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         ‘This is not for you’, runs the dedication of Mark Z. Danielewski’s unreadably distressing The House of Leaves, a book I finally abandoned after three nights of waking up to my own screams. I toyed with borrowing it here, but I have no real excuse for adopting such a minatory tone – however accurate the statement might be, or similar the effects this book produces. A few years ago I wrote a chatty and informal reader’s guide to Shakespeare’s Sonnets; I knew exactly who the book was for and for whom it was not. The former group received it in the spirit in which it was intended, but not every member of the latter got the memo, despite my careful explanation in a long preface. I don’t blame them for one second. The clue here is ‘long preface’. If you want to circulate instructions for a home-made ricin bomb with absolute discretion, I strongly suggest you stick it in a long preface. I’d prefer this one to be read, hence its brevity.

         I hope, of course, that this book is for you, but the reason it might not be is that was written primarily for me, in an attempt to explain a couple of things to myself. Firstly, does the existence of the poem point to a basic poetic function of speech, and, if so, what is its purpose? Secondly, what is a poem? The first question is not very original, though I’ve attempted to answer it from an ‘insider’s perspective’, so however misguided my conclusions are, some may at least have the merit of novelty. We usually answer the second question by separately addressing the business of the poem’s creation and the poem’s reception; the first we might call ars poetica, the second poetic analysis. It has long been my conviction that they are two aspects of the same thing, and can be fruitfully discussed together. This is the approach I have taken here. So if these questions also interest you – welcome. However, this book is not a primer, a how-to guide, or a handbook of forms: there are plenty of those out there already. (Despite the fact I tend to write what others call ‘formal’ poetry, I should confess that I have little interest in ‘poetic form’, which I consider a finite and relatively unimportant subject.) Nor is this a book for ‘poetry readers’, the literate constituency for whom I have the most respect, and who will find it dull. These good people already know exactly what they’re doing. I am less convinced that my own constituency do.

         As for that constituency … Perhaps I just mean ‘all those with a professional interest in poetry’. I am a poet, though this should always be a reluctant declaration, as poets spend far more of their time being not-poets. I also work as an editor, and I teach poetic composition to apprentice poets. And while I did not train as an academic, as a longstanding member of that dubious cohort, ‘writers who work in the academy’, I have morphed into something that can occasionally pass for one in a bad light, and I teach poetry and poetics as literary subjects to undergraduate students, and supervise postgraduate research. My interest in the subject of poetic composition is therefore formed by three perspectives: the practice of writing verse, and my knowledge of that procedure from first-hand experience; my work with other poets in the role of editor or mentor; and such scholarly and scientific theory as relates to my discipline.

         Each perspective addresses a separate part of the process. The perils of that process are summed up by this book’s epigraph, a beautiful line from Antonio Porchia’s Voces: ‘I know what I have given you. I do not know what you have received.’ Poets give the poem; editors and mentors are concerned with its careful transmission; scholars study the poem as it is received by a community of readers. Because I address all these constituencies simultaneously in this book, I may also have simultaneously alienated them all with what amounts to a wilful inconsistency of tone. They may find themselves suddenly addressed by a pronoun, or in a manner or in jargon with which they are uncomfortable. Academics mostly hate being called ‘we’, but when I use that word I’m usually referring to my own deranged community of fellow poets. We are a fractious community – ‘when the stakes are low, tempers run high’, to quote the late Joseph Chassler – but we are a community. When I talk as a poet, I know I can sometimes sound impatient, biased, overzealous and occasionally chippy (as has been pointed out to me, poets have a reputation for ‘sensitivity’, but mostly we’re just touchy). However, suppressing that tone would also have meant me denying how strongly I feel about a discipline I’ve given up many years of my life to study and practise. Poets often hate reductive linguistic or scientific explanations for what they would prefer to think of as an inscrutable or mysterious procedure; but many academics expect that they at least be attempted. Editors hate everything. For them, all poems are bad until they prove themselves otherwise (they have the stats on their side, unfortunately), and that voice will again distinguish itself by its lousy attitude. But since I could find no middle ground, my most honest instinct led me to write from all three perspectives simultaneously, in the hope that the narrowness of any single one might be corrected by the others.

         (I’ve had, and continue to indulge, another career in music – where I’ve worked as a guitarist and composer drifting between jazz, electronic, computer-based music and ‘straight’ composition. I mention this only to explain the excessive number of musical analogies employed here.)

         I have done my best to curb my footnote addiction and have completely failed. I like footnotes. You may not. But I often get distracted by something that interests me, and can see no good reason not to pursue it some small way. Other writers put all this stuff in the back, but as a reader I dislike having to leave my place every five minutes to go rummaging in the basement for something I could have found in the kitchen drawer. However, I have placed the longer excursions as endnotes, so the reader might have some control over the frequency and length of these interruptions. I have used these notes to bury a long or particularly dry technical definition, address some analytical crux, relieve myself of some anecdote, or write a micro-essay on a parallel subject. The reader is free to ignore these asides, safe in the knowledge that the broad argument should make as much sense with or without them; nonetheless, the material they contain is as important or unimportant as anything else in the text.

         I apologise, too, for the bad jokes and occasional scurrilities strewn throughout, but this book is a demanding enough read without my resisting the opportunity to lighten things up where I could. Besides, I am convinced that literature is not a subject that should ever be taken entirely seriously. It is, at the end of the day, a form of conversation that takes place between two monkeys, not an attempt to measure gravitational waves. If we don’t conduct our research in the spirit of its subject, we should probably distrust our own conclusions on principle. However, this is also the reason the text will occasionally take metaphysical and even ethical detours. The argument might be made that poetics should confine itself to the business of poetic language alone; but since I’d hold that poetry’s very purpose is to stop us articulating false statements about the world, avoiding these digressions here seems a perverse compunction. Language circumscribes the concepts through which we both apprehend and read the world. When that apprehension becomes inadequate, or the reading self-evidently false, the poetic function of language reflexively attempts to restore it to something capable of telling the truth. It’s perhaps too much to claim that the self-correcting habit of language we call ‘poetry’ is evidence of an intrinsic morality; but it’s hard to make a poem out of lies, couched as they so often are in tired, empty and clichéd speech. (Lies would rather not draw attention to themselves. Though political sloganeering often makes use of the lyricised cliché: banal evils are often delivered sing-song.)

         
            *

         

         The Poem is essentially a treatise, consisting of three long essays. Part I, ‘Lyric’, should be accessible to most lay readers with an interest in the subject of poetic composition, so long as they have no objection to a bit of phonetics. It is not a technically complex subject, so I have kept the tone reasonably informal. Its relative brevity reflects my belief that it is a finite area of study.

         Part II, ‘Sign’, is longer, and mostly concerned with domain theory, ideas of poetic meaning, and what the structure of poetic language actually looks like if you accept that poetry is a neutral aspect of human speech, not a deviant form of communication. Several of its more theoretical excursions are necessarily and miserably dense. It also strays furthest from my own expertise: at times, I confess, I felt like one of those visitors to Scotland who every year attempt Jock’s Road in April dressed in plimsolls and a T-shirt – and whom we discover iced to a boulder three weeks later, their own bewilderment flash-frozen to their faces. However, too little has been heard from poets themselves on the subject of poetic trope, and I hope the experts (metaphor studies has become the string theory of poetry, so there is no shortage of them) will tolerate my own naivety and occasionally grievous error in return from bringing a little practical experience to the table. The study of conceptual domains has revolutionised the way we think about metaphor, but some recent assertions vis-à-vis the operation of poetic metaphor are, I’m afraid, deeply flawed. (Cognitive poetics is very much in its youth, and like most new disciplines is dominated by bad taxonomies, so I feel far less cautious about steaming in there.)

         The last and longest part, ‘Metre’, is almost entirely technical, and unlikely to be of interest to anyone but specialists and students. The first half is fairly straightforward and taken up with the definition of terms; the second will likely prove a frustrating read for all but those with a professional interest. (I can assure the reader that I am not slyly baiting the hook here, but merely offering fair warning.) However, I have been careful to build the argument slowly for anyone new to the subject who cares to pursue it to its end. 

         There’s no doubt that I’ve also indulged myself, and backed into unscholarly and unscientific crankery too many times. Alas, I’m now of the age when I had to make a big mandala of everything I think I know in an attempt to bring some order to it, and articulate my own beliefs about language, poetry, and the means by which the poem maintains its central role in our cultural and spiritual life.

         
            *

         

         Too many people – friends, poets, scholars and editors – have helped me with this text and its ideas to thank, and certainly to thank adequately. I have resisted giving a full list, because far too much of your advice was not taken where it should have been. Either way, you know who you are, and that you have my deep gratitude. However, I must explicitly thank Matthew Hollis, Nick Laird, Tom Jones, Chris Jones, Neil Rhodes and Rebecca Stott for their generous and meticulous comments, and Sally Shuttleworth for her invaluable support. Without the magnificent assistance of my St Andrews research students Jennifer Baker, Katherine Bone and Patrick Errington, this book would have been far more error-strewn than it no doubt is.

         I thank Nora Chassler, as ever, for her refusal to countenance the lie, the easy answer, the stupid question and received wisdom in all its forms – and for pushing me again and again to try to see things as they are, not how I would prefer them. I offer my especial gratitude to two people: Fiona Sampson, who edited much shorter versions of several of these essays when they first appeared in Poetry Review, and whose comments had a shaping influence on my approach to the whole; and Derek Attridge, whose terrifyingly exact and trenchant criticism led me to revise many passages extensively (if not, I suspect, entirely to his satisfaction), and on whose fatal encouragement the completion of this book can be partly blamed.

         And if you’ve read this far, well, who knows. Maybe this book is for you. But it’s dedicated to Douglas Dunn, one of the finest poets my country has ever produced, and my first mentor. I very much doubt this book is for Dougie, but I didn’t give him much choice.

         
             

         

         Edinburgh 2017 
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         Our dominance as a species can largely be blamed on our superior future-predicting capability. This capability is both derived from and reflected in the sophistication and length of our memories. Language put us at a terrifically unfair advantage in terms of both strategising and forward planning, as it allowed us to discuss things in their absence; the biped with a few free hands and the capacity for abstract thought probably wins out on most of the viable exoplanets. To pursue the ‘roots of poetry’ through evolutionary psychology leads us quickly into wilder conjecture than even that speculative discipline can accommodate; but based on what we know of its use in less complex societies, it seems safe enough to assume that poetry was at least partly compelled into being through the need for preliterate cultures to have a mnemonic storage-and-retrieval system to supplement the information the mind could comfortably retain. Even in its most primitive form, poetry was concerned with transcending a human limitation; it was a ‘magical’ discipline – one that could conjure from thin air the location of waterholes, hunting grounds and food stores, recall the sequenced appearance of plants and flowers, the cycles and lore of weather, season and animal husbandry – as well as the stories, histories and genealogies that served the evolutionarily advantageous purpose of strengthening the sense of community and tribe. It would have immediately acquired a reputation as a mantic art, based on its ability to predict the future through its memory of the past. Long before the book, poetry was the brain’s first ‘external storage’, our first ‘mnemotechnology’.

         Poetry, in its ur-form of easily memorisable speech, would have been deeply implicated in both our survival and sense of identity: little wonder that it quickly invested itself with those magical properties, and also took the form of spell, riddle, curse, blessing, incantation and prayer. For those atavistic reasons, poetry remains an invocatory form. Prose evokes; the well-chosen word describes the thing as if it were present. But poetry persists in its attempt to invoke, to call down its subject from above, as if there were no ‘as if’ at all. Of course, poetry can’t literally conjure things from thin air, but one unique condition obtains here: artist and audience collude. Poet and reader enter a bizarre cultural contract where they agree to create the poem through the investment of an excess of imaginative energy; the poem is then subject to a kind of double reification. This convergence of minds adds a holographic dimension to the poem, one denied to other modes of human speech. A poem’s elements can sometimes appear to have been summoned into existence with enough potency to engage our physical senses.

         ‘Magical’ practices naturally intermarry, and poetry has long been closely allied with music and song. Lyric is derived from lyre, and music from muse; for the Greeks, mousike was a general term that could cover any of the muse-ruled arts or sciences, and united dance, song and poem.1 In Rome, ars musica described and conflated both instrumental music and poetry. While the experience of those songs was supposed to be sensuously pleasurable, and their practical object the acquisition of knowledge (we can reasonably infer Homer’s poetics from his portrayal of Odysseus and the Sirens – ‘an erotic encounter which nonetheless promises the gaining of wisdom’ summarises his position tolerably well), a premium was always placed on Art’s memorability: Mnemosyne, the muse of memory, was the mother of all the other muses. According to Hesiod, both kings and poets arrogated authority to their speech through seeking her inspiration; they still do. 

         Unlike poetry, the raw material of music occurs without humans, and needs only to be actively perceived by them to come into being. The wind will whistle up octaves, tonics, dominants and harmonic overtones; the birds, complex melody. Rainwater dripping from a leaf-tip into a pool will supply a rhythmic series of random intervals around a mean pitch-centre. Elsewhere, music seems waiting to be made: a cut reed or bamboo stem just needs us to breathe across it to propose a vertical flute; in some versions of the Greek myth, Hermes discovers the lyre – the very emblem of our guild – when he finds a rotten tortoise-shell, still strung with a few muscle tendons, which he idly twangs. A few years ago I stood in a cave system in Andalusia where stalactites had formed a massive floor-length stone drape, each fold of which gave a different gong-like tone when struck. Music has long supplied us with the paradoxical sense of a language that is humanly manipulable and emotionally articulate – and yet of non-human origin, and beyond human words.

         Music seems somehow precise in its emotional meaning, yet, quite unlike our object-taking word-sense, also feels wholly intransitive and ‘unparaphrasable’. When we seek to infuse our speech with a mood or emotion it cannot easily express, it’s to music, to the patterning of sounds, that we instinctively reach. This happens long before we’re moved to make a song or poem: in our spoken conversation, variations in rhythm, pitch and timbre are responsible for most of what we convey of our emotional tone, and much nuance and emphasis the mere word-sense of our speech cannot carry. This is why the Daleks have trouble conveying irony, but also why – as Frost pointed out – a great deal of sense can still be made of a conversation heard through a wall.2 (Many of us will have had the experience of overhearing an argument through the party wall of a hotel room. Walls act as low-pass filters and remove the high frequencies of most consonants; consonants provide us with the means to differentiate one word from another, so we’re essentially listening to folk talk with their mouths closed. But we can follow the emotional shape of the whole conversation though its intonational contour alone, without having actually heard a word of it.) 

         While musical signs are often culture-specific – minor keys, for example, will connote different very moods in different cultures3 – we have still managed to map the infinitely complex landscape of human emotion to music’s rather weirdly discarnate medium. Even more strangely, music seems able to conjure the presence of emotions we had not felt before, which suggests that the emotional referents of its various signs can become well enough agreed and understood to allow the creation of entirely new feelings through their original blending and combination, much as we blend and combine concepts in language. (I believe poetry also exercises this extraordinary facility, albeit at a secondary and backgrounded level. In Part II, I’ll mention my own ‘candidate particle of musical sense’, something I call a ‘patheme’.)

         Song, though, is a uniquely human business. As beautiful as they are – or rather ‘as we find them’ – whale-song and bird-song are largely concerned with territory and sexual selection, and are barely analogous to the signature twitter of our speech, never mind Winterreise or ‘Woodstock’. Human song is double: it binds an exclusively human system that we have carefully developed to a universal one, based on physical law, that we have merely learned to manipulate. Fused with music, our speech becomes self-transcending, immediately part of a primal and universal realm in which it can symbolically and literally participate.4 Perhaps for that reason, its ability to unite our choppy and fragmented perception by singing across the gaps, song has long been our aspirational archetype. 

         A rather larger ‘gap’ also haunts us. As mammals with foreknowledge of our own deaths, we are in an unusual position. Knowing we will die means that, in a sense, we already have. Dying is something we do very well; it’s an imaginative exercise we conduct so often, our own future deaths are generally inscribed in us by five or six years old. Compared with the squid’s, the sparrow’s and the squirrel’s, our existential condition is closer to one of ghosthood. Given this predicament, it’s understandable that we take our comfort where we can. What Piaget identified as ‘object permanence’ – the child’s realisation that an object persists in its being, even when it disappears from their immediate sight – is a darned useful thing to learn: when you understand that your mother hasn’t evaporated every time she leaves the room, you needn’t always feel orphaned by the experience. Unfortunately, when your mother does leave the room for good, a part of the brain now regards her vanishing as a logical impossibility. Religion allows us to read the sleight-of-hand by which our loved ones are conjured to another place, albeit one inaccessible to us; these necessary myths allow us to be reconciled to what we experience as the paradox of their absence.5 I would claim that music, too, offers a kind of spiritual solace, but one more physically direct in its rejection of our sequential, quantised sense of time that, in the end, serves only to divide us from one another. Musical time is rhythmic, cyclical, non-linear; song takes the vowels of our language and lengthens them, in defiance of its categorising, sequencing engine. Orpheus used song to cross the ultimate dividing border, and defy death itself. Rilke saw the Orphic project as one that allows us to enter a ‘double realm’, unifying the domain of the temporal, the passing and the living with that of the atemporal, the eternal and the shade – and in doing so, reconciling us to the paradox of our twin citizenship. 

