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INTRQDUCTION  °

This book is for teachers who teach poetry. But it is not a
poetry handbook or a manual of teaching instructions. The title
savs it is about an approach to teaching poetry but that is not its
red| purpose This book is actually about a way to avoid teaching
poetry

I ant not sure there is a way to teach poetry. Too much of what
happens between poem and reader takes place outside the geach-
ers control We try to teach a poem Tand £nd up teaching its parts
because we can never catch !hc poem itself in the things we teach
students about poetry

This book discusses a way i which I think poetry can success-
fullv. be approached in the classroom [ts subject is how poems can
be rerd [t offers a way to approach poems without teaching them

I did not set out to find a new approach to poetrs by myself
As Poet-in-the-Schools for Nashville. 1 worked with many of the
English teachers in the system and 1 found most were trying to
break out bf the traditional mode of teaching poetry Each in hes
own way was tryving to make poems more acccp!:llzlc to students

This book is particularly for the teachers who made that effort

I am offering an alternatne to the traditonal approach for
teaching poetry | do not maintain my way is the only correct way
to approach poems Neither am I asking feachers to reject the old
methods completely  But | am suggesting that the traditional ap-
proach is not enough. Thus. [ am tryving here to show teachers a
way to work with poems that touches areas not covered by the
traditional methods .

In developing a new approach to poems it was necessary to be
critical of the old approach. Muany of those ideas are expressed in
this book. I want to make clear that my crniticism is not directed at
the teachers who use the traditional approach I know that many
of them recognize the weaknesseshin the approach and hate tned
to help their students get around them We all have the same desire

»
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tupl. ¢ |mm)\ﬂwlu‘ vable tor students N
Wifile this book v written for teathery, 1t v centered .around
sthdents Thus 1 have not tried to make this approach any thing
» more Specialized than sapph a way to read poems 1 teel that such

things as critical approaches and poetic theoriés only get between

students ands poems, and enough distance exists beiween those
two poles already TS approach does nothing more than pr(mdc
a way to mahe poems av ailable to students

One more comment on the approach aitself s necessary, 1 hope
that no one will think 1 am trying to present this new approach as
an ultimate way to work with poems I can only offer teachery the
beginnimgs of an alternatine method I am \ug‘.’osﬁnu my jdeas and
methods ot presentation with the expectation that each teacher
will adapt them to her particular situation

Fally. 1 mustsay that this book s also for me Writing 1t helps
answer some of my needs as a teacher Poetry has been-a dead
subject i English classes for too long 1 hope that through this

book I am doing something to help make poems come alive for
student\ . .
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. CHAPTER ONE

i/fl(’ old way)

-

.The approach to poems which is discussed i this book took -
shape in the usual process’of creation It was mothered by neces
sity and fathered by An accumulation of ideas-from a number of
sources relu!inu to poetry. I was merel? the midwife running
around trying to make sure all the parts came -together This
approgch €amo nto being and grew becune it was needed to
satisify the requirements of a particular situation  \s I explain.the
approach 1 hope st will be clear that the child has outgrown its
origias and is struggling to accomodate itself to other teaching
situations. .

In the fall of 4971 | was given a job teaching poelfy in the
Nashville high schools_ In accepting the position. Taccepted thag
would be committed to the primary purpose of the Poet-in-
-the-Schools Program which was the improvement of. student
attitudes toward poetry By taking that purpose as my own. |
accepted that niy work would take the direction of not merely
attempting ,to enrich the existing situation byt auempun" to.
change it \lgnlflk'llll!\ as well,

The progranm’s purpose of tryig to improve student attitudes
toward poetry is bazed on the following’ three assumptions: that
the attitudes need mproving. that the attitudes can be improved.
and that something needs to be dbne that s not being done as thé
means to that improvement I had no problem accepting these
three assumptions because 1 agree with them fully

Very few English teachers have escaped confrontation with the
statement. "1 don’t like poetry ™ Wiile the statement by no means
represents the attitudés of all students. it does seem to appear with
dlsu)urazmu frequency in almost every classroom and is far.more

.
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prevalent than anmy merdent of open enthustiaism Even those classes
not dominated by actinve dishike of poetry seneratly display an
equglhv disheartenimge attitude’ ot dinconteldt o unconcern Ginoen
this ¥atgation. suthice 1t to sa lbét} feel, that stadent attitude
towrrrdkpac iy could stand somie ipsproving

bam also contpeed ther attitudes can be improved 1o think

:\ccm\ to mph to me that either thesStudents are hope-
tess beyond change, or that poems themselves are of no value (o
the students, and 1 do not 4 cept esther of those mipheations |
cannot behese that any student s beyond hopeit goes agminst nm
hasic aram ag a_teacher And when ook at the tme and money
students spend on popular music - atself a basic torm ot poctic
expressien - 1 cannot help but think thpt poetry has some value to
students  And that 1t thus possible to improve thew attitudes
toward poetry m the classroom . o
b owas forced to aceept -the third assumption because 1 has
aceepted the birst two It the negative attitudes do not exist be-
cause of taults - thie students or i theiy abilites to respond to
poctic expression. then there mvast by sgme aspect ot the~ituation
mowhich we present poems that s ot targed Smeé 1 was not
willing to adimit that all teghhers are bad anmy more than 1 yas
willimg to admit all studentsar@bag. | Tad to look to Yhe methods
by which poeis are approachied fo -ty 1o solve the problem In
lookmg, 1 tound that most teachers use the same basic approach n
their presentation ot poetry Thus, | settied on that method. the
“what does this poem mean™ approach. as the aspect of the situa-
ton that needed to be reevaluated  as a means of mproyirg
student attitudes, - »

In the tollowmg sectionsatthis chiapte? 1 will discuss the “what
does this poem mean” approach and some of the problems in-
herent ot To keep the evalustion in perspectinve with the needs
ot the situation winch necessitatedsit. 1 will also look at speditic
student complamts about the method and some of the needs these
complamts reveal Tt seems ot hittlé salue g0 me to attempt 2

“change without tirst establishing tismly the problem in the exinting
stwation 1 hope as-the reader tollows this discussion ~hg wil

evdluate what I sav i terms of her own experience m the class-
room and perhaps in terms of her oMo frustration
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. When | went to the elasroom to look at the “meaning”
approach m action. | went with the assumpuon that the approuach
s not used gust for the teacher’s comvemence and cnjmmcnl I
* asumed that any approach to poems used i the classroom is
intended to benetit the students. and 1 wanted to ind out how
much benefit the students felt they were getting  Sinceg the
students were on™ the ‘recenning end ot the approach- | was
witnessing. | thouglit they should know better than anyene if it
was working No teaching method tulfils its purpose in the,
classraom if 1t works for the teacher and faillsfor the student
I made A second assumption to use -m looking A the studenty
responses © It seems reasonible to evpect that” any - classroom
approach to poetry should have as ats magor benefit getting stu-
dents interested in poetry  Of failing to create interest. the least-
that could be expected s that theé approach would make poetry ) -
aceeptable to the students 1f the use of an approach causes a
sighificant number of stadents to rejedt poetry. it does not seem (
untfair to conclude that the approach s not working as it should
With these basic assumptions in nund, | simply asked students =
how they hked poetrs  The answer b got from most was just as
simple. lhc) chdn't Tt was obvious something was wrong. but |
-7 wanted to know more | nextashed the question that every teach-
er has used when faced with a flat rejettion of poetry | asked.
swhy”

The responses | got from students as to why they didn’t like ;7.
poetrs were apazingly consistert Most of their reasons could_ be.
lumped under the following three basic headigs “becatise T doir't

. like studyingit™. “because I can’tunderstand 117, and “*because my
interpretation s never right * Other than the smmlarity. the out- ~
standing thing | noticed in, thetr answers wis that their dislike was
directed less at poetry than at what they were ashed 10 do with it
m class Each of the three basié responses seemed 1o touch on

. some essential area ot the “meaning™ approach | took the three
basie reasons the students gave for not hiking poetry and compared
them to -the methods used in the “meamng”™ approach 1 have
developed the following outline to give a general ndication of how
student attitudes are connected to the way in which they were
asked to approach poetry

< 1 don’t hkg poetry
. - »
',?' - -’
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because T don't like studding it ™ This response seems to
refer to the emphasis thé “meaning™ approach places on

. analysis or explication as.the w wiay to- apprcu.nc poems
Other respouses that fit un(lel‘ this heading are I dop't
like taking poems apart™ and “Why can’t we just read )
poenis? .o

‘

. because 1 can't anderstand 1t This response seems to be -0
+ related to the heavy CJ’n])hd\l\ given to reducing the poem
to a prose statement as the way of deriving some value .
from it. Two bther responses that belonu under  this
heading are "I ean’t-see any of that stuff in them™ and
“Why don't they say what they mean? .

bécause my interpretation is never right = This response
seems to be d‘trectly cannected to the approach’s insistence
‘that the poem must be whittled down ‘to a smglc exact
meaning. Other. responses of the same nature aré: "My
ideas don't m.l!ter and “Why is the teacher always right?

‘Since i each of these cases !he students were rejecting poetry
because lhev ()bjected to the way in which it was taught. I came
awiry fr\g)m talking” to students about poetry certain that the .

. “meaning’ .l|)p|'()dth nieeded improving [ not only learned ‘that T

the approach tended to tirn students aganst poetry. Falso learned -

why ‘ (
Y

" In the precedmg sections | have made free and Trequent uye of
a phrase. the “what does this poem mean’ Jppru.uh as though it
were an established term in poetrs So before going on in my
discussion.: 1 want to define the specific approach to poetry | am
referring to in using that term’ 1 should point out that lﬁm not 7
talking about the methods of any |).|r!|u|I.1r teacher but rather am S
. trying to give a generaf dcscrlpuon of the basic approach | feel
"7 most teachers use - )

The “*what-does-this-poemsniean™ approach  refers to  the
predominate way of réading and studying poctry ased in the high )
schools since the 1950°s The approach s uf!cn described by o!hc

terminology * such as :mahnn; poems. (‘\l‘lk.l!ll]g poems.’»
. : - -a . ;

*
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and Tmterpretmg poems ‘Il’;i\ the approach to poetry that s
explasned o almost eveny  hiterature  textbook and  poetts s
handbook written n the past thirty  vears And it s the ame :
approach a teachet s using when she begms class study of a poem
by asking, “What do you think this poem means” or “What do -~ .
vou think this poem is sy ing”’” , ’
Indicating that the “meamng™ approach s the most cuﬁnmn
.1|)|)r0:uh in use does not tully desenbe it Fhe reasons for ll\ use )
tell evén more about its nature The methad s c\\cnlulh a high
schoot version of the critical approach to liter .Illll’t‘ taken ih most
college English courses Teachers use at because that is what they
were taught to do with poems and the assamption I)chm(l the
.1|)|‘)r0.uh. ow any level s that ghe way best to appreciate |)()clr_\ is
“to leamn to criticize it. Most high school teachers 1 worked with
recoghize the tallacy m this type of thinkig and admit simply
that they use the approach to better prepare students for coliege
The Smeaning” approacltactually imvolves two steps in teaching \
poctry” Before the student begms to consider ndiy )lual poems, he
i taught to recogmre the pagts and form of a poem Heis ghven a
number of trainmg exercises n wentify ng the various poetic .
devices Most teachers have given up teaching verse sciHIsion s
part of the preparation for studymg poetry. but the students are
expected to learn to recogmze sunilies. metaphors, |)t‘|’\()lllllt.lll()ll
~ onomatopocerr. assonance. gnd .III:t;hc other sound and m wc
devices When thie student has |)($(th!()|’1|\ drifled on the
o+ parts and forms of paems. he isready 1p \hﬂ\ poetry ] .
In the second step of the “méanmg™ gpproach. the student s
shown the course he nyt fotlow 1o develop an understanding of .
an indiadual poem He is ml(l that cach poem has= meaning
which he tho ¢ find by analy 7ing the words and lines of the
5 = poem and by \t‘.ll’tlllll" for the pocetic devices he hastlearned 4o
recognize He is alo 1Qld, that his study, of i poent should result e+
a prose statement ot what the poem is-saying. In being ahlc to .
“reduce the poem o a clear and concise definition of its meaning.
the student shows that he has understood and appgeciated the - s
poem and-thus (I:*rlvcd some vilue from 1t R T
X In the outhne that follows. 1 have lrlc(l to- presentt the bavie
t|.]\\r()()IlT pmu,dlm‘ used in the meaning” approach | think the -
outline represents in a general way the niclhmlx most teachers use |,
and expect their \lu(lcnl\ toutilize as ghe \v.l\ to approach poetry

13
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The " what-does-this-poem-mean’ Approach

. L.

1. The students are assigned the poem fo read before class. p

2. The students are expectéd to come to class having read.
analyzed and reflected on the poem on their own.

_'/— 3. The teacher may or may not read the poem aloud to the
class. -t '

- 4. The teacher begins the class study of the poem by

asking the studen®"what they think the poem is saying

.and what. parts of the poém »support their

interpretation. : ' - .

5.-The teacher then Has the class go through the peem by

lines or sentences and say what each means. It may also

- .+ ,be necessary to define the meanings of individual words.

‘ 6. The teacher next has the class point out and discuss

- the-important symbols and poetie dexices in the poem.

