milton

aga

THE NORTON
INTRODUCTION

“ Poetry

NINTH EDITION

J. PAUL HUNTER |
Emeritus, University of Chicago
University of Virginia

ALISON BOOTH
University of Virginia

KELLY J. MAYS
University of Nevada, Las Vegas

v
LN
I SN LY

w L. 0o01
W. W. NORTON & COMPANY
New York, London




Poetry: Reading,
Responding, Writing

Hm yow’re a reader of poetry, you already know: poetry reading is not just a
intellectual and bookish activity; it is about feeling. Reading poetry well mean
responding to it: if you respond om a feeling level, you are likely to read mox
accurately, with deeper understanding, and with greater pleasure. And, conversels
if you read poetry accurately, and with attention ro detal, you will almost certainl
respond to it—or learn how to respond—on an emotional level. Reading poetr
involves conscious articulation through language, and reading and respondin;
come to be, for experienced readers of poetry, very nearly one. But those who teac]
poetry—and there are a lot of us, almost all enthusiasts about both poetry as -
subject and reading as a craft—have discovered something else: writing abou
poetry helps von.r nr.n reading and the n..wmmcn&nm pro- p, etry is a way of taking
cesses. Responding involves remembering and reflect- by the throat.
ing as well. As you recall your own past and make

. . . —~ROBERT FROST
associations between things in the text and things you
already know and feel, you will not only respond more fully to a particular poem
but improve your reading skills more generally. Your knowledge and life experi
ence inform your reading of what is before you and allow you to connect element:
within the text—events, images, words, sounds—so that meanings and feeling:
develop and accumulate. Prior learning creates expectations: of pattern, repetition
association, or causality. Reflecting on the text—and on expectations produced by
themes and ideas in the text—re-creates old feelings but directs them in new, often
unusual ways. Poems, even when they are about things we have no experience of
connect to things we do know and order our memories, thoughts, and feelings in
new and newly challenging ways.

A course in reading poetry can ultimately enrich your life by helping you
become more articulate and more sensitive to both ideas and feelings: that’s the
larger goal. But the more immediate goal-and the route to the larger one—is to
make you a better reader of texts and a more precise and careful writer yourself.
Close attention to one text makes you appreciate, and understand, textuality and
its possibilities more generally. Texts may be complex and even unstable in some
ways; they do not affect all readers the same way, and they work through language
that has its own volatilities and complexities. But paying attenrion to how you
read—developing specific questions to ask and working on your reading skills
systematically—can take a lot of the guesswork out of reading texts and give you
a sense of greater satisfaction in your interpretations.
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READING

Poems, perhaps even more than other texts, can sharpen your reading skills
because they tend to be so compact, $0 fully dependent on concise expressions of
feeling. In poems, ideas and feelings are packed tightly into just a few lines. The
experiences of life are very concentrated here, and meanings emerge quickly, word
by word. Poems often show us the very process of putting feelings into a language
that can be shared with others—to say feelings in a communicable way. Poetry can
be intellectual too, explaining and exploring ideas, but its focus is more often on
how people feel than how they think. Poems work out a shareable language for:
feeling, and one of poetry’s most insistent virtues arises from its attempt to express
the inexpressible. How cap anyone, for example, put into words what it means to
be in love or how it feels to lose someone one cares about? Poetry tries, and it
often captures a shade of emotion that feels just right to a reader. No single poem
can be said to represent all the things that love or death feels like or means, but
one of the joys of experiencing poetry occurs when we read a poem and want to
say, “Yes, that is just whatitis like; T know exactly what that line means but Pve
never been able to express it so well.” Poetry can be the voice of our feelings even
when our minds are speechless with grief or joy. Reading is no substitute for living,
but it can make living more abundant and more available.

Here are two poems that talk about the sincerity and depth of love between
two people. Each is written as if it were spoken by one person to his or her lover,
and each is definite and powerful about the intensity and quality of love; but the
poems work in quite different ways—the first one asserting the strength and depth
of love, the second implying intense feeling by reminiscing about earlier events in
the relationship between the two people.

ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING
How Do I Love Thee?

How do I love thee? Let me count the ways.
I love thee to the depth and breadth and height
My soul can reach, when. feeling out of sight
For the ends of Being and ideal Grace.

s 1 love thee to the level of every day’s
Most quiet need, by sun and candlelight.
I love thee freely, as men strive for Right;
I love thee purely, as they turn from Praise;
I love thee with the passion put to use

10 In my old griefs, and with my childhood’s faith.
1 love thee with a love I seemed to lose
With my lost saints—I love thee with the breath,
Smiles, tears of all my life!l--and, if God choose,
I shall but love thee better after death.

1850

JAROLD RAMSEY The Tally Stick 3

JAROLD RAMSEY

The Tally Stick

Here from the start, from our first of days, look:
I have carved our lives in secret on this stick
of mountain mahogany the length of your arms
oc.ﬁma.mﬁnrmﬂ the wood ¢lear red, so hard and rare.
5 Itis tme to touch and handle what we know we share.

Near the butt, this intricate notch where the grains

converge and join: it is our wedding.

I can read it through with a thumb and tell you now

who danced, who made up the songs, who meant us joy.
10 These little arrowheads along the grain,

they are the births of our children. See,

they make a kind of design with these heavy crosses

the deaths of our parents, the loss of friends. ’

Over it all as it goes, of course, I
15 have chiseled Events, History--random
hashmarks cut against the swirling grain.
See, here is the Year the World Went Wrong,
we thought, and here the days the Great Men fell.
‘The lengthening runes of our lives run through it all.

20 See, our tally stick is whirded nearly end to end;
delicate as scrimshaw, it would not bear you up.
Regrets have polished it, hand over hand.

