,

Dumb

As old medallions to the thumb,
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Silent as the sleeve-worn stone

Of casement ledges where the moss has grown—

A poem should be wordless

As the flight of birds.



       *  *

A poem should be motionless in time
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As the moon climbs,

Leaving, as the moon releases

Twig by twig the night-entangled trees,

Leaving, as the moon behind the winter leaves,

Memory by memory the mind—
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A poem should be motionless in time

As the moon climbs.



       *  *

A poem should be equal to:

Not true.

For all the history of grief
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An empty doorway and a maple leaf.

For love

The leaning grasses and two lights above the sea—

A poem should not mean

But be.

The title of Archibald MacLeish’s provocative poem is Latin for “the poetic art” or “the art of poetry,” and it is not unusual for poets to speculate in verse about their art. MacLeish, in fact, borrowed his title from the Roman poet Horace, who wrote a brilliant verse epistle on the subject during the reign of Caesar Augustus. In the two thousand years since then, there has been no shortage of opinions from fellow poets. There is something alluring and mysterious about poetry, even to its practitioners.

What, then, is poetry? By now, perhaps, you have formed your own idea, whether or not you can define it. Robert Frost made a try at a definition: “A poem is an idea caught in the act of dawning.” Just in case further efforts at definition may be useful, here are a few memorable ones (including, for a second look, some given earlier):

things that are true expressed in words that are beautiful.

—Dante
the art of uniting pleasure with truth by calling imagination to the help of reason.

—Samuel Johnson
the best words in the best order.

—Samuel Taylor Coleridge
the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings.

—William Wordsworth
musical thought.

—Thomas Carlyle
emotion put into measure.

—Thomas Hardy
If I feel physically as if the top of my head were taken off, I know that is poetry.

—Emily Dickinson
speech framed . . . to be heard for its own sake and interest even over and above its interest of meaning.

—Gerard Manley Hopkins
a way of remembering what it would impoverish us to forget.

—Robert Frost
a revelation in words by means of the words.

—Wallace Stevens
Poetry is prose bewitched.

—Mina Loy
not the assertion that something is true, but the making of that truth more fully real to us.

—T. S. Eliot
the clear expression of mixed feelings.

—W. H. Auden
the body of linguistic constructions that men usually refer to as poems.

—J. V. Cunningham
hundreds of things coming together at the right moment.

—Elizabeth Bishop
Verse should have two obligations: to communicate a precise instance and to touch us physically, as the presence of the sea does.

—Jorge Luis Borges
Reduced to its simplest and most essential form, the poem is a song. Song is neither discourse nor explanation.

—Octavio Paz
anything said in such a way, or put on the page in such a way, as to invite from the hearer or the reader a certain kind of attention.

—William Stafford
A poem is something that penetrates for an instant into the unconscious.

—Robert Bly
A poem differs from most prose in several ways. For one, both writer and reader tend to regard it differently. The poet’s attitude is something like this: I offer this piece of writing to be read not as prose but as a poem—that is, more perceptively, thoughtfully, and considerately, with more attention to sounds and connotations. This is a great deal to expect, but in return, the reader, too, has a right to certain expectations. Approaching the poem in the anticipation of out-of-the-ordinary knowledge and pleasure, the reader assumes that the poem may use certain enjoyable devices not available to prose: rime, alliteration, meter, and rhythms—definite, various, or emphatic. (The poet may not always decide to use these things.) The reader expects the poet to make greater use, perhaps, of resources of meaning such as figurative language, allusion, symbol, and imagery. As readers of prose, we might seek no more than meaning: no more than what could be paraphrased without serious loss. Meeting any figurative language or graceful turns of word order, we think them pleasant extras. But in poetry all these “extras” matter as much as the paraphrasable content, if not more. For, when we finish reading a good poem, we cannot explain precisely to ourselves what we have experienced—without repeating, word for word, the language of the poem itself. Archibald MacLeish makes this point memorably in “Ars Poetica”:

A poem should not mean

But be.

“Poetry is to prose as dancing is to walking,” remarked Paul Valéry. It is doubtful, however, that anyone can draw an immovable boundary between poetry and prose. Certain prose needs only to be arranged in lines to be seen as poetry—especially prose that conveys strong emotion in vivid, physical imagery and in terse, figurative, rhythmical language. Even in translation the words of Chief Joseph of the Nez Percé tribe, at the moment of his surrender to the U.S. Army in 1877, still move us and are memorable:

Hear me, my warriors, my heart is sick and sad:

Our chiefs are killed,

The old men all are dead,

It is cold and we have no blankets.

The little children freeze to death.

Hear me, my warriors, my heart is sick and sad:

From where the sun now stands I will fight no more forever.

It may be that a poem can point beyond words to something still more essential. Language has its limits, and probably Edgar Allan Poe was the only poet ever to claim he could always find words for whatever he wished to express. For, of all a human being can experience and imagine, words say only part. “Human speech,” said Flaubert, who strove after the best of it, “is like a cracked kettle on which we hammer out tunes to make bears dance, when what we long for is the compassion of the stars.”

Like Yeats’s chestnut-tree in “Among School Children” (which, when asked whether it is leaf, blossom, or bole, has no answer), a poem is to be seen not as a confederation of form, rime, image, metaphor, tone, and theme, but as a whole. We study a poem one element at a time because the intellect best comprehends what it can separate. But only our total attention, involving the participation of our blood and marrow, can see all elements in a poem fused, all dancing together. Yeats knew how to make poems and how to read them:

God guard me from those thoughts men think

In the mind alone;

He that sings a lasting song

Thinks in a marrow-bone.

Throughout this book, we have been working on the assumption that the patient and conscious explication of poems will sharpen unconscious perceptions. We can only hope that it will; the final test lies in whether you care to go on by yourself, reading other poems, finding in them pleasure and enlightenment. Pedagogy must have a stop; so too must the viewing of poems as if their elements fell into chapters. For the total experience of reading a poem surpasses the mind’s categories. The wind in the grass, says a proverb, cannot be taken into the house.

Ha Jin (b. 1956)

Missed Time
2000

My notebook has remained blank for months

thanks to the light you shower

around me. I have no use

for my pen, which lies

5

languorously without grief.

Nothing is better than to live

a storyless life that needs

no writing for meaning—

when I am gone, let others say
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they lost a happy man,

though no one can tell how happy I was. 
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