7. The teacher may also ask the students to describe the

. fonp of the poem. o - .-
8. The teacher ends the study:pf-the poem by helping the
. © students state the méaping of the poem in a prose

sentence } 4
) " 9. The teacher goes 6n the next poem. .
= ’ N ! M a ’

Through out the class study of the poem the teacher acts as sort of
. a monitor in helping the students find the right meanings and o
arriye at the correct interpretation. The stadents learn how to o
analyze poems by being showir ﬁ“d';ifw develop their incomplete
. understandings into the right ones. ‘
« With the procedure of the “‘meaping” approach laid out for
inspeetion, one problem stands out immediately The students are
given very little. room in which to'maneuver as they try~to develop
their individual appreciations. and understandings of poetry. The
' ‘teacher-stands as the final autharity* on which interpretations are
-right or wrong. Thus, it scems -that much of the essential
excitment of reading poetry is lost for ghe students. The joy of = -
discovery is lessened by the ever present voice of the teacher -
making correctionss Perhaps the basic reason the “meaning”
. ""*"ﬂ)‘f)mach has turned students away from poetry is that it doés too
much of the lgarning for them and thus leaves them nothing to

1

enjoy. ‘ ) ’
' Jy e 7 L |
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'[\hc niethods used in any teachimg approach to poetry. are
based on its fundamental ideas about the nature of poetry. At the.
center of an approgeh 1< a particular view of what a poem is Tig
view dirécts and limits what we can find owd about a poem becat
it determines the kinds of questions thift can be asked about the
poem. We learn to approach .poetry  through an established
procedure believing that the-answers we seek are the only answers
possible. Thus, what we find m any given poem Is no more than
t.our view of poetry allows us to find.
es what-does-this-poem-mean™ approach hmits !hc poem to
I~ .l(uull\ presentt on the printed pa It s hased on the
view ghat all of the poem worthy of considetation is contained

- the words used m writing the poem and in the formn which the”

ERIC
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words are arranged. The ““meanmg” approach focuses on analy zing
only what the words i the poem mean and how the words,
symbols. and poetic devicesrelate to each other, The reader need
not brng any thing of himselt or ot the outside world ta his study
of the poem The poem is set apart as a little world unto itself

The “meanmng” approach also hints the relationship between
“the poem‘and the world of actual experignce The miiature world
of the poem s seen-as only a reflection @f-the real world, 1t i~ a
representation  drawn from “the real world but s not to be
consideted as a vadit part of the world..Thus. the gaperience in the
poem is created or maginary and must be consid crcd as nothing
more thyn a pu!urc of expenence’ Since the experience of the
poeny unno! be taken as a real expenencd. the priny concern of
the approach”is in considering. the quahity of the picture rather
in- considering the pu!urc in the contesd of the rest ot the
world)y - e
=N By Imu!mu the poem to the |)I'llllL‘d p.wc and I)\ mu the
poem any. dgeet contact wath the outside world® the Tmeaning
approach isolates the p()m}\ as thoush 1t were on a mu.ruwopc
SJhde The reader does not establish an actinve personal relationship
with the poem because he cant only consider 1t objectively  Since
the sords of the peem tannot lead outward to the world of
expenience. they have no place to turn but inward to the world of
more words, the poem is forced back into itselt liké a caged
animal, K

Vipgating poems as selt contidimed systems makes the process of
the “meaning”™ approach I).nu.nll\ reductive §|nu: a4 poem cannot

. ' . 3
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be consdered 1 relation to the rest of the world, 1t must be
reduced through analysis and anternal comparison to the smallest -
esential torm of 1ts communication The wordsS of the poem are
studied to determme’ what other words they lead to. the mm of
the progess s to narrby the poem _down mto skitement, an ‘the
least number ot words. of the “essepcé”™ of the poem It is av
though the only way the reader can undersgand the poem 18 to
translate 1ts words into other words that state its meaning Thus. -
the “meaning” approach seems to mply that poems only hifve
value when they have been defined by other words
There seems to me to be something drastically wrong about a
reductive apprdach to poetry Tt implies that reading poems iw
much like cracking walnuts The shell of a walnut is hard: as
~viewed by the “meaning” approach. the words and form of a -
poeni are a shell that encases what a poem is saving. To get the ‘
meat from a walnut 1t s necessary to crack open the shell. and to, ‘
find the meaning of a poem it 18 necessary to analyze or break the
poem down. If this analogy is carried to its umdu\mn. the’ poem
is of no morevalue that the pieces-of a broken walnut shell“and
should be discarded when the reader has gotten the meaning from
it 1tis difficult to see how a’reductive approach te poetry implies
. agy thing other than a-basic distrust of the, pocm s ability 1o
communicate for itself . ’
A reductive approach te poetry is.especially wrong for use at
the high school level At a time when students should e exploring
poems to fipd” lhm"\ they can like about them. they are taught to
reduce them to prose  Asa result. most students come away with a
negiative nnprcwnn of poetry They come to feel that the onlv
thing poems are good for s tearmg them down in clgss to find .
meanings that can be restated in prose Most studgnts quite
.+« -sensibly begin to wonder why the ideas were no().vrlt en i prose
“m the first place and why any one botlrers ta write poeys at all
The “meamng”™ approach is a more sophisticated app: oach to,
poetry than most high school students have any reasont for using
It s not m(cnglcd to be used as¥ way to simply ghad, cxplorc and
enjoy poems hut at-is designed for use as a critical Appro.uh to-
poetry  Fs reductive nature provides a sy stematie way for scholars
and cnties 10 judge the quality of writtng i poems The approach
‘proceeds on the assumption that whoever uses 1t has a personal
- mterest in. jll(|“ll]L the artistic merit of poems
f (onxldc,rnw the way poetey has been taught through the
mc.lnlm, approach. there s little reason to expect lh:l(’m:m.\

)
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students would have cnm'lgh mterest mat to want to critizeat. The
approach does not provule students with the opportonity to find
out if they personally like poems Ratker. at assumes that they
already  have sufficent wterest m poetry to want to crtize it
Anvone who has ever tauglt high school English knows this-is an
unwarranted assumption ’,

In many ways the “meaning” approach it If makes 1t next to
impossible for students to find something they hke in poetry A
reductive approach to poetrs not only lessens the value of
individual poems but it also restncts the reader The “meaning”
apprqach allows for only an.objective consideration of the poem
and does not offer any way to express its subjective content Such
an mmpersonal approach to poetry plices an unnecessary distance
between the reader and the poem

The “meaning™ approach also prevents the students from ever
finding out if thev like poems because it approaches poetry

!hrouuh the back door Students are t taught to look at poenw from

the back by \Celll" the parts before they get to see the whole
Going at poems from this direction hinders most students’
responses to poetry beecause they are kept so busy Iookmg at the
trées that they never get to see if the Torest is beautiful

Asking studeits to learn how a poem works before they have a
chance to look at poems to see if they want to learn how to study
poetry is the most unredwnahle expectation of the “"meanmng”
approach. For instange. no one would claim that all drivers need
to be mechanics befose they can drive their cars.” It is probably
true that everybody would be better drivers if they were also
mechanics, but it is not true that all drivers need to be mechanics

“to use and appreciate thewr cafs. The people who do become

ER{C

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

mechanics are people who like driving so much that they want to
know how cars work and how to tell a good car from a bad one
The ““meaning™ approach does not give students a chance to learn
how to“drive” before demanding that thev become “"mechanics.”

| stated eatlier that we find in poems only what our view of
poetry allows us to find. If we are looking for reasons why
tudents dislike poetry. the answer may be simpl_\/ha! we have
not allowed them to see-enough of what is in any poem or allowed
them to close enough to any poem to like poetry. H students are
not interested in poetry. one of -the main reasons must be that the
“meaning” approach does not allow them to see poems in a way
that answers their needs. -

«
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. I said at the end of an earlier section that from talking with
students m the classroom | developed a oretty good understanding
ot why students dislike poetry 1 went on from there to point out
that the “meaning” approach was creating the problem and to
discuss how the approach made it difficult for students toever like

< poetry But [ never did say exactly what 1t was that 1 tearned from

those students. 1 think perhaps [ should try to state it now,

I realized m talking to the students that as far as they 'were
concerned we have been apvroaching poetry in the classroom
exactly  the wrong direction  We- have presented poetiy  as

= something the students had to take as we taught it and make fit

. mto their lives regardless of how™®ad the fit seemed to them |

' think we should have been bringing poems to the students. rather

than makmg the students come to the poems. if we want them to

. hke poetrs  We have been teaching poetry for poetry’s sake rather
) than tor the sake of our students .

I am gomg to suggest a radical change m the attitude we as
teachers have about teaching poetrs If we do in fact feel that
something has ta be done to make the classroom experience with
poetry more-rewardmg. then we are gomg to hanve to change our
attitudes to make other changes possible  And the basie change |
think we need to make s one-of getting our prionities straight |

L ierms of why we are teaching poetry We have got to make a
complete turn about®nd recognize that the only good reason for
teaching poetry-is the needs ot the students and not the needs of
the subject matenal

In the next chanter 1 am going to discuss the things | believe
such an attitude change will make possible For now it s enough
to say that 1 think looking at teachmg poetry trom the view of .our
students” needs will answer many of the questions about how we
should be teachmg poetrs A world of new possibilities should
open up m fhe classroom when we begin to think of how noetry
fits our students’ heeds  \nd most pronmusing of all. our students
might well find a reason to hike poetry when we stop thinking we
have to foree 1t ‘()}lhem

&

O .y .
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CHAPTER TWO

-

{the new war ) L4

’ |

If anvthing has been established thus far, it is that teaching
poetry is generally a chore It is hard and usually unrewarding
work for teachers and too often a meaningless task for students
Most classes respond to poetry like they would respond to extra
davs of school 1 am surprised that poetry has sunived as long as it
has i English classes. - .

Why do we then continue ‘to make the effort of teaching
poetry? 1t does not seem explanation enough to say that we keep
trying because the students need to know about noetry. since their
responses tell ys how little they feel they need to-know about the
subject Yet. we evidently have the hope that something will be
gained by forcing ourelves and our students through such
punishment. ) :

I think we are working on faith - a faith that grows out of the
times we've spent alone re-reading our favorite poems We know
poetrs can be nteresting, exciting. and. often, extremely moving.
we know becanse we have ewperienced all of this We have
experienced this because poetry is ulimately much more than a
lot of parts that need to be identified and a collection of words
that -cam, 'with a lot ot hard work. be pmned down to an exact
meaning.

We read poetry not because it is difficult. but-because it has n it
more mformation about the essentials of bemg human than any
other form of expression. Poems are our most direct attempts to
deal with those aspects of our existence that are vital to the
human spitit  We read them. ulumately. for theire spintual

communication - a communication in which we hope to find out

more about ourselves through the soundmg board of therr

L
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experiences -

What better reason that than do we need for !cathmu poetry”?
But 1f poems do have such a value. then why it 1 hd\lll“ such a
hard time making atselt known (6 ourstudents” 1 think the answer
is that we have not done énough to hclp it come through We
have done every thing with poems except expose our students to
source of their value  the human, spintusd communication in
them

If we Want our students to find the value m poetry e are
gomg to have to show them how to come to poems as human
bemgs. not crites. When students learn that thét can approach
poems with their own needs and !heir‘own feelings, just as we do
when we sit down to re-read our favorite oems. | think they will
understand why we have been trying to give them poetr for vo

long. And more importantly. | thimk they will. be able to .

understand poems

Since most high \duml students thmk there 1s nothing more to
poetry  thal .useless” school work. helping  them t'l.!)]"t‘ that
attitude s not gomg o be easy Their expenience with poems has
forced them into a pattern of negative responses which shuts oultg
olhe[l possibilities Thev do not want what they have seen of
poetry. and at willkhe hard to convince them that they can fuyd
something of valu®by looking further

Given that situation. how can we entice students into takipg
another look at poems”’Simply telling them that they can find

. personal spintual communieation m poems will not be enough

rRic
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Telling them that there are other wavs of looking at poems will
not help erther 1 think that unless we start by giving students back
asense of worth as feaders. our efforts will fail to nterest them

After years of feeling that they are not smart enough to read
poems. students need to be told that as human beings they are
" fully qualitied to be readers They need to know that their ideas
and feelings are completely legifimate responses and arg vital to
the process of poetry When we can convinee students that poems
belong to them asymuch as to any !cac. o1 or entic, we will have
our foot in the dook toward gning theg aireason for poetry

But getting students to let poetry 10 the hnu’\c s only the -
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beginming we also negd to let them know what thev®&an do

.around poetrs by lettmg them know 1t s okay to appre
< poem and try to myrhe fnends We have got to cut do
"~ distance between the reader and the poem. or 1t will
possible for studentd to gvperience the spiritual commumgation in
ndem
Podtry s not a hugh and sacred art form that can only/be viewed
from a respecttul distance Even Shakespeare hknew he Avas wniting
for the people in his audiences and not for scholars add crities As
long as we let our vtudents contmue thinking that poetry s
something which belongs g world removed from theirs they are
not going to have the desire to read poems for themselves We have
got to make poems avadable to JUidents by giving them a new
view of poetry .
We need to let students in on the fact that poetry is only a form
of human communication It s one way 1n which men try to share
their Views of the world with others. and the only way there can
be communication s for the reader to try out those views
the world he sees Since poetry depends on human response for its
lite. 1t s time we as teachers began helping students work with
that response and concerned oursehes less with teaching them
about “art” N
Commumecation imphes mteraction. and students must be
allowed to mteract with poems Only then s the spmitual
communicatibn possihle The poem 15 not complete unul the
reader has translated 1ts words, not mto other words. but into the
world of Ins onn expenence 1t takes the human touch of a reader
to bring poems to fife - the poem Ines n the-reader or not at all
There in lies the importance of the reader to poetry A closed
view- of poetry mamtams that the poem s complete without the
reader. but that simply 15 not so A tree falling in the woods does
not miake a sound without an ear to hear it. and likewise. a poem
does not contmumicate unless 1ts words reverberate against the
human spirit of g reader Poetry s the mteraction between poem
and reader. and 1t as like the human spirit - alive. energetic and
fluid Poems are not just static black letters on a white page
An open view of poetry umphes .that poems are not statements,
but possibilities for mlerauum and thus fur commumcation |
think students should be open tg such a view. they are d of
being forced into a position where they have to h\le’n to sojcone
ele’s 1deas They have feelings and ideas of their own tha® they

"
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want to bring to the reading of poems and an open view lets them
hnow that they can take pre - T

Stutdents can be more open to poems when we Lu«m them
l{_\.u poems are open to them Lettimg students Kow they share i
the process of poetry by completing poems with their responses
does this 1 think students will feel they can do sometlung worth
their tme with poems when they realize thgy can take poems out”
of the world of abstract ideas on the printed page and put thém
srta thewr owithuman contest -

-

3

Zfang our students a new view of poems and of themsebes as
reXders v a good beginming toward helpmg them find the value of
poctry But we cannot stop there because a new view alone s not
enough ‘

Winle the new vigw makes revarding contact between students
and poems possble it dod not msyre that the students will be
suceesstul wath the poems they read g .ahe Jdassroom Onlv when
we can alvo otter our students a way ‘of discovening the spintual
value of therr geadig will we be on the road to helping them
realize the potential m thesr mteraction wath poems Our probleny
therefore. ™ to find a new and more seanmeful approach to
worbang with poems m the classroom ,

It this new approach s gomg to help the student recogmze the
spintual commumcaation ot a poem. then it must first help him get
his knowledge of the poem out in the open \F‘hcn‘ he can deal with
1t Tt obvious that the approach will hase to'provide s wan for the
mdmiduat=tudent to expand on his reading by reportmg back on
1t And the most practreal means to that end is the sumplest hase
the students discuss the poemis they have read with the class
T But randem discussion by optself s not a reliable way to get a
student  to express s awarenew of a poem’s  spintual
commumcation Since this approach wants to help the student
recogiize moparyaular the spistual value ot the poems hie reads it
must have o tocus of discussion that will help lum shove i that
direction Such o fecuy wil not be casy to come by, however
because 1t must satisfy two requirements to fulfill is purpose