Yer ler us take it up, and as our fingers
like children leading on a trail cry back

25 our unforgotten wonders, sign after sign,
we ﬁE talk softly as of ordinary matters,
and in one another’s blameless eyes go blind.

1877

“How Do I Love Thee?” is direct but fairly abstract. It lists several ways in which
_.”rm poet ﬁ..m&m love and connects them to some noble ideas of higher obligations—to
justice (line 7), for example, and to spiritual aspiration (lines 2-4). It suggests a
wide range of things that love can mean and notices a variety of emotions. It is
an ardent statement of feeling and asserts a permanence that will extend even
beyond death. It contains admirable thoughts and memorable phrases that man
lovers would like to hear said to themselves. What it does not do is say very Eﬁn_M
about what the relationship between the two lovers is like on an everyday basis,
what experiences they have had together, what distinguishes their relationshi u
from that .om other devoted or ideal lovers, Its appeal is to our general sense omm
what love is like and of how intense feelings can be; it does not offer details.

“The Tally Stick” is much more concrete. The whole poem concentrates on a



34 POETRY: READING

single object that, like “How Do I Love Thee?,” “counts” or “tallies” the ways in
which this couple love one another. This stick stands for their love and becomes
a kind of physical totem for it: its natural features (lines 6, 10, and 12) and the
marks carved on it (lines 15-16, 20-21) indicate events in the story of the rela-
tionship. We could say that the stick symbolizes their love—later on, we will look
at terms like this that make it easier to talk about poems—but for now it is enough
to notice that the stick serves the lovers as a marker and a reminder of some specific
details of their love. It is a special kind of reminder because its language is “secret”
(line 2), something they can share privately (except that we as readers of the poem
are looking over their shoulders, not intruding but sharing their secret). The poet

incerprets the particular features of the stick as standing for particular events—-

their wedding and the births of their children, for example—and carves marks into
it as reminders of other events (lines 15 f£.). The stick itself becomes a very personal
object, and in the last stanza of the poem it is as if we watch the lovers touching
the stick together and reminiscing over it, gradually dissolving into their emotions
and each other as they recall the “unforgotten wonders” (line 25) of their lives
together. .

Both poems are powerful statements of feelings, each in its own way. <m,ﬂomm
readers will respond differently to each poem; the effect these poems have on their
readers will lead some to prefer one and some the other. Personal preference does
not mean that objective standards for poetry cannot be found—some poems are
better than others, and later we will look in derail at features that help us to
evaluate poems~—but we need no preconceived standards as to what poetry must
be or how it must work. Some good poems are quite abstract, others quite specific.
Any poem that helps us to articulate and clarify human feelings and ideas has 2
legitimate claim on us as readers.

Both “How Do I Love Thee?” and “The Tally Stick” are writren as if they were
addressed to the partner in the love relationship, and both talk directly about the
intensity of the love, as does the following poem:

LINDA PASTAN

love poem

1 want to write you

a love poem as headlong

as our creek

after thaw
5 when we stand

on its dangerous

banks and watch it carry

with it every twig

every dry leaf and branch
10 in its path

every scruple

when we see it

s0 swollen

LINDA PASTAN love poem 5

with runoff
is that even as we watch
we must grab
each other
and step back
we must grab each
20 other or
get our shoes
soaked we musc
grab each other
1988

The directness and simplicity of this poem suggest how the art and craft of
poems work. The poem expresses the desire to write a love poem even as the love
poem itself begins to proceed; the desire and the resultant poem exist side by side,
and in reading the poem we seem to watch and hear the poet’s creative process at
work in developing appropriate metaphors and means of expression. The poem
must be “headlong” (line 2) to match the power of a love that needs to be compared
to the irresistible forces of nature. The poem should, like the love it expresses and
the swollen creek it describes, sweep everything along, and it should represent
(and reproduce) the sense of watching that the lovers have when they observe
natural processes at work. The poem, like the action it represents, has to suggest
to readers the kind of desire that grabbing each other means to the lovers.

The lovers in this poem seern, at least to themselves, to own the world they
observe, but in fact they are controlled by it. The creek on whose banks they stand
is “our creek” (line 3), but what they observe as they watch its rising currents
requires them (“oust,” lines 16, 19, 22) to “grab each other” over and over again.
1t is as if their love is part of nature itself, which subjects them to forces larger
than themselves. Everything—twigs, leaves, branches, scruples—is carried along by
the powerful currents after the “thaw” (line 4), and the poem replicates the
repeated action of the lovers as if to power along observant readers, just as the
lovers are powered along by what they see. But the poem (and their love) admits
dangers, too; it is the fact of danger that propels the lovers to each other. The
poem suggests that love provides a kind of haven, but the haven hardly involves
passivity or peace; instead, it requires the kind of grabbing that means activity and
boldness and deep passion. Love here is no quiet or simple matter even if the
expression of it in poems can be direct and can stem from a simple observation
of experience. The “love poem” itself—linked as it is with the headlong currents
of the creek from which the lovers are protecting themselves—even represents that
which is beyond love and that which, therefore, both threatens love and at the
same time makes it happen. The power of poetry is thus affirmed at the center of
the poem, but what poetry is about (love and life) is suggested to be more impor-
tant. Poetry makes things happen but is not itself a substitute for life, just a means
to make life more energetic and meaningful.

The next poem talks only indirectly about the quality and intensity of love. It
is written as if it were a letter from a woman to her husband, who has gone on a
long journey on business. It directly expresses how much she misses him and
indirectly suggests how much she cares about him.
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The “letter” tells us only a few facts about the nameless merchant’s wife: that
she is about sixteen and a half years old, that she married at fourteen and fell in
love with her husband a year later, that she is now very lonely. About their rela-
tionship we know only that they were childhood playmates in a small Chinese
village, that their marriage originally was not a matter of personal choice, and that

1. The Japanese name for Li Po, arns eighth-century Chinese poet. Pound’s poem is  loose paraphrase of

EZRA POUND
The River-Merchant’s Wife: A Letter
(after Ribaku)*

While my hair was still cut straight across my forehead
I played about the front gate, pulling flowers.