         Poetry introduces music into language through a simple procedure. Like the musical note, the word is an event in time; but despite this, words (to adapt an old formula of Hugh Kenner’s) can be recalled into one another’s presence and have their meanings yoked together by the careful repetition and arrangement of their sounds. The effect of this is twofold. Our long-term memory encodes information semantically, our short-term memory acoustically, and these rhythmic, parallel and repetitive sound-tricks simply give the line a better chance of ‘hooking’ on a single hearing; this way they can be later recalled, and their meaning more carefully dwelt upon. But these patterns also introduce a perceptual distortion: they offer a small stay against the passage of time and, in their Orphic way, cheat death a little too.

         
            1 My definition of ‘lyric’ in this chapter stays close to its etymological root: I mean by it simply ‘that aspect of poetry which concerns itself with musical property’, and would ask the reader to put from their mind the other uses to which the word ‘lyric’ is commonly put in a poetic context – i.e. to denote first-person, ‘emotional’, non-narrative or non-dramatic poetry, and so on.

            2 Robert Frost to John T. Bartlett, 4 July 1913, Selected Letters of Robert Frost, ed. Lawrence Thompson (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1964), 79–80.

            3 Consider, say, the delightful musical coincidence between the Western blues scale, and raga jog in classical Indian music – the first full of sadness, anger and dissatisfaction; the second, a late-evening raga of contemplative yearning, and no little romance. I often think of this example when I see poetic translations which have echoed the sound and prosodic effects of the original poem. The cultural gestures then created in the target language are often drastically or even calamitously different, just as the blues played on the sitar isn’t the blues.

            4 I feel I should declare – if for no other reason than allowing the reader the opportunity to compensate for my own predilections – that I subscribe to a materialist definition of the aesthetic sublime: those moments we think of as ‘transcendent’ are bringing us close not to God but to the earth, to which we now have a rather distant relationship, and with which our moments of reunion are so infrequent that they strike us with the force of revelation.

            5 We never quite get that we are not nouns but verbs, not things but ‘beings’, i.e. complex sites of fairly stable processes; it’s the external consistency of those processes that forms the souls that we fall in love with, look to for protection, or feel instinctively protective towards. Only death renders us mere objects. The shock of that phase shift and change of word class, I am assured, is better dealt with by sitting at home awhile with the bodies of our dead, not spiriting them away.
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         Poetry, then, has always been an ‘aspirant’ form, one which seeks to transcend the limitations of human memory. For a long time it seems it was an art barely distinguishable from song. Until very recently, poetic performances were more or less sung – something we hear very clearly in recordings of Tennyson, Yeats and Pound, all of whom centred their recitals on a relatively high, fixed key, about a fourth or fifth above normal conversation pitch, and elongated their vowels. Their falling phrase-end cadences are all regular and liturgical, not varied and conversational. (Good Anglo-Saxon student that he was, Pound’s immaculate Harry Lauder impersonation nonetheless remains something of a mystery, but it was clearly rooted in some sense of a bardic tradition in which poems were not ‘spoken’ so much as broadcast.) Why was this? Well, for one thing, fixing an already-patterned speech to a repeating pattern of set pitches (effectively a melodic refrain, albeit one of a fiercely unvarying kind) will further strengthen the mnemonic power of the poem. However, one can sense that even in Tennyson’s era the conventions of poetic recital had already undergone much change. With the advent of mass literacy and the concomitant ability to transmit the poem in written form – where pitch and note-length can’t be easily indicated – poetry naturally and very slowly began to coil back on itself. It pulled away from the intonational patterns of its lyric origins, made a reflexive turn, and started to mine its music more directly from its own medium – that of language.1

         However, poetry retained a unique and near-magical property. It remains the one art form where its memory and its acquisition are one and the same thing. The memory of the symphony, painting, film or novel, however vivid, is no more than that: just a memory, or at best a very partial recovery. (Although there are a few visual artists with near-eidetic recall, and composers who can hear seven independent and simultaneous voices.) A remembered story perhaps remains more closely the story – but only its structure remains intact, not its form of words. But if you can remember a poem, you possess it wholly. To recall a poem is the poem; the poem has become, quite literally, part of your being. Because of this unusual property, the poem has inevitably tended to valorise – even fetishise – those strategies and devices which make it more memorable, in the narrow sense of its ‘ability to be memorised’. (Perhaps because it’s so uniquely well-suited to the task, the little time-trap of the poem often takes for its subject matter that which we feel should be not only remembered, but also forcefully memorialised. It does this so frequently that, in English, at least, its elegiac tone is so pervasive as to be inaudible.) 

         This is the case even in our post-Gutenberg, internet age, when its mnemotechnological role has been taken over by print and digitisation; the poem is still a little machine for remembering itself. Strictly speaking its ‘memorisability’ should no longer be so crucial a quality, now we’ve delegated the task of its storage to media other than our own neurons, axons and synapses. But it seems likely that if it ceased to place a premium on memorable speech, the poem will also lose its most characteristic feature, and find its very cultural identity under threat. Mnemosyne still sits at the head of our table.

         The most powerful mnemonic devices are brief speech, patterned speech and original speech. Brevity of speech is the poem’s most basic formal strategy; originality of speech, its most basic literary virtue; patterned speech, its most basic identifying feature. The mere act of making brief speech often produces both original and patterned speech, the former by expedient necessity, the latter through physical law. While, on the tiny planet of the poem itself, there may be all manner of artful excursions, diversions and ‘dead lines’, the better to disguise its artifice and time its effects – generally speaking, most poems are sworn to say what they have to say in as few words as possible.2 Brief, original and patterned speech all naturally arise from the compositional process, but we can also employ them as conscious strategies. Brevity is achieved with the help of the various tropes of contraction; originality through the various tropes of comparison; patterning, through the parallel schemes of form, metre and lyric. The compositional reality will invariably find all three deeply interwoven. 

         I have long regarded poetry as a naturally occurring mode of human speech. The effects we call ‘poetic’ occur when speech is made under two conditions: urgency and shortness of time. When the former is ‘inspiration’ and the latter is ‘form’, the result is the cultural convention known as ‘the poem’. The poem originates from an emotionally or intellectually urgent impulse in the mind of the poet, and simultaneously seeks out and is drawn to forms which reflect and facilitate that urgency. I would generally hold that poems written without feeling teach us very little about poetry, and that it’s a bad idea to write a poem if you’re not moved to do so. (Which is why I maintain the unfashionable opinion that writing workshops where poems are actually written amount to little more than pleasant ways of passing the afternoon.3 The argument is that such workshops – where you write a poem whose topic is set by the person on your left, or in only monosyllables, or the voice of your socks – ‘jump-start the imagination’, but I confess that I’ve never been able to understand why merely living a reflective life shouldn’t suffice. I also suspect that an imagination that needs to be jump-started might be happier left sleeping. The results might be competent, but they’re rarely necessary.) Moreover, language that is not excited about itself is metrically and musically different from language that is. Language behaves in a curiously material-like way and, placed under the dual pressures of emotional urgency and temporal constraint, it will reveal its crystalline structure and intimate grain; whether written or spoken, it becomes rhythmic, lyric and original. As I hope to show, language itself can be considered as a coherent poetic system. Poetry exaggerates or makes manifest features already present or latent in speech; it emerges naturally from our speech as the immediate consequence of emotional urgency, and our desire to communicate this urgency by organising and intensifying those natural features of language which best carry it. (Like most poets, year after year I’m asked about ‘the death of poetry’, usually by a journalist who actively desires it. The answer is simply that, as long as humans speak, poetry is going nowhere.) 

         Poetry reveals language’s underlying metrical and intonational regularity, and its tendency to pattern its sounds; it reveals the metaphoric engine by which language revivifies itself, and the metonymic nature of all human naming (which represents things by foregrounding an aspect that humans find either useful or perceptually salient); it reveals the rhythms that dominate language’s natural phrase- and sentence-lengths, its narrative and argumentative episodes. The sum total of poetry’s forms and tropes are no more or less than the natural tendencies of emotional language made manifest, and then codified.

         The poet is engaged in something closely analogous to trying to remember a poem they have forgotten. While all poetic devices serve to increase the memorability of the poem for the reader (they all play a mnemonic role in addition to any other they might have), for the poet, their function is weirdly inverted: they are the very means, the intuitive tools of retrieval, by which the poem itself is drawn forth from the mind. The ‘little machine for remembering itself’ is doing just that, and – if the poet is working well – it can feel as if it is conjuring itself from nothing. All the tropes and schemes that help us achieve our brevity, originality and patterning are, in a sense, really as much aide-memoires to the poet as to the reader, and their experiences in writing and reading the poem can be strangely mirrored. These features, then, are not mere ‘effects’, but together form the engine of poetic composition itself. For many poets I know, the good poem has the certainty of a thing recalled as true, and they labour towards the final poem as towards a clear and indelible memory. A good poem often seems to arrive with an air of perfect inevitability – so much so we so often suspect our best lines of having already been written by someone else.4

         Academic accounts of our subject are riddled with misconceptions, but the identification of so much intuitive, interwoven, contextually sensitive process as isolable extrinsic ‘effect’ is perhaps the most grievous. Many of these effects, as described, occur neither in the experience of the poet nor in that of the reader. The ‘poetic effect’ invariably sits at the convergence of twenty different technical and imaginative considerations – metrical, lyric, cultural, stylistic, thematic, deictic and so on – which construct between them a poetic Gestalt. Within this, much like a chess player, the poet will attempt to make their beautiful move – sometimes consciously, but just as often instinctively, guided by the shifting net of forces they perceive around them. We should be wary of all descriptions that seek to reduce the poem to a list of its effects; a good poem has a compositional integrity which cannot be addressed piecemeal. Any ‘effect’ that has emerged naturally from the compositional flux will also, to some degree, reflect the entire project. We should instead encourage the reader to think of each salient element as a means through which the sense of the whole poem can be experienced, much as a every part of a broken hologram contains the complete image.

         
            1 I confess that this is an account simplified to within an inch of an outright untruth. The real narrative would trace a complex dialectic between the literary and the lyric functions of poetry, which I’ll touch on when I discuss metre. The song-lyric itself, incidentally, has absolutely no requirement to be particularly musical in the way that the poem does. From the poet’s point of view, the song-lyric can seem an almost negative discipline: there are so many musical and lexical effects that it must avoid if it isn’t to intrude on its own setting. With the exception of Burns and a handful of others, poets are rarely selfless enough to suppress their own hard-won expertise in this way, and tend to make indifferent or bad lyricists. Nonetheless poetry remains closely linked to the performative physicality of song, and something of its primitive power ebbs away when that lyric connection becomes strained or broken. At the very least, poetry is always highly conscious of the noise it makes: this is one reason the musical setting of poems is almost invariably a redundant or destructive exercise, resulting in either the contradiction of the original poetic music, or its melodramatic duplication – an exercise akin, in Valéry’s perfect and perfectly damning formulation, to ‘looking at a painting through a stained glass window’. Composers would do better to find other ways of shaping the air. (The German Lieder tradition directly benefited from its habit of using rather duff texts, leaving the music with a great deal to enhance, and little to destroy with any regret.)

            2 With the exception of the epic form (now rarely written, and read more rarely still) and the equally rare hybrid form of verse drama. Novels, TV, film and video games have all but done for those longer forms of poetry, which were designed for fireside entertainment, probably by being much better at it. (Television is now both the literal and metaphorical ‘focus’ [Latin focus: hearth], being the hub of most living rooms.) These were expressly recitative forms, in which figures of expansion such as auxesis and enumeratio had a far more important structural place – length, for once, being at a premium. We see their survival in oral storytelling, but those folk who could quote hundreds of lines of, say, Robert Service (my grandfather was one such) are now long gone. This has left the shorter lyric form worryingly close to being the only written poetic form for which our society can find much practical use.

            3 My larger complaint is that they infantilise a perfectly grown-up subject. I have seen too many teaching exercises, ostensibly aimed at serious adults, which involved crayons, glue, postcards, random words, card tricks, fridge magnets, ‘a close family member, something pink and something dead’, and swapping coats with the person next to you. If you’re stuck, go to the zoo with a book. My all-time favourite exercise was set by Donald Hall in response to a student who kept begging him for an assignment. In exasperation, Hall scribbled on a piece of paper, handed it over, then told him to go and get on with it. When the student unfolded it, he read: ‘Be as good as George Herbert. Take as long as you like.’

            4 I recall Michael Donaghy telling me that a friend of his, appalled and distressed by a short, blacker-than-black little ballad he’d written, had told him they couldn’t believe that ‘no one had put the words in that order before’. I think it was his most treasured compliment.
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         Poets often guarantee their own brief speech much as you would expect – by limiting the space they have to complete their work. This constitutes the most basic definition of ‘form’ and, as Raymond Chandler said, there can be no art without its resistance. The poem is shaped by a pressured silence. The vertical axis of poem-and stanza-length, and the horizontal axis of line-length create its rectilinear appearance on the page. This pressure compels the poet to make original speech simply through being forced to choose their words with total economy, since there is no room for redundant elaboration – of precisely the kind which would also destroy the unity they are trying to make of their material. Stanzas, for example, are a way of identifying the episodic rhythm of our poem; once this rough wavelength is established, a finite series of rooms can then be furnished appropriately, and redundancy and irrelevance will be far more quickly detected. Everything you wanted to put in now simply won’t fit. What often looks merely like an episodic or visual division made for the reader’s benefit is the most important editorial device the poet possesses. As Brodsky said, ‘Poetry amounts to arranging words with the greatest specific gravity in the most effective and externally inevitable sequence.’1 The common diagnosis that a poem is ‘underpressured’ usually means that its elements aren’t unified by their theme, and their relationships are diffuse or underdeveloped; but many poems just leave the impression that their rooms are too empty. There are other content-addicted poets who clutter their rooms with so many exquisite tallboys, escritoires and ottomans that the reader has no way of walking between them – and is left gawking at the doorway, like a man outside an antiques store he can’t afford to enter. (The sense of cultural inferiority these poets often inspire sometimes leads us to be far too easy on them.) 

         In the course of its making, the poem becomes filled with its symptomatic artefacts. Brevity results in calculated elisions, contractions and discontinuities, and we rely on our reader, through active inference, to make up the gap between our carefully delineated contexts and the things we half-say within them.2 Originality leaves its rhetorical and syntactic innovations, its tropes and its imaginative leaps. Patterning leaves its parallel effects of lineation, stanza, rhyme, metre, and consonantal and assonantal echoes. This leaves us, finally, with a piece of text often identifiable as a poem by its brazen lack of self-explanation, its original phrasemaking and its ostentatiously ‘poem-like’ shape. Were we to read this text as a ‘normal’ piece of prose, or within the frame of conversational speech, we would likely identify these features as respectively discontinuous, alien and artificial. The contract of poetry, however, is that we agree to see none of those things, but instead a wholly natural language-game in which poet and reader collude.

         All this generally leaves the reader with far more work to do than they would when faced with a piece of prose. (While patterning performs other functions too, it often seems to me a sort of sensual sweetener for the frequently challenging work the poem offers.) Poetry, by its very nature, has ‘difficulty’ built in. Half the poem is often missing, while the half we do write is often alarmingly unfamiliar in its diction: we will provide no more than metonymy and symbol, we will start our stories in medias res, we will make poems from fragments, we will introduce ellipses, lacunae, discontinuous leaps, and so on. We seem to have entered an age where our poets default to a strategy not unlike that of their old Celtic forebears: ‘the half-said thing to them is dearest’, as Kuno Meyer observed in his introduction to Selections from Ancient Irish Poetry.3 Since each reader must meet the poem halfway, they will bring many different solutions to those inferential gaps between context and content. Poems therefore have an inbuilt flexibility of interpretation. Crucially, this interpretative freedom also permits ownership of the poem at a much deeper level, through the personalisation of its meaning. The poem, then, also works through a subtle appeal to the ego: the desirability of the well-made poem is, in part, the promise of its personal relevance, the poem’s direct concern with the reader’s own life. This aids its memorability as much as any of our mnemonic trickery.

         However, the poem must be identifiable as such for the game to begin, since poetry is as much a mode of reading as writing. The reader must know they are reading a poem to actually do so, and apply all the human powers of signification and connection the poem asks of them. (Some of the most artful poems have the habit of disguising themselves as far simpler statements than they really are; any reader who isn’t reading such a poem in an oversignifying mode will most likely miss the best of it.4) Humans – no doubt in an act of vital compensation for their habit of hypercategorisation, and the fragmented perception it brings – are incorrigible dot-joiners, and will connect any two unrelated things you care to throw at them. Poets will often take advantage of this innate facility by prompting or initiating just such a game of ‘connect’, presenting the reader with elements that, on a first glance, seem only indirectly related – or not related at all.5 

         Our formal patterning often supplies a powerful typographical advertisement for the poem. What lineation advertises most conspicuously is that this piece of text has not taken up the whole page, and therefore considers itself rather important. The white space around the poem then becomes a potent symbol of the poem’s signifying intent. Additionally, we tend to interpret white space as both literally and symbolically equivalent to ‘silence’, of the kind that connotes a respectful and hushed attention.