Bist this focus muost allow  the  student  to disgiss his
knowledge ot 3 poem m g context that wil mamtam the ngrsonal

4
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mvolvement he had when b€ read the poem And ~econd. 1t must
riy out the mtormation about the poem that will make the
poem’s spisttuagl communication avalable, to the student

I think we can best serve the amms of our approach by taking
these needs one at o tme S dhe foremost concern ot the
“approach’ts that 1t work tor the student 1t seems logical to beain
by trvmg to find a tocus that will make o discuston ¢ matter ot
persondl concern for him And as we already know that the antieal
approach ~ emphasis on artisthic qualite s not what we need. |
suggeat that. we 20 back to the dassroom to look tor 4 more
rew arding possibilirty . :

In amy classroom situation mvolving peetry there are three basi
elements  the student who  as 1 hase alreads established s not
sreath anterested o talhing about other peaple’s adeas  the
teacher who comes to the clissroom with her preconceved ideas
atout the poems ~he teaches and those groups ot words we all
Spoems T For the purpose of g discussion ot poetry that would

mterest andgamvohve students which ot the above ~seem the best
starting pomnt’

The sttuation presents its own answer Obviousls  the firs
clcmcm‘;\ defined hnockhs out any consderation ot the second as
a ~tarting pomt  \Nd sice students are not bkely to be agy more
mterested m talhing sbout words on paper ‘than thev are other
people’s 1deas the third alternatinve s also eliminated Thos for
better or worse we must go back to the fint element and beuin to
look at the student himselt. and is experience as the best starting
pomt for a productine dasstoom discussion of poetrs

Let me emphasze my pomt with an analogy Say wé are

i teaching g course m afr condinoners and our objectsve wWthat we
want the students to be aware of the benefits ot those machines
We certainly would not expect the students to know the value of
bemy cooled by takig the machme apart and studsing it~ parts
Neither would we expect them to be aware of the benefit of the
air condinoner by bemg told what it means to be cooled We
would turn the arr conditoner on and let the students stand m
front of 1t. and then we would ask them of they felt anvthing

I suggest that students are ke everyone eke m that they want
to mproach things trom the point of view of how it relates to
them We have been lookmg for ¢ way to mvolve students n
discusstons about poems What better way could there be to iad
them o talkmg than to start with something they know
per~onallv. and are DIikely to be mterested -~ therr dwn

t4
>’

"
[\




, . ; 2

.

experaences with. and reactions to. the poems they read”

Back tp the ar conditioner - 1f we wanted to know it a student
had recened anvy ot the benetit ot the ar conditiomer. we would
not ash lim to talk about the,machine we would ask him to tatk
about himselt and his expenience Something happened to the
student an tront of the ar conditioner that he &an tatk about
because 1t s his own experienee Something happens to g person
who reads a poem too and he s equally qualified to talk of his
knowfedge of the potm throdgh that experience

But can  the ~tudent become aware ¥ ofy the  smtual
communicationeof a pucm through a“discussion that focuses on his
experience as its reader’ :

I think the answer to that question s clearh mdjcated by lhc )

view of poems on which this new approach is based: The spiritual
Benetit of a poem v m what the student e xpesiencégw hen he read
the poem because communicagion took placc m that interaction
Thus the student’s experience ot a poem is well worth disc u\\m"
as a squree of mformation gbout the poem \u)mmlfnu.nmn

The thimgs that happened to the student as he fead the poem
\\e{o not accidental The poem brought the reader the opportunie

» peronally C\pcrlen;c the view that its words gepresent And
Lcuu\c the reader i~ an ahy e and ensitive hum:m being. he was
mare than just passn eI\ andee ‘he responded to w‘li.n wds offered
hym Through that mtericudy. the poem and the seader created

the expenence that the reader lived out for that moment of his
hfc

student’s experience when he reads a poem o the wcm\
communcation They must be discassed because the poem mvites
“those human responses  as spintual iformatién about  the
partRular view 1# s trving to commumicate I the goem needs the
reader’s response to commumicaté. ghen at foltows ghat the reader
needs to know about his own evpenen® to be aware of the
copmmuinication he hasrecened =i

Using the reader’s experience of a poem :h’_’ the focus of
discussion m-a new dassroom approach 1o podrs fulfills the
promise we made our students when we gave Ihcni‘a new view of
poems The students can not hefp but be v oheddin the sintual
commumecations of poems through such dincusidh because they
will be talhing about how, the poems atfected them as human
spiiits And how could we otter our students better access to the
vilue of poetry than an approach I,hul uses the part ot ther Ines

.
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The thoughts. feelings and  sensations  that mnkv up the’
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tha they devote to reading poems as the key to awareness and
undepytanding.

.
W
4
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As teachers and as readers ourselves. we assume that every poem
is trying to communicate something. But at the same time. we -
recognize. because of our own frustrations with the limitations of
language. that receiving communication and understanding’it do
not necessarily occur as one process. Thut. we realize that our
studeats are not only going to need the opportunity to discuss
their experiences with poems but that they are also going to need
«®me kind of method for exploring the communication in those
eperiences.

To help students with their explorations of poems. 1 am
suggesting a classro;% approach to discussion that 1| call
“expanding poems " Theé “meaning” approach tries to understand
the communication of poetry by isolating 1t and removing it from
the poem. But an apprbach that has to reduce poems to
understand them does so at the cost of losing touch with both
poem and reader and thus the process of communication. Instead.
I think we should offer our students a method of recognizing
poetic communication that Uses the reader’s experience as the
focal point for expanding his 2wareness of all that took place it his
interaction with a poem

While I call the approach. "e\pandme poems 1t is actually not

‘the poems themselves that are expanded through the student’s

evploration. In a sense. any poem that a student has read is
already expanded because through.interaciton it hay become part

" of the student's life and the student’s responses have become part
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of its information. Rather 1t is the student who needs to expand.
his awareness of the poem because evgn though he took partin the
process of the poem's communication that communication 1s not
going to suddenly appear to him like a message in magic ink that is
held up to a light. ’

The method | suggest js simply a provess of progressive
exploration whereby the student can bring the information he has
received about a poem’s cothmunication to the conscious level
The student starts with the most readily -available information he
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has about s experience with a poeni:, his feelings - and develops
his awareness to where he can Jecggnize how the words of the
poem influenced his interaction the poem. By using the
method in classroom discussion, the student should be able to
. follow his responses back through higjnteraction with a poem and
thus expand his awareness of how % experience with the poem
represents the view the poem is trying.to communicate.

I could go, on to say why I believé%his method offers students a
way to lift poems from ihe page and thereb\ expand them beyond
the limitations of language, but +Teél we have reached the point
where such discussion cannot give us any further insight into the
workings of _the approach THerefore I want to move to
description and try to glve you a more concrete explanation of
how “expanding poems” can lodk aid sound in action. I am gomg
to sketch out the basic form the mpproach takes when I use it in

. the classroem. To also give you a perspective on how the outline’
illustrates the approach. T want to preface the outline with three
points of"explanatlon . s

First, the sketch I am going to give is not the step-by-step of an
exact equanon for studving poems. but slmpl\ a working example
of the unrestrictive and unprogramed approach to. poems which
we have been discussing'4 am not offering ‘the particulars of my
teaching procedure to sugg&st that they themselves should be
adopted vérbatim as the onh successful way to approach poems. |
only want-to show” that the student-centered attitude about
teaching poetry can work. naturallv and productively in the
‘tlassroom N

I also want to point out that this outline is a series of questions

- and not a Tist of instructions, The questions are intended to help
' students dlscover poems fofthcmsehes +and on their own terms
and not to lead them by _the hand thro‘ugh the correct material.
There can be nothing bu qucstlons in this approach because its
' amm is exploration and not, some preconceived ‘conclysion By
) showing that my method is to™ask and not to tell. I want to
emphaslle that what happem in this approach to poems must Yake
place in the students
And thirdly. I want to explan fhat the outlne I am giving is not
mportant for itself but for the direction its questions represent =
« The approach I am suggesting is cumulative and develops in three
basic progresstons ‘It begins with what is closest to the student, his
own experience with a poem. fi¢lps him move outward to expand
his awareness “ to mclude tlpc\liggguagé- of the poem that is +
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communiciatmg to lam, and then hopetutbedrimes him, by means

of his own explogation to a pomt of conscrousness that was not
previously a part of his expenence. This outhine s meanmgless
unless it is seen as merely an illustration of my suggesiton '
that the only way poems should be approached i the classroom s
with the individial student as the point of.reterence -

Now we come to the outhne itself Throughout this outline |
am going to spedk in terms of a sigle student | will do so eyen
though the approach is designed for use with a whole class because
. tite success?®of the approach in the classroom depends on what
happens with theindividual student -

t4

Expanding Poenn

< -~

I hand the student a poem and have him read it at least twice |
read it aloud also. The first thing I try to help the student do after
he has read a poem is stop long cnuu"h (o notice s own respoase '
to the poem. I want him to begin his exploration ot the poem Iy
recognizing his own involvement with the poem To thatend 1 ask
the-fotfowing (uestion. -

1 - *

1 How did’you feel after you read the poem” |

This first question can take a number of different forms. such
as How do vou feel about the pvem? What effect did the pocm
have on you? What is your first impression of the poem? or
simply. Did the poem make you feel anything” The important
thing about the opening question s that it should help the student
recognize that he is in contact with the poem through his feetmes

The second question continues the focus on helping the student :
explore his experience wrrIHJ\\c poem 1t the logical expansion
of the student's awareness from the first question The studeng félt -«
something whet he read the poem. and 1t tollows that

. urderstanding his expenience with thepoem would include asking
wity he felt what he did. This 18 the question | usually use to help
the student getat the source of his feelings '

t was going on in the pocm that made you respond as you

.
.

The purpose of this question is to explore the poem ias a human
.y i
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event. Feelings do no! just thr by thenmselves; they come with ’
h“m ans situations” The ‘S!udcu! will know more about his
experience with a peem . hen he recognizes the situation in which
. his feeImUs occurred The poeem is part of his life because he did
< Dot just mteract with words but with the |)c0|)k places and things
- wlhich the words represent..

» 1 To help the student discover what .happgned to him with the
n'oem J suggest.that he continue mplorin%o secoid question by
(Ie\<r|b|n<' the things that make up the situation of the poem The .
\llllpl(‘\t way to lay out the poem as a‘situation is to ﬁnd the N
' standard clements mng: charaeters, and story. With this

~ dwareness of what wals going on ih the expanded poem. the

- student should bedablg o see the spiritual event that brought

about his response . )
The first two questions open the way for a different kind -of o

. exploration in the third question While the human situation of a

) " poem.is not people_(}] by words. 1t is created, for the reader by :

. "wofds. When the stident has looked at the poem as a whole

experience, he then has reason for sharpening hi& awareness of the
‘.0 poem, bv.noklnm! the parts that make up the whole. He is ready -
0 !op\plore how the words and poetic devices - the language of the
. poem * worked together to create the poem he experienced. '
The third question is intended to help the student explore the

. . umt\ of language that made up the effect of the poem. The poem

*affec ted the student as one experience I)e(allxe he responded to its | .

words Jlld poctic devices which were working !ouc!her tocreatea =~ -+ .

single total effect By lookmg at those smaller effects individually

. and in terms of how they relate to one another. the student should

hmve o l)e!tcrAunderstandlnu of what the poem was trymu to

communicate to him through his experience with it

. I use a question simihar to the following to help the student .
explore the parts of a poem-and then put it back together; S
- ' . . ‘ ]

3. What were !l&e important things in the language of the poem
that influehceed !he feeling you got from the poem?

. v

-, 1 do not give the student a list of poetic devices and ask him to
find them in the poem. I want him to explore the language of the
poem from the peint_of view of his feeling about the poem. The
purpose of !Iusques!lon is to help the student recognize the words®’
and poetic devices he rgsponded “to as part of his total response to
the poenm By keeping Ins fe¥lings as the guide to his exploration

. .
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the student can look d‘the parts of the poem without taking it
apart. ' . ot

In the third question I do not assume tlrat the student has a
specialized knowledge of poetic devices. L have. however. tried to «
introduce him to five teciniques of poetic language that are used -
for their effectiveness. As I introduce the student-to the approach
of expanding poems | will often suggest that he notice how the
fojlowing can influence his experience’ .

tone—the tone of voice of the speaker or the mood of the
‘ situation

image—the descriptive language used in picturing setting

and characterization ‘

association—words that are used because of the feelings we

o . connect with them

metaphor—the use of comparison for description or

characterization (including simile and per-

sonification) '
sound devices-—-words or wo>d combinations that are used
because their sounds convey a particular
’ impression
All 1 want the student to be aware of in exploring poetic language
is that words not oply denote meanings but can also connote an
impression and that their dual nature is important to the effect of
» a peem on the reader’ - .

The fourth question is proBably the most operi-ended of all
these questions “As a teacher-1 have done all I can do to help the
student get the information he needs fo have: to have an '
_understanding of the poem. From this point on what the student
~does with his awareness of the experiencé he has had with the
- poem is a matter of his individual needs and interests.

Int this last development of ‘the exploration of a poemgall | can
do is try to give the student the opportumty to express what he
feels he has derived from the poem. To give the student an
opening for expsessing the *poem’s sigmficance to him. I use the

. following general question as a starter .

4. What dq-you make- of all you've found and felt in this poem’

—_— e — . e —

As [ said, the fourth question is very broad. 1 usually follow it
with other-questions of more specific nature to help the student
approach his information from different angles

what kind of experience do you think "this poem represents’?

P

‘ERIC e ad

@ -




» ‘ N
What do you thmk s the poet's view of this experience?
. How 1s the expertence of this poem significant to voy?

" Has this poem helped you see any thing vou can talk about?
There are an endless number of questions that could be used here.
but the best are the ones the student poses hinself

t This outlme cannot do any more,than gine a general indication
of the nature of evpanding. poems. It 18 Just the bones of the
approach without the meat of actual use to bring it to life. In the
next four ch:lp!(er\ T am going to try to show how 1 would fill in
this famework with students and poems in a classroom situation.

-
.

’

" Before | leave this chapter. I want to offeg voy one more thing,
I have expended 5 great many words in my effort to talk about an
attitude 1 think is vital to reading or teaching poems. Behind all
these words | have been tryving to communicate my belief that '
poetry cannot be alive in the classroom unless it is approached as a ;
hiving. breathing. active thing The poem is a part of the student's
life or it has no life .