You came by on bamboo stilts, playing horse,

You walked about my seat, playing with blue plums.
And we went on living in the village of Chokan:

Two small people, without dislike or suspicion.

At fourteen I married My Lord you.

I never laughed, being bashful.

Lowering my head, T looked at the wall.

Called to, a thousand times, I never looked back.

At fifteen I stopped scowling,
I desired my dust to be mingled with yours
For ever and for ever and for ever.

Why should I climb the look out?

At sixreen you departed,

You went into far Ku-to-yen, by the river of swirling eddies,

And you have been gone five months.
The monkeys make sorrowful noise overhead.

You dragged your feet when you went out.
By the gate now, the moss is grown, the different mosses,
Too deep to clear them away!

The leaves fall early this aurumn, in wind.

The paired burtterflies are already yellow with August
Over the grass in the West garden;

They hurt me. I grow older.

If you are coming down through the narrows of the river wumbmv

Please ler me know beforehand,
And I will come our to meet you
As far as Cho-fu-Sa.

ane by Li Po.

L1Z ROSENBERG Marvied Love 7

the husband unwillingly went away on a long joutney five months ago. But the
words tell us a great deal about how the young wife feels, and the simplicity of
her language suggests her sincere and deep longing. The daily noises she hears
seem “sorrowful” (line 18), and she worries about the dangers of the faraway place
where her husband is, thinking of it in terms of its perilous “river of swirling
eddies” (Line 16). She thinks of how moss has wHosﬁ up over the unused gate, and
more time seems to her to have passed than actually has (lines 22-25). Nostalgically
she remembers their innocent childhood, when they played together without
deeper love or commitment (lines 1-6), and contrasts that with her later satisfac-
tion in their love (lines 11-14) and with her present anxiety, loneliness, and desire.
We do not need to know the geography of the river Kiang or how far Cho-fu-Sa
is to sense that her wish to see him is very strong, that her desire is powerful
enough to make her venture beyond the ordinary geographical bounds of her
existence so that their reunion will happen sooner. The closest she comes to a
direct statement about her love is “I desired my dust to be mingled with yours /
For ever and for ever and for ever” (lines 12-13). Buc her single-minded vision of
the world, her perception of even the beauty of nature as only a record of her
husband’s absence and the passage of time, and her plain, apparently uncalculated
language about her rejection of other suitors and her shutting out of the rest of
the world all show her to be committed, desirous, nearly desperate for his presence.
In a different sense, she too has counted the ways that she loves her man.

Poems can be about the meaning of a relationship or about disappointment
just as easily as about emotional fulfillment, and poets are often very good at
suggesting the contradictions and uncertainties in relationships. Love does not
always go smoothly, and the following poem records (in a kind of monologue,
part dream and part waking) the complex longings of 2 married woman whose
artitudes toward marriage are guite different from those of Barrett Browning or
the river-merchant’s wife.

LiZ ROSENBERG
Married Love

The trees are uncurling their first
green messages: Spring, and some man
lets his arm brush my arm in a darkened
theatre, Faint-headed, I fight the throb.
5 Later I dreamn
the gas attendant puts a cool hand
on my breast, asking a question.
Slowly I rise through the surface of the dream,
brushing his hand and my own heat away.

10 Young, I burned to marry. Married,
the smolder goes on underground;
clutching at weeds, writhing everywhere.
I'm trying to talk to a friend on burning
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issues, flaming from the feet up,
15 drinking in his breath, touching his wrist.
I want to grab the pretty woman
on the street, seize the falcon
by its neck, beat my way into whistling steam.

I rurn vo you in the dark, oh husband,

20 watching your lit breath circle the pillow.
Then you rurn to me, throwing first one limb
and then another over me, in the easy brotherly
lust of marriage. I cling to you
as if T were a burning ship and you

25 could save me, as if I won’t go sliding down
beneath you soon; as if our lives are made of rise
and fall, and we could ride this out forever,
with longing’s thunder rolling heavy in our arms.

1986

The inidal expectations of springtime and newness here quickly turn into signs,
both conscious and unconscious, of desire (“throb”) for anonymous sex attraction
“some man”). Reality and fantasy are nearly one here, as the woman tries to reject
arousal she does not wish to feel. All the poem, in fact, is full of fire and burning,
which the speaker cannot ignore, subdue, or quench; there is hurt here and bewil-
derment and fear, and the easy habitual comforts of married love are not exactly
reassuring {“brotherly lust”) nor do they seem to satisfy desire. The woman feels
herself to be a buming (and sinking) ship, and her marital clinging seems an act
of desperation; she bopes for salvation (or at least a “rid[ing] our®), but “longing’s
thunder” remains far more powerful than any sense of satisfaction or solution.
Poetry does not always celebrate or make us feel better; sometimes, as here, it
challenges easy or familiar notions of how feelings are supposed to work, and even
the most appealing subjects may be transformed, challenging our assumptions
and understanding.