         Silence is the poet’s ground. Silence delineates the formal borders of the poem, and the formal arrangement of silences puts language under pressure. Silence – both invoked and symbolised by the white page, and specifically insisted upon by the gaps left by lineation, stanza and poem – underwrites the status of the poem as significant mark. This mark explicitly invites the reader to quietly attend to the poem in such a way as to release more of its resonant potential, both acoustically and semantically, as an important speaker within an auditorium. In doing so it also declares our master trope, the form of metonymy called ‘synecdoche’ – the business of representing a whole by the part, the generic truth by the specific evidence, the global principle by the local by-law. Almost all poetry operates under such an understanding, and even young children grasp it immediately: a poem is a small thing that stands for a larger thing. It has more significance than a piece of prose of the same length would have, simply because the reader has been directed to find more significance than its mere prose sense offers. (Though heaven help the poet if the reader invests their precious time in this way, and the poem then fails to reward them.) Silence is the space in which the poem makes its large echoes. If you want to test this, write a single noun on a blank sheet of paper and stare at it: note the superior attendance to the word that the blank space insists upon, and how it soon starts to draw out the word’s ramifying sense-potential, its etymological story, its strange acoustic signature, its calligraphic mark: you are, effectively, reading the word as poetry.

         Since it is silence that lends poems their significant look, and prompts the reader to begin their act of poetic signifying, poets go to great lengths to both summon and honour silence with bold and discrete sounds. Spoil it with extraneous chatter, inadvertent repetition, irrelevant information, superfluous qualifiers, nervous and unnecessary glosses, or, worst, with ugly accidental noise – and the ground of the silence is stained, the sense of the word as a distinct acoustic event is gone, and all subtle lyric patterning inaudible. (Whereas the transmissionary medium of the poem’s semantic sense is language, the medium of its lyric sense is – just like music – motionless air, and we disturb it at our peril.) Worst of all, the spell of the poem, our small-thing-for-big synecdoche, is fatally weakened as the poem’s own poem-status is undermined. We maintain the spell most effectively by balancing that unity of silence with a reciprocal singularity of utterance: the latter has the strange effect of raising the former.

         A poetic form is essentially a codified pattern of silence. We have a little silence at the end of the line, a bigger one at the end of a stanza, and a huge one at the end of the poem. The semantic weight of the poem tends to naturally distribute itself according to that pattern, paying especial attention to the sounds and meanings of the words and phrases that resonate into the little empty stairwell of the line ending, the connecting hallway of the stanza-break, or the big church of the poem’s end. These silences are where all the interesting things often tend to bunch up; they enjoy an acoustic salience in this position, with which the natural closures of phrase-length and episode tend to coincide. An ignorance of this tendency – and the subsequent inability to challenge it – can lead to tediously repetitive tics in some authors; they fail to naturalise the form. For example, most poets will instinctively use occasional enjambment; this helps avoid always promoting the most interesting word to the terminal position. (The last word or element in the line, incidentally, we call the ‘teleuton’.) What patterns the silence will be the poet’s choice of formal strategy. [I have in my head a cline of these strategies, derived from Vedantic logic; this is too crankish for a footnote, but see endnote 1.]

         The white page is also a sign to the reader that poems were won from silence, drawn from it – when the poet was filled with the as-yet-unconsonated breath of their own inspiration, and began to try to articulate the inarticulable, those beyond-words relations, qualia, feelings, ideas … and were then granted a few strange words that seemed to adhere to them. Hence the strangeness of poetic speech: unable either to invent a new language or resort to a pure music or glossolalia, the words of poets are forced into original combinations. But they’d still perhaps appear too alien were they not unified through lyric strategies. Poets turn naturally towards music as an intercessory channel between the familiar and the strange, and use it to bind their ‘weird meaning’ with a pervasive strength that syntax alone cannot accomplish.

         What, exactly, the silence invokes is a matter of individual conviction. For this author, silence seems to stand for a realm of perception where all things are connected as they were in our very early childhood, before the fall into time and category – a fall brutally reinforced by the acquisition of language. Without the clear differentiation of things – without making the distinction between self and other, mother and breast, sky and earth – there can be no proper experience of their temporal or causal sequence; as babies we had a different perception of passing time. I feel this place of atemporal and infinite connection still exists, like an operating system upon which the more recently acquired software of perceptual category and language sits. [This approach is derived, I should quickly confess, from the work of the Chilean psychoanalyst Ignacio Matte Blanco: see endnote 2.] Poetry is one means by which we can still access it. Our poetic meditations allow us to enter a space where new and original connections can be forged beyond language, and then find their linguistic incarnation at its very limits. However, the return to speech from silence is a fraught business – and echoes, perhaps, our original fall from pre-consciousness into consciousness, and from speechless consciousness into language acquisition itself. Much is left behind at the border or handed over at customs, and too many trips involve just as empty-handed a return as Orpheus himself suffered. Poets are therefore, paradoxically, experts in the failure of language; they tend to be disappointed souls, having had some tantalisingly direct experience of what could have been expressed, and little of what actually was. Their medium is failure. Words fail us continually, as we search for them beyond the borders of speech, push words to the limit of their meaning, and even drive them beyond it.

         Something else lurks in this silence: Wittgenstein’s that-of-which-we-cannot-speak, and must pass over. Many poets, I think, have a deep-seated worry about the extent to which the perceptual user-preferences of the human animal limit and distort its experience of reality, and the consequently unreliable nature of much of its thought. Poetry is the means by which we correct the main tool of that thought, language, for the worst of its anthropic distortions. Poetry is language’s self-correcting function, and everywhere challenges our Adamite inheritance – the catastrophic, fragmenting design of our conceptualising machinery – through the insistence on a counter-balancing project: that of lyric and imaginative unity. (What we call ‘poetry’ is really only a cultural salience. Language has poetry wired through it, like the body has the endocrine system.) If we remember that all the light we shine on the universe is of a helplessly human shade, we can compensate for its narrow spectrum, and accept the partiality of what it reveals; one way of doing this is to sing of the larger unity of which we ourselves are merely a synecdochic, partial expression.6

         To summarise: between the invisible master trope of synecdoche (although it’s perhaps just as much ‘symbol’, as I’ll later argue), the sworn oath of brevity and the project of honouring the silence, poets are subjecting their speech to a certain kind of pressure. This pressure requires the poem to unite its constituent elements at a far deeper and more integrated level than one would normally encounter in the (largely) linear narrative and argumentative structures of prose. To save space, we must introduce an additional dimensionality of meaning: we can’t build out, so we must build up and dig down, and insist that our lines have harmonic depth as well as melodic interest.7

         
            1 Joseph Brodsky, Less Than One: Selected Essays (London: Penguin Modern Classics, 2011), 186.

            2 I’ll speak about this at length in Part II, but a ‘context’ is coterminous with ‘thematic domain’, which provides the specific rules that allow for metonymic contraction and also explains ‘peristatic focus’ (otherwise known as ‘the choice of details’). To take a trivial example – a couple making love is a couple making love; but establish that the context is ‘car’, and all you need to show is a steamed-up window and some lightly tested suspension. However, the calculation – that of generating maximal resonance with minimal information – is a vicious one, whose success depends on finding a sometimes agonisingly fine balance between context and content. This is made more complex by the formula being weirdly recursive: poetic information has to generate the context by which it is then understood. It is primarily this complication that makes reading and writing poetry the slow, dynamic process it is – and one reason why poetry books are so thin. The slim volume is usually less a sign of the author’s lack of inspiration than the fact it just took them ages. As Pascal once wrote: ‘I have made this letter longer than usual because I lack the time to make it short.’

            3 Kuno Meyer, Selections from Ancient Irish Poetry (London: Constable, 1911), xiii.

            4 William Carlos Williams’s ‘This Is Just to Say’ is easily read as a note left on a kitchen table, because it’s written just as if it were one; but you’d be missing a fair bit. However, some ‘touchstone poems’ are simple. With poems which are really manifestos in disguise, there’s often less than meets the eye: see Williams’s ‘The Red Wheelbarrow’, or Pound’s ‘In a Station of the Metro’, both of which have been the beneficiary of readings which projected sophistications far in excess than those actually introjected. (Everyone is or wants to be creative, and modernism essentially licensed ‘the wholly creative reading’ by making poetry that was frequently inscrutable. Alas, the proprieties of academic research insist that critics must talk as if they are ‘doing science’ rather than creative interpretation, i.e. they must (a) appear expert even when no special expertise is required, and (b) strive for a definitive and exclusive solution.) The cleverness of the gesture made by ‘The Red Wheelbarrow’ can only be understood contextually, i.e. by appreciating exactly what it is not (mainly, it is aggressively not T. S. Eliot); but what it actually is isn’t much. This is, of course, blasphemous in those circles which regard it as a holy text. Michael Donaghy used to do an impersonation of WCW introducing ‘The Red Wheelbarrow’ in the windy style of a British poetry reading: ‘This next poem is about a wheelbarrow I saw once … it was red, and it was wet, I recall – it’d been raining that afternoon – and there were some chickens. And I remember feeling at the time that – I don’t know. Like a lot depended on it – do you folks ever get that? Anyway it goes like this …’

            5 However, when the poem is too discontinuous, and insufficient context has been provided to link its elements, the reader compensates by sending their connecting faculty into overdrive, and starts finding connections and significances for which they were given no textual cue. (We are often too slow in diagnosing surrealism, incompetence, or a deliberately incoherent text.) The various types of confident misreading that can then result – for which the poet is often to blame – are aptly and neatly described in the terminology of clinical paranoia; but that’s for later.

            6 It’s amusing to think that if physics succeeds in its attempts to find some vibrational basis for the universe in the form of string or membrane – i.e. proves that difference itself is merely a manifestation of periodic frequencies – it will be consubstantial with the lyric project; that is to say it will show it to be non-symbolic.

            7 Most musicians, I am quite convinced, work within a deep and probably hardwired psychological mapping that runs something like: melody = expressive sense; harmony = contextualised meaning.
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         Creating the new out of the old means placing an accent on combination: a poet can only bring an unknown thing to light through the original combination of known things. Moreover, elements cannot deepen in their sophisticated relation and harmony while they continue to multiply. The more these thematic elements – the things the poem is ‘about’ – stack up, the less the poem will actually have to say. Most apprentice poems are bad because they are about four or five things, not one or two, and the poet has refused to cut them out. Early in the poem’s composition, an experienced poet sets about reducing the thematic elements to an optimal minimum, so they can maximise the resonant potential of the very context these elements will create.

         Having learned the trick of murdering of one’s darlings early in the poem’s draft (slitting their throats with Occam’s razor, I guess), a more sophisticated project then emerges. In pursuit of the default goal of ‘a unified statement composed of interlocking elements’, the poetic line will instinctively avoid both understatement and overstatement: we try to say each necessary thing just once, and then run away. I often sense that poetry is the art of saying things once. (I exclude, obviously, those tricks and schemes of refrain and deliberate repetition.) For a decent poet, the sin is not saying a thing twice, or failing to say a thing at all; these are beginner’s errors. The problem is saying things 0.8 or 1.3 times. (Crudely rewriting a couple of random phrases from Seamus Heaney’s ‘Making Strange’ will illustrate the point: ‘his speech like the twang of a bowstring’ could easily have appeared in workshop poem as ‘his speech was like a bowstring’, with the student, having failed to win any editorial distance, assuming that the ‘twang’ was understood. ‘A chaffinch flicked from an ash …’ on the other hand, might be rendered as ‘A chaffinch flicked quickly from an ash’ – which adds a wholly redundant adverb, one already present as an aspect of ‘flicked’.) A poem which makes the reader work unnecessarily hard for nothing more mind-blowing than its literal sense will soon become deeply irritating. Readers have a limited supply of energy, and expect commensurate reward for its investment. At the same time, what counts as a helpful gloss or expansion in a prose paragraph is often intolerably pleonastic in a poem; and the adduction of three pieces of evidence where one would have sufficed (the reader is already looking for evidence) tends to be counterproductive and weaken the poem’s case considerably. The reader will then feel strong-armed into agreement rather than being allowed to discover the truth for themselves.

         Most of my time editing is spent asking poets to clarify their meaning. A confusing or obscure passage is often just the result of the poet either saying something they did not intend, or not saying the thing that they did – and they are often mortified when the extent of the omission or miscalculation becomes clear. (I’m certainly as guilty of this as the next poet. But that’s why editors exist: they contribute a pair of eyes which aren’t tear-blinded by any emotional attachment to the text.) These miscalculations arise for two reasons. The first is that the poem is close-in work: however much editorial distance the poet thinks they have gained, they are often too close to the material – both in the sense of their focus on detail, and their personal investment – to see where basic and necessary information has been omitted. Overfamiliarity with the material, material often revised for months or years, can lead them to confuse the wholly obscure with the screamingly obvious. Perhaps they think that, say, their recovery from a long grief is clearly implicit in the extended analogy of a thawing lake, and needs no additional text-presence; but the reader is well within their rights to see nothing but a poem about a lake, unless otherwise prompted. The second reason is more sinister. The modernist project has bequeathed a state of affairs where the reader has come to expect a degree of obscurity; as a result, they are often far too tolerant of the unproductively or wilfully obscure, and treat poetry as having some kind of special exemption, rarely holding its muddy and misleading lines to proper account. (Eliot’s gleefully de-contextualised ‘genuine poetry can communicate before it is understood’1 has a lot to answer for.) Poets are readers of their own poems too, and are just as unconsciously inclined to grant themselves this latitude – often allowing their triumphs of sound, rhythm and trope to circularly justify the very pointless darkenings of sense they have produced. As I’ll discuss elsewhere, ‘difficulty’ is all too quickly thrown up by the compositional process itself, and by its pursuit of original speech; but it needs to be vigilantly mitigated, not cheerfully encouraged. In a good poem, there will be legitimate difficulties aplenty, and these will be the sites of our differences of interpretation. Those very ambiguities often grant the reader the freedom and interpretative slippage to win the poem some emotional resonance within their own life-experience. But for poets, all ‘difficulty’ should be first acknowledged, and then justified to oneself – and if it cannot be, removed. Trust me: I’ve been on the front line of this particular battle for almost two decades, and there has been a huge conspiracy of silence over the matter. I am certainly not making an argument for simplicity: complex subjects demand complex responses. But I am making an argument for ‘attempting clear articulation’ as default, because the things poets are trying to say will never be entirely clear.

         To return to the business of poetic economy: having minimised our elements, the most efficient and natural way to accomplish this desired sophistication and complexity is through a shift in emphasis from denotative to connotative meaning. (This is something demonstrated by all poems which ally themselves with the lyric tradition, which is to say all poems which do not deliberately reject it.) Since poems have to say a lot in a short space, connotation is at a premium, as it multiplies relations, not terms. In poetry, it functions as a subtle and pervasive unifying force, whose operation I’ll describe in Part II. This relational sophistication is greatly enhanced by the poem’s patterning of sound. Too often this is taken to mean strong, salient effects like rhyme or alliteration, but it’s more often developed through far quieter patterns, often arrived at intuitively by the poet and registered subliminally by the reader. Behind this instinctive patterning lies the famous formula of Roman Jakobson (almost poetry’s version of E = mc2): ‘the poetic function projects the principle of equivalence from the axis of selection into the axis of combination’. I’ll unpack – and question – this assertion more fully elsewhere, as it requires a more technical approach than I can accommodate here. In the context of the present discussion, we can think of it as the broad principle that lyric poetry unifies its sense through the use of ‘equivalent’, parallel sounds along the line of its syntax. 

         Compare

         
            
               
                  I caught this morning morning’s minion, kingdom

                  of daylight’s dauphin, dapple-dawn-drawn Falcon, in his riding …

                  (G. M. HOPKINS, ‘The Windhover’)2

               

            

         

         with

         
            
               
                  I caught this daybreak morning’s footman, kingdom

                  of sunlight’s princeling, mottle-dawn-pulled goshawk, in his riding …

               

            

         

         The latter example may present roughly the same semantic information as the former, but its wretched and unpatterned music has pulled its sense apart.

         The denotative sense of a word is singular; the connotative meaning of a word is potentially infinite and contains all possible terms. However, those terms are organised by their proximity to its principal referent (i.e. the animal ‘horse’ for the word ‘horse’), and to those core properties without which this referent is impossible to conceive of. These are things we never think about – the ‘hypernymic’ sets to which we agree ‘apple’ must probably belong (‘a fruit’; ‘a thing grown’, ‘an edible food’, etc.), but also those physical or categorical properties without which the thing becomes unthinkable as itself. It’s impossible, for example, to write ‘ping-pong ball’ and communicate the idea of something with a wholly solid interior. (If we wanted to suggest such a thing, we would have to do so by unambiguous qualification.)

         Beyond that core we find a penumbra of secondary aspects; these are less strongly fixed than those attributes at the centre. These secondary aspects radiate out, their bonds weakening as they pass from rigid designation, through consensual agreement, to the random associations of personal association and memory.