Prose sometimes disappoints me because it is hard to say a thing N
logically and still say it with strong feeling. Since I am trying to
communicate an attitude in this book. you might take it'as a lack
of faith in my own prose 1f | were to bring in-a poem | think

communicates gverything | have been trying to express. | offer this
poem by William Matthews anyway.,

b’f:'f The Search Party .
' I wondered if the others felt

»
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CHAPTER THREE - .

o (the first cluss)

1

The approach to poems I have been trving to discuss and
describe is more than just a theory or an attitude. I believe that
“expanding” poems is a good way to approach teaching poetry
because I have seen it work in the classroom. And thus, I think
there is no better way to show you why I am suggesting this
approach than to take it back to the classppom where it belongs.
I am going to devote the next four chapters to four days of
classroom work with poetry. Each day I will try to show how I
introduce and then work with one of the four stages of
development in the approach. You can help me in this
demonstration by coming to the class sessions as a student. If this
learning experience is successful. then you will hopefully be able.
to see more than 1 could ever say about e\pandm poems.

The first day of class will be built around the first question of
the outline in Chapter Two. 1 am going to spend a whole class
meeting on that single question. “*How did you feel after you read
the poem?” because it is in that question that the approach either
wins or loses with both studént and poem. The student cannot
expand a poem he does not know how to get in:touch with.

This approach depends on somethmg more basic than the
student’s discovery of poetry and that is his discovery of his own
feelings. In expanding: poems the student works with the
information in those feelings as much as he does with any poem.
Thus we are going to start this unit by trying to help the student
learn to listen to what his feelings have to tell him. Of course we
are going to listen to some poems too. ~

33
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The Bjrst Day -/
« Before we jump into some poems,T think we should take a look

at writing in general. Let us start by assuming that anything we
write for other people we write because we want to communicate.
There are a number of different kinds of writing, and it might help
- us to first try to decide some of the things we expect from the
different kinds of writing.
We write letters and notes mainly to chmuniqate information.
We write stories and narratives to describe situations and events.
And we write papers, not just because the teacher tells us to. but
because in order toget a good grade we have to express our ideas
and show we’ve learf®ed some thing. !

What are we trving to communicate or express when we write
poems’

Poems do more than just convey information, tell stories or

express ideas. They must or we would have no reason for reading

a_ them. We've got perfectly good ways of communicating those

things, and it would not seem sensible to try to use poems to do
something that we can already do better in another way.

Then what part of our lives do we expect to find expressed when
we read poems’

We read poems mainly because they express how we feel. There
can be information, stories and ideas in poems. but the first thing
we expect to find when we read a poem is some kind of feeling.
And we continue reading poems because we are looking for
expressions of feelings that we recognize as our own.

How do poems express feelings’
t

That's a hard question. Maybe we should first discuss the
business of talking about” our feelings in general. Let’s say
something important happens in your life — you fall .in or out of
love: your grandmother gets ryn over by a truck: or your father
tells you not to leave the house at night for six weeks — and you
want to tell your best friend about your feelings. So you sit down
and try to communicate to him exactly what is going on inside
you. :




. . —
Do vou find 1t casy to talk about vour fechngs and get other
people to understund them”’

. Most people don’t. and they give alot of different reasons why
it¥ s hard for them to communicate their feelings. Some say
there aren’t enough words: others say that they just can’#find the
right words. and a few paranoids contend that it's because no one
understands them. '

Let's look at the situation of You trying to tell yGur friend how
vou feel and see if we can find out what goes wrong. There are
three characters in this little play: you, vour friend. and the
language you both are speaking. One of these three is not holding
up its end.

Do yvou go away with the sense that vou were unable ,1{) Yhuke
vour friend understand how v ou feel because vou are a defective
person and don't have the nght part for talking about feclings. or
because your friend 15 dumb and can't understunnd much of
any thing, or perhaps because the dunguage won't work like vou
wunt’ a

Nobady is going to admit that he is a defective person. And
if vour friend is that dumb then you probably should get anothgr
one Thus. the problem must be the language Let's look at t
nature of language to see if we can find out why your feelings
don't always seem to fit into words. -

Language i~ a funny thing Everybody has one he uses. and thus
we all tend to start thinking that it belongs to us alone. But it
doesn’t; a language belongs to everybody who uses it. If all the
people in a country or a ctlture are golng to use the same
language. then they are all going to to have to have some general
idea of what its words mean. And if a language is 2("2 to be
general enough for everybody to use. it can't always be specific

_ enough to fit our individual needs

'ERIC
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To talk to other people in a language. vou have to give up some
exactness in tatking about vour ideas and feelings so they’ll be able
to have some understanding of what vou are saving The only way
to get around the generality of language is to have a language all
vour own Then nobody could talk to you unles they cared
enouah about vou to learn vour Janguage - -

So as human beings we learn that we are going to have trouble
talking about our feelings and that we will have to look for other
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means of expression to get around the inability of language to
describe our feelings exactly in ordinary speech. The best way
we've found to transcend that problem seems to be poetry. So

now we are back to an earlier question and it's gotten even
harder

- \

If sou can’t say how v o teel sk can vou express vour Jeclng in
a poem’

A poem is made up of words. and we already know that words
won't do exactly what we want them to do So poems must have
some advantage over individual words. Another way of putting the
question above would be to ask. “How can You communicate
something you can’tsay”” Or in the case of our feelings. we could
ask"

How can vou let somebody know how vou're fechng when vou
can’t tell them how vouc're feehing N :

We wsually don’t try to say directly how we are feeling: we
come at our friend from another angle. We try to let people know
\how we're feeling by making them feel. as closely as possible. the
same thing. Rather than just saying. *'[ feel like this.”" we describe
what happened to us so they'll unddtand what caused our feeling
and. if they put themselves in our place. probably feel much the
same as we did. ) ’ .

And that’s how poems express our feelings They don’t say the
‘feeling directly: they re-create the situation of the feeling and let
the reader have the experience of the feeling himself

A, German writer named Burkhardt said. *If language were
perfect. there would be no reason for poetry.” That is a good
explanation of what poetry does It takes upthe slack left by the
language. Poetry gives us a way of expressing our feelings that is
better than just words by themselves.

Now let’s talk about reading poems. and remember we have
established that a poem is intended to make you feel something.
Someone hands you a poein and you read it over a couple of
fumes -

What's the first thing vou showld ask s ourself after vouw’ ¢ read
dpoem’
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I know vou'se been ashing vourself. “What does this poem
mean.” but have vou forgotten that a poem communicatés by
making you feel somethmg” Maybe we aren’t stopping long
enough to to Iisten to the poem Let's see if this will help The
first thing we do after we read a poem is get quiet with ourselves
and ask. “"How does this poem make me feel?”

At the very first don’t worry about what the poem 1s sayving 1n
words. worry about hearng what the pvem has comfmunicated
through vour feelings When you first meet a person. you don’t
kriow them well enough to say exactly who they are. but even
from first exposure you have antimpression about them And you
start with that impression and try to get to know more about the
person :

Poems create impressions on yvou too That means that after
first contact, with a poem. vou not only have jJo read the poem.
vou have to read vourself too Listening to how you feel is the
only way vou can find out what kind of impression the poem
made on you.

But reading your own feelings v possibly the hardest part of
reading poems We aren’t i the habit of noticing how we feel We
are constantly responding to the things that happen in our hves,
but we seldom stop long enough to notice how we responded So
when somebody asks us what we feel. we have to make a special
effort to find out because we haven't been paving attention

When vou first start trymg to notice your feehngs after you've
read a poem. don't expect to find exact words for them If there
were exact wordy for what a poem mahes vy ou feel. the poet would
have used them in the first place The best you.can hope for at

first s to get an indication of the direction of your feehngs and

»

maybe some idea of how strong they are
To help vou get started noticing. | suggest a httle gadget |
imvented. Let's say yvou've got a meter in the middle of your chest
The right side of the meter savs up and the left side Sy down
And there’s a needle in the nuddle that points to the” top of the
dial Evervthing that comes along in your hfe makes you feel
something and evers thing you feel makes that needle move
Sometimes. the needle move a lot and other times 1t barehy
jiggles But every thing that happens to you makes the needle go m
one direction or another .
Everstime you read a poem. you can check that meter to see
which way the needle moved and how far The poem could make
vou feel up or down. good or bad. happy or sad The important
v

-
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thing is to get some idea of what the poem made you feel because
whert you find out the direction of your feelings you then have a
better understunding of the kind of impression the pgem made on
you. - .

If you want to know even more about how the poem made you
feel. you can read it again and try to find words of your own to
describe vour feelings You usually won't be able to pin what vou
feel down to an exact word. but the effort of trying to describe
your feelings gets you closer to the poem and vourself. And the
only way to find out what a poem is trying to communicate is to
getin there and take partin what is happening.

-

What do v ou Ih}/k 1) the hardest part about reading poems

I think most people would say Understanding them " [ also
think the reason that most peop(!e feel like they have trouble
understanding poems is that they don't try to find out how they
feel about a poem before they try to understand it. You don't
have to completely understand a poem to get a feeling from it. but
you do have to recognize your own feelings before vou can really
understand a poem

When something happens to You in your life, vou respond to it
immediately. and wour first response is usually a feeling. You may
not undetstand what happened. but you have a feeling about it,
and vou often use ‘that feeling as a guide to how vou react A full
understanding of what happened is usually the last thing you get |
suggest that bading poems works in the same way.

_Fam going to give you two poems to read. and I would like for
you to read them twice You probably wow ¢ understand fully
what is going on in either one after two readings. and I don’t want
you-to try yet. Concentrate on noticing how the poems make you
feel. The first is by Lennart Bruce and the second is by William
Carlos Williams '

Moments of doubt

, .
in front of the toothpaste tube .
of my dead father

ol

I stll remember
my hesitation

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:




what to do with it.
practically full?

from Tennessee Poetry Journal

- This Is Just to Say

sLhave eaten

i
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from Selectiq'nPoems

Did vou get a feeling from the two poems”’

Perhaps that's not a fair question Let's compare ¢the two poems
and see if they made you feel the same.

Which of the poems made v ow.feel better’

N -

To restate the question in terms of that meter in your chest.

. you could ask yourself if ohe of the poems made you feel up and
one made you feel down. “Moments of Doubt™ probably did not
make you feel very up. Let s go further with the poem and see if

we can find out what about it made you feel down.
\ .

-

Is there any thing gowng on m the poem “Moments of Doubt” that
would tend to make v ou feel down’




A man is standing in front of the mirror brushing his teeth. He
picks up the.tube of mo(hpas(e and realizes that this (oo(hpas(e
betonged to his father who died. probably recently He can't
decide whether or pét to use the'toothpaste.

Win dovou think the sman hesiated about wsing the toothpasie”

The toothpaste belonged to his father who 1y dead. The man
may have felt that if he used the toothpaste up that would be one
more thing that belonged to his father which he would no longer
have. After people we love die! we of(en keep,things they owned
around as remembrances

Can you find ¢ word to describe cour down techng about what s
gong on i 4his poem’ A~

.

S

o~
-

L]

A tube of toothpaste dgesn't seem Ijhe a very important
memento. so vou probably didn't feel anguish However. that
toothpaste is connected With the loss of loved one. and so you
*must have felt some gadnews over the death. Since a tube of
toothpaste is only tube of toothpaste. the uncertainty or
confusion you felt was probably only momentary. Then you went
on about vour busifess.

Would vorhay ¢ used the tube of toothpuaste !

Your response to “This Is Just to Say™ was probably quite
different from your response to the toothpaste poem. | doubt if
she pluny' poem made vou feel sadness and grief like the first one
did. In/fact.’l would imagine you felt up and postive after reading
“Thiy/Is Just to Say.” Let's look at the poem to see if we can find
out Awhy a poem which doesn’t seem to be abou( a very lifting
suPject can make you feel lifted.

What s goung onan this poem that vou would be ikely 1o have a
SIFORE TOSPONSe 1h 7,

A man found some plums in the refrigeratar and he wanted to
eat them He knew. however. that the plums belonged-to someone
else who was saving them to eat themselves The man ate the
plums anyway. So far there doesn’'t seem to anything very happy
about this poem

*

Q ' *
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Can vote sec ams thore aboat whae s happoang i the poem that
would mahke veou fedd linre ! -

After the man ate the plums he left a note sayving that he was
sorrv. He cared enough about the person to whom the plums
belonged to tell them what he had done and apologize for it. That
doesn’t seem like much until you realize that he. could have. as
many people would have done. either tried to hide what he had
done or just run off without saving anything Read the last four
lines of the'poem aloud and see if they are the part of the poem
that makes every thing seem okay o
11 3 owwere the pervon who owned the pions woudd vou be Der,
at the man or would voutorgn el

The pcr\on~who owned the plums probably also cared very
much for the man who ate them This person. possibly his wife,
would know. because he left the note. that he did not eat the
plums to be mean to her J'\Tl(oﬂ'hkel_\ she would smile at his
weakness and forgine him. stie might even be pleased because he
enjoved the plums. - :

The impression a poem creates for the reader is an important
part of its character. That impression can lead you to get to know
the poem better “Moments of Doubt” leaves a sad impression and
“This Is Just to Say™ zives you a happier one From that basic

,mformation about the poems you could tell they were moving ur
different \directions before vou knew exactly what their words
. were saving .
'\ lodk at another pvem After you have read this poem

twice. do not look back at it until you have looked made vourself

- for sdme indication of what~h\ gomg on Listen to yvour own
feelings and you will find the begimnings of  the poem’s

communication This poem is by James Wrnight ' )

. ~
’ . 1 Try to Waken and Greet the World Once Agam ’

8
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. from Collected Ppems

Did Wright's poem make vou teel up or-down

The poem leaves yvou with a positive feeling. You might ot
want to say.that the poem makes you happy. but vou certainly do
not feel worse than you did before reading it Something in the
poem creates an impression of strength and security. Go back and,
read just the title of the poem. ,

- \ - ) =
Does the ntle seem posin ¢

‘I Try to Waken and Greet the World Once Again” Isnot a very
lifting statement If you have to make an effort to face the world,’
then you must, not feel very good about doing it. But in spite of
the title. you come away from the poem feeling lifted. \

After the rather down sfytement i the nitle. what happens in the

poem that would cauve vpur feelings 1o rise’
» . R s " )
Let’s say you're the man in the poem You've just gotten up
“and vou're trying to get yourself together enough to go out into
the world and do something vou are not looking forward to doihg
- You walk past the window and see a-blue jay jumping up and
down on g branch. You laugh.
What 1s 1t abour that blue jav that cained vour feelings to change
Jrom despression to laughter ’

Are Yyou some Kind of nut whe really gets excited about birds
and seeing the blue jay turns yo# on?" Unless you're a bird -watcher
and blue jay is very rare, it doesn't seem likely that just seeing the

., bird would make vour day .
(‘ .
Is the blue jav domg something that makes’s ou teel better”’ ’
- . ] .