RESPONDING

The poems we have looked at so far all describe, though in quite different ways,
feelings associated with loving or being attached to someone and the expression—
either physical or verbal—of those feelings. Watching how poems discover a lan-
I feel physically as if the guage for mﬁ.&ﬁm can help us to n.r.mmn.u_wﬁu P.Fbmm.mo .m.on.
 of my head were taken O™ O feelings, .vsn the process is also reciprocal: vmﬁm

conscious of feelings we already have can lead us into
poems more surely and with more satisfaction. Readers
with a strong romantic bent—and with strong yearnings
or positive memories of desire—will be likely to find “The Tally Stick” and “The
River-Merchant’s Wife: A Letter” easy to respond to and admire, while those more
skeptical of human institutions and male habits may find the wifely despair of
“Married Love” more satisfving.

f: I know that is poetry.
—EMILY DICKINSON

BEN JONSON O My First Son 9

Poems can be about all kinds of experiences, and not all the things we find in
them will replicate (or even relate to) expetiences we may have had individually.
But sharing through language will often enable us to uncover feelings—of love or
anger, fear or confidence—we did not know we had. The next few poems involve
another, far less pleasant set of feelings than those usually generated by love, but
even here, where our experience may be limited, we are able to respond, to feel
the tug of emotions within us that we may not be fully aware of. In the follow-
ing poem, a father struggles to understand and control his grief over the death
of a seven-year-old son. We don’t have to be a father or to have lost a loved
one to be aware of—and even share—the speaker’s pain, because our own experi-
ences will have given us some idea of whar such a loss would feel like. And the
words and strategies of the poem may arouse expectations created by our previous
experiences.

BEN JONSON
On My First Son

Farewell, thou child of my right hand,’ and joy;
My sin was too much hope of thee, loved boy:
Seven years thou wert lent to me, and I thee pay,
Exacted by thy fate, on the just? day.
5 O could I lose all father now! for why
Will man lament the state he should envy,
To have so soon *scaped world’s and flesh’s rage,
And, if no other misery, yet age?
Rest in soft peace, and asked, say, “Here doth lie
10 Ben Jonson his® best piece of poerry.”
For whose sake henceforth all his vows be such
As what he loves may never like too much.
1616

This poem’s attempts to rationalize the boy’s death are quite conventional.
Although the father tries to be comforted by pious thoughts, his feelings keep
showing through. The poem’s beginning—with its formal “farewell” and the rather
distant-sounding address to the dead boy (“child of my right hand”)—cannot be
sustained for long: both of the first two lines end with bursts of emotion. It is"as
if the father is twying to explain the death to himself and to keep his emotions
under control, but cannot quite manage it. Even the punctuation suggests the way
his feelings compete with conventional attempts to put the death into some sort
of perspective that will soften the grief, and the comma near the end of each of
the first two lines marks a pause that cannot quite hold back the overflowing

1. Aliteral translation of the son’s name, Benjamin.
2. Exact; the son died on his seventh birchday, in 1603.
3. That is, Ben Jonson’s (this was 2 common Renaissance form of the possessive).
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emotion. But finally the only “idea” that the poem supports is that the father
wishes he did not feel so intensely; in the fifth line he fairly blurts that he wishes
he could lose his fatherly emotions, and in the final lines he resolves never again
to “like” so much that he can be this deeply hurt. Philosophy and religion offer
their useful counsels in this poem, but they prove far less powerful than feeling.
Rather than drawing some kind of moral about what death means, the poem
presents the actuality of feeling as inevitable and nearly all-consuming.

The poem that follows also tries to suppress the rawness of feelings about the
death of a loved one, but here the survivor is haunted by memories of his wife
when he sees a physical object—a vacuum cleaner—that he associates with her.

HOWARD NEMEROV
The Vacuum

The house is so quiet now
The vacuum cleaner sulks in the corner closet,
Its bag limp as a stopped lung, its mouth
Grinning into the floor, maybe at my

s Slovenly life, my dog-dead youth.

T've lived chis way long enough,

But when my old woman died her soul

Went into that vacuum cleaner, and I cax’t bear

To see the bag swell like a belly, eating the dust
10 And the woolen mice, and begin to howl

Because there is old filch everywhere
She used to crawl, in the corner and under the stair.
I know now how life is cheap as dirt,
And still the hungry, angry heart
15 Hangs on and howls, biting ar air.
1955

The poem is about a vacuum in the husband’s life, but the title refers most
obviously to the vacuum cleaner that, like the tally stick we looked at earlier,
seems to stand for many of the things that were once important in the life he had
together with his wife. The cleaner is a reminder of the dead wife (“my old woman,”
line 7) because of her devotion to cleanliness. But to the surviving husband buried
in the £lth of his life it seems as if the machine has become almost human, a kind
of ghost of her: it “sulks” (line 2), it has Jungs and a mouth (line 3), and it seems
1o grin, making fun of what has become of him. He “can’t bear” (line 8) to see it
in action because it then seems too much alive, too much a reminder of her life.
The poem records his paralysis, his inability to do more than discover that life is
“cheap as dirt” without her ordering and cleansing presence for him. At the end
it is his angry heart that acts like the haunting machine, howling and biting at air
as if he has merged with her spirit and the physical object that memorializes her.

SEAMUS HEANEY Mid-Term Break 11

This poem puts a strong emphasis on the stillness of death and the way it makes
things seem to stop; it caprures in words the hurt, the anger, the inability to
understand, the vacaum that remains when a loved one dies and leaves a vacant
space. But here we do not see the body or hear a direct good-bye to the dead person;
rather we encounter the feeling that lingers and won’t go away, recalled through
memory by an especially significant object, a mere thing but one that has been
personalized to the point of becoming nearly human in itself. (The event described
here is, by the way, fictional; the poet's wife did not actually die. Like a dramatist
or wrirer of fiction, the poet may simply imagine an event in order to analyze and
articulate how such an event might feel in certain circumstances. A work of lit-
erature can be true without being actual.)
Here is another poem abourt a death:

SEAMUS HEANEY
BE Mid-Term Break

I sat all morning in the college sick bay
Counting bells knelling classes to a close,
At two o’clock our neighbors drove me home.

In the porch I met my father crying—
5 He had always taken funerals in his stride—
And Big Jim Evans saying it was a hard blow.