         So as well as its solidity, fruitiness, edibility and so on, we tend to also think of ‘apple’ as having the qualities of being round, tree-grown, red, green or brown in colour, and sweet and sharp to the taste. Unlike the more difficult-to-conceive-of non-fruit apple – we can conceive, at a pinch, of a square apple, or even a blue one. But where does this leave the wax or wooden apple, whose only ‘appleness’ is its shape – the very aspect our ‘square apple’ demonstrated as nonessential? The truth is that what we think of as ‘apple’ is really a knot of consensually agreed aspects and connotations, any of which might find themselves individually expendable, and at whose centre there is a strange emptiness. ‘Apple’ is less a thing than a mere index, whose strength is variable; it’s most potent when it points to the apple-fruit, the real-world object that oversees the domain, and possesses the highest number of our ‘apple-ish properties’ – but we also cheerfully use the word to point to a thing which might contain an alarmingly minimal number of those properties.

         A word’s strong connotations – its immediate circle of strong aspects, relations and associations – is what gives it its ‘feel’, but not its dictionary definition. Dictionaries are concerned only with the necessary fiction of denotation, and since direct denotation – that is, pointing at an apple and yelling ‘that’s an apple!’ – obviously isn’t possible, the dictionary has to coyly circle around the referents of words by naming the fewest strong aspects and connotations required to narrow the possibilities to one. It’s no use looking up ‘apple’, and finding ‘it’s an apple! Idiot.’3 But it’s the ‘feel’ of words, the larger circle of connotations they invoke, that concerns the poet at least as much as their dictionary meaning.

         Unlike its single and often unique denotation, the set of any word’s immediate connotations will contain many terms which overlap with those possessed by many other words. ‘Beds’ share their common associations with a thousand other things: we find their quality of ‘flatness’ in plains, paper and floors; their ‘softness’ in feathers, skin and wool; their ‘peacefulness’ in church, narcotics and the grave. (Taken together, this nexus of qualities forms a ‘conceptual domain’, whose operation within poetic practice I’ll describe in Part II.) 

         Words, then, will often have shared ‘qualia’ – i.e. they will overlap in ‘feel’, and share qualities of roundness, shortness, sharpness, bluntness, brevity, lightness, brightness. These shared qualities are often betrayed by a common sound, regardless of the sense-realm to which the word belongs: ‘softness’ or ‘harshness’, say, may be a quality of touch, sound, smell, emotional tone, and so on. This statement continues to be borderline heretical among certain diehard Saussurians, but one encounters them less and less frequently; most theorists accept that ‘sound symbolism’ is a far more important aspect of language than we once thought. It lies behind the poet’s operational conceit and fundamental article of faith, which is that sound and sense are aspects of the same thing. In the poem’s composition, we often allow sound to guide us to sense, and vice versa: the ear can be trusted to think, and the mind to hear. We make our decisions within a ‘phonosemantic’ system, where the ‘rightness’ of a word or line is verified as much by its sound as by its meaning, and within which we are never forced to choose one over the other; logically, such a contradiction cannot arise, as the two are merely manifest aspects of a same thing. If we get the sound wrong, the sense is also askew.

         Whenever we encounter two things in nature which share a form – a brain and a cauliflower, the sea and a windy cornfield, an ear and a kidney bean, a kidney bean and a foetus, a tree and a nerve, a nerve and a tributary system, a tributary system and a pattern of electrical discharge … we unthinkingly assume some kind of analogous relation between the natural, dynamic forces that produced them. (Once, standing on top of Pen y Fan in the Brecons, I found ice clinging to some grass stalks that had been blown to immaculate, perfect bird-feathers, the wind and water between them having whistled up a form in a few hours that had taken several million years to evolve.) By and large, such instinctive assumptions turn out to be reasonable and well founded. But somehow we have come to think of language as a special case, and we have been instructed to take many of its sound-symmetries as accidental. This, despite the fact that language also naturally arose – just like everything else in this place, from the paperclip and the bomb to the tulip and the Cepheid variable – and should therefore be governed by the same rules as everything else: the domain of ‘the human’ has to be understood as just another part of the natural process, not some kind of unnatural exception. But when we first encounter those symmetries, we have no inhibitions in identifying not just an acoustic relation, but a shared sense: when you’re three years old, and you go mum – tum – thumb – bum! for the first time, your delight is not just in their sounding similar, but because they all have the same soft and rounded and warm feel about them.

         One might go as far as to suggest that while the semantic unit in denotative speech is the morpheme, the semantic unit in poetic, connotative speech is the phoneme. (One would certainly have gone too far, but for our corrective purposes it’s worth indulging the idea for a while.) That ‘words seem to sound like the thing they mean’ is something long understood instinctively, and the matter has been chewed over since Plato raised it in the Cratylus dialogue, where Socrates considered the relationship between things and the sound of their ‘true natural names’. Yet it’s difficult to prove: because we’re dealing with inarticulable qualities of shared ‘feel’, we can only point to tendencies, not rules. As a result, even this late in the day, we still have to listen to the odd theorist insisting on the ‘arbitrariness of the sign’, something poets know to be sheer madness. The sounds by which we represent things cannot, we sense, have been randomly selected. (Actually Saussure wasn’t quite so sure as he is often made out to be.4 Nonetheless the ‘arbitrariness’ line is maintained through Chomsky, and while it’s satisfying to see a Chomsky-influenced linguist like Steven Pinker now give iconicity some serious attention, the idea has persisted much too long, despite brilliant corrective interventions, by Roman Jakobson in particular.) 

         The idea of the word as ‘arbitrary sign’ seems to holds up well for merely denotative speech – and indeed were language a matter of simple designation, then if, say, we all agreed to call a cup a ‘banana’, a banana it would be. But I propose that it would feel wrong, and for deeper reasons than just our cultural acclimation to the cuppiness of ‘cup’. Scientific speech is, of necessity, almost wholly denotative, and free of the productive ambiguities poets love; it’s also, alas, the sort of speech most linguisticians use, and still instinctively privilege. The speech we use in conversation, literature and especially poetry is a very different matter.

         A number of good thought experiments seem to demonstrate the presence of a synaesthetic overlap between sound and sense. Consider this example from David Crystal: ‘You’re in a spaceship approaching a planet. You’ve been told there are two races on it, one beautiful and friendly to humans, the other unfriendly, ugly and mean-spirited. You also know that one of these groups is called the Lamonians; the other is called the Grataks. Which is which?’5 Of course, most people posed this question take their chances with the soft-sounding, nasal-heavy Lamonians, not those guttural, harsh-sounding Grataks. (Think how much easier life would have been for the Klingons if they’d merely dropped the ‘K’; no one would’ve seen them coming.) 

         The term ‘iconicity’ refers to the phenomenon where the sound of a word seems to enact its referent. Until fairly recently, it was primarily used to refer to onomatopoeia, where ‘thump’ sounds like a thump, ‘clatter’ like a clatter, and ‘bark’ like a bark. Understandably, given this narrow interpretation, it has been easy to dismiss as the relatively trivial effect of ‘sound symbolism’. This is changing, and linguistics is slowly catching up with our poetic intuitions, especially in the field of phonosemantics, which attends to how the sounds of words carry meaning in and of themselves. Much of this is taken up with the study of ‘phonesthemes’. A phonestheme is a point of soundsense coincidence.6 A standard example is the sound-cluster gl-, which occurs in a disproportionately high number of words related to ‘reflected light’, ‘sight’ and ‘slide-iness’ to be mere chance: glisten, glare, glow, glower, glint, gleam, glaze, gloss, glance, glitter, glide, glass, gliss. Many words which contain the sound ‘unk’ – bunk, sunk, puncture, dunk, lunk, trunk, funk – all have a low, sunken, heavy, concave ‘feel’ to them, even though most are etymologically unrelated. Some think the number of such phonesthemes is finite; it seems clear to me – and I suspect to most poets – that the phonestheme is merely the most obvious symptom of a fundamental and wholly pervasive rule of language.7

         Counterexamples are easy to supply – e.g. phonemes whose onset is gl- but whose sense has nothing to do with light or sight (glee, gland, glean) – but prove nothing. This is because language works on a diffuse synaesthetic principle, a broad iconicity. The ‘definition’ of a phonestheme doesn’t describe a rigid designation but a mere statistical tendency, and its sound denotes nothing but an area of overlapping connotative sense between several different words. The word ‘meaning’ can’t honestly be used of a phonestheme either, since ‘meaning’ implies a clear denotation; it has no meaning, only a consensual ‘feel’, and is merely a point upon which words that host this ‘feel’ as part of their larger set of connotations will tend to converge.

         One still occasionally meets the objection that a thing or event which makes no sound cannot possibly be summoned by a sound. But sounds can invoke any aspect of a thing: its visual appearance, its movement, shape, feel, smell, or function. We hear, somehow, the roundness of moon, the ruminativeness of memory, the hiss of sea, the thinness of needle, the littleness of pin, the lumpiness of hump, the speed of quick, the warmth of mum. (The last is an example of how words can arise through simple expediency. The word for ‘mother’ in most languages contains the m- sound, the only noise the child can make at the breast. ‘Mum’ was crowdsourced from babies.)8 Language works in part by sensory analogue: through the brain’s automatic habit of synaesthetic mapping, ‘brightness’ is a property of not only light, but also sound, shape, taste, emotional mood – and this habit is naturally reflected in our speech.

         Poetry takes this passive linguistic tendency and turns it into an active strategy through its amplification. What we’re seeing here, I think, is a linguistic version of ‘peak shift’, where something we perceive in a natural context as an attractive salience – in this case, the phonosemantic aspect of language – is greatly exaggerated, this exaggeration being an important component of what we experience as aesthetic effect. Peak shift tends to be discussed in terms of single instantiations, but I think it also operates in a more diffuse way, as a complex shift of governing tendencies across entire sign-systems. In poetry, the privileging of the phonosemantic principle (i.e. sound being permitted much more sense-carrying power that we would normally allow) is only one aspect of a more global reprioritisation.9 Others would include the sharpening of vague isochronic tendencies into perceptible rhythm, and the deployment of far stranger and more original metaphor and metonymy than our normal conversation would usually admit. 

         One reason phonesthemes arise must be simply the clustering of sounds around semi-arbitrary, tongue-specific conventions of usage. If a very common term for x starts with the sound y, other terms related in sense to x are more likely to contain y. Margaret Magnus, the author of a remarkable dictionary of phonesthemes, gives the example of the word house. Through this clustering effect, we see that a disproportionate number of the words that are concerned with the idea of ‘shelter’ also begin with /h/: hovel, hut, home, hutch, hangar, hall, hostel and so on.10

         Elsewhere, though, phonesthemes seem to suggest that the shapes of word-sounds in the mouth formed naturally, as physical analogues of the things, processes and concepts they indicated. (Crucially, this is borne out by interlingual studies – the short /i/ phonestheme, for example, is pretty much universally associated with lightness, brevity, smallness.) The two forces of synaesthetic echoing and arbitrary clustering are probably impossible to separate out. It’s hard to establish whether the many English words that begin with the sound gl- carry the connotations ‘reflected light’ because there is something in this human sound that mimics a reality, or because they have helplessly converged on an arbitrary English convention. As ever, the truth is likely somewhere in between.11 

         As is easy to demonstrate, new coinages will naturally and unconsciously gravitate towards the attracting nodes of certain phonesthemes as a way of deepening their own sense. This means that iconicity is ‘strong’ as well as broad. For example: the word ‘blog’ is felicitous not just because it’s a contraction of ‘weblog’; it carries the echoes of the bl- and -og phonesthemes. There’s more than one bl- phonestheme (‘bloom or spurt’ is one, ‘glow, blaze, redden’ is another), but around the ‘speechiness’ bl- we find clustered blather, blabber, blow, blame, blah, blurt, blurb, blub, bluster, bless, blether, blag, blast, bleat; also present in ‘blog’, albeit more weakly, is the bl- of ‘bluntness’, as in blunt, block, bluff, blur, blunder, blow. The -og phonestheme has a low, crude, blunt, blocked feel found in too many -og and -g words to list. (Remember, it is almost impossible for a phonestheme to have a handy one-word definition: it has instead a quale – which is something we can talk about, but not of.) This latter echo is probably semi-knowingly facetious, as in the unappetising contraction ‘spag bol’. You can see how quickly all this can descend into idle – if enjoyable – speculation, and how important corpora studies will be in lending the subject any academic legitimacy. 

         In language, ‘phonosemantic felicity’ is closely analogous to evolutionary fitness, and gives a new word a better chance of survival within its linguistic biosphere. The poem works much the same way, and the words which closely honour the sound-rules of its little mad dialect tend to be the ones which survive the evolutionary culls of successive drafts. As the neologism is to the consistent phonosemantic system of the language, so the word is to the consistent musico-semantic idiom of the poetic line. (Poets will often find themselves with a poem which is finished, but for one missing word: what the word is, they cannot say – but by looking at what’s going on either side of the gap, they can intuit that it probably goes duh-DAH, has a long O in it somewhere, and maybe also a sibilant or a liquid, and a p or a b, and has something to do with breakfast. On those occasions poems can feel like crosswords – albeit crosswords we have compiled ourselves and whose answers we’ve permanently forgotten.)

         I strongly suspect that, as language developed, the emergent property of a broad and systematic iconicity began to exert, through a process of downward causality, a supervenient influence on language itself. When this sign-system was positively charged with ‘iconic intent’, the phonestheme – instead of being just a passively arising index of shared aspect – could then start to exert a genuinely active, gravitational pull. Words which shared a phoneme would now forge a real, if thin, semantic connection regardless of their initial distance. (That such a sense is merely ‘apparitional’ is a meaningless accusation in the already apparitional world of the closed sign-system). As this iconic effect became increasingly pervasive, any word, however ‘arbitrary’ in its sound-sense relation, would have its own gravitational field, and exert some tiny influence on the geometry of the whole system. ‘Apple’ starts to sound like an apple, and contributes its own micro-phonestheme, however weakly, to all other occurrences of the same phonemes in the language, which will all then carry the ghost of ‘appleness’. The valency between two same-phonestheme-bearing words would be actively primed to increase in strength with their increase in spoken proximity.12

         Read this way, the phonestheme becomes a mere salience in a disease-of-degree game, and words themselves sit at the convergence of many more sonic influences than their most obvious governing phonesthemes. Who can say if ‘glue’ has not taken on a little sheen from its ‘unrelated’ gl-bearing ‘bright’ words, or ‘sneak’ a little nasality from sn-bearing ‘nosy’ words – or indeed if ‘apple’ has borrowed from the p- phonesthemes related to ‘pulling’, ‘stealing’, ‘picking’ and ‘quiet noise’? Forgive this lurch into what will be an unfamiliar metaphor for many readers, but were we able to submit words to the same spectral analysis we can the sounds of a musical instrument, we would see an extremely complex additive pattern of semantic overtone, from the ‘fundamental’ tone of denotative sense, through strong and weaker partials, all the way up to almost impossibly weak and almost inaudible upper harmonics. The picture is further complicated because language is a dynamic system, and each word changes according to its contextual deployment, that is to say its ‘site-specific sense’, and its ‘semantic infection’ from its near neighbours. This is particularly true in the poem, where context is rigged, individual word-senses are brought together through an overdetermining ‘thematic domain’ – and just such ‘infection’ is actively encouraged by its obsessive phonic patterning. Put ‘pale’ and ‘apple’ in the same line, and they conjure a ghost-phonestheme between them, and their senses are a little interfused; put them next to each other, and their iconising valencies almost allow them to form a new word. Thus my mythical semantic spectrograph would show words remaining fairly constant in the fundamentals of their denotative sense, but also register constant, flickering change in their upper partials, their ‘shades of meaning’. We can muddy the waters further by introducing other parameters, like dialectal variation or personal association, but the picture is already complex and dynamic enough. It’s clear that no sense can step into the same word twice. 

         One other odd corollary of the phonosemantic rule (there are many) is that when words have come to be represented by very similar sounds, semantic blurring is something of an inevitability, especially in the case of homophones – regardless of the very different etymological routes those sounds have taken into the phoneme itself. This is a largely unconscious dimension of language, since most conscious processes in our daily conversation strive to keep the words usefully distinct by focusing on their denotative function. Nonetheless, a synaesthetic conduit is opened between such words, rupturing their domain-boundaries and creating a kind of micro-intertextuality, where ‘mum’ as in ‘mother’ is also ‘mum’ as in ‘keep mum’, as well as ‘mummer’ (an imitative root meaning ‘to mime, mumble, or to act without words’) and ‘mummy’ (as in ‘embalmed body’; a word we can trace back to the Persian mūm, meaning ‘wax’, one of the important components of the embalming process). This inevitably gives rise to metaphorical blends, leading to a very unfortunate – if vestigial – association between mothers, smothering, muteness and embalmed corpses, creating a kind of ‘potentialised phonesthemic cluster’, ready to be activated by the unconscious or the imagination. Our dreams love this sort of thing, and will make great Freudian play with phrases like ‘unwrapping the mummy’. (And Lord knows how the Elizabethans felt sucking on their ‘mum’, as in ‘German beer’; a word which may have has its roots in a hypocoristic Italian word for ‘drink’, momma, suggesting a breastfeeding connection at the root of it all.) Similarly, auto-antonyms such as ‘cleave’ – meaning to both ‘to split’ and ‘to unite’ (the words can be traced to entirely different Indo-European roots: ‘to cut’ and ‘to stick’ respectively) – will inevitably leave, in the mouth of the sensitive English speaker, the strange aftertaste of paradox.