That bird is out there on that branch jumping up and down like
he doesn’t know the world is a place full of troubles. He's got, a

ERIC
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branch he I‘l\es hes }\mpmu on it, Jnd he’s clearly enjoying
. himself.

-

A

By freely qunmping up and down on the branch, what does the blue
' Jay Sfiow that, ke Cknbws about gzs branch that the man as
»
v jurgut[en,abuul ns w ur{dy ! ’ :

- a -

t Thing.s that happen in the world influence our feelings. Poems
’ . - are like all the other parts of our world. When we jump right in ‘
o ) ‘»after we read a poem and ask ““what does this poem mean.” we are .

' forgetting , that poems. ]u'st like that blue jay. cause things to

{ - happen inside us. The feelings we get from reading a poem are the ,
P best way we have of knowing that something has happened to us
0 that we want to know more about

In looking at the last poem [ asked you te do something that
put you r|0hl up/against any feelings that the poem was tryl"w to
commlmlcate, I suggested that you put yourself.in the poem It
wauld cestainly 'seem that the best way to find out what is going
on'in 'a poem would be to getin there in the middle of it. o

*

. We are going to look at one iore poem t&lay} and I am aggin
-+, going to ask you to let yourself become the “I"" in the poem. The .
‘ ‘first time you read th)e poem just read to see what is there. The
. second time dround. say, “This is happening to me ~ Then you ¢an  ~

report back onwhat vou feel from direct experience.
: This is one of William Stafford’s best known poems

N
. v Traveling through the Dark .
, . Traveling through.the dark’l found a deer
8 “ =
.q . . ' ’ 1
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. . e ot o
. )(ATERIAL RLL.JV N DL_J 0 COPYRI‘GhT R.uSTRLClIOdS

- . i‘ ’ ‘ )
o . - !
.« . "e
0 ) ) 43 g
.ERIC TS - a




¥

fJ‘

-

+

e

4

WATERTAL REMOVED DUE TO COPYRIGHT RESTRICTIONS

Y

3
<

from Traveling through the Dark

This time le’s concentrate on finding out everything we can
about your feelings for this poem. I want us to follow them as far
as we' can before we say anything about the poem itself. -

Did you have any trouble telling which way the needle on that
meter in your chest went with this poem?

I imagine the neddle went pretty far down. You may be feeling
“somewhat upset and disturbed. { think it is important for s to pin
¢ down as closely as wé can the kind of discomfort you are feeling.

" Run different words through your mind to see which one comes
the clogest to describing yo&feelings, ,

The feeling I have after reading “Traveling,through the Dark” is
definitely one of sadness. But, it's nat grief like I would feel over
the death of a friend. Maybe saying that I am really bothered by
what happens in the poem comes closer to describing my feetling. |

think I'm bothered because there doesn’t appear to. any way to
- ‘avoid what happens. I want to do something hange the

situation and kiiow I can’t; sé maybe I am also fe e helpless. It
doesn’t help to“realize that what happened had to be. I am in
conflict because I w’ant__to g0 two ways st once. Perhaps my
+ feelings can best be described as frustration.
Can you th)ink of any way to avoid what happens at the end of the
poem? . . )
1 would,suggest that yoni read this poeh again. We aren’t going -
to try to do anything more with in this class meeting. It is a

complex poem and I think we peed to look at ways of talking

- A b
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about events and situations in poems before we try to decide why
this poem made us feel as we did.

| want to end our discussion of using our feelmgs a way to
understand poems with this general thought. 1 think th a often
we tend to see poems as somebody else’s feelings. We read poems
to find expressions of our own feelings but usually we Llet
ounselves get close enough to a poem to see if its feelin be
ours. - > )

I think the enly way to find out if we do recognize the feeling
in a poem is to get in there and try it out. And the best way to try
on the feeling of a poem is to participate in the poem. Poetry
doesn't just communicate by tellings you something. it
communicates by offering you an experience and asking you to
take part.

Perhaps my suggestign will make more sense if You try it out
yourself. 1 offer the following two poems -€or your personal
reading. They are for you to look at on your own.

The first is a longer poem by James Wright.

-

°

Lying in a Hammock at William Duffy’s
Farm in Pine Island. Minnesota

Over my head, | see the bronze blltterﬂy.

-

A}
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Remember that these poems cannot communicate to you if you
refuse to take part in what they offer. You can’t expect to be able
to stand back from a poem and get much from it. You have to
meet a poem half way.

Try doing just that with this poem by David Ignatow.

“n

lThe Life Dance
e

. I see bubbling out of the ground

J
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', : CHAPTER FOUR

(the second class)

i

In this second class meeting 1 want to show the student how to
find his way into the forest of the expandéd poem. Our first class
session brought the student to the edge of the forest where he
stood outside the poem looking at it and trying to decide how he
felt about it. When he has learned how to use his feelings to find
out what kind of forest he is ldoking at, I think the student is
ready to enter poems and explore them from the inside.

Once the student is.able to locate and identify his feelings about
poems. he needs to know how to use that information to further
understand poems. For our work in this class, I will use the second
question from the outline in Chapter Two to show the student
how to follow his feelings back to their sources in poems. I want
the student to learn to use his feelings about a poem as a guide for
determining what happened in his experience with the expanded
poem.

The purpose of this second class is not just to show the student
how to get inside an expanded poem. | also want the student to
recognize from his work with the second question that when he
discusses the situation of a poem he is not just talking about a
group of words; he is exploring a human event in which he plays
a part. I think it is essential to the student’s understanding of a
poem that he be reminded that he must have believed in the |
reality of what was taking place in the poem or he would not have
responded to it with his feelings.
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- The Second Day

I want to continue showing you how you can use yourself - the
reader - as a source of information about poems. We have looked
at the way vour own feelings about a poem can tell you much
about its communication. I want to take those feelings one step
closer to the poem and show you that you can also increase your
understanding of a poem by recognizing where vour feelings came
from.

Let’s start by saying that since poems are communication about
-human life, we are going to continue looking at them as we would
anything else that happens in our lives. ‘As we said earlier, when
ﬁome!hmg happens to you, youy have that first impression or
feeling about it. The next step is a question of what you do with
that feeling. If it is important to vou. you will want to know
more. you will want to kndw why you felt as you did. And for
that information, you will have to look to the event that caused
your response.

Do vou kemember what we said last tme about how poems
communicate feelimgs’

Poems don’t tell you what you are feeling; so there is no reason
to expect that they will tell you why you're feeling.what you're
feeling. Poems communicate feelings by putting you in the
situation of the feelings. So if you want to know why you have a
feeling about a poem, it would seem logical to figure out what its
situation is .

v

How swould s ou go about figuring out the situation of a poem”’

I'm sure that at first it seems like it would be hard to find the
situation in a poem. A poem is nothing but words, and words can't
have a situation other than just being there on a sheet of paper.
But you have to remember that words are more than just black
marks on a white page. Words represent things that we know in
our world If you put together the things that the words ofa poent
represent. then you have a real human situation. So you have to
find the people. places and things in a poem to know what the
event s in the poem that you are responding to.

I want to give you, a quote from Robert Frost that 1 think is a
good guide for ﬁguf)ng out the situation in a poem. By bnnung
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out a quality of poems that we don't usually think of. the quote
should give you a way to lay out the situation of a poem where
you can see it. Frost said, A poem is as good as it is dramatic.”

Why-do you think Frost would say that a poem necds t be
dramatic to be good’

First we should look at how Frost is using the word **dramatic.”
I don't think Frost is saylpg that a poem should be loud and
showy like a person who is makmg an exaggerated display of his
feelings. Frost seems to be usmg the word in the sense of having to
do with drama. And a drama is a play. Let's try rephrasing the
quote like this - a poem is as good as it is like a play.?

Why would Frost want a poem to be like a play’

Plays are the acting out of human situations J.don’t think Frost
means that a poem should be a play. but rat that it ought to
have some of the qualities of a play. Frost knew that poems had to
be more than just statements. He kneW that for the feeling in a

. poem to be believable it had to come in some kind of human

conteéxt - in a little play.

c -

Can you see how looking at poems as little plavs would help 1 ou
understand where your fcngs came from’  a

Plays have three basic elements: setting, characters and story.
Finding those three elements in a poem should give you a pretty
good indication of the situation in which your feelings arose.
When you lay out the situation of a poem in a play that you can
recognize, you've got the experience of the poem up off the paper
and into your own human context where you can deal with it.

’

Poems are short and usually don’t come with pictures How can

vou find character. setting and storv in a poem _if the poem

doesn’t tell you exactlhy what they are’

That question brings up an important point about poems. Just
as poems don’t tell you feelings directly. they usually don't tell
you their situations directly either What doesn’t mean that it is
impossible to find the situations in poems. It simply means that
poems can’t lay every thing out for y ou in detail because there sn't
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room So poems have to un ¢ vou the most lmpurl.ml information
and hint at the rest of the situation

. - .
Then hove can vow proh wp the Fost of the siteation of J poem

Thert are two good ways to evpand the situation of a poem
First. you have to pay close attention to the information a poem
does gne you directly. As | said a poem will usurally have the most
significant parts of its \ltuatlon out where y ou can see them What
vou have to do to get more information is watch for the hints
those parts give If a poem savs that a mgn has thinning gray harr,
you would know without being told thazlhe Wwas probably old Or
'if a poem described the trees on a hill as wet and bare, y ou could
be sure that it was winter If vou keep you eve on what a poem
-dges tell you. you will find more than v ou thought was there

But how can vow pll owt the siradtion of & poens ifow want 4o
knos something the poon docn toon himr gt

That problem 15 where you have to work for what vou get from
a poem A poem can’t give you the gift of its communication in a
neatly wrapped package Often vou will have to complete the
situation of a poem yourse!f to getits communication That means
vou have to, get involved mn the situation of the poem and fill it
out with information from v our own life

T e

Is there any way for the reader 1o know hoss he >lmuld rownd out
the sitwation of a poem”’

You have the same guide we have been using all along to help us
hear more than can be <aid in a poem and that is your feelings
Your lmpresmon of a poem came from the poem.so when you put
things in the situation of aP‘n that you feel should be there.
you are working off commuWication vou got from the poem. You
are simply taking your part in a poem when yvou expand it in the
ways that seem right to vou This expansion is the second. and
probably the most important. way “that the reader can fill out the
situation of a poem.

. \ ’
Are Vow wondering why the reader has to do so much work 1o
find owt what's gong on i a poem
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I can only <av that that's the way poems are. And | think poems
have to Be that way because they are tryving to do something that
is very difficult - communicate feelings. 1f vou remember. we ~aid
earlier that we communicate our feelings by trving to make the
other person feel the same thing we felt Which means that the
other person has to meet vou half was  Or 1t means with poems
that the reader has to get in there and get involved. he has to fill

1+ out the situation 1n his own terms. and he has to let himself feel
something

The words of a poem are only the beginning of its
communication If vou want to get something from the poem »ou-
have to expand the poem into your own life and carry 1t the rest
of the way vourself

Enough on what you do whensou read’a poem Let'slook ata
short poem and see how expanding a poem works. I would like for
vou to read the follewing poem by William Stafford twice. We will
start with v our feeling and try to expand the poem into a situation
vou can recognize as the source of y our feeling

Fall Wind

Pods of summer crowd around the door.

. - -
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" from Traveling through the Dark

Would sou say vou have an up toching or a down tcelimy trom
readmey the pocin” ’

The poem does not leave an
mpression of happiness or joy It seems calm and reflective 1t has
a feehing of seriousness about it Also a touch of cold

Waould vou say the pocrr leaves sowcwath a toclmg of sadness”?

Q s
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May be it would be better to av that the poem leaves you with
an awareness of bemng cold Since the title of the poem is “'Fall
Wind." vou could be feeling the kind of sadness vou experience
when you realize that fall is coming Look at the poem again.

Yre vou gust teddie sad bocaioe rall iy conung’
S 4
I think the poem hits closer to home thaf just the realization
that ffil s coming Here is where we need %o expand the poem
'into a human situation by making ourselves the I in the poem.
That way we can find out if our feeling comes from something
more than just suddenly noticing the first cofd wind of fall.

»

What is the setipig of this boom
L]

Obviously we are somewhere with a lot of trees around the
houves. It might be the country or it could be an old part of a
town or city where there are a lot of big trees ,In any case. the
trees dre old enough to have whole crowds of seed pods Noticing
thosg trees is important because they are also a way we know fall
is coming,

How seoudd sow describe the T i the poem since e s the onlh
Character” -

You don’t have to say he's any particular age. but he describes
himsedf by referring to the autumn in his hands He might be
hinting that he's middle aged Whatever age he is. he's the kind of
person who takes time to notice that fall is coming and seems to
feel that he takes part in the changes of the ndfural world.

How swould vow expand this pocm mito a little stor

You could say that the I in the poem walked out the door of his
house On.the ground he noticed the seed pods that had fallen
from the trees. He realized that ‘summer was coming to an end.
Then he remembered that he heard a wind last night that was
different from the usual summer breeze. The wind wasn't strong
but it was cold, and it made him shiver In fact it made him shiver
twice.

Wiy does the wind make v shiver twice
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\One shiver would seem enough for the first cold wind of fall.

The second shiver must have been for something else The second
shiver must be the one that hit closer to home and made you feel
sad.

This next question is one onh you can answer because it is one
in which you complete the poem inside yvourself. Look at the last

‘line of the poem again..

Docs that second shoer mean that the forst cold wind of fall hay
made yvou realize somethung important about yoursell’

It wasn’'t hard to expand the Stafford poem. It only took two
things - listening to the hints the poem gave and making the
experience of the poem come alive by l¢tting it Be vour experience
too. Now let’s try expanding and experiencing a longer poem This
poem is by Alden Nowlan.

Weakness

Old mare whose eves
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What was the first thing that came 1o vour nund dftor v ou read the
Nowlan poem .

Stop where vou are and don't try to say any thing more for a
mament. We need to find out what kind of feeling that thought
represents Don't lose touch with the poem. but try to sit still for
just long enough to give vourself a chance to listen to what is
going on inside you -

Cun voue suv what feelngs are gong throwugh v our body

I would imagine that no matter what you said. vou did not say
that you were calm and relaxed. You may have noticed that you
are feeling tense Or you might have felt sensations of tightness
and anxiousness. In any case. I'm sure you have no doubt that
your feeling is a strong one

Sowhat would v ou call that teeling’

That wasn’t a hard question. You knew without thinking that
vou are mad and upset You could also be having trouble believing
that anybody would do such a thing.

Wher orssiat are v ofi JHErY dt’

Again you had no problem coming 4p with the answer You are
mad at the father in the poem.