The baby coced and laughed and rocked the pram
When I came in, and I was embarrassed
By old men standing. up to shake my hand

10 And tell me they were “sorry for my tzouble,”
Whispers informed strangers I was the eldest,
Away at school, as my mother held my hand

In hers and coughed out angry tearless sighs.
At ten o’clock the ambulance arrived
15 With the corpse, stanched and bandaged by the nurses.

Next morning I went up into the room. Snowdrops
And candles soothed the bedside; I saw him
For the first time in six weeks. Paler now,

Wearing a poppy bruise on his left temple,
20 He lay in the four foot box as in his cot.
No gaudy scars, the bumper knocked him clear.

A four foot box, a foot for every year.
1966

I, in “The Vacuum,” the grief is displaced onto an object left behind, here grief
seems almost wordless. The speaker of the poem, the older brother of the dead
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four-year-old, cannot really articulate his grief and instead provides a lot of metic-
ulous detail, as if giving us information can substitute for an expression of feeling.
He is “embarrassed” (line 8) by the attempts of others to say how they feel and to
empathize with him. He records the feelings of other family members in detail,
but never fully expresses his own feelings, as if he has raken on a kind of deadness
of his own that eludes, and substitutes for, arriculation. Only when he confronts
the bruised body itself can he begin to come to terms with the loss, and even there
he resorts to a kind of mathematical formula to displace the feeling so that he
doesn’t have to talk about it. Though the feelings in the poem are extremely pow-
erful, the power is expressed (as in the Jonson poem above) by suppression. It is

not restraint that holds back the young man’s grief, but a silence that cannot be-

put into any words except those of enumerated facts.

Sometimes poems are a way of confronting feelings. Sometimes they explore
feelings in detail and try to intellectualize or ratonalize them. At other times,
poems generate responses by recalling experiences many years in the past. In the
following two poems, for example, memories of childhood provide perspective on
two very different events. In the first, written as if the person speaking the poem
were in the fifth grade, a child’s sense of death is portrayed through her exploration
of a photograph that makes her grandfather’s presence vivid to her memory—a
memory that lingers primarily through smell and touch. In the second poem,
another childhood memory—this time of overshoes—takes an adult almost phys-
ically back into childhood. As you read the two poems, keep track of {or perhaps
even jot down} your responses. How much of your feeling is due to your own past
experiences? In which specific places? What family photographs do you remember
most vividly? What feelings did they evoke that make them 50 memorable? How
are your memories different from those expressed in “Fifth Grade Autobiogra-
phy”? in “The Fury of Overshoes”? Which feelings expressed in each poem are
similar to your own? Where do your feelings differ most strongly? How would you
articulate your responses to such memories differendy? In what ways does an
awareness of your similar—and different—experiences and feelings make you a
better reader of the poem?

RITA DOVE

Fifth Grade Autobiography

1 was four in this photograph fishing
with my grandparents at a lake in Michigan.
My brother squats in poison ivy.
His Davy Crockett cap

5 sits squared on his head so the raccoon rtail
flounces down the back of his sailor suit.

My grandfather sits to the far right
in a folding chair,
and I know his left hand is on
10 the tobacco in his pants pocket

ANNE SEXTON

" because I used to wrap it for him
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every Christmas. Grandmother’s hips
bulge from the brush, she’s leaning
into the ice chest, sun through the trees
printing her dress with soft

luminous paws.

I am staring jealously at my brother;

the day before he rode his first horse, alone.
I was strapped in a basket

behind my grandfather.

He smelled of lemons. He’s died—

but I remember his hands.
1989

ANNE SEXTON
The Fury of Overshoes

They sit in a row

outside the kindergarten,
black, red, brown, all
with those brass buckles.
Remember when you couldn’t
buckle your own
overshoe

or tie your own

shoe

Or cut your own meat
and the tears

running down like mud
because you fell off your
tricycle?

Remember, big fish,
when you couldn’t swim
and simply slipped under
like a stone frog?

The world wasn’t

yours.

It belonged to

the big people.

Under your bed

sat the wolf

and he made a shadow
when cars passed by

at night.

They made you give up

The Fury of Overshoes

13
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your nightlight

30 and your teddy
and your thumb.
Oh overshoes,
don’t you
remember me,

35 pushing you up and down
in the winrer snow?
Oh thumb,

I want a drink,
it is dark,

40 where are the big people,
when will T get there,
taking giant steps
all day,
each day

45 and thinking
nothing of it?

1974

There is much more going on in the poems we have glanced at than we
bave taken time to consider, but even the quickest look at these poems suggests
the range of feelings that poems offer—the depth of feeling, the clarity, the expe-
rience that may be articulately and precisely shared. Not all poems are as accessi-
ble as those we've looked at so far, and even the accessible ones yield themselves
to us more readily and more fully if we approach them systematically by devel-
oping specific reading habits and skills—just as someone learning to play tennis
or to make pottery systematically learns the rules, the techniques, the things to
watch out for that are distinctive to the pleasures and hazards of that skill or
craft. It helps if you develop a sense of what to expect, and the chapters that fol-
low will show you the things that poets can do—and thus what poems can do for
VO,

But knowing what to expect isn’t everything. As a reader of poetry, you should
always be open—to new experiences, new feelings, new ideas. Every poem is a
potential new experience, and no matrer how sophisticated you become, you can
still be surprised (and delighted) by new poems—and by rereading old ones.
Good poems bear many, many rereadings, and often one discovers something
new with every new reading: there is no such thing as “mastering” a poem, and
good poems are not exhausted by repeated readings. Let poems surprise you
when you come to them, let them come on their own terms, let them be them-
selves. If you are open to poetry, you are also open to much more that the world
can offer you.

No one can give you a method that will offer you total experience of all poems.
But because individual poems often share characteristics with other poems, the
following guidelines can promprt you to ask the right questions:

10.
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. Read the syntax literally. What the words say literally in normal sentences is only

a starting point, bur it is the place to start. Not ail poems use normal
prose syntax, bue most of them do, and you can save yourself exnbarrassment
by paraphrasing accurately (that is, rephrasing what the poem literally says, in
plain prose} and not simply free-associating from an isolated word or phrase.

