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"The Jo<;of Mere Words": Poetry and fomposition

In "Why 1 Write" GeorgevOrWe]] recaTTs disc vering, at‘about‘the age of
sixteen, "the joy of mere words " By th1s he m ns s1mp]y taking de]1ght in
the sound that certain words make when arranqed in a rhythm1c pattern. Orwell
\teTls us, for examp]e that Just repeat1ng aloud these two 11nes from' Pacad1se

Lost wou]d/send "sh1vers down my backbone"

So hee with d1ff1cu]ty and labour hard -
Moved on: with d1ff1cu]ty and ]abour hee

‘As Orwell read1]y admits, these’ are hardly Mi ton s best 11nes, but that s not
- the point. What matters 1s that words sudderly came alive for 0rwe]] ‘they _
| became more than Just black squ1qg]es on a page; they acou1red a mus1c of .
the1r own that gave p]easure regard]ess of the mean1ngs of the words them-'

‘vselves This is not a profound d1scovery, but the fact - that Orwell was so

,Vthr1]1ed by 1t 1s s1gn1f1cant For it made him care enough about words to use

them with sens1t1v1ty and grace and thus it he]ped to make h1m a prose stylist
X .
worth remember1ng 1nstead of mere]y an accomp11shed Journa]1st -or an entertain- ’

"1ng nove]1st Orwell's examp]e shou]d rem1nd us that good wr1t1ng must please

"‘the ear as well as the m1nd and in the. present 11ngu1st1c c]1mate I th1nk th1sl
rem1nder is necessary As someone who pa1d carefu] attent1on to the sound of
gh1s sentences 0rwe]] was understandab]y appa]]ed by the grow1ng 1nsens1t1v1ty
to language 1n the modern worﬂd and I am afra1d heﬁwou]d not find the s1tua-
- t1on any better if he were a]1ve today Recent ~examples of gobb]edygook like |
1noperat1ve statement" and "survivable reta]1atory capability" wou]d no doubt
sound depressingly familiar to him, w1th 1984 quickly c]os1ng in on us, }‘

thlnk we need to' reemphas1ze the 1mportance of shar1ng ‘with our students an SN

appreciation for what Orwel] calls "the joy of mere words."
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' _students tQ the mus1c of 1anguage but it 1s so much .easier for them to hear

need for wr1t1ng In fact, 1t is best to read all poems aloud 1n ctass-

‘but I want to urge that we make an)effort to 1nc1ude poetry of some kind in

L e k o | ‘She]den--Zy

Desp1te 0rwe11 s enthus1asm for f%i Parad1se Lost 1s probab]y not the

best p]ace for4Ds to begin ta1k1nq about the musnc of words w1th our students, )

,_.._a "

our composition courses . We can, of course, dse prose works to 1ntroduce.our T

the rhythm1c patterns 1n poetry, and in any case the brev1ty of most. poems .'.h,,
will he]p to keep read1ng ass1gnments from 1nterfer1ng with the t1me students . _
T
1nstructor can do some of th1s read1ng at f1rst but students shou]d have. as ; 5’;'
many opportunatles as* poss1b1e to hear their own, voices shape. the words of = * ‘15"’,
the poems 1 am well avare that good old Miss Grundy tr1ed a1] th1s f1fty b
Years ago 1n her high schoo] Eng11sh c1asses, and with unhappy resu]ts,\ l o
butcher1ng poetry by teach1ng.1t with a gr1m determ1nat;on to en11ghten ‘and

1nstruct. No wonder so many generatYons of students have grown up fee]:ng

uncomfortab]e with poetry If it has to; be forced down their throats 11ke , "\

some fou] tast1ng med1c1ne then t.is best left alone¢ But we shoul? not

v \:et M1ss Grundy s ghqst stand in our’ way f you can ‘read poetry.1n a naturaf,

: npretent1ous vo1ce, 1f‘you are willing to discuss it informa]]y; if you can™ ,

‘ 1et it touch your students hearts and avoid be1ng sent1menta1 or mora11st1c

LA

o?