Why are vou soupset with thes man’ |

If the man really is going to shoot the horse (Do you think he .
is?) and doesn’t have a very good reason for doing it. then you
should be hostile to him. But before you start hitting this man.
perhaps you should find out if he really is that cruel Look at the
poem again

L]
Why s the man gomng e shoot the horse”

The home is old and obviously very sick She must be hurt
inside 1f she’s drooling blood I don't see how she can live much
longer in that shape There's no reason to make the horse suffer a

*slow and painful death,
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Would the man be doing the humane thing of he did shoot the

honre’ -
. ' L]

It certainly seems like shooting the horse is the only thing that
can.,be done for her Since the man is-@ farmer. I doubt if he would
shoot an animal that he needs if there were any way to save it In
fact. you could say the man is being kind to the mare by endmg
her suffering.

Has vour feeling about the father changed’
So you still don’t like him. That's strange. Here is a man who is

doing something humane for a helpless animal. but you don’t feel
good toward him for what he is doing. Maybe there’s something

-going on in this poem that we've missed so far. Now would seem

like a good time to expand the situation of this poem into a play
so we can get a better look at what is taking place.

- How mudch doyvou know about the setting of this poem’

It obviously takes place on a farm. Probably a small farm that
the man and his family work by themselves. Right now the most
important place on that farm is the barn.

Who are the charac ters wa find in this barn’
P R
A man and a horse The horse is old and dylng The man owns
the horse I would imagine this is a horse ,he has had for a long
time. He seems the kind of farmer who ha§ to work hard to make
a living and would be too careful about,ﬁls money to buy a sick

horse.
What else do vou know about the man’
He hates weakness. He is a tough and practical person He

probably believes that people ought to go ahead and do whatever
needs to be done without letting a weakness like their feelings get

- in the way So this man is going to shoot the horse because he

O
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The person speaking in the poem must be somewhere in the
barp since he knows what is going on. 1 would guess that the other
person is the man’s son. He doesn’t do anything in our play but
watch. ’

What 1y taking place in the barn’

The father has decided to shoot the mare. He has planned the
best way to handle the shooting The night before he is to shoot
the horse. the man goes out to the barn, probably to see how the
horse is doing. As he is leaving the stable? the man turns back to
the mare and starts cursing her But as he is yelling, the father goes
to the mare and puts his coat over her to keep her warm.

Do vou see any thing strange in our play

The fyther is acting very strangely for a calm and practical man
The way in which he will handle shooting the horse shows that he
is not an emotional person But here the man is acting very
emotiondl and unreasonable He is velling at the horse for
something she can’'t help.

‘

, s 1t possible that vou dilihe the father not because he has to

O
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shoot the horse but because he s gotng about 1t m a wayv that
seems ynnecessarily criel
N
The man is acting like he’ hates the horse and is glad to see her
out of the way. But. if he is a practical 'man, he knows the horse
can’t help being old and&ick. And besides, the fact that he puts his
coat on the horse would'seem to indicate that he wants to be kind

“to her. It's hard to understand why the man can’t act kind when

he is doing something kind.
Do vou wsually curse the people vouare trvng to help?

The way the father's acting doesn’t make any sense. The two
feelings that we see him expressing ¢pntradict each other. It's hard
to tell what his real feeling is It alfjost seems like the man wants

to be kind but doesn’t know .how to%o about it.

What reason could he have for curang the horse
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~, Let’s go back to the other character in thjs play. He has been
- watching all of this. He has’seén his father try to hide the fact that
,-he cares about the horse. The lb‘ov now knows that even his tough,
practical father-doesn't like having toshoot their horse even if it is

>, *. the rigt thing to do. This may be the first time the son hasseen. = -
that' his’ father has tender feelings under that sgrong and stern”
cover. And he may be wondering why his father can’t just go

»rs. _ ahead and show his feelmas =

Ed v .4
» H(m do you rhm/\ the hm Jeely about huy tather’s thatred of -

.
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laking a closer, lbek at the situation in flden Nowlan's poem
helf®d us clarlf) our feelings about the poem. Expanding poems is
more than®just a fun e\eruse it hefps us get to knog the poems ‘
better. Our expension of the Nowlan poeni shows us that. just as .
with our firse impression( of people, we- sometimes need more
information before we try to pass judgement.

[ dont mean that we shouldn’t pay any, attention*to our firs
lmpresslom of poems. We need that first response as a starting
-. point for getting to know poems. but we should remember that
our feelings need to grow as our awareness of the poems grows.
Our firsg view of a poem is often too narrow, and thus we need to
be able to_change it as we expand the situatiqn of the poem and-

L3

? .. - understand more about it 8 2 human event@e’s no law that &

says thdt we are stuck with our first impr s of people or. .

S Q‘pnems . v
) Look at the Stafford,poem, * ‘Traveling through the Dark.” and )
L . see lf you still feel the sam”e way about it.  .e ’
) _ -, Traveling through the'Dark “
" I .‘Trav/eling through the dark I found a deer
o N 0 3@01‘102{‘ ‘
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from Traveling through the Dark

Are you still upset by what happens in the pt;em? v

The last, time we fooked at this poem, we said it left us
frustrated. Frustration implies a situation in which there is a
problem. we can’t resolve. Let's expand “Traveling through the
Dark™ and find out what is so disturbing in the situation of the ,
poem. .

’ ~
Where does the frustrating event in this poem occur?

The setting is one we usanally don’t associate with things like
frustration. It appears that we are on road in a wilderness area. I'm
sure the woods and river would generally affect us deeply by their
natural beauty. It seems like the kind of place where we would be
thinking about the freedom and peacefulness of an uncivilized
world rather than worrying about wild animals getting hit by cars.

Who are the characters in this situation?

Cert;:inly the most important character is the “I"’ in the poem,
He is the center of the conflict that is bothering us. " . &

What kind of person is the speaker? y ~ . @ ¥
He seems to be a sensitive individual. He doesn’t want to just

push the deer into the river and try to forget the whole thing. He
alsons like a concerned and caring person because he stops to
e . - ) A
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. .
move the deer out of the road so other drivers won't get killed
trying to miss it. I would say he has a deep respect for life in any
form. .
. L
Who are the other characters that the speaker is including in the

term “‘our group’’’

‘ . ,

I have the impréssion that this man is out driving alone; so he
can’t be referring to other people. He must be- talking about the
deer and her fawn. And since he has just been talking about his
car, I think he would include the car in the situation. -

. ’ L] .
Why .does the car figure as a character in “our group’”

- <« L) .

Obviously the car plays an important part in the story of this

poem. Let's see if we can describe that story. , AN

What ha})pens in the poem that is the source of our frustration®

The man is driving along the river road one night. He comes
upon the body of deer in the road and stops to move the deer so
no one will get killed by swervmg to miss it. As he goes to drag the
body off, he discovers that if is a doe and that her fawn is still
alive inside her. The man fesitates to think about what he is doing.
Then he goes ahead and pushes the deer into the river.

Whv does-the man stop and think?

He doeésn’t want to kill the fawn. He would fike to save it, but
he knows he can’t leave the deer where it is because it would be a
danger to other drivers. He stops because he's not sure what he
should do,

Can you think of any way the man could have saved the fawn’

The man evidently couldn’t think of anythmg either. Thus the
only thing he can do is push the deer in the river. I'm sure he
doesn't feel good about doing it even though he knows he has to.
He doesn’t seem like the kind of person who would try to reassure
himself by saying that it’s just an animal. 5

Do you see that the conflict in this poem is one of wanting to go
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both wavs at once”’ -

There is more to this poem that just the information the
speaker gives us directly about what happens. The things that go
through the man’s mind as he is standing there thinking are
important to our feeling of frustration. He doesn’t tell us what he
thought. but I'll bet there are hints to what he was thinking in the
poem. And we should be able to find them in the way he tells uy
about the situation. In the next class. we will look at the language
af the poem to see some ways we can pick up those hints.

Before we stop today. I want to give vou the chance to work on
a poem on your own. I think vou understand how your feelings
about a poemare connected to the experience of the poem and now
the things that happen in the poeni are connected to the poem’s
comnunication. 1 want you to read the following poem by Robert
Bly and then expand it into vour own experience so vou cap
express-the feeling it communicates to you.

:

Diving to Town Late to Mail a Letter

It1s i cold and snowy night The main street 1 de.scrtdt

NATERIAY REMOVED DUE TO COPYRIGHT RESTRICTIONS
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CHAPTER FIVE

(the third class)

> 1
The third class meeting will take
the student even deeper into the forest of the expanded poem.
The last class left him standing in his own expetrience of the
beauty of the forest. Now I want to show the student how to
move around and nétice the different trees that go together to
create that beauty. . ,

Thus far the student’s information about the expanded poem
has come entirely from his experience of the poem. Once he is
awage of that experience, I think the student is ready to gather
even more information about the poem’s communication by
looking at the language of the poem. From this exploration. 1
want the student to recognize that his response to the poem was
not an accident but the result of the poem’s ability to imteract
with him through its language.

In this session I will try to point out some of the ways in which
the communication of poems is influenced and achieved by the.
smaller-effects in their language. 1 want to show the student how
four of the language devices mentioned in the third question of
the outline - tone, image, association. and metaphor - can affect
his response to a poem.'l am not going to try to work with sound
devices in this class because they are bétter done out loud.

The Third Day

We have looked at poems as feelings. We have Jooked at poems
as human situations. And poems do expand into those things after

.
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we establish contact with them. But if we are going to understand
poems fully as communication, we also need to look at the way
poems get to us - and that is through language.

Poems communicate through the same language that we -use
when we speak to each other. In fact, when we read a poem, we
usually assume that someone is speaking to us. One of the most
important points in picking up the communication of poems is to
remember that they work as language in much the same way as
spoken communication.

Wheén people “speak to each other. they don’t try to
communicate through the dictionary meanings of their statements
alone. They phrase and?word their speech to affect the person
listening in a way that helps their communication. With this use of
emphasis and coloration, they are able to get around some of the
problems we have in making the language say what we want it to
say. -

Poems also communicate through the effect they have on us.
As we said earlier, a poem affects our feelings by offering us a
situation in which we cah experience and feel too. But you can’
just pick up -a ready-made situation and drop it into a poem. Th?

. situation of a poem has to be created for us from the language of
the poem.

If the situation of a poem is going to have an influence on our .
feelings. the poem is going to have to do more than just tell us
what the situation is. It has to give us an impression of what that
situation is like so we can respond to what is going on. And a

' poem creates that impression by affecting us in the same way
people do in their speech. It uses the language of the poem for
emphasis and coloration.

The language of a poem contains many words and phrases that

. are used because they have their own influence on our feelings.
These language effects work together to give U1s a particular view
of the poem’s situation. In the language of a [%06"1- all the smaller
effects lead to one impression which gives the poem its total effect
on our feelings:

. After we have looked at our experience with a poem, we need
to look at the language of the poem for two reasons. If we
recognize the small effects that helped create the situation of a

\ poem, we understand that situation, better And if we find out

*  how those small effects worked ‘together t6 influence our feelings,
we can see more about the digection in which the poem wants our
feelings to go. All of this information can help us see what the
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poem is trying to communicate to us.

Cun vou think of anyv way we «n wye to find the small effects in
the lunguage of a poem”’ '

- If you said by using our feelings. then you've got a pretty good
idea of how poems communicate We followed our feelings into a
poem to find out what was going on _in thée poem, so why
shouldn’t we follow our feelings to see how the poemaﬁ?)ing to
influence our response to its situation.

Again we are going to be looking for hints. The small effects in
the language of a poem won't be clearly marked. We are going to
have to look for the things in the poem that seem important to
our feelings about the poem. It won't do any good to Jook for
these effects for the sake of looking. We can only get information
from the language of the poem if we look for the things that had
an influence on us. .

I would like for you to read the following poem by David
Ignatow. After we have looked at your feelings about the poem
and what you responded to in the poem, then we can louk for the
little things in the poem that played an important part in how vou
experienced the poem.

Nice Guy

I had a friénd and he died. Me.

2
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from Rescue the Dead
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To start with, how did y ou feel after vou read the poem?

. Sometimes not feeling anything is a
feeling itself. You probably weren’t able to pick up on any kind of
feeling inside yourself. It could be: that the poem leaves you
feeling numb or dead inside.

V;’hat's going on in this poem’

A man is talking about a friend who died. The friend died while
the man was at work. The man tells us that he misses his friend
and that in his opinion the friend was a good guy. He also says.
though not very loud. that the friend was himself.

How could a dead man be tulking to us abou't his own death’

Maybe the man doesn’t mean he actually died. He could be
trying to say that a part of him died. Or he might mean that he
lost an important part of his life. In any case. he wants us to know
that he feels bad about the death.

Then why don't y ou feel sorry for the man’

-You don’t know the man personally. so you've got no reason to
turn against him and withhold your sympathy. There must be
something going on in the poem that we aren’t aware of. Let's
look closer and see if there's anything in the lafiguage of the poem
that could be influencing our responses.

We mentioned earlier that with poems we assume ‘someone is
speaking to us. That's a good thing to remember when you're

“following your feelings back to the small effects of a poem.

If you were listening to someone telling you something. you
would not only be aware of their words. but you would also be
listening to the kind of voice thgy were using. It might alse be
good to notice the voice of a%m We could say that we are
listening to the tone of voice the speaker or the tone of the

\
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poem.

In one of thefirst poems we read. there 15 a good example of
how the speaker’s tone of voice can influence our response to the
situation of a poem. Look back at ¥ 'i"iam Carlos William’s poem.
“This Is Just to Say.” If you remember. we said the situation in the
poem seemed unpleasant. bu we didn’t feel down about the poem
Read the last four lines of " This 1s Just t6 Say ™" out loud

Does the teme of the last four lines mahe vou geel good

In the last four lines. the man i happy. He's not trying to be
mean or cruel. He feels good because he enjoyed the plums. You
find it hard to be mad at the man because he enjoved the plums so
much.

How would vou describe the tone of vonce of the man i the
Tenatow pocm’

Its hard to describe It's hke no tone at all There's no
expression in his voice. The best vou could say is that he 1s
speaking in a flat tone.

Docs that seem strange considering what the man is telhing vou”

Another thing that people do to add life and effectiveness to
their speech is to use description. There is description in the
language of poems, too. It usually comes in the form of images
that help you picture people or places. Images add depth and color
to the language of poems by helping you visualize their situations.

You might remember how much being able to visualize the
setting helped in Robert Bly's poem. ** Driving to Town Late to
Mail a Letter.” You could not have picked up on the feeling of
being alone if you had not been able to see the deserted street
And touching the cold mailbox made you feel like you were really
there.

* Does the swirling snow mahe yvou feel ke youw are very much by
vourself”

Y

The snow cuts you ‘off from other people It's like a curtain or
a robe around you These images help the poem communicate the
feeling that privacy can be good for y ou. Being alone v a good way

Q -
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to "waste time.”
Are there any images that stand out i the [g/lalr:\;\;il)r)(’))z g

There's one image that hits vou funny. The man speaking is
Iving on his couch telling you about his friend. He is evidently
relaxed and comfortable.