. Articulate for yourself what the title, subject, and situation make you expect. Poets

often use false leads and try to surprise you by doing shocking things, but
defining expectation lets you become conscious of where you are when you

begin. .

. Identify the poem’s situation. Whar is said is often conditioned by where it is said

and by whom. Identifying the speaker and his or her place in the situation
puts what he or she says in perspective.

. Find out what is implied by the traditions bebind the poem. Verse forms, poetic kinds,

and metrical patterns all have a frame of reference, traditions of the way they
are usually used and for what. For example, the anapest (two unstressed syl-
lables followed by a stressed one, as in the word Tennessee) is usually used for
comic poems, and when poets use it “straight” they are probably making a
point with this “departure” from tradition.

. Use your dictionary, other reference books, and reliable Web sites. Look up anything

you don’t understand: an unfamiliar word (or an ordinary word used in an
unfamiliar way), a place,a person, a myth, an idea—anything the poem uses.
When you can’t find what you need or don’t know where to look, ask the
reference librarian for help.

. Remember that poems exist in time, and times change. Not only the meanings of

words, bur whole ways of looking art the unijverse vary in different ages. Con-
sciousness of time works two ways: your knowledge of history provides a con-
text for reading the poem, and the poem’s use of a word or idea may modify
your notion of a particular age.

. Take a poem on its own terms. Adfust to the poem; don’t make the poem adjust

to you. Be prepared to hear things you do not want to hear. Not all poems are
about your ideas, nor will they always present emotions you want to feel. But
be tolerant and listen to the poem’s ideas, not only to your wish to revise them
for yourself.

. Be willing to be surprised. Things often happen in poeras that turn. them around.

A poemn may seemn to suggest one thing at first, then persuade you of its oppo-
site, or at leasr of a significant qualification or variation. .

Assume there is a reason for everything. Poets do make mistakes, but when a poem
shows some degree of verbal control it is usually safest vo assume that the
poet chose each word carefully; if the choice seems peculiar, you may be miss-
ing something. Try to account for everything in a poem, see what kind of sense
you can make of ir, and figure out a coherent pattern that explains the textas
it stands.

Argue. Discussion usually results in clarification and keeps you from being too
dependent on personal biases and preoccupations that sometimes mislead
even the best readers. Talking a poem over with someone else (especially some-
one who thinks very differently) can expand your perspective.
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WRITING

If you have been keeping notes on your personal responses to the poems you've
read, you have already taken an important step toward writing about them. There
are many different ways to write about poems, just as there are many different
things to say. (The section in the back of the book called “Writing about Poetry”
suggests some ways to come up with a good ropic.) But all writing begins with a
clear sense of the poem itself and your responses to it, so the first steps (long
before formally sitting down to write) are to read the poem several times and keep
notes on the things that strike you and the questions that remain.

Formulating a clear series of questions will usually suggest an appropriate
approach to the poem and a good topic. Learming to ask the right questions can
save you a lot of time. Some questions—the kinds of questions implied in the ten
guidelines for reading listed above—are basic and apply, more or less, to all poems.
But each poem makes demands of its own, too, because of its distinctive way of
going about its business, so you will usually want to list what seem to you the
crucial questions for that poem. Here, just ro give you an example, are some ques-
tions thar could lead you to a paper topic about the Anne Bradstreet poem on
.18,

- How does the title affect your reading of and response to the poem?

. What is the poem abour?

What makes the poem interesting?

. Who is the speaker? Whar role does the speaker have?

. What effect does the poem have on you? Do you think the poet intended such
an effect?

6. What is distinctive about the poet’s use of language? Which words especially

contribute to the poem’s effect?

o W= g

What is poetry? Let your definition be cumulative as you read more and more
poems. No dictionary definition will cover all that you find, and it is better to
discover for yourself poetry’s many ingredients, its many effects, its many ways of
acting. What can it do for you? Wait and see. Add up its effects after you have
read carefully—after you have reread and studied—a hundred or so poems; then
continue to read new poems or reread old ones.

PRACTICING READING: SOME POEMS ON LOVE

W. H. AUDEN

[Stop all the clocks, cut off the telephone]

Stop all the clocks, cut off the relephone,
Prevent the dog from barking with a juicy bone,
Silence the pianos and with muffled drum
Bring out the coffin, let the mourners come.

5

10

15

ANDREW MARVELL The Definition of Love

Let aeroplanes circle moaning overhead

Scribbling on the sky the message He Is Dead,

Put crépe bows round the white necks of the public doves,
Let the traffic policemen wear black cotron gloves.

He was my North, my South, my East and West,
My working week and my Sunday rest,

My noon, my midnight, my talk, my song;

I thought thar love would last for ever: I was wrong.

The stars are not wanted now: put out every one;
Pack up the moon and dismantle the sun;

Pour away the ocean and sweep up the wood;
For nothing now can ever corme to any good.

ca. 1936

10

15

Whom does the speaker of this poem seem to be addressing? Why
might the poet have proclaimed his grief with such a public decla-
ration as this poem?

ANDREW MARVELL

The Definition of Love

1

My love is of a birth as rare

As "tis for object strange and high:
It was begotten by Despair

Upon Impossibility.

2
Magnanimous Despair alone
Could show me so divine a thing,
Where feeble Hope could ne’er have flown
Bur vainly flapped its tinsel wing.

3
And yet I quickly might arrive
Where my extended soul is fixed,
But Fate does iron wedges drive,
And always crowds itself berwixt.

4

For Fate with jealous eye does see
Two perfect loves, nor lets them close:
Their union would her ruin be,

And her tyrannic power depose.