         To return to our phonestheme, and address a standard objection which probably goes back to Locke: one might reasonably assert that the world can’t be said to imprint itself on speech, because it’s not universally consistent: a dog and a tree are pretty much a dog and a tree wherever you go, but the sounds we make to indicate ‘dog’ and ‘tree’ are completely different in different languages – therefore the process must be arbitrary. But this gets it wrong in two ways. Firstly, to get the ‘feel’ of a phonestheme, we look at common tendencies in the set of words in which the sound occurs, not in any single word. (Again, as we’re talking about an extra-linguistic quale, its ‘primary denotation’ doesn’t really exist, and therefore cannot reside in any single word, or indeed anywhere.) Secondly, human designation is aspectual and synecdochic. Take the word tree in different sign languages: in American, you shape the wind in the branches; in Chinese, you shape the trunk. In both cases, the form of the tree has clearly imprinted itself on the language – but it has done so aspectually. The aspect is soon forgotten and overtaken by its referent; both signs simply mean ‘tree’, though remain infected by the different connotations of their form. Spoken language works in the same way. We may well make a-noise-like-the-thing by instinctively forming a shape in the mouth, tongue, teeth, palate and lips to make a synaesthetic echo of something in the real world; but because that thing is so complex in its aspectual properties, the chances are that we’ll often get a very different-sounding sign, depending on which aspect we’re imitating. Aspect is immediately overtaken by referent through sheer sociocultural necessity, and what may have began life as a word with a dominant phonestheme bearing the connotation ‘shiny’ or ‘round’ or ‘white’ or ‘light’ or ‘seeing’ or ‘hunt’, is suddenly, and exclusively, the word for ‘moon’ – albeit one that can remain strongly coloured by that original aspect. This again illustrates the primacy of metonymic process. None of this means the sign is less beautifully fit, and arguments over which tongue has the loveliest word for ‘love’ or ‘moon’ are silly: their referent might be the same – but their phonosemantic priorities, and the various connotations which their phonesthemes have generated, will differ wildly.

         If you take together the fact that words in different languages can have the same referent but very different connotations, and the fact that poetry operates on a phonosemantic principle expressly designed to take advantage of those connotations within its own language – you have perhaps the most concise explanation for the sheer ‘impossibility’ of poetic translation. How can one hope to render the poetic beauty, for example, of cipőfüző (‘shoelaces’, in case you were wondering), the word voted the most beautiful in the Hungarian language? New words will often get their start in life by ‘naming a connotation’, as no denotation yet exists: denotations are forged, whereas connotations naturally arise through our porous receptive senses.13

         The iconising engine – which declares a kinship of sense between words through shared features of their sounds – is deeply embedded in the structure of language. But iconicity is an active as well as a passive principle: words are so indivisibly part sound and part sense that the patterning of sound alone can generate sense as if it constituted a syntactic relation. In our speech, we naturally pattern sound to unite and strengthen sense all the time, forging ghost-phonesthemes from the air. The chalkboard outside the pub in Dundee train station reads ‘FINE WINES GREAT BEERS’, not ‘GREAT WINES FINE BEERS’. Not only is the latter less euphonious – its meaning is simply less integrated. The words we choose to convey the most urgent and convincing senses tend to exhibit a higher level of musical organisation. As Bill Clinton said so movingly of his personal shame: ‘Painful as the condemnation of the Congress would be, it would pale in comparison to the consequences of the pain I have caused my family. There is no greater agony.’ I won’t pull the cheap stunt of lineating this to reinforce the point, but his words are fairly astonishing in the coherence of their patterning, and riff virtuosically around the guttural stops /k/ and /g/, the labials /p/ and /b/, and a couple of whimpering nasals. His speech was not composed this way, we may be certain, merely to impress us with his lyric prowess. (Sloganeers would do well to consider the various forces at play in the relative success of Republican and Democrat slogans in the 2016 presidential election campaign. Compare ‘Make America Great Again’ – which is (a) euphonious, (b) already familiar, (c) rhythmic, (d) consonantally patterned, (e) assonantally symmetrical (its stressed vowels go ay–eh / ay–eh), (f) imperative and (g) unselfconscious – with something like ‘Trumped-up Trickle-down Economics’ – which is (a) ‘innovative’, (b) pleased with its own ‘scintillating wordplay’, (c) hard to say, (d) unrhythmic, (e) saliently alliterative, rather than consonantally woven, (f) random in its vowel-pattern and (g) largely meaningless.)

         Because language is fundamentally constituted as an iconic system, when words which share sounds are brought into close proximity they will appear to be united in their sense, regardless of whether they conjure an existing phonestheme or not. Indeed sentences which exhibit a strong sound-pattern will appear to have some semantic coherence, even if they’re sheer nonsense. This is why poetry deliberately integrates its music. It accomplishes more than just making a pretty sound; it consolidates poetic sense. Next to the synecdochic conceit that rules most poems, lyric is our most powerful tool of semantic contraction, integration and emphasis. If you want to trick a reader into thinking your terrible, mad poem actually makes sense: rhyme it. (Or to put it another way – imagine what a horror an unrhymed Edward Lear would be.14)

         To tie a few points together: denotative sense is generally capable of paraphrase. Connotative sense is not; it isn’t cleanly articulable, because it has no synonyms; instead it has shared qualia and unique patterns of relations. The degree of semantic bleed between words in strongly denotative speech is far lower, as its aim is one of differentiation, not connection; poetry, though, is concerned with both. In poetry, semantic blurring is encouraged partly by its tactical elisions, which force the collusion of the reader in the sense-making project, and ask them to leap the gaps by forging connections based on shared properties of sound and sense; but this blurring is largely conducted by the patterned phoneme, leaving a poetic statement which, while still paraphrasable in its denotative sense, also has a highly complex connotative sense, wholly tied to its site-specific acoustic expression. Poetic meaning pours across word-boundaries carried by the patterning of sounds, which often unites poetic lines as if they were a single word.15 Because of this, poetic form and content have something of the same inseparability we find in a piece of music. 

         Cleanth Brooks’s ‘heresy of paraphrase’ may be one of the few useful ideas to survive from New Criticism, and of course no great poem is reducible to another form of words. The poem exists precisely because its sentiments couldn’t have been rendered any other way. However, to say a poem can have no paraphrase is to credit it only with connotation, which is plain crazy. (This, however, is precisely the position I’ve often seen students adopt when asked what their poem actually means. Mostly I get variations on Eliot’s dodgy comeback, along the lines of ‘It means what it means, Mr Paterson; had I meant something different I would have said so just as obscurely’, etc. Which at least indicates the source of the problem: the sloppy misconstruction of modernist procedure.) While no poet should know what they intend to say before they begin – if writing a poem isn’t a way of working out what you mean, then I don’t know what it is16 – they mostly know by the end. If they genuinely still haven’t a clue, it’s likely that the poem means little. No one is pretending for a moment that a paraphrase or an abstract is the poem, any more than a synopsis is a novel: it merely articulates or adumbrates the ideas that the poem, singularly and inimitably, has bodied forth. The ‘idea’ alone has no intrinsic poetic value (and indeed if you ‘get a good idea for a poem’, I’d suggest you run a mile, as this generally isn’t the way poems make themselves known). In my own experience, while students often genuinely don’t know what their poems mean – all experienced and serious poets can at least tell you what theirs are about. They just don’t want to. (A poem with no denotative, paraphrasable sense is called a sound poem, and it is the only legitimate exception I can think of.17) 

         The patterning of sound is a necessity in any short speech which seeks to integrate its elements at the deepest level, and maximise its connotative power. Since the writing of a poem often consists in an attempt to unify elements we had previously thought of as contradictory, contrasting, unrelated or mutually exclusive, the lyric weave is of crucial importance. Most poets are trying to make one big, musically coherent unit, in order to conjure up a thing, a state or relation that is new to language, but whose lyric integrity makes it verifiably true in the heart and mind of the reader. The resulting poem will have far more semantic coherence than the refusal of this lyric strategy could possibly allow. Perhaps we really are just trying to make one big word out of everything. We can trust our ears to do much of the thinking: if we can tie a word into its lyric context, its borders have been opened, and its meaning is now added to the poem as much through a kind of ‘semic ambience’ as its denotative sense. That meaning can then seep into the entire poem, and serve to unify its theme. 

         To summarise the argument so far:

         
            	Language is a poetic system. When language is subjected to emotional heat and formal pressure (which is to say formal limits placed on the time and space in which it can be spoken) the natural result is what we call ‘poetic’.

            	Language consists of sound-signs, and while their acoustic and semantic aspects may be separately described, they are not actually separable.

            	The immediate corollary of their interdependence is that language operates on a principle of iconicity, which is to say words sound like the things they mean. They do this through a deep rule of synaesthetic representation, one that tends not to be consciously registered. The mechanism of this iconic system is complex.

            	Poetry is a mode of speech which, along with other deviations from prose and conversational norms, sees a natural shift from the denotative towards the connotative. This is mainly driven by its pursuit of brief expression: in a constrained space, connotative speech is far more effective than denotative speech in expressing the complex relations that unify poetry’s often disparate and contradictory materials. (It’s in the imaginative connection of apparently contrary, unrelated or incompatible thematic elements that poetry often finds its ‘epiphanies’.)

            	As a result of this connotative shift, poetry instinctively reaches towards the deliberate manipulation and intensification of language’s iconic or ‘phonosemantic’ aspect, where phonesthemes represent shared connotations. As a result, poets are more likely to trust their ears in decisions of word-choice; ideally, no compromise between sound and sense need be negotiated, as they are understood as aspects of the same thing.

            	Within these special rules, unified sound becomes a literal, non-symbolic means of unifying sense. (This has many strange corollaries: for example, a poem that deliberately sought to exhibit no lyric patterning would also be engaged in a simultaneous project of dismantling its own sense.)

         

         
            1 T. S. Eliot, Dante (London: Faber & Faber, 1929).

            2 Gerard Manley Hopkins, The Major Works, ed. Catherine Phillips (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002).

            3 This offers a rather large clue to the nature of the onomastic process itself; it’s often a metonymic or a metaphorical one. We can’t call things the name God gave them, so we tend to represent things either by declaring a culturally salient aspect or relation of the thing itself, or what the thing itself reminds us of. Clocks used to ring bells, so we called them ‘clocks’, from the German Glocke; if we had to name them now, we’d likely call them hands, numbers, wakers, moons, faces, or the like. (In the pre-digital age we called them ‘tickers’; a metonym now metaphorically transferred by to mean ‘the heart’ in colloquial English – where the ‘ground’ is not just that both clock and heart ‘tick’, but also ‘run down time’.) ‘Fool’ goes back to Latin follis, bellows. Why? Because a fool is a windbag. We would no longer compare a fool to a bellows, as we no longer use bellows; so if our newly coined word for ‘fool’ were to represent the aspect ‘full of empty talk’ we would reach for another metaphor entirely. (I might propose something like ‘the guy’s squirty cream’ or ‘she’s a total facebook’.) A study of etymology will remind us that our cultural vocabulary is in constant flux; by way of proof, I invite the reader to pursue the common Indo-European root of the words ‘fierce’ and ‘treacle’.

            4 Folk know themselves in strange ways, and Saussure had a good idea, I think, of the monstrous dogma he had proposed. Towards the end of his life – in what I like to think of as a unconscious act of guilty compensation – he was tormented by an unusual demon: his Kabbalistic and obsessive hobby was to search texts for anagrams, which, once uncovered, would reveal their hidden sense and their authors’ true intentions. Of course this practice involved looking for specific repeated sounds, the pattern of which would reveal deeper meaning than any conventional analysis of lexemes and morphemes alone could permit; forty years later he’d have been playing Beatles records backwards. He really would have been better off writing a poem instead.

            5 David Crystal, ‘The Ugliest Words’, Guardian, 18 July 2009.

            6 J. R. Firth coined the term in the 1930s (from phone, ‘sound’, and aisthema, ‘perception’) as a means of indicating the way in which linguistic form and meaning can be paired. Firth’s linguistic approach, which emphasised context and relation over discrete phonemic category, can be summed up in one beautiful quotation: ‘You shall know a word by the company it keeps.’ J. R. Firth, Papers in Linguistics 1934–1951 (London: Oxford University Press, 1957).

            7 There are words (more easily identified in other languages than English) that explicitly use sound-symbolism to imitate things which have or make no sound. These are known as known as ‘phenomimes’ and ‘psychomimes’; the former are used to describe external phenomena, the latter inner states. While they clearly exist, I’m personally queasy about invoking them as a category of ‘in-between’ words as evidence of a cline which runs from pure onomatopoeia to arbitrary naming, which seems merely a way of saving a bad idea.

            8 There is a well-known and bizarre exception: in Georgian, mother is deda. This is only partly explained by the obvious choice being already taken by the Georgian word for father, mama.

            9 A decent metaphor for the process of peak shift might be drawn from music production; here, one might analyse a musical sound or extract, isolate its most characteristic frequencies, and then apply a parametric equaliser, which can both sharply narrow and exaggerate them. The sound remains ‘characteristic’ – only somehow more so. (However, this only works when the sound is heard in the context of others; in isolation, the effect is one of ugly caricature.)

            10 Margaret Magnus, Gods of the Word: Archetypes in the Consonants (Kirksville, MO: Thomas Jefferson University Press, 1999), 121.

            11 Our habit of synaesthetic representation may have been a product of crossed wires. V. S. Ramachandran has argued that it has its origins in crosstalk between various collateral sense-centres in the modular architecture of the brain, and in exaptation – its taking expedient advantage of neural pathways that evolution had opened up for other purposes. Language itself may have come about through just such a synaesthetic transfer: a hand-signal, shaped in imitation of a real form, could be instinctively doubled by an analogous mouth-shape – especially when a cry was also being made to reinforce the gesture. (This effect is seen in our occasional habit of clenching and unclenching our teeth when we cut with scissors.)

            12 It’s interesting to speculate whether synaesthetically ‘unseeded’ artificial systems, like John Wilkins’s philosophical language, could ever enjoy even a weak emergent iconicity. One feels that they inevitably would: within any system based on a principle of connection, no concept can have any kind of material representation that will not immediately be mapped to other material representations, whether phonetic, typographic or ideographic. The whole system is already primed, and overwired for semic conduction. This is a practical refutation of Wittgenstein’s ‘beetle-in-a-box’ private language argument: as soon as any private language is publicly expressed in any way, it becomes to some degree interpretable, as (a) the speaker will have alighted upon his nonsensical expression for non-nonsensical reasons, since genuinely random expressions are impossible for humans to arrive at unaided; and (b) the listener interprets non-lexical nonsense as a signs whose meaning is defined by what they already know about the phonosemantic rules of the language they regard as ‘host’. (The positing of context- and content-free expression is really an argument about intentionalist theories of perception.)

            13 I have deliberately and mendaciously avoided a huge complicating factor: most words sit at the top of a huge pile of dead metonyms and metaphors thousands of years old. Our lexeme may have fallen very far from the tree indeed. Although … sometimes an enquiry into a word’s history seems to reveal what you half-knew all along. Take the Indo-European kerd- root, from which we derive all our ‘heart’ words (‘cardiac’, ‘core’, ‘cordial’; ‘courageous’ [Germanic for heartful], ‘concord’, ‘record’, ‘accord’, ‘accordion’ and – via Grimm’s law – ‘heart’); is there not a little throb of the original word still in left in our hunted ‘quarry’, so named because the heart of the slain beast was thrown to the dogs? At the spoken end of the etymological tree is a word defined not just by its genealogy, but by the peculiar angle and particular attitude it now bears towards every other term in the entire parole – an attitude that can be partly explained by the long, strange etymological shadow it casts. Such features are almost homeopathically vestigial, but I’m convinced those ancient connotations are still embedded or encoded in the word’s sense, via its odd, unique and unfathomably complex co-ordinate within the entire sign-system.

            14 For example:

            There was a young man from Dundee

            who was stung in the arm by a wasp.

            When asked ‘Does it hurt?’

            He said ‘No not particularly,

            it can do it again if it feels like it.’

            15 I strongly suspect that some degree of lexicalisation – where a phrase gets stored in the left brain as a word, a consolidated, single-sense chunk – affects the poetic phrase, via phonosemantic binding and various other ‘memorability-enhancing’ strategies. Lyric patterning can be seen as a strong feature of the lexicalised phraseme in normal speech, so once again it seems as if poetry is merely taking advantage of a naturally arising tendency, and turning it into deliberate strategy.

            16 Though sometimes it can feel like an act of recovery: ‘For me the initial delight is in the surprise of remembering something I didn’t know I knew’ – Robert Frost, ‘The Figure a Poem Makes’, Collected Prose, ed. Mark Richardson (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2007), 132.