Hos does the vnage contradict what the inan 1 saying’

The man is saying that he misses his “frignd™ because he liked
him and cared about him. But he doesn’t seem very concerned ,

that he’s gone It's hard to tell if the loss has affected him at all. s

¥

Do people usually act so unemotional about death and loss”’

It's also strange that the man waited until he got home to

: mourn his friend. He says that he was too busy at work to stop

and feel sorry 1 find it hard to believe that he could hold back his

feelings like that. It seems more like he really doesn’t feel

any thing. L | o
ro

Does the man’s emotionless vou'd and his unc one erned posture tell

Youcany thing about what part of honself he mady have lost’

There are other small effects that-are used in the language of
poems They too depend on your responding with your feelings
and senses. They often seem so natural that You may not have
noticed that they were affecting vou. Two of them are particularly

(=

important in this poem by James Wright.

<

«

A Blessing

Just off the highway to Rochester. Minnesofa.

-
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from The Branch Vill Not Break
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How did your feelingg go with this poem?

I would xmaglne your feelings started oﬂ' slowly and calmly.
You may have even feit peaceful Then, I'm sure they rose to a
veryhnghpomt.lthmkyoncoulddeﬁmtelysaythnpoemmakes
you feel lifted.

What words would you use to describe you feelings? ,

However you described your feelings, I think you would have to
say they were strong. Whatever happens to you in this poem, it
seems to pick you up and carry you to an intense point. Let’s see
if we can figure out what did happen to you in ﬂns sifuation.

What are the things other than just place that you notice about the
setting of the poem? .

-

-

For one thing it is evening. I's that quiet time between sunset -
and dark when everything is still and peaceful and gentle. Dark
just showing up in the shadows around the trees and grass, and,

67
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since the grass in the field is still young, it must be spring. Also, I
feel we maast be somewhere out in the country away from other
people.

Whao,do we find in this setthing’

Two people and two horses. The people are friends and have
possibly been together all day. The horses seem to be alone in the
pasture
Could vou expand the poem into a ston with vourself in the
pomt of view ofthe [

We stopped the car beside a pasture I crossed the fence and
walked gently on the soft grass. When 1 looked up I saw two
horses coming toward me as if to say, hello. The hotses were
play ful and seemed to enjoy nuzzling each other The young mare
came up to me and 1 touched her. It felt good to rub her nose
because it was \o silky and smooth. 1 felt like I've never been so
alive and free in my life. The good feeling was so strong that  felt
like I could e\plode

I don’t think it was just chance that you felt good when you
read this poem This poem has in it a number of small effects that
could move you very deeply. If we want to know why this
experience felt vo good. we could look at some of those effects.

There 15 one quahty of language that seems partlcularlv strong
in the Wright poem [ call that quality “association.” Certain
words in the poem carry with them definite bodies of feelings or
sensations The feelings and sensations are ones we commonly
connect with the things the wordk refer to. Those feelings are like
the personality of the words. and we assogate certain
characteristics with words just like we do with peopl

Before you look for some of the associations i
that had a strong influence on vou. let me give you
what you are looking for. Go back to the Stafford
Wind." in the last chapter. 1t seems to draw heavily on
association

“A Blessing”
example of
m, “Fall

What charactenstics or qualities do vou assocate with the fall
season’

Fall is a time of harvest It is also a time when things stop
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growing and:begin to die. A man in late middle age could say he
was in the fall of his life.

The seasons have many khamc!ensucs that we associate with
our own lives. We recognize within oursebves the same cycle of
birth. growth and death. We not only respond to the seasons for
what they represent in the life process. but we use the seasons to
describe the progression of our own lives

What comes to mant g the winlder of fin ife”

The situation of A Blessing': also depends on a particularly
stgong “association  Most people have good feelings about horses.
They are beautiful animals who have an air of strength and grace
about them. They can also be gentle and affectionate. Somewhere.
deep down mside us: horses mahke us feel like they have the
quickness and power ofife. »

“
How would you e tele abour the poent 1 there had been cows,

mstead of hdres o1 the /)u{s nere”’

The Wright poem ends with another strong effect of language
The effect is used to describe the intense feeling that builds in the
poem. It is a strange kind of dewcrip!ion. however. because it says
the feeli g is something it is not.*

Sometimes we can't find- enough words to describe the
characteristics of a thing. That's when we turn to comparison for
help ;We bring in something else and use its qualities to help us
create an impression of the thing we are trying to describe We
know the first thing doesn’t have the same characteristics as the
~econd thing. but we point to their similiarities to show that the
first thing makes us feel like the second thing

This kind of descnptlon !hrou0h comparison is called metaphor
We use it all the time in our ordmar\y speech We often say things
like. " You know how he is. he™s like so-in-s0.”" There is a metaphor
in the first of the Wright poem that helps us get the feeling of the
settmg Look at the line. " Twilight bounds softly forth on the
grass

What s the hadhight coprpared to”

We know that twilight can't bound Anmmals. like rabbits.
bound forth on us. But the twilight does come quietly and

. . IS
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quickly  And at is like o dark furry animal We get the feeling of
the soft twilight much better 1if we thmk of it as coming like a
rabbit i ’ .
A the Tast of this poem. we also know that a feeling is not
something that can have a blossdm. But 1if you feel something
strongly. you might say it feels like vou could blossom out like a
flower The feeling s vo strong that 1t wants to burst out of you.
But we don't know what a feeling looks like outside our bodies
We do. however. know abouf flowers  °-

Dir o teel zood or bad Whon vatd oo ot onu SORINg moriing and
oo that the jonguils hayc come o hloom

Talking about flowers s a good way to show how metaphor
works 1t draws on the associations we have for other things m its
comparison  The antense feehng m the Wright poem is compared
to a flower blossoming because we feel good about flowers in
bloom The metaphor makes the feehng come alve n us because it
describes 1t avs a sensation - bursting forth

At of these kinguage etfects help ane life to the situation of 3
poem  They bring the world into us through our feelings and
sensations: By working together and drawing on each other they
make the poem real to our sight and touch and feel The'result is
that the poem affects us like an experience from our lives

Let's now go back to a poem that we've looked at \o‘nan) times
dtseems that its always been a part of our lives. We can learn even
more about Stafford’s “Traveling Through the Dark™ by tracing
our feelings back to the influences i jts language Here's the poem
again. .

Traveling through the Dark

Traveling through the dark 1'found a deer

WMATERTAL RENOVED DUE 10 . PYRIGHT RESTRICTIONS
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T from Traveling through thé Dark

' -~

Which image in the poem s most important to. your feeling of
frustration with the poem” - '
v - . PY
+Obviously, th(? image . of the dead deer beside the road is an
important imfluence -on our frustration. -But that image does npt
create our full frustration. kt needs to be widened to include alfgof
““our group.” Seeing the man standing in the wilderness lookingmt
the body of the deer behing his car bnngs home everything in the
4 ' poem thal is troubling us.’ .dv

»

Why is this image so important” o7 Coe -

RS

. The ,image of “our group “is the setting for the decnson"tve )

must m3ke. The man is standing there thinking abdut what e,
should do. All the characters in this image play a part in le
. thoughts; o >
Other effects in the language of the poem can tgll us some of
what was gomg on t’hrough the man’s-mind as he " thought hard
for us A" The associations in the poem haveﬂ)arllcularly strong
effeu on us, For example. look at our associations with deer.

Would t’w pucm, have affected vou the same wuy if the deer had
beena goat’ - s -

-
. . - ’

’

- Of course not, we think of deer as beautiful animals. They are
S e '
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soft and gentle. and running is their only defense. We feel like. deer
should be protected.

. What ubout the associations we have fora wilderness setting’
¥ .

We probMeel that it too needs our protection. There is a
kind of life in a natural setting that we can’t get in, touch with
through civilization That way of living seems open and clean and
free. We know there are dangers. but they seem like
understandable dangers because they aren't man-made.

The I‘age of the poem also gives us a vivid impression of the
car. This ¥ffect comes from a piece of comparison that tells us

some what the man thinks of the car. Look at the metaphors used
to describe the car ’

LN .

.. Dovou teel goodnr bad about the car’
e - - 1Y
o7 ‘I think the language of the poem has a negative influence on our
" feelings about the war. Ity endine is purring like some giant cat.
= ..And the exhaust is warm and red. like blood. I have the feeling
that we are to get the impression”that the car is like a killer anintal
. Let's took at what we know about thg situation of “our group.™
The man is standing beside the road thinking. He has a good
feeling for the deer and her fawn and bad feelings about the cifr.
He feels like the natural life of the wilderness is waiting to see
what he is going to do And he is thinking about his,responsibility
to his fellow man. Erom these thoughts he must make his decision.
We won't say any moge’ in this session about the decision we
face. Next time we will look at everything we know about the
poem and try to put all the parts together to sce if we can decide .
where ity comMmunication is leading. We have our information.and
Y now we need to go inside ourselves to stand and think.
\d Again, I want to give you a poeni to look at on your own. You
can look at it as feeling, as experience, as situation: and as
. langiage. Just remember to put it back together before you try to

decide what is has comgunicaged to you. The poem is by Stephen
Mooney. o
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Now that we have gotten the student into the forest of the
expanded poem. we need to help him find his way out and back
into his life. The experience he had with the poem will be
worthless to him unless he can bring it back to his own personal
context. There the student can decide if the experience matters to

,.him and, if it does, what it all means to his life.

O

This class session will be built around the direction described in

"the fourth question of. the outline And that direction is toward

more questions. It would be natural to expect that the last class
would bring the student’s searching to % neat conclusion. But in
the approach of expanding poems. pat answers simply do not
appear. Once a poem js expanded into the reader’s life. it
continues unfolding into more possibilities and more questions.

The only way the student cdn get out of the forest is to make
some decisions for himself The purpose of this last session is not
to hand the student a reward for exploring poems. but to show
him that the only rewards he gets from pogms are the ones he
earns. I want the studént to realize that expanding poems is no
differe ng fom the work he has to do to understand other things in
his life. "But if the student finds a poem to be an important
concern in hls life. it won't be work. Making decisions about the
poem will come natprally for him. :

The Fourth Day .

We have talked a lot about how poems communicate through
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the effect they have on us as readers. With ey ers thing that's been”
said about the work the poem does. | hupe you haven't missed a
very basic point about poems  they can't get along without vou-
And not only does a poem need for you to be there. it needs yvou
alive and warm and kicking. .

Poems are worthless # the reader is passive. The reader can't
just sit there and be acted upon because the words of 2 poem are
only " the beginning of it communication. And that
communication won't get into your life where y ou can deal with it
if vou sit back and wall for the words to seep in through a process
of osmonis.

Poetry is a process of getting together with em and
interacting. The poem brings its part of the comnjunication and
vou have to bring the rest. We have'said all along that vou have to
get in there and take part to get any thing from a poem. Well. when
it comes to getting the communication of a poem. your work isn’t
done.

The poem has done all it can when it has given vou the
information about its communication that we have been gathering
in the last three classes. But the poem can't tell® sou what
communication that information represents for sou. It is up to
you to take the information the rest of the way and see what it
communicates ¢

We have been approaching poems I|ke we would any thing else in
our lives that needed consideration. Let's carry that approach on
to its logical end when we're finding the communication of poems.
After something has happened to you and you have experienced it
and looked at it. then you have to make vome final decisions
about how it fits in your life. Its up to vou to make those
decisions about poems too.

When you're trying to decide what a poem has communicated
to you. you have to draw on vourself as much as on the poem.
After you've gotten the information ~about a poem’s
communication. you must look to vourself to see what that
information means to vou The slamflcame which vour experience
with a poem has in y our life is the poem's communication. And no
one can decide about that significance for 'you  not the poem
and not the teacher

- Thus far. I've been asking vou questions to help vou look for

the mformation n poems. We are now at the point where my .

questions can’t help you do vour work. My questions can only ask
the things I want to know and do not nc(essanh ask the !ths
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vou feel you need to know Al 1 can do to help from here onis to
help you get 1n positign to ask your own questions.”’

This much 1 can give you as a starting poiat  try holding your
experience with the poem in one hand and your thoughts and
feelings about your hfe m the other Then bring vour hands
together and se where the poenr touches thigs that are
important to you in your life  When vyou express. your
‘understanding of the places where the two meet. vou will be
expressing what the poem has communicated to you.

Now let's look at a poem by Mark Strand Since I can’t tell you
more about expressing what you've found in poems. we'll have to
learn by doing We will expand the poem together. and then you
can carry 1t the rest of the way on vour own.

‘o Eating Poetry

Ink runs from the corners of my mouth.

RITYRTAT REMOVED ~F T ~APYRIGET RESTRICTIONS
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Withowr thiching abowt detoune 10 what did vou ted when o
read this poem”?

No doubt vour needle went way up This poem sends out a lot
of energy It has a frantic feel about it Butit's also confusing
There is something strange going on here You have the feeling
You are taking part in something unusual

: N

What arc vou takims part in
The whole ~ituation is ~o strange its hard to tell at first. | know
we are in a hbrary. and | know it's not the way libraries usually
are.
1

Whesare the peoplc i thes sitzeation

There's 3 man and a librarian  The libranan seems very typical.
She’s nenvous and ‘fidgety. but she wants to keep everyvhting

,under control  She's got that. strange blend of authority and

e

O
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I¥steria y ou often find in fibrarians .
What about the man

There's nothing tvpical about him I've never seen any body act
the way he's acting 1n a ibrary  There have been tmes ['ve wished
someone would let loose in a library but I've never actually seen
am one do it.

]

Wihat happeors whon the sald o ind the Ibrarian « onie tozcther’

The man s eating poems. and he enjoving himselt The
Iibrarian comes up and sees him. but she can't handle it She starts
walking around in circles. and then starts to cry The man thinks
the hibranan doesn’t gnderstand He wants her to know he's having
fun and she shouldn’t be upset about it He gets on his knees to
hick Ber hand ~o she'll know he's friendly  But she screams The
man decides the hell with the libraran and goes romping off
through the hbrary !

. Well. now even thouzh we know what the situation s the poem
stll seems strange 1 know what happens. but I'm not sure why 1t
happens Let's look at some of the mfluences in the language of
the poem to see 1f we can find out more of what's going onn the
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What ettect does the tone of the poem have on vou”’

- It doesn’t make vou unhappy hke the librarian. In fact ¥ makes
you feel positive and good. You could even say that the tone of
this poem is wild and ecstatic.