17
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5

And therefore her decrees of steel

Us as the distant Poles have placed,

(Though Love’s whole world on us doth wheel)
2¢ Not by themselves to be embraced,

6

Unless the giddy heaven fall,

And earth some new convulsion tear;
And, us to join, the world should all
Be cramped into a planisphere.!

7

25 As lines (so loves) oblique may well
Themselves in every angle greet:
But ours so truly parallel,

Though infinite, can never meet.

8

Therefore the love which us doth bind,
30 But Fate so enviously debars,
Is the conjunction of the mind,
And opposition of the stars.
1681

¢ What, exacdy, is Marvell’s “definition” of love as implied by the
poem? What seems to be the “Impossibility” (line 4) besetting the
would-be lovers?

ANNE BRADSTREET
U8 To My Dear and Loving Husband

If ever two were one, then surely we.
If ever man were loved by wife, then thee;
If ever wife was happy in a man,
Compare with me ye women if you can.

5 I prize thy love more than whole mines of gold,
Or all the riches that the East doth hold.
My love is such thart rivers cannot quench,
Nor aught but love from thee give recompense.
Thy love is such I can no way repay;

10 The heavens reward thee manifold, I pray.
Then while we live, in love let’s so persever,
That when we live no more we may live ever.

1678

1. Flat sphere.

ALAN BOLD A Special Theory of Relativity 19

* How does Bradstreet’s strategy of characterizing her love through a

D)

10

series of comparisons compare with Barrect Browning’s strategy in
“How Do I Love Thee?”

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

[Let me not to the marriage of true minds]

Ler me not to the marriage of rrue minds
Admit impediments.? Love is not love
Which alters when it alteration finds,
Or bends with the remover to remove:
Oh, no! it is an ever-fixéd mark,
That looks on tempests and is never shaken;
It is the star to every wandering bark,
Whose worth’s unknown, although his height be taken.?
Love’s not Time’s fool, though rosy lips and cheeks
Within his bending sickle’s compass come;
Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks,
Burt bears it cut even to the edge of doom.
If this be error and upon me proved,
I never writ, nor no man ever loved.
1609

What might the speaker mean when he says that love doesn’t “ben][d]

with the remover to remove”?

ALAN BOLD
A Special Theory of Relativity

According to Einstein

There’s no still center of the universe:
Everything is moving

Relative to something else.

My love, I move myself towards you,
Measure my motion

In relation to yours.

According to Einstein
The mass of a moving body

10 Exceeds its mass

2. The Marriage Service conrains this address to the wimesses: “If any of you know cause or just impedi-
ments why these persons should not be joined together....”
3. That is, measuring the aldirude of stars (for purposes of navigation) is not a way to measure value.
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15

20

25

10

15

When standing still
My love, in moving
Throngh you

I feel my mass increase.

According to Einstein

The length of a moving body
Diminishes

As speed increases.

My love, after accelerating
Inside you

I spectacularly shrink.

According to Einstein
Time slows down

As we approach

The speed of light.
My love, as we approach
The speed of light

Time is standing still,

1969

Why are the final three lines in each stanza italicized? When reading
the poem aloud, how would you alter the tone of your voice for the
italicized lines?

SHARON QLDS
Last Night

The next day, I am almost afraid.

Love? It was more like dragonflies

in the sun, 100 degrees at noon,

the ends of their abdomens stuck rogether, I
close my eyes when I remember. I hardly
knew myself, like something twisting and
twisting out of a chrysalis,

enermous, without language, all

head, all shur eyes, and the humming

like madness, the way they writhe away,

and do not leave, back, back,

away, back. Did I know you? No kiss,

no tenderness—more like killing, death-grip
holding to life, genitals

like violent hands clasped tight

barely moving, more like being closed

in a great jaw and eaten, and the screaming
I groan to remember it, and when we started

20

25

10

15

STEPHEN DUNN  After Making Love

to die, then I refuse o remember,
the way a drunkard forgets. After,
you held my hands extremely hard as my
body moved in shudders like the ferry when is
axle is loosed past engagement, you kept me
sealed exactly against you, our hairlines
wet as the arc of a gateway after
a cloudburst, you secured me in your arms till I slept—
that was Jove, and we woke in the morning
clasped, fragrant, buoyant, that was
the morning after love.
, 1996

What comparison is the speaker of this poem making between
“dragonflies / in the sun” and a night of love-making?

STEPHEN DUNN
After Making Love

No one should ask the other
“What were you thinking?”

No one, that is,
who doesn’t want to hear about the past

and its inhabitants,
or the strange loneliness of the present

filled, even as it may be, with pleasure,
or those snapshots

of the future, different heads
on different bodies.

Some people actually desire honesty.
They must never have broken

into their own solitary houses
after having misplaced the key,

never seen with an intruder’s eyes
what s cheirs.
1996

What does it mean to see something of one’s own “with an intruder’s
eyes” (line 15)? Considering its title, what does the poem imply
about the relationship between love and honesty?

21
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10

20

¢

DEN!ISE LEVERTOV
Wedding-Ring

My wedding-ring lies in a basker
as if at the bottom of a well.
Nothing will come to fish it back up
and onto my finger again.
It lies

among keys to abandoned houses,
nails waiting to be needed and hammered
inro some wall,
telephone numbers with no names atrached,
idle paperclips.

It can’t be given away
for fear of bringing ill-luck.

It can’t be sold
for the marriage was good in its own
time, though that time is gone.

Could some artificer

beat into it bright stones, transform it
into a dazzling circlet no one could take
for solemn betrothal or to make promises
living will not let them keep? Change it
into a simple gift I could give in friendship?

1978

How does the wedding ring’s situation—lying “in a basket / as if ar
the bottom of a well”—embody the marriage symbolized by the ring?