            17 I exaggerate. I once made a phonetic analysis of a few of J. H. Prynne’s later poems, and the results were interesting: while early and mid-period Prynne is often lyrically patterned and lightened with the language of grammatical function, Prynne’s late default music runs directly counter to most of the norms of the English lyric tradition. In every aspect we find him doing what we might caricature as ‘the opposite of Heaney’: lots of schwa – partly a result of his use of jargon and polysyllabic words; lots of ‘bound’ words, with the vowel firmly opened and closed, often by unrelated plosives; and so on. However, the impressive thing was that these features occurred with far more frequency than they would in any random snatch of conversational speech; in other words, the verse appeared to have been designed on a deliberately anti-lyric principle. It was interesting to discover a project so rigorously defined in the negative. Which made me think better of it, as (a) this lent it a clear signature music, however hispid and angular I might have found it, and (b) its blanket rejection of even the most casual lyric patterning made the poem’s sense (following the phonosemantic rule) even more jaggedly discontinuous that it would otherwise have been; and as we all know, Prynne’s poetry is notoriously discontinuous. I refuse to use the word ‘difficult’, which implies a frustrated search for a certain kind of poetic meaning; this, I think, is to get Prynne and those more sincere members of his tribe all wrong, something I will address later.
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         Poetry, I’d like to think, proceeds from a generous instinct, not a selfish one. Whatever private torments might have been assuaged in our writing, we want to give these damn things away in the end. To have someone else want your poem for themselves, it must be desirable; to be desirable, it must be beautiful, or interesting, or both; and for a reader to find it so, it must exhibit some of the symmetry of form and organisation we find in the natural world. This last statement might sound a bit of a reactionary leap, and of course it’s as old-school as it comes: it’s been a cliché since Plato and Aristotle to say that the reason we find a piece of art satisfying is because it is ‘imitative of nature’. However, I persist in thinking of the poem as kind of a human-made natural object, our ‘best effort’ that we quietly slip back into the world, and against which the world can raise no serious objection.1 I appreciate, however, that I’m circularly justifying the kind of lyric poetry I myself want to write and read, not the non-lyric kind I do not.

         Poetry is often compared to music, but most of the comparisons tend to be facile, and many are plain false. In one important way, however, I think they’re closely analogous. We might define music as ‘those noises that we agree constitute satisfying or emotionally meaningful arrangements of sound’. When we examine such noises, and look at the way that one note-event follows another, we find that their sequenced patterns converge on the same fractal statistic (the 1/f ratio of spectral density) that we find in natural dynamic systems, in everything from quasar emissions to river discharge, traffic flow, sunspot activity and DNA sequences. This pattern is often referred to as ‘pink noise’. It lies somewhere between ‘white noise’, where the relation between one note and the next is uncorrelated and completely random – in acoustics, it’s that shhhh sound where all frequencies are heard simultaneously, at equal power – and correlated ‘brown’ or ‘Brownian noise’ (after Robert Brown, who discovered Brownian motion), where the pitch of the next note is wholly dependent on the position of the previous one, through the application of an inflexible rule. Music generated on a white noise algorithm is ugly in its unpredictability, and Brownian music is just as ugly in its predictability. But if we hit upon something in between, something ‘pink’, we tend to find it beautiful: we sense that it corresponds to an ideal balance of predictable regularity and surprise. [See endnote 3 for connections between white and brown noise and the paradigm/syntagm distinction.]

         Analyses of static forms in nature – the outline of a landscape, for example – reveal correlated ‘Brownian’ patterns. Perhaps this explains why we find Brownian noise acceptable in static visual art, but not in a dynamic, time-based art like music. (The non-dynamic, static and visual aspect of poetry – its typographic arrangement on the page – is often tellingly ‘correlated’ in its stanzaic and lineated symmetries.) However, when it comes to natural dynamic processes, we find pink noise dominating. It appears to be the characteristic signature of complex systems, i.e. those which display non-random variation. The changing content of our sensory experience seems to hover around the pink noise mark. This sensory music is as much a product of the nervous system as of nature: the input received at our physical extremities can be near-chaotic white noise, but our brains, through the application of arbitrary but evolved ‘rules’, filter it down to pink – screening out the irrelevant noisy data and leaving only those patterns of change which have become useful to our specific evolved intelligence. The wholly dynamic, time-based medium of music is dominated by such a rule; the pattern of regularity and variation in its pitch and volume (just like human speech, incidentally) matches, perhaps more perfectly than any other kind of art, the spectral density of our flickering perception of the world.

         It seems reasonable to assume that our brains also perceive the dynamic system of the successful poem as similarly balanced. (The poem itself can be thought of as operating, in its way, like a miniature nervous system, filtering the pink noise of our own perception even further, leaving only a pattern of locally significant data.) The best poetry has nothing so easily quantifiable as note pitch and length, but I’d suggest that were we able to measure accurately the ratios of its concrete and abstract speech, its light and its dense lines, the pattern of its metrical agreement and disagreement, we would see something identical emerge: a fair echo of nature, of its balance of correlated and uncorrelated, randomness and self-similarity. And, perhaps, a more crucial equilibrium: that of predictability and surprise, pattern and variation, familiar and unfamiliar, known and unknown.

         Wholly familiar ‘Brownian’ poetry consists in the mere rehearsal of what the reader already knows to be the case, and it unfolds in a wholly predictable manner. It fails because it doesn’t surprise. The brain hears nothing but its dull coincidence with rules it already knows too well. ‘White’ poetry is all unfamiliarity and novelty and discontinuity, and fails because it does nothing but surprise. (This sounds just dandy; but there is nothing so predictable as an infinite series of exceptions – nor, as most readers correctly sense, is there anything so easy to create.) All its elements, moreover, are sounded at equal power, and with no sense of a background against which a salience might appear. If our aim really is epiphany, the poem must demonstrate a move from the known to the unknown, which we might define here as making an uncorrelated leap from a correlated position. But it can only do so by actually making it – and therein lies the risk and seriousness of our word-game.

         The suggestion remains controversial, but were we able to measure and quantify these things in an accurate way, there would be nothing to stop us automating the process. While I believe that one day it will be entirely possible to write a great poem with a computer, we will probably have ‘gone biotech’ by then anyway – and in making the smart move from carbon to silicon, also quit all the pointless fear, sweating and coughing, and limited our orifices to an optimal minimum. Generative poetry is unlikely to seem such a big deal to our bionic scions. (Indeed such an elusive poetic algorithm already seems to exist in the parallel-networked meat-machine of our brains, and it doesn’t seem miraculous or impossible to us. It probably should.) We are far closer to devising such a successful generative process for music, though, and the fact that poetry and music are in many ways comparable systems might suggest that poets lack only a full description of their own compositional process. The perennial worry is that poetry written in this way would shed its ‘humanity’ – but you only have to look at the way traditional music skills have been ported over to programming to realise that those fears are quite unfounded. On the contrary: programmers invest their music with as much humanity and human expression as any other language, and the laptop turns out to be as humanly responsive as any other instrument. Our fear is just the standard human wariness over new means of production. Similar misgivings were initially voiced over cameras, typewriters, the pianoforte – and the printing of books themselves. Even if we are many decades from our robot Emily Dickinson, there is no good reason why computers should not be at least a little useful to the poetic art fairly soon. [For a note on poetry, computers and ‘humanisation’, see endnote 4.]

         While we may be almost as many years from a comprehensive model of the poem as we are for one of the brain, certain aspects of the poetic art are more easily described than others. Just as music is amenable to fairly systematic description, so is the music of poetry. It’s in lyric that we can most clearly see our ‘pink’ balance: poetry naturally refines the music of language to something close to the ‘pink’ ideal – something correlated, modulated by something variable – and it’s that rule that I’ll spend the rest of this essay discussing. In its lyric aspect, poetry displays the most instantly recognisable emblem of its art. This takes the form of a strange default: a balance of variation and repetition, composed of shifting vowel and patterned consonant, of both an airy and a stop-heavy music.

         
            1 The occasional use of the phrase ‘organic poetry’ for ‘free verse’ is just substituting an error – and a pretty stupid one – for a misnomer. In the organic, symmetry is everywhere. Once wholly ‘freed’ from every aspect of formal patterning, a poem may indeed be ‘organic’, but only like some kind of diseased amoeba. A better defence of the kind of free verse practice that abjures all formal patterning is the Lawrentian argument that it more closely represents the dynamic shape of spontaneous thought; but even this tends to ignore the fact that thought itself is highly rhythmic, and that spontaneous thought is often the least original we have. The ‘flash of inspiration’, welcome as it is, has given spontaneity an undeservedly good name. First thought = worst thought, speaking personally.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            LYRIC, VOWEL AND CONSONANT
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         One of the grim things you learn after many years working as an editor – I hardly dare confess this – is that you can hold a poem at arm’s length and, without having read a word, know there’s a 90 per cent chance that it’s bad. Most often this is because any random two- or three-line passage appears to contain all the letters of the alphabet. (Centred text, coloured ink, copperplate fonts, falling potpourri, money and photos of babies, dogs and naked poets are also reliable pointers.) This means the poem is unlikely to have any music. The phenomenon of ‘music’ in poetry is often spoken about as if it were a mysterious quality; but if we mean ‘music’ as in ‘music’, rather than ‘some ineffable thing which my poetic intuition can subjectively divine but is beyond human articulation’, it’s very simply characterised. With few exceptions, it means that the poem displays deliberate organisation and some form of parallelism in its arrangement of sound. If a ‘music’ is ascribed to a poem, but cannot be described through pointing to some salient or parallel phonic effect (or – stretching the definition to its limit – a patterned silence), the only ‘music’ the listener has identified is that which resides naturally in the language itself.

         The error is often made because this language-music is not inconsiderable. But nor is the poetic music we superimpose upon it a rare occurrence: even in everyday speech, given a choice of synonyms, we will express an unconscious preference for the more harmonious, contextually lyric sound when we need to make strong sense. Think of just about any phrase that strikes you as a memorable or felicitous – a proverb, a cliché, an advertising slogan – and you’ll almost invariably find some patterning in its sounds.1 The more considered our speech, the more this effect is naturally strengthened, and speech-writers alliterate and assonate almost helplessly. Written prose shows a higher degree of lyric patterning again, and poetry even more so. (The self-conscious foregrounding of this patterning in prose – along with an excessive lingering over concrete description – is what most often leads to that equivocal diagnosis, ‘poetic’ writing.) But even a random series of words will appear to demonstrate a musical coherence by virtue of any one language being a closed phonemic system, and having a finite set of sounds it can combine. This is the ‘musicality’ we quickly divine in languages or dialects we have trouble understanding, but are slow to acknowledge in our own: left to focus on the sound alone, we can attend to their distinct and often alien music (hence the apparently infinite suggestiveness of song-lyrics in languages we don’t know). Each language uses only a fraction of the possible sounds that the human voice can produce. English is a musically versatile tongue: of the 200-odd phonemes in global employment, it manages to use around 50. We might pity the native Hawaiian speaker with their mere 13, but a poet would sensibly envy them: it must be an effort to speak a sentence in Hawaiian that is not lyrically coherent.2 I was once asked to comment on that automatically generated collage-text you sometimes get with your spam-mail; the journalist remarked on how beautiful and poetic it could sound. The trouble is that any old random garbage often strikes us as beautiful and poetic – but this pays a compliment to language itself, not to the ‘poem’. In such circumstances, having little in the way of actual meaning to distract us, we can attend to the sound alone, and enjoy the distinctive gabble of the Anglophone.3 

         Nonetheless, even without salient sound effects like rhyme, assonance or alliteration to point to, we often have the strong sense that something else is going on beside the intrinsic musicality of the language; and indeed there is. In English poetry, the feeling that a piece of writing is ‘musical’ usually means that it also exhibits two kinds of phonetic bias. Between them, they effect a pattern of repetition and variation, similarity and difference – the motif the human brain craves in everything it perceives, if it is simultaneously to make both connection and distinction. The first is the deliberate variation of stressed vowels; the second is the quiet, generally backgrounded patterning of consonants. 

         Between them, these two tendencies have come to represent an unconscious ‘lyric ideal’ in English. Importantly, they must be no more than tendencies. Generally speaking, if sound-patterning is too strong and too conspicuous, it will be perceived as contrived and will distract from the sense (open Robert Bridges’s Collected Poems at random, if you want to see what I mean: ‘Alone, aloud in the raptured ear of men / We pour our dark nocturnal secret; and then, / As night is withdrawn / From these sweet-springing meads and bursting boughs of May, Dream, while the innumerable choir of day / Welcome the dawn …’4) unless it performs some explicit mnemonic or structural function, such as Anglo-Saxon alliteration, or terminal rhyme.5

         A shift towards vowel heterophony and consonantal homophony creates the unconsciously experienced ‘lyric ground’ upon which the more consciously registered saliences of rhyme, assonance, alliteration and anomalous consonant can cleanly stand. Just as we see a global shift from denotative to connotative speech, so the phonosemantic principle ensures a concomitant global shift from an inchoate language-music to an explicit poetry-music. Nearly all poets with half an ear default to this lyric ground most of the time. It is, in effect, the poet’s working medium, the canvas, clay or stone from which they make the poem.

         In the human voice, the vowel carries the bulk of our ‘feeling’ in its complex tonal and quantitative discriminations; the consonants which interrupt that breath create the bulk of the semantic sense. The consonant, in making the distinction between blue and shoe and true, gives the phonetic differentiation we need for a sign-system capable of carrying distinct meanings. The envelopes with which it shapes the vowel allow for discrete words to be cut from the air, in much the same way that physical borders allow us to perceive discrete objects. The material basis of that sign-system, though, is the voiced breath, which we use to sing the language. Vowel fills the word with its fairly uniform stuff, while the consonant carves it into a recognisable shape. Consider, say, a mother’s frustrated, third-attempt demand to her child, ‘Put down the cup!’ It’s easy to separate out the four vowels [image: ] (‘oo – ow – ih – uh’), then imagine the first vowel pitched high to indicate urgency; the second dipping down an interval of a fifth or so to reinforce the impression of sane control; the third pitched identically to the first to reinforce the imperative, and the fact of the demand’s repetition; and the last rising another fifth – and increased in loudness – to convey both the anger and nonnegotiability of the request. The emotional if not the literal sense would be clear from such a performed sequence of tones; whereas the consonants pt dn th cp alone will give us a fair stab at the semantic content, but would provide very few clues to the emotional context. (Note that with the consonants removed, speech suddenly becomes an extremely complex kind of singing – a kind of ‘jazz ballad for human horn’, full of emotional articulacy, but with no referential content.) 

         In the non-performative context of written language, however, things are trickier. If you want to demonstrate the hopelessly attenuated emotional palette of written speech, try all the different ways you can pitch and shape the vowels of ‘I love you’. Spoken, it’s easy to draw out shades of meaning that are alternately questioning, pleading, heartfelt, insecure, angry, desperate, tender, insincere, placatory and so on, just by modifying the song of the vowels. None of those things can be represented by the written phrase; the performative cues have to be figured out through interpreted context alone. At the level of word, meaning is something delegated largely to the consonant – and its emotional aspect is catastrophically attenuated in the process. Because written words can’t represent the pitches and lengths that give them their spoken expressive range, it’s easy for the vowel to become devalued, to the extent that some graphic systems, like Ancient Hebrew and Vedic Sanskrit, did without it altogether. (Writing systems have their left-brain, denotative bias built in; never forget that the original purpose of our immortal inscription was the recording of debt and the issuing of receipts.) In declaring itself as emotional, urgent speech, and in signalling its kinship with song, poetry must find a way to put the vowel back centre-stage.

         Because vowels have perceptible duration, they are easy to hear. You can test this by trying to repeat the vowel sounds in the previous sentence. You should be able to do so almost without thinking about it, and just say the words as a form of de-consonated baby talk. Because vowels have duration, they are easy to hear: [image: ] [image: ] – or something like it. Now try and do the same with the consonants. You’ll find it almost impossible without thinking about it very carefully and consciously; this is because the vowel is the main durational component of the word, and the consonant is often experienced as temporally negligible.

         From ‘temporally negligible’ it’s a short imaginative leap to ‘timeless’, and it’s interesting to note that those languages whose writing systems omit vowels – Egyptian hieroglyphs, Hebrew and Classical Arabic – have found it easy to sustain the idea of a holy book that had existed before the dawn of time, and then ‘fell to earth’ as a block of eternal and monolithic consonant, into which the impure, sour, time-bound breath of the human had not yet been introduced. Both the Torah and early versions of the Quran were written without vowels or diacritical marks, and both the Kabbalists and Sufis were engaged in the mystical project of re-envowelling their holy books in order to come up with alternative, deeper interpretations to set alongside the ‘standard’ reading; in this way, they could intuit the secret intentions of the Divine. 

         The researches of those early mystics are almost procedurally identical, incidentally, to what we call ‘pararhyme’ or ‘consonantal’ rhyme, where words with the same consonantal structure are sought out by choosing a word, removing the vowels, and then re-envowelling the consonantal string to generate a secret cognate, or a whole series of them. If we take ‘green’, we might produce groin, Egraine, groan, girn, garni, Goran, grown, migraine, agrin; ‘press’ gives Parisi, peruse, disperse, prissy, purse, Paris, Percy, oppress; ‘table’ – tableau, tibial, eatable, unstable, taboulleh, pitbull, beatable, tubule; ‘cut’ – cat, acute, Cato, kite, quite, Hecate, acquit, Kyoto, predicate, kumquat, coot. ‘Consonance’ is a global phonestheme whose semantic aspect is something like ‘formal or structural equivalence’ or ‘isomorphism’, and I’ll expand on this as we go – but if you recall my earlier remark: the way consonants shape the air to allow us to hear discrete words is deeply analogous to the way that physical borders allow us to perceive discrete objects. I strongly suspect that the concepts indicated by words connected by pararhyme and consonance are often regarded, in some unconscious and synaesthetic way, as also somehow related in their form;6 there is, I think, some unconsciously perceived formal equivalence or symmetry declared between Caesar and scissor and seizure, brick and barrack and bark, rubble and rebel and terrible, however nonsensical our conscious mind might find the idea. (Because they also have a visual presence, consonantal symmetries in written language are far more obvious than in spoken.)