How about the ly?xzm m the poem’that stand out to s ou’
\ :

I'd say there are two. First there's the image of the man eating
poems He's got a big smile on his face and that's ink running from
the corners of his mouth. He's obviously happy. Also in this image
is the librarian. She's anything but happy. she’s about to go to;
pieces The contrast between the two 1s very striking

What ~ the other enage that has a strong etfeet on vou’

The second one 1s evén';tronger The libranan is standing there
trying to hold herself together The man is on his hands and knees
about to lick her hand like a dog. He's still happy and friendly. byt
she’s terrified.

How are the avsociations we hay e Jor dogs at swork i this poem’

Let's look at what dogs are. They are domesticated animal<
That means they, were onge wild. but now the) Wn tamed
to do what man wants them to do. Most dogs riendly and
affectionate. but they can revert to ther untamed side if people
don’t treat them right ’

4
What ure the dogs on the basement stairs lthes’

Thes re obviously wild Their eveballs are rolling and their hair
is standing up everywhere It seems like they are coming up from
the basement to take over the hibrary  You could say this hibrary 18
going to the dogs.

What are librartds waally Tike?

I think Arost of us have qome unpleasant associations with
libraries Th{y should be gnog placewbecause their books are a

.
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source of knowledge But that knowledge is usually hard to gt to
There are always rules and people who get in-between you and
what you need It's hard to feel good m a Iibrary because
every thing is o quiet and restrained and tightly controlled

How does the lightmg i thes hbrary chanec durine llu course of
the pocm'’

Libraries are usually brightly Iit places But half way through
the poem the dogs are coming up the basement stairs. and the
lights are dim At the end of the pvem when the man is running
around like a play ful dog. the lights are out and 1t is dark
What assocuation with light do vou thmh s beme used i the
lwiguage of the poem

We think of light as good: We also think of light as knowledge.
and knowledge dispells darkness As we gained more know ledge
we outgrew the primitive dark ages and came into the light of
civilization By gaining know ledge we tamed ourselves

I ame dogs wsed as a mctaphor m the poem”’

Thegman is compared to a dog. He was trained to come to the
hbrary and act in a certain way But he couldn’t get the knowledee
he needed when he acted domesticated. So he went after the
poems in a wild way He didn’t want to hurt anybody  He was just
un.satisﬁed being tame

How do veu feel when s ot 're in o library
- *

I can’t decide for you how you feel about libraries. nor can |
decide for you what the poem has communicated 10 vou about
knowledge and what the experience of getting 1t shoukd be like |
can give you this question to help you start expressing your
thoughts.

Wi diy vou thank the man s lum/urrmdullu da dogwhen he cats
the poenis?

I call this approach to poems that we have been working with
“expanding poems ™ | could have just as easily called 1t “eating

%0.
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p()cms" The idea is the same  to get anything out of poems
vou've gat to get them inside you. and \ourself inside them. But
vou can't do that if you set up a bunch of rules that gel between \
vou and the peems

Here's another poem for you to chew on. Read 1t a couple of .

times. and then we will expand it together The poem is by Gary
Snyder

Hay for the Horses

He had driven half the night
From far down San Joaquin
Through Mariposa. up the
Dangerous mountain roads.
And pulled in at eightam
With his big truckioad of hay
behind the barn 4
With winch and ropes and hooks
We stacked the bales up clean
To splintery redwood rafters
High n the dark. flecks of alfalfa
Whirling through shingle - cracks of light.
Itch of havdust in the
swealty shirt and shoes.

. Atlunchtime under Black Oak

* Qut in the hot commal.
- The old mare nosing lunchpails.

- Grasshoppers crackling in the weeds-

“I'm sinty-eight.” he said.
I first bucked hay whenel was seventeen. \
I thought. that dav I started,
I sute would hate to do this all my life.
And damnit. that's just what
I've gone and done ™

from Riprap and Cold M1 Poems

Hons do v ou teel aboet His pocm?
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What you get out.of this poem will depend a lot on vou  The
poem otfers you an experience but it doesn’t pass judgment on 1t
You could have felt amused atter vou read this poem or vou could
have gone  the opposite direction and felt sad

Let's pushthis poem right up againat vou and approach talking
about 1t as af yvou were there You could sayNgat this poem v a
story you are telhmg about a man you once knew
A O T P AV

You were workig on a horse farm one summer The old mun
drove m carly one morning. with a truck load of hay. He vorked
on anogher ranch that «old hay and he asually made deln eries for
them He helped you and the other hands stack the bales i the
barn ’ :

What Rivsd o woord o ctace poo by,

1Us got to be the worst 1 the world Maybe wore than digging
ditches You get hay and dust in vour clothes and vou itch like
crasy. : .

Wordt can core 1l oo aborir thic ol d man hinsel!t

He ate lunch with you out in the corral and he got to talking
about his life. He said he was 68 vears old and he'd been bucking
hay since he was 17. He hadn’t planned on staving with the job,
but that's what he ended up deoing :

o obd voore o that ommer” !

Fve got a feeling you were close to 17 You were working on
the ranch for the summer while vy ou were out of school And vou
had no mtention of bucking hay for the rest of vour life

Wity don s orcveant do buck fis tor te rest of vour life
Al
Because 1(’s miserable work and it doesn't pay much It's ohay
for a summer job. but if vou are going to make anythmg out of
your hife y ou are gomg to have to move on to something better,

Than doyvou thanh the old wat has wasted b it




Well. it sure doesn’t seem like he's made much of a success Af
he's 6% vears old and the best he's efer had is a job where he has
to drive all mght and unload hay all day. then at certamly would
scem like he doesn’t have much to show for his life

Dercovteel ik the odd ot e dias voasted s it

That's one | can’t help you with 1t's a decision yvou'se got to
make for yourelf AT can do s suggest you look at something
before y ou make your decision There's one effect m the language
of the poem that has a large mfluence on how you feel about the
old man Read the last six hnes of the poem out loud ‘

I thore 8 toml ol scll-pity or a tosie ot pride and sclt-nony i1 what

e odd man ~ayy )

The way you answer that question will depend on what you

think 15 important in the old man’s hte 1t will also depend on how °

vou feel about your own life and on what is important to you
Don't forget that syou play a part in what this poem is
communicating

Now let's g6 back to the Wilham Stafford poem. “Traveling
Through the Dark ~ The last time we looked at the poem we left
vou standing beside the road trying to make a decision Before we
talk about that decision. you should read the poem again.,

' Travehng through the Dark

- -~

Traveling through the dark 1 found a deer

LY
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. . ~ from Traveling through the Dark

The man in the poem pushed the deer into the river. But I don't
think that relieved his frustration or ours. What he did solved the
problem, but it certainly wasn't a very satisfactory_solution.

Why do. you think the man went ahead and pushed the deer into
. the river?

There was nothing else he could do. He couldn't save the fawn,
and he had to save other people that mighf be driving along the
road.

Well, if the man did what was right. then why are we left with
such a feeling of frustration ?

.
1 thmk the poem 'is bigger than just this one sntuatlon In fact, 1
thmk this sntuatlon, or one like it in many ways. has happened
‘hundreds of times before in this country. The characters may
change. but the preblem is always the same. '

Look around in your life and see what happens when someone
has to make a decision about man. machine, and wilderness. Then
try this last questiomto see if it helps you make up your mind
about thg communication you've gotten from this poem. :

" Why does one of the three characters alway's have to losc out when
“our group”’ gets together’

One last thought on expanding poems. There is a step that goes
beyond expanding a poem .into your own life. and that is
expanding it into someone else’s life. That expansion is simple —

.

84 |
81.




-

!

just share poems and yaur thoughts on the poems with ano(he’

person or two in your life.
I offer this poem by Wendell Bernt‘_i-lhmk it is one of the best
Ime poems I have ever read. I hope voulike it. .

The Cold

How exactly good itis
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/ ’Wg are back talking teacher to leacher again. I have shown you
all of the approach of expanding poems that I can get on paper.
What you do or dd"not do with the things we have talked about
here is & matter for your own decision. For my part, | want to

« * rolind out this book with a few suggestions on how the approach
»+  could be used in the classroom. . - .

¢ ) T LT .

. - . b , - k4

; s .k Lo
0 - . N . - N
v ¢ . . .
. If you hav® made<it this far in_the.book, you probably have

.accepted my premise that pgems can not be taught as though they

had &ngle exact meanings. (If you still have some doubts, try

- asking five English teaclers for- “the - meaning” of Frost's

-I*Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening.") But you may still be

uncomfortable abeut whether or not your students will get

W o' gnythihg,{rom poems if you do pot help them find some kipd of

. meaning.’ ‘. ” .
My suggestion for. your relief on that point is qqite%le. A

“you need to do 4s keep in mind that the purposé 0%t teaching
Poetry is to teach poems and not to teach just meanings. Yo

«  studenbks fitd their own meanings in the poems you teach; but
vl they maylihave trouble, finding $heaning in,your meanings. So trust

things together that you probably willynever sce.taking place.

. ‘ . .
- \ .
- -l . . :
: S -y :
N B 12 ¢ *
\ g " . ’
/ . 33+ :

your styfints afid tnist;the pgems: they can do a great many™*
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Perhaps 1 can ¢o one step tusther on this busmess of getting
same Kind of meaning trom poems m the classcoom | haye
thought that seems hike the best way for a clgs to settle on‘fl:n
meanmg it has tound 1w a joem , Fhe poem got started through
interaction: so why not let jts Icommunican(m be completed
through mteraction | mean let the students iteract with one
anotherin deciding what a poem 1 tryig to communicate R

This process ot decision through sharing has several advantages
in the classroom The most important benefit i that 1t would give
the students a push mn expressg ther individual under\mndlnu\
of a poem Also such mteraction \’H)l||d let cach student be right in
his peronal understandmg but at the same fime onen to any thing
he-can learn from the rest’of thes classe \\hcn students share m
developing the class's undefstanding ot a poem. they share i the
understanding too )

.

N by

v 3
>
. .

This wggestion 18 actually a tholdght on who the teacher s n
the classroom And | think the teacher s a living example and not
just a dispenser of informatio®and a_ final authurity on correct
and 1ncorrect The bastc questjon 1 am\wurkmu with i what aré
we tr\lnu to teach wh We mk,c, poems 1to the c¢lassroom -
mformation about the¥oem\or an attitude about poetry th.n‘[
allow the students to find therr'own mformdtion

It seems to me that finally the most we can hope to teach is an
attitude The students ¥ remember not so much what we \a¥

. about poems as how wewsaid it. So I recommend that when yvou

teach poetry, you try . to teach poems that vou like ahd are
interedted in The main thing your students wi| leam from yowin
a poetry unit s how you personally feel abouf poetry, and there is
a good chance that vour attitude will become their attitude, * <

- [ e -
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have a shot at feaching pogms they like sou want vour students
to get involved in workiflg with poems. then.let them imolve
,!hemseh es All they need is the chancg to bring i In poems they like
and expand them for the class You®would be sllrpnsed how .
involved a student can become in a poem he believes in. and*vou
would also be surprised at how interested the rést of thesclass will
be in his feelings wbout the poem. ) .

N (3

5

A key to getting vour studants invohved 1n poems is how vou
make the poems available Get away frop the textbook as much as
possible and bring 1n as many small afthologies of poems.as you .
can find and afford. Your students can use the an!holowes;&s - ;
sources for the poems they use m class (1t belps to tell !he ' .
students vou got a poem from a certamn book or an!holog} ) =

Another hint in !he same vein 1 to try mimeographing as many
poems as you can’ of the ones you use. Putting the poemson
separate sheets helps présent them as poems and §ot as parté of a
textbook Mimeographing alo ‘makes the businew of teaching
poetry more personal because it mak€s the students feel like vou .
are giving them the poerms ’

I am going to include a list of small an!hologles at the end’of
this chapter Most of the anthologles are colléctions of
contemporary poems because 1 feel that they usually come closest
to dealing with things the students are interested in. -

S co s
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l have another suggestion that concerns that" old buuaboo"of
!eaclunu the poetry umt And my thought on that is bluntly that
we do not need it anymore From what 1 can tell, the poetry unit
has. become a matter of wadmg through a certain amount of
material on poetry And there has to be a more palatable way to
bnm. poems into the classroom »

If our aim is to give the stydents !k_\*)ppo?!unm' for a good
expetience with a few poemss then why do we need & long apd
involved poetry unl!" Why not bréak up the unit into two or three

) . »
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" day sessions and spread it out over the whole vear? That way,
working with poems becomes a relief from other work and does
not itself \!rah{/!lle students’ attention and interest by running on
too long. Poetry is usually too strong te take in large doses

. . 7 .
+« I.want to offer this last thought on bringing poems into the -~
classroom. 1t 15 better to bring them in alive than to bring them in
dead. And making sure a poem has the chance to come alive in the
classraom 15 simply a matter of reading it out loud: You can read
them yourself or sou can have your students do it. but the.
important thing is to put the poems m a living human context by
giving them a human voice t(r\peak,!hrough.

Thomas Johnson. editor of the small poetry magazine.

" Stinktree. recently did an issue for the OUT LOUD cause The

following » from his editor’s note explaining why poems need to

have an out'loud life
I have called this third issue of Sunktree an OUT LOUD
issue to hopefully encourage the reader to overthrow the
country of the eveball and discover again the aural world
Reading too much poetry silent)y to oneself can have a
'monstrous glacral effect on the senses The pages slide
.together coldly and advance right over the top of the skull
Many times a poem demands that tongue and teeth get
*7 Tmioving 1€ wanii a little blood and warmth. 1t wants to,
travel around the side of the head instead of bemg forced
along the catwalk ‘of the optlc nerve. Perhaps sonte of you
will be moved to attempt giving voice to the poems in this
~ wiue. As readers we often deny whole areas of possibility d
and send the-eve out to work like a road £ang on a group
of poems. Two empty hands are needed to pull the poem
up frqln the page. . - :

. from Stinktree No 3

Poems will only have life in the classroom when we. the teachenrs.
start letting the blood. some of ours and someof the students’.
flow back itto them . .

f ]
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Selected Anthologies

The New American Poetry
edited by Donald M. Allen’
Grove Press. 1960

. Naked Poetry
. -edited by Stephen Bé;; Robert Mezey
Bobbs-Merrill. 1969 .

New American and Canadian Poetry
edited by John Gill
Beacon Press, 1971

Contemporary -American Poetry
edited by Donald Hall
Penguin Books. 1971

New Poets of England and America
edited by Donald Hall and Robert Pack
Meridian Books. 1962

Quickly Aging Here
edited by Geof Hewitt *
Doubleday Anchor. 1969

. The Contemporary American Poets
edited by Mark Strand
- Meridian Bgoks, 1969

Pocket Book of Modemn Verse
edited by Oscar Williams
Washington Square Press. 1970

~
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