’ about it; if, above all, you can let the poetry s1ng, then you need not worry ;

about fo]]ow1ng in M1ss Grundy s footsteps

e o e it e

" There can be -no guarantee that students w111 respond to poetry wfth the
same enthusiasm that, Orwell showed for 1t nor 1ndeed ‘that they w111 mag1ca]1y
- produce beaut1fu11var1tten essays like 0rwe]1 3 "Shoot1ng an E]ephant" S1mp]y //)
because their minds have soaked/up‘a ]ot of poetry Lf that is the way 1t
worked we wou]d all be turn1ng out terr1f1c prose and poetry after d1pp1ng
1nto a vo]ume of Keats or Tennyson There are no easy answers. to the prob]ems

that any of us have with wr1t1ng, but someth1ng must be done‘to g1ve students
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T, : \ _ , :She]den-;3
a better sense of how words can work together to produce harmon1ous sounds.
They need desperate]y'fo see good wr1t1ng in concentrated powerfu] bits, such
: as we f1nd in poetry, for s0 much of the language. they are exposed to is dull
and:empty. Why shou]d we' expect them to pay carefu] attent1on to the1r own -
;'wr1t1ng when a good deal of the prose they see in newspapers magaz1nes, and

‘ textbooks shows so 1little care7 If read1h§ poetry can lead our students to
: 11sten more attent1ve]y to the sound of the1r own sentences, then a section

on poetry 1n our compos1t1on c]asses w1]1 have been worth more than a hundred
freewr1t1ng sess1ons or sentence comb1n1ng drills. Indeed many of our
students most common errors--fused sentences, choppy sentences, fragments--
~'cou1d be dea]t with more- effect1ve]y if .our students would make an effort to
read the1r sentences out Toud and to note carefu]]y the rhythm of their words
They need to pract1ce what Roland ?arthes has called "writing atoud." Such

writing gives ws, Barthesvsays,‘a "language lined with flesh, a text where we

can hear the grain of the throat" (The Pleasure of the Text, p. 66).

S In my own compos1t1on c]asses 1 usua]]y include a short sect1on on poetry
that 1asts three or four weeks and covers twenty- f1ve or th1rty poems.. : Once a
week I” have my students wr1te a short essay in response to the poems they have
read and after a couple of weeks I give them a chance to write a poem or two
of the1r own. The poets we read range all the way from Shakespeare to Sy]v1a
Plath, but regardless of the_poets I.ass1gn, I always try to choose relatively
simple poems that most students can understand without too much difficu]ty I
am speak1ng here of poems ]1ke Yeats's "The Lake Isle of Innisfree," Eliot's :
"Pre]udes," and Roethke's "Elegy for Jane " “Although I give some attention
to rhyme and meter, I concentrate most of my attent1on in class on d1scuss1ons
of diction and the arrangement of phrases and clauses, since these are major
v;reas o: concern for the wr1ter of prose'as well as for the poet. For examp]e;f,

'in these two Tines from Yeats I might discuss the poet's skillful use of
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parallel clauses: . o

There midnight's a]]'z glimmer, and noon a purple glow,
- And evening full of the linnet's. wings.