         One sensible use of this phenomenon is to use the generated wordseries as a means of interrogating the unconscious, the memory and the imagination by asking that they link the words up as stations in an intelligible narrative. Essentially, this procedure treats the mind as if it were itself a holy book. 

         
            
               A mink escaped from a mink-farm

               in South Armagh

               is led to the grave of Robert Nairac

               by the fur-lined hood of his anorak.

               (PAUL MULDOON, ‘Mink’)7

            

         

         Here, the use of pararhyme less ‘echoes’ Paul Muldoon’s larger artistic project of unexpected connection than facilitates it at every turn. Nairac was a rogue British Army officer who went missing while working undercover, and was killed by the IRA; his body was never found. He is found in this poem, however – by his rogue analogue, a freelance mink whose form is twinned in his army-issue anorak. I have no idea how this poem was composed; but I know that consonantal rhymes must be built far earlier into the compositional process than other kinds of rhyme. A poem does not just ‘accommodate’ them; it allows itself to be partly dictated by them.

         Incidentally, Kabbalistic exegesis is not quite as crazy as it sounds. Semitic languages like Arabic and Hebrew work by using vowel-sounds to systematically modify a root group of consonants called a ‘triliteral’, or triconsonantal root. For example, in Arabic ‘k-t-b’ is the ‘write’ group, and yields kataba, to write; yaktubu, he writes; kitab, book; maktaba, library; and so on. Hebrew does something very similar with the same triliteral. Pararhyme, if you like, is built into their structure: the Kabbalists and Sufis were really just imaginatively extending the rules of their own morphology. English has no such excuse, and pararhymes generally sound a bit perverse if they’re not concealed a little. Wilfred Owen’s ‘Strange Meeting’ is a notable exception, though here the rhymes brilliantly enact the subject. Paul Muldoon conceals his rhymes through a mixture of wide separation and variable line length; a uniform line would foreground them uncomfortably. Alas, Muldoon has virtually copyrighted the procedure in English poetry, making it almost impossible for anyone else to employ it in a way that doesn’t simply sound imitative of him – although he uses pararhyme more and more as a deep compositional procedure, and less and less as a way of unifying the music simply for the reader’s enjoyment. This is seen in the distance placed between his rhymes, which are often many lines and pages apart – and sometimes separated by entire books.8 Nonetheless, the rhymes in his poetry, no matter how distant from each other they find themselves, seem bound by a kind of quantum entanglement. 

         Though it cheers me to think that poetry takes the opposite approach from that of religion: we have long thought of ourselves as starting not with the logos but the pneuma, not with those Platonic consonantal forms, but with the ether that encloses and unites them, the inspiration, the afflatus, the breath – the breath being that infinite possibility into which consonant, not vowel, must be driven to have it make any sense in the currency of our human speech. This strikes me as a far more serious kind of word-game than the Kabbalists ever played (and, of course, it’s the one Muldoon and Owen are principally playing, like all lyric poets). Poets from Tennyson to Antonio Machado have alighted on ‘wind’ as the idealised inspirational source – shaping its one long vowel around every object it meets, making the unity we pursue through our articulation of the specific less an impossible contradiction than a paradox to be dwelt within. And the wind brings weather, words, voices, scents from afar, from impossible elsewheres.9 

         Song works by ‘unnaturally’ elongating the vowel and diminishing the prominence of the consonant. This can be seen in its treatment of end-rhymes; when sung, the words soon, room, cool, roof will be perceived as close-to-full rhymes, and the longer the note, the fuller they sound. For lyricists, assonantal rhymes are often effectively full rhymes: when Bob Dylan sings ‘Let me sleep in your meadows with the green grassy leaves / Let me walk down the highway with my brother in peace’, we’re quite untroubled by the ‘inaccuracy’ of the rhyme. And as you’d expect, in exaggerating the vowel, singing will often strongly foreground the emotional sense at the expense of the denotative. This is why great songs can survive awful lyrics, and what lies behind statements like ‘She could break your heart singing the phonebook’.10

         Instrumental music may be usefully considered as an unbroken vowel, a kind of pure tonal and quantitative speech whose sole purpose is to carry emotion – akin to the spoken vowel, but vastly more supple and articulate. However the absence of consonantal stops in music means that we are left with something possessive of emotional articulacy, but with no differentiating ability, and so no way of constructing a sign-system; it can therefore have no denotative power.11 When Richard Strauss said, ‘I look forward to the day I can describe a teaspoon accurately in music’, everyone was justifiably sceptical – and indeed Strauss’s teaspoon has remained wholly elusive. In a good jazz ballad solo – especially played on an instrument close in timbre to the human voice, like a tenor saxophone – the timing and pitch of the notes are so closely mapped to the rhythms and cadences of plaintive speech and articulate argument, you can easily imagine ‘enconsonating’ the notes to give a clear denotative sense. Indeed, some ‘vocalese’ artists couldn’t resist doing exactly that with a number of famous jazz solos, with predictably underwhelming results. In a sense, however, that’s just the solution poetry arrives at, albeit from the other direction: in making a shift towards the privileging of the vowel, we restore some of the quantitative length absent from speech; poetry then becomes a kind of transitive, articulate music. In doing so, it leaves the door open to the reader to make their own highly personal intonational interpretation, i.e. the superimposition of subjective, performed sense on its stressed vowels. (But fix those vowels as a melodic series of pitches, and in a sense you destroy the possibility of a wholly personal reading; the poem may now be a serviceable lyric, but it has ceased to be a poem. A ‘set poem’, in a sense, nails its emotional sense to a single interpretation. Of course, singers have found a thousand ways to get round this limitation, even if composers would often rather they didn’t. Since consonant is the tool of differentiation, of denotative meaning, a solid block of consonant like the Torah seems to propose a monosemic source. This is perhaps why the multiple interpretations proposed by Kabbalistic re-envowelling of the Pentateuch struck many as heretical. A block of uninterrupted vowel such as music represents, on the other hand, seems to imply a polysemic source, which is why a single interpretation often seems equally heretical in its ‘precision’ – as well as reductive and redundant.12) 

         It’s primarily the exaggerated prominence given to the vowel that distinguishes the characteristic noise of the poem from that of prose or conversational speech, though the effect can be a subtle one. It’s also what opens up the poem’s interpretative potential at the level of performance, since the vowel is also where the personality, geographical origin, age, social class, health, size and present mood of the reader find their tonal expression. There is an unconsciously received ideal of ‘beautiful’ English lyric. If we closely examine some representatively ‘beautiful’ texts, we find a backgrounded default where stressed vowels are arranged by careful contrast and variation. Each word retains its distinct spirit, and the reader has the vague sense of it standing in a clearly stated, discrete spatial and temporal relation to the words on either side. Against this varied ground, we also see occasional stark and consciously perceived deviation, which is to say assonance and rhyme. Assonance doesn’t have any effect unless the vowel-changes are continually being rung elsewhere, and is a way of foregrounding important detail:

         
            
               
                  … You can see how it was:

                  Look at the pictures and the cutlery.

                  The music in the piano stool. That vase.

                  (PHILIP LARKIN, ‘Home is So Sad’)13

               

            

         

         

         
            
               
                  My ‘place of clear water,’

                  the first hill in the world

                  where springs washed into

                  the shiny grass

                  (SEAMUS HEANEY, ‘Anahorish’)14

               

               
                  … I remember no ship

                  slipping from the dock –

                  no cluster of hurt, proud family …

                  … but we have surely gone,

                  and must knock with brass

                  kilted pipers

                  doors to the old land;

                  we emigrants of no farewell

                  who keep our bit language

                  in jokes and quotes;

                  our working knowledge

                  of coal-pits, fevers …

                  (KATHLEEN JAMIE, ‘The Graduates’)15

               

            

         

         Some poets use assonance far more than others – but even then it’s rare that you’ll find a long run of similar vowels or assonantal pairs, as anything approaching vowel homophony will diminish assonance’s foregrounding power. However, the ‘varied vowel rule’ may be arguably less a conscious strategy and more a matter of the unconscious avoidance of similarity.

         Varied vowels also reinforce the impression that we are indeed saying things once, with especial clarity, just as our ‘invoked hush’ demands. Vowel-variation is a natural feature of both prose and spoken English too, but since they are generally conducted in rapidly delivered phrases, many stressed vowels on content-words are demoted to something approaching ‘schwa’, which I’ll explain shortly. By contrast, lineation slows speech, restores the vowel to its full value and makes us conscious of the tonal quality of its various formants; it means we can then deliberately exaggerate the vowel-varying tendency of spoken English. This is yet another ‘peak shift’ strategy. Try slowly mouthing only the vowel-sounds in the following passages (you might also find it useful to compare them with a random chunk of good journalistic prose as a ‘control’): 

         
            
               
                  I caught a tremendous fish

                  and held him beside the boat

                  half out of water, with my hook

                  fast in a corner of its mouth

                  (ELIZABETH BISHOP, ‘The Fish’)16

               

               
                  ‘This man can’t bear our life here and will drown,’

                  The abbot said, ‘unless we help him.’ So

                  They did, the freed ship sailed, and the man climbed back

                  Out of the marvellous as he had known it.

                  (SEAMUS HEANEY, ‘Lightenings: viii’)17

               

               
                  I would spread the cloths under your feet:

                  But I, being poor, have only my dreams;

                  I have spread my dreams under your feet;

                  Tread softly, because you tread on my dreams.

                  (W. B. YEATS, ‘He Wishes for the Cloths of Heaven’)18

               

            

         

         In each case you should have felt like you were trying to deal with a gigantic, intractable and invisible toffee. Upping the stressed vowel count has the effect of lengthening the line, and is actively achieved by deliberate word-choice, and passively aided by lessening the occurrence of thin or weak vowels. This means, essentially, keeping ‘schwa’ down to a minimum. Schwa is the short neutral vowel sound that occurs in most unstressed syllables, and is represented by the /ə/ symbol in the IPA. Schwa has its roots in the word for ‘nought’ in Hebrew, and its nondescript little grunt can be substituted for any written vowel, if it occurs in an unstressed position: the ‘a’ in ‘abet’ and ‘petal’; the ‘e’ in ‘bagel’; the ‘i’ in stencil; the ‘o’ in ‘arrogant’ or ‘condition’; the ‘u’ in ‘crocus’ and the ‘y’ in ‘satyr’, and so on. In rapid speech, their numbers multiply. Schwa by definition can’t be stressed or sustained; it’s no more possible to sing a long schwa than it is to play Gregorian chant on the banjo.

         One way of de-schwa-ing the line is to avoid too many polysyllabic words drawn from a classical word-base. Though Latin pronunciation was a very different matter, the way the vowels in polysyllabic Latin words come out in Germanic speech collapses them around a dominant stress. (Listen to how short most of the vowels are in words like authoritative, intermittently, inimical and so on.) There’s a marked tendency in the English lyric tradition to just avoid them, and poetry often defaults to the mono- and disyllabic Anglo-Saxon, Norman or Norse word-hoard. However, there’s a more important way of lengthening and aerating the line: through metre. One immediate consequence of writing in metre is that the unstressed syllable count falls dramatically in comparison with a prose passage of equal length. Whatever other purposes it might serve, metrical writing is also a fine way of increasing the relative number of big vowels per sentence, because it insists that every second syllable (in duple metres) or every third (in triple) must take a strong stress. (This is a shocking oversimplification, but by the time we get to ‘Metre’ you’ll be thanking me for it. However, the broad principle holds.) This automatically lowers the schwa-count just by making it harder for unstressed vowels to squeeze in; it insists on an unusually high number of content words to take up those strong stresses, since function words are generally demoted to unstressed vowels in speech; and it even tricks the brain into processing some function words as content words when we drop them into a strong-stress position. (Note that if free verse is going to subscribe to the same lyric ideal, it must supply its large stressed vowels by more deliberate means, and its expert practitioners do precisely this.) This leaves the poetic line unusually information-rich. However, as I’ve mentioned, the act of lineation itself compels a slower spoken delivery, metred or not – and this often results in the re-emergence of our gobbled conversational schwas as full vowels. Contemporary poetry may indeed sound close to ‘chopped-up prose’ at times, but we use a magic knife – one it takes a fairly long apprenticeship to learn how to wield. It allows silence to take up residence between the stanzas, lines and words, and for the breath within words to expand. Or, to lineate the words of a certain disgraced US comedian:

         
            
               
                  Always end

                  the name

                  of your child

                  with a vowel

                  so when

                  you yell

                  the name

                  will carry

               

            

         

         Here, what would be schwa or near-schwa when spoken rapidly in a joke – ‘your’, ‘with’, ‘so’, ‘you’ and ‘will’ – move towards full vowels. This is because short lines tend to be read very slowly with long gaps between them. This alone seems enough to confer a little ‘poetry’ on the statement; while it remains funny, we’re also forced into a slower meditation of its wider resonance. This increase in vowel-presence forms half our ‘lyric ground’. The effect is subtle, and the reader is mostly unconscious of it – but they experience it as sense of deepened length, space, breath, musicality and tonal (and hence emotional) differentiation.

         The other half of the lyric ground is formed by the patterning of consonants. Simply put: if we employ consonants as the tool of semantic differentiation, the project of unifying the sense of our material will be broadly aided by our patterning them. This is, in effect, another global application of the phonosemantic principle described in the first part of this essay. Since consonants take up little space, their musical effect only really becomes audible through either their proximate repetition or their bold deviation from a repetitive ground. (Sound-linked but distant words – like pararhymed pairs – have to be processed consciously, and therefore highly salient, i.e. placed in prominent terminal, initial or caesural positions, or lyrically or semantically ‘deviant’. Some critics have the unfortunate habit of identifying non-salient lyric effect in words separated by many lines, and then claiming that the poet had intended some semantic echo. ‘In “Ground Beef”’ by Terence Unthank, for example, we see how the idea of the death of the parent is pursued through the repetition of the fa- sounds in ‘fatal’ and ‘father’ in lines 3 and 29 …’ and so on. This is popular criticism of the paranoiac school; these effects are nearly always accidental, and indeed imperceptible, unless you go hunting for them.) What we tend to find, just as we did with the variation of vowel-sound, is that in ‘musical’ writing there are almost always subtle patterns of consonantal echo. Here’s an unsubtle example, where the English lyric default has been turned up to 11:

         
            
               
                  Glory be to God for dappled things

                  For skies of couple-colour as a brinded cow;

                  For rose-moles all in stipple upon trout that swim; 

                  Fresh-firecoal chestnut-falls; finches’ wings;

                  Landscape plotted and pieced – fold, fallow, and plough …

                  (GERARD MANLEY HOPKINS, ‘God’s Glory’)19

               

            

         

         Though it can hold an underrated appeal for the eye, spelling is irrelevant to the ear; a poet who has learned to hear and recognise close phonetic relatives is at a distinct advantage when it comes to their fluent patterning. For compositional purposes, they can often be freely substituted for one another, and the difference between, say, a voiced and unvoiced consonant is relatively slight. I’ll list the most common English sounds here. (I appreciate this book is not a primer, but a few poets may still be reading, and there is no earthly excuse for poets not to know them.) The unvoiced consonant is the first of each pair.

         

         
            
               
                  The unvoiced and voiced plosives:

                          labial: p/b;

                          dental: t/d;

                          guttural: k/g

               

               
                  The unvoiced and voiced fricatives:

                          the labiodentals: f/v;

                          the dentals: th/TH [θ/ ð];

                          the sibilants: s/z, sh/zh [ʃ/ʒ]

                          the glottal: h

               

               
                  The unvoiced and voiced affricates:

                          ch/j [tʃ / dʒ]

               

               
                  And then we have three related groups:20

                          the nasals: m/n/ng [m/n/ɳ]

                          the glides: w/wh/y [w/ʍ/ j]

                          the liquids: l/r [l/ɹ]

               

            

         

         (As a Scot I am obliged to add the rolled ‘r’ or alveolar tap [ɾ], as well as the ‘ch’ of loch, or voiceless velar fricative [x].)