MARY, LADY CHUDLEIGH
To the Ladies

Wife and servant are the same,

But only differ in the name:

For when that faral knot is ded,
Which nothing, nothing can divide,
When she the word Obey has said,
And man by law supreme has made,
Then all that’s kind is laid aside,

And nothing left but state* and pride.
Fierce as an eastern prince he grows,
And ail his innate rigor shows:

4. Social position.

15

20

10

15

20

W. B. YEATS A Last Confession

Then but to look, to laugh, or speak,
Will the nuptial contract break.

Like mutes, she signs alone must malke,
And never any freedom take,

But stll be governed by a nod,

And fear her husband as her god:

‘Him still must serve, him still obey,

And nothing act, and nothing say,

But what her haughty lord thinks fit,

Who, with the power, has all the wit.

Then shun, oh! shun thar wretched state,

And all the fawning flatrerers hare.

Value yourselves, and men despise:

You must be proud, if you'll be wise.
1703

Wheo do you think is the intended audience for this poem? If the
speaker overstates her case to some degree, why might she do so?

W. B. YEATS
A Last Confession

What lively lad most pleasured me
Of all that with me lay?

I answer that I gave my soul

And loved in misery,

But had great pleasure with a lad
That I Ioved bedily.

Flinging from his arms I laughed

To think his passion such

He fancied that I gave a soul

Did but our bodies touch,

And laughed upon his breast to think
Beast gave beast as much.

I gave whar other women gave
That stepped out of their clothes,
But when this soul, its body off,
Naked to naked goes,

He it has found shali find therein
What none other knows,

And give his own and take his own
And rule in his own right;

And though it loved in misery
Close and cling so tight,

23
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There’s not a bird of day that dare
Extinguish that delight.
1933

* Whar distinction is the speaker making between physical and spir-
itual love? Why would this poem be someone’s “last confession”?

@) LI-YOUNG LEE
Persimmons

In sixth grade Mrs. Walker
slapped the back of my head
and made me stand in the corner
for not knowing the difference
5 between persimmon and precision.

How to choose
persimmons. This is precision.
Ripe ones are soft and brown-spotted.
Sniff the botroms. The sweet one

10 will be fragrant. How to eat:
put the knife away, lay down newspaper.
Peel the skin tenderly, not to tear the meat.
Chew the skin, suck it,
and swallow. Now, eat

15 the meat of the fruit,
50 sweet,
all of it, to the heart.

Donna undresses, her stomach is white.
In the yard, dewy and shivering
20 with crickets, we lie naked,
face-up, face-down.
I teach her Chinese.
Crickets:  chin chin. Dew:  T've forgotten.
Naked: I've forgotten.
25 Ni wo:  you and me.
I part her legs,
remeraber to tell her
she is beauriful as the moon.

Other words

30 that got me into trouble were
fight and fright, wren and yarn.
Fight was what I did when I was frightened,
fright was what I felt when I was fighting.
Wrens are small, plain birds,

35 yarn is whar one knits with.

40

45

50

55

60

65

70

75

LI-YOUNG LEE Persimimons

Wrens are soft as yarn.

My mother made birds out of yarn.
I loved to watch her tie che staff

a bird, a rabbir, a wee man.

Mrs. Walker brought a persimmon to class
and cut it up

s0 everyone could taste

a Chinese apple. Knowing

it wasn’t ripe or sweet, I didn’t ear

but watched the other faces.

My mother said every persimmon has a sun
inside, somerhing golden, glowing,
warm as my face.

Once, in the cellar, I found two wrapped in newspaper,
forgotten and not yet ripe.

I took them and set both on my bedroom windowsill,
where each morning a cardinal

sang, The sun, the sun.

Finally understanding

he was going blind,

my father sat up all one night

waiting for a song, a ghost.

I gave him the persimmons,

swelled, heavy as sadness,

and sweet as love.

This year, in the muddy lighting

of my parents’ cellar, I rummage, looking
for something I lost.

My father sits on the tired, wooden stairs,
black cane between his knees,

hand over hand, gripping the handle.

He’s so happy that I've come home.
I ask how his eyes are, a stupid question.
All gone, he answers.

Under some blankets, I find a box.

Inside the box I find three scrolls.

I sit beside him and unte

three paintings by my father:

Hibiscus leaf and a white flower.

Two cats preening.

Two persimmons, so full they wanrt to drop from the cloth.

He raises both hands to touch the dloth,
asks, Which is this?

This is persimmons, Fatber.

25
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g0 O, the feel of the wolftail on the silk,
the strength, the tense
precision in the wrist.
1 painted them hundreds of times
eyes closed. These I painted blind.,
85 Some things never leave a persom:
scent of the hair of one you love,
the texture of persimmons,

in your palm, the ripe weight.
1986

¢ How does the tone shift as the focal point of the poem changes?
What key words and phrases mark the tone in each stanza?

SUGGESTIONS FOR WRITING

1. OFf all the love poems in this chaptet,
feelings? Which one seems most-—or leas
fent of the poem? Write an essay in whic

or more of the poems in this chapter.

2. Paraphrase, stanza by stanza, Andrew Marvell’s “The Definition of Love.” How accu-
rately does your paraphrase represent the feelings described by the poem? Write ant
essay in which you consider what makes a poem “poetry” and why this matters.

3, Consider your responses to all the marriage poems in this chapter. Which one most
accurately expresses your ideat of a good martiage? Why do you think so? What does
your choice say about you? Write an essay in which you reflectupon how these poems
reinforce, refine, or perhaps even challenge your views of marriage.

4, Imagine that one of the love poems in this chapter was written for you. Write a letter
in which you respond to the poet, discussing the feelings and the perceptions

revealed in the poem.

which one seems to reveal the deepest, triest
t—likely to stir feelings of love in the recip-
h you discuss the emotional effect of one