To help my students appreciate thefmusic in lines 1ike these, I sometimes
find it useful to trans]ate the poetry fnto bad prose. You‘mayrreca]] that
Orwell, in "Politics and the English Language,".does this sort of thing with
a‘passage from the King}dames,Version of Ecclesiastes.i Thus the beautiful
. sentence, "I returned and saw under the sun, that thebrace fs not to the swift,
‘northe battle to the strong,"'gets trans]atéd th1's way: "Objective cons’der-
ation of contemporary phenomena compe]s the conclusion that success or failure
in compet1t1ve activities exhjb1ts no tendency to be commensurate w1th 1nnate
capac1ty " After seeing several translations 1like th1s one, my students begin
to show a mUch better understanding of what separates good wr1t1ng from bad.
Unfortunately, many of the spec1a]1sts in composition research are urg1ng
'us to move away from methods of 1nstruct1on like the one I am suggest1ng " They
want to see a more sc1ent1f1c approach to writing, and thus would prefer that '
- we not waste our students. t1me with a ]ot of poetry when we cou]d be working
on what the specialists like to call the "compos1ng process." (The word.
R wr1t1ng," I suppose, would sound too unsc1ent1f1c ) Reading the prose of
some of these spec1a]1sts is, however, a rather curious experience. They ma&wu.
be experts in the science of composing, but I am not sure they know much about

the art of wr1t1ng. Look1ng through an issue of Research in the Teaching of

English, an NCTE journal devoted primari1y to composition research, one would
be,hard"pressed to discoyer "the joy of mere words." Consider, for example,
this sentence from a recent article on something called "semantic abbreviation":
"Because everyday spoken 1anguage operates by . sharing the construction of
mean1ng among the part1es 1nv01ved and because spoken 1anguage operates in
re1at1ve1y c]ose proximity to cu1tura1 and s1tuat1ona1 referents, the speaker's

assumption that language can be used to indicate or po1nt,to unspoken contexts

S
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 speak with authority about writing if their own prose is muddled and flat?
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‘which,support and complete the structuring of'meaning, works quite well"

(RTE, February 1981, p. 26). How‘frightening it is to.think of a writer like

this teaching innocent students' the "composing process." If students are
B Q

encouraged to produce this sort of writing; then who can blame them for being

1nd1fferent to Tanguage? There 1s no music in this sentence, no p]eas1ng

arrangement of sound. Reading it a]oud ]eaves one breathless and irritable.
Indeed, it.is pa1nfu] to hear this dry prose limp along from 11ne to line.
It is loaded with vague nouns and}str1ngs of prepositional phrases, but strong

verbs are hard to find. The main verb, "works," does not‘appear until we have

‘slugged our way through no less than‘fifty two. words. After all that abstract

1anguage the phrase "works quite well" finishes the sentence with an awfu]
thud. No one with a good ear for 1anguage would leave that main verb and

the two adverbs hang1ng 11fe1ess1y at the end of the'sentencer But then no

‘ one with a good ear would write phrases ]ike “noncontingent response register,"

"schema-creative 1nformat1on,“ "stimulus-based mean1ng," "hypothes1s rev1s1ng

~ process," "compos1ng ep1sodes," "operat1ona1 goals," or “protoco] analysis,"

all of which appear in a recent 1ssue of Research in the Teaching of Eggllsh

(October 1981). The sad fact is that Jjargon, convoluted syntax, and ‘weak
verbs plague much _af the writing.-in this Journal»-"~~"”*w*~""*’ T

I certainly do not mean to suggest that composition research is unnecessary.
On the contrary, I think it can be very helpful if the compos1t1on researchers

develop a better sense of what\const1tutes good wr1t1ng. For how can they

What we must guard‘against'is the temptation to make composttion instructfon

~a pseudo-scientific practice that overlooks the_imoortance of writ%ng as an

art. Helping a student to achieve what the researchers Iike to call "syntactic

maturity," i.e,qgood Writing, will mean nothing if the student ends up writing

sentences that sound as though they came from a robot. We can experiment with
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heuristics and sentence-combining, but Tet us also keeb.a place in our courses

fbr'Shakespeare Donne, Keats, and T. S E]iot Let us, in other words, keep
N

‘a place for the sound of the human voice, speakang at 1ts best. Let us celebrate l |
the beauty of 1anguage yuth our students, 1et us g1ve them a reason to ‘respect ’

1anguage to th1nk of 1t as someth1ng more than just words, words, words.

. . o . v
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