         Most of these pairs or groups are close enough to function as interchangeable allophones in one language or another, l and r in Japanese being maybe the most famous example. [See endnote 5 for more on allophones and their role in shibboleths.] This is a very rough list, and the phonic relations between these sounds are far deeper and more interesting than just the voiced/unvoiced pairs, the nasal group, and so on. However, most of the closer cousins will already be familiar through various speech phenomena:

         
            a) Grimm’s law of consonant shift, which showed, amongst other things, how the classical unvoiced p/ t/ k stops morph into the Germanic unvoiced f / th / h; (see also Verner’s Law).

            b) Foreign allophones: Spanish betacism, where /b/ and /v/ are blurred; also Spanish /d/ and /r/; Japanese lambdacism, where /l/ and /r/ are blurred; the Filipino /p/ and /f/, as well as differences in pronunciation like French /R/ for /r/.

            c) Dialectal pronunciation, as in the Cockney /f/ and /v/ for /θ/ and /ð/ (‘first’ for ‘thirst’ and ‘vose’ for ‘those’); the Scots /x/ for /h/ (‘daachter’ and ‘wecht’ for ‘daughter’ and ‘weight’; and so on. This is less a dialectal variant than a retention from an earlier Germanic speech – it was the English ‘gh’ that became silent). Also /r/ for /ɹ/ or /ɾ/, the burr of Scottish rhotacism; the Scouse /χ/ for final /k/; the almost universal Estuary English droppin’ of /ŋ/ for /n/; the Devon /z/ for /s/ (‘zider’ for ‘cider’); the Shetland /d/ for /ð/ (‘da’ for ‘the’); the US /d/ for /t/ (as in ‘Creadive Wriding’); the Irish /t/ for /θ/ (as in ‘tree fellers’ for ‘three fellers’); the Gaelic /tʃ/ for / dʒ/) (‘Chudge Chudy’ for ‘Judge Judy’). One could easily construct a map of the UK where every vaguely proximate consonant had been reversed somewhere; indeed you soon find bizarre examples like the Fife shibboleth /ʃ/ for / θ / (‘shree’ for ‘three’) or the Aberdonian /f/ for /ʍ/ (‘fit’ for ‘what’, ‘fun-bus’ for ‘whin-bush’), or the Doric /r/ which becomes a rather French /x/.21

            d) Speech impediments: lisping, where /s/ becomes /θ/ (long a source of scurrilous Carry On-style British humour); the childish (or Cockney) /w/ for /r/ (‘weadin’, wi’in’ an’ awiffma’ic’); ‘talking through a cold’, where the nasals /m/, /n/ and /ɳ / become /b/, /d/ and /g/, the dose being bugged up with bucus.

         

         While a thorough study of these connections can provide poets with some invaluable ear-training, the practical method of achieving a unified consonantal music in the poetic line is simple: one must be alive to the music each line itself suggests in the initial stages of its composition. The poet must divine its consonantal signature, then tighten and sharpen it, vary the vowels, foreground important detail through assonance and anomalous consonants – and eliminate all unproductive, loud sound effects that enhance no sense. It isn’t quite matter of looking at something like …

         
            
               
                  But when your fine fizzog filled up his verse,

                  Then lacked I theme; that really weakened mine.

               

            

         

         and thinking – ‘OK, fine fizzog filled … verse is a pointless and gratuitous alliteration; but I can pick up on the ‘k’ of lacked if I change features to countenance, and enfeebled will chime better with filled, and while theme keeps the nasal music going nicely, matter does the same – and also solves the problem of that metre-padding really, as well as keeping these nice clipped plosives going … Let’s try

         
            
               
                  But when your countenance filled up his line,

                  Then lacked I matter; that enfeebled mine.

               

            

         

         … Nailed it!’ No, few poets would come from so far behind in a first draft. But almost every line will contain some revisions of this sort – and even if these decisions are rarely consciously articulated, a good ear, allied to some intuitive reasoning, will allow us make them by a pretty similar process. 

         The poet’s almost pathological sensitivity to the weight and texture of words is a faculty that tends, I suspect, to get burned into the circuits in the age of lyric innocence, during one’s early adventures in ‘voice-finding’ – Pound claimed this occurs between the ages of seventeen and twenty-two – but it could surely be learned by anyone prepared to cultivate the necessary obsession.22 It leaves us with an odd skill: we can often identify, in the ‘given’ line or phrase, a kind of phonosemantic DNA, a generative proposition that, we feel, somehow prefigures the whole poem. The search for ‘what it is we mean’ is then conducted through that narrowed lyric-semantic channel, whose musical colour shifts from line to line, like another twist of the kaleidoscope. The compositional unit of the poetic line will display more and more of this memorable, unifying, song-like, phrase-creating patterning as the poet drafts and redrafts.

         First lines are often good places to study such propositions. Take ‘Throw all your stagey chandeliers in wheelbarrows and move them north’ (Robert Crawford, ‘Opera’).23 Besides the surreal drama of the line, look at the assonantal and consonantal echo between ‘throw’ and ‘north’; the sibilants and liquids uniting ‘chandeliers’ and ‘wheel-barrows’; the tonal antithesis of the high-society ‘chandeliers’ and the labouring-class signifier of ‘wheelbarrows’ made all the more palpable through their assonantal connection, and their being both saliently polysyllabic;24 the insistent (Glaswegian) nasals of ‘and move them north’; ‘stagey chandeliers’ presents the line’s most memorable phrase, with the two words close enough in sound that we vaguely sense the ‘pale apple’ effect, that of a phonestheme being conjured from the air. 

         I’ll cover this in a more technical way when I discuss metre, but it’s important to mention for now that poetic lines tend to something around three seconds in duration. This is the length of the human ‘moment’, and corresponds to what our brains can experience as an unbroken, living instant – an instant whose auditory contents we can then mentally replay, then either choose to remember or not, depending on their salience and importance.25 (Although our brains can perform fairly accurate chronoceptions, our hearing is the only traditional sense which measures time with much accuracy.) The three-second rule has a powerful influence on the form and delivery of the poetic line, which – unsurprisingly, for an art whose cultural function has long been associated with memory and the memorable – universally defaults to a frequency of about 0.3Hz to form an ideal mnemonic unit. This is the frequency of the carrier-wave of poetic meaning. In English, it comes out as a line of between eight and twelve syllables; our most popular literary line, iambic pentameter, strongly reflects this tendency.

         This is also explains what we mean by ‘short’ and ‘long’ lines. Short and long compared with what? Well – with a line that takes around three seconds to deliver. Short lines tend to lengthen the gap between them, as the brain will unconsciously seek to establish a three-second rhythm; similarly, long lines are read more quickly with only brief interlineal pauses as we try to shrink them down to size. This is also the reason that weak vowels on function words are often promoted to something closer to strong in short lines, and strong vowels on content words demoted to schwa in longer ones. All this will receive careful defence and explanation later, but for now it’s important to understand that the three-second rule also influences the lyric weave: a sound-event has about three seconds on either side in which it can be either prepared for, or have its use retrospectively sanctioned. Any further apart, and the reader is unlikely to perceive them as belonging to the same ‘moment’, and connect them. Therefore, as the poet instinctively pursues this strategy in their redrafting, working the line again and again through their lyric handloom, every two- or three-line passage will most often start to exhibit its own distinctive pattern and colour. As I’ve mentioned, most of the sound-correspondences that some commentators identify as working over the distance of several lines simply aren’t. The exceptions are sounds that the poet has made deliberately salient: the sounds that land on internal or terminal rhyme or pararhyme, sounds attached to dramatic or significant sense, rogue and unusual phonemes, or indeed any noise which is prominent enough to allow it to enter the memory, and then be recalled when its strong echo occurs later in the text.

         Here’s a short passage from ‘The Dry Salvages’. Look at the immensely deft way in which Eliot weaves a pattern of consonants through the vowel’s warp:

         
            
               
                  Also pray for those who were in ships, and

                  Ended their voyage on the sand, in the sea’s lips

                  Or in the dark throat which will not reject them 

                  Or wherever cannot reach them the sound of the sea bell’s

                  Perpetual angelus.26

               

            

         

         The j in ‘reject’ could have been left standing very lonely indeed, but has been anticipated by the affricate in ‘voyage’, and later consolidated by that of ‘reach’ and ‘angelus’. Note too the guttural chime between ‘dark’ and ‘reject’; the power of the two monosyllables of ‘dark throat’, and their repeated plosive closure; the ‘ships’ / ‘lips’ rhyme; the echoic sibilance of ‘sound of the sea bell’s / Perpetual angelus’; the heavily patterned r/l liquids in the last two lines; the assonance of ‘bell’s / Perpetual’, doubly consolidated in sense by the alliterating labial plosives … and so on. These effects are, of course, not the only reason the passage works – but they’re the principal reason the passage is experienced as sensually beautiful. All this is work completed best by the instinct (and I have little doubt that this is mostly the way Eliot went about it); but the instinct can be consciously trained into making better and more consistent decisions.

         
            1 Patterning seems exceptionally important in the formation of the lexicalised phrase or ‘phraseme’, which takes the forms of idiom, cliché and collocation. We don’t hear ‘below the belt’ as anything to do with belts or punches, since we have learned it as a fixed phrase meaning ‘unfair’ or ‘underhand’ – i.e. it has effectively been learned as a word like ‘house’ or ‘faith’, for which an approximate synonym (there is no other kind) can be readily provided. A phrase seems to have a better chance of becoming a phraseme when its sounds observe some assonantal or consonantal patterning; this clearly aids the left brain’s memorisation and storage of the term along the axis of selection.

            2 Though this is nothing compared to Pirahã, the language of Pirahãn Amazons, which has around 10. ‘Xigihai xoi kapioxiai. Xigioawaxai? xai xigiai xaaga. Ti gaisai. Xigiaixaaga. Xaooii xoai?’ – seems a typical sample, as far as I can tell. They compensate for their limited sound-palette in the most beautiful way, however, with an intonational prosody so complex that their whole language can be encoded in music, and whistled or hummed instead of spoken. Note that this might appear directly to contradict my later assertion in this essay that music cannot be denotative; but this is less ‘music’ than a tonally encoded sign-system. If a language had a single phoneme, it would have to delegate its sign-making capability to intonational and qualitative manipulations of its one vowel, and such ‘music’ as it produced would be the mere byproduct of its sign-system (though this would, I suppose, provide one theory for the evolution of song in an ‘oligophonemic’ ur-language).

            Much controversy surrounds Pirahã, and the linguist Daniel Everett has claimed that the apparent absence of recursion in Pirahã contradicts a fundamental tenet of the Chomskyan model – Daniel L. Everett, ‘Cultural Constraints on Grammar and Cognition in Pirahã: Another Look at the Design Features of Human Language’, Current Anthropology 76 (2005): 621–46. This claim has been widely discredited: Pirahã does indeed demonstrate recursive features; and besides, its speakers have no trouble learning a normal recursive language like Portuguese, for which it seems their brains are as just as grammatically well-equipped as those of any other human.

            3 Spam text is produced using Markov chains, a stochastic algorithm which spits out a sequence of random variables; these can be used to generate ‘plausible’ fake texts from a series of real ones. I’ll say more on this later.

            4 Robert Bridges, ‘Nightingales’, The Humours of the Court, and Other Poems (London: George Bell and Sons, 1893).

            5 Of course, the formal conventions of Anglo-Saxon verse are perceived as contrivance nowadays, but they would have been passed over as unremarkable by the Anglo-Saxon ear as the culturally agreed mode of poetic artifice, the invisible fashion of the day. Some US readers feel that full rhyme is just as much of a glaring anachronism, a fact that causes me some misery.

            6 Hence, I suspect, our stubborn superstition that an anagram of someone’s name reveals something of their inner character. (Florence Nightingale = angel of the reclining, etc. Although my favourite is Elvis = lives.) I also have some strong anecdotal evidence that editors are peculiarly susceptible to submissions made by authors whose names are anagrams of their own; we are all our own blind spots.

            7 Paul Muldoon, Poems 1968–1998 (London: Faber & Faber, 2011).

            8 Note that, if we’re using pararhyme purely as a compositional aid, we can bury the rhymes by simply not placing them in a terminal position. You’ll lose the reader’s applause, as they’ll likely be none the wiser; but it’s a legitimate use of a technique that, like syllabics, really has nothing to do with the reader at all. (Though I confess I was once reduced to the pathetic move of pointing out that a poem of mine was based on twenty-eight variations on the same consonantal string, as ten years had passed without anyone noticing – something a less insecure ego might have been pleased about.)

            9 It seems to me that this universe operates on a principle of rapid alternation between ‘pneuma and logos’, duration and event, syntagm and paradigm, function and content – a pattern clearly imprinted in the basic linguistic phenomenon of metre. It is also realised in the vowel-consonant-vowel-consonant pattern of our speech, and further reflected in our unconscious mapping of consonants to ‘contentual’ qualities of physical boundary, and of vowels to ‘functional’ qualities of spatiotemporal relation.

            10 Vowel-mangling can happen in other ways too. Most librettists will have had the miserable experience of hearing their best line rendered unintelligible by its being set for long notes in the upper register of the soprano voice, which has the vowel /i/, and no other. In their defence, though, composers have devised a million other ways to destroy a good line. This is one reason the librettist–composer relationship should sensibly be considered a co-operative rather than collaborative one. Hand it over, walk away and let them do their worst.

            11 ‘Denotative’ in the normal sense of a sign indicating a concept. However, I believe there is a seme at work in music that corresponds to what I call the ‘patheme’. I’ll discuss this in Part II.

            12 As anyone who has suffered Eddie Jefferson’s miserable enconsonation of Coleman Hawkins’s immortal solo on ‘Body and Soul’ will testify with alacrity: ‘Don’t you know he was the king of the saxophone – yes indeed he was, talkin’ ’bout the guy who made it sound so good, some people knew him as The Bean but Hawkins was his name. He sure could swing,’ etc.

            13 Philip Larkin, Collected Poems, ed. Anthony Thwaite (London: Faber & Faber, 2003).

            14 Seamus Heaney, New Selected Poems 1966–1987 (London: Faber & Faber, 1990).

            15 Kathleen Jamie, Jizzen (London: Picador, 1999).

            16 Elizabeth Bishop, Poems (New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 2011), 43.

            17 Seamus Heaney, Seeing Things (London: Faber & Faber, 1991).

            18 W. B. Yeats, The Collected Poems of W. B. Yeats (Ware: Wordsworth Editions, 1994), 59.

            19 As well as all its bonkers staple-gun consonants, there are a few too many assonantal pairs in this poem for my taste too. Hopkins is a fine poet, of course – but he also holds a perennial appeal for the tone deaf, as even they cannot fail to hear his glorious racket. Many of Hopkins’s effects are spectacular, but are sometimes achieved at the expense of his quieter ones; he can wander rather too cheerfully over the line between baroque lyricism and demented echolalia, and the result is language that can sound – to me at least – unrelated to anything we ever experience as natural human speech. Nonetheless, no poet better trains the apprentice lug, and neither Seamus Heaney nor George Mackay Brown (to name two marvellously attuned poets) would have grown the ears they had without him.

            20 The last two categories are more properly ‘approximants’, but old habits die hard. ‘Glides’ and ‘liquids’ are nicer and more expressive names.

            21 It’s off the chart in more ways than one, but I do want to mention my favourite substitution – the Dundee dialectal swapping of nearly everything for the voiceless glottal plosive, leaving us with a phonemic palette as impoverished as something you’d find up a mountain in Papua New Guinea. Thus a statement like I ate all of it, didn’t I – a common response to most food-related enquiries in Tayside – becomes Eh ay’ aa’ o’ i’ dih’ uh. (In an even more brutal linguistic economy, the negative affix is also dropped entirely: ‘did’ means both ‘did’ and ‘didn’t’. Thus Eh dih’ dae i’, dih’ uh is ‘I didn’t do it, did I’. An extra glottal stop standing in as the –n’t affix –dih’ /’/ uh – would be regarded as an effete refinement.) As the joke goes round here – Q: ‘And how many ts in Paterson, sir?’ A: ‘Nane’. The aleph of the Hebrew alphabet, incidentally, used to represent the sacred ur-consonant of the glottal stop, from which we can reasonably surmise that God talks with a Dundee accent.

            22 Perhaps ‘poet’ can be simply defined as ‘anyone prepared to cultivate the necessary obsession with writing poems’. Indulged for long enough, we now know that just about any obsessive practice will effect physical change in the corresponding part of the brain, making it in turn easier to indulge and perfect the practice itself. Einstein’s brain turned out to be just as anomalous as we’d hoped – he was missing a bit of his lateral sulcus, which may or may not have helped with neuronal communication; but there was also a statistical bump in the glial cell count in the left inferior parietal region, a part of the associative cortex – which is where we synthesise information from other areas of the brain. It’s speculated that this may have been the product of a lifetime spent in the environment of scientific problem-solving. Perhaps most geniuses ‘mutantise’ themselves; it would surely be weirder to find that Shakespeare’s brain had not grown a little distorted in its language and empathy centres.

            23 Robert Crawford, ‘Opera’, Selected Poems (London: Jonathan Cape, 2005).

            24 This is a very Shakespearian trick: the poet creates a kind of tonal oxymoron by uniting an antithesis or deepening a paradox through a bonding lyric effect. Look at this palindromic assonance from Sonnet 79: ‘My verse alone had all thy gentle grace; / But now my gracious numbers are decayed.’ The frisson will be registered, but the means by which it has been achieved will remain hidden.

            25 The relevance to poetry of the ‘auditory present’ was first affirmed in Ernst Pöppel and Frederick Turner’s famous paper ‘The Neural Lyre’ (1983); its research has been subsequently validated, and the ‘three-second line’ has become many a poet’s favourite scientific factoid. However, I have grave reservations over the original paper’s reactionary conclusions, which can be roughly summarised as ‘formal verse is therefore better than free’, a silly and unsupportable position. The three-second rule has implications that are, if anything, even more profound for free than formal verse.

            26 T. S. Eliot, ‘The Dry Salvages’, Four Quartets (London: Faber & Faber, 1979).
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