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52: Write a poem a week. Start Now. Keep Going


by Jo Bell and guest poets


How to be a Poet: A 21st Century Guide to Writing Well


by Jo Bell and Jane Commane





FOREWORD



Rishi Dastidar


For so many of us, ‘craft’ is a word that is double-edged when it comes to writing poetry.


It is a necessary word of course – what art can be done well without a grip on the basics of the technique of its creation? And who, at whatever their level of proficiency and facility, does not want their work to be ‘well crafted’, to be of the highest possible quality that it can be, achieving the goals that they have set for themselves?


But ‘craft’ is a slippery beastie too. Many of us – especially those of us from backgrounds where poetry writing is not a common way of spending time – are more than familiar with the whisper, the critique, the rejection that, while the work is good, it is in some way lacking in some aspect (often not articulated) of craft. And it can become a way of excluding people from the art, through suggesting ideas of standards that are unclear to beginners – and even to those who have been writing for a while.


This collection of essays is an attempt, not to supplant craft in poetry or overthrow it, but rather to broaden and deepen what it means in the 21st century – making it live for all poets, no matter what tradition you’re writing in and from. This is, necessarily, a political act, but one with a small p, and – to my eyes at least – there is nothing contentious in the book.


And for the avoidance of doubt: in no way does this volume replace guides to writing and learning about poetry such as those by Stephen Fry and James Fenton1. The Fenton is a foundational text for me, and it’s a volume I come back to when I need to be reminded of how pentameters dance and dactyls land. I want you to read those books too, and gain that knowledge and understanding.


But then I want you to recognise that, to write poetry today, you need to be thinking about more than just your technical, prosodic abilities. How do you perform your work? What about the ethics of using real life in what you write? Can you use technology as a way to push your work to new places? These are ‘craft’ questions, as much as knowing how to get the most out of a sonnet, attempting your own translations and improving the titles you give your poems – all subjects covered here.


I also feel obliged to point out that this is not a traditional ‘how to’ book: while there are practical tips galore in these essays, I have deliberately avoided drawing them out where the writer has chosen not to themselves. But within the personal stories and opinions you will find insights as to how to approach poetic craft in such a way so that your writing is renewed with a new spirit; and perhaps you will develop a sense of loving the process of ‘crafting’ – after all, the best part of writing is working and reworking and working and reworking and working and reworking your words.


My thanks to all the contributors, for their time, generosity and creativity in sharing aspects of how they work, and to Jane Commane in inviting me to edit the guide.


Let me close with an analogy with a world I know well, that of branding and corporate design, where I spend my non-poetic days. The logos that my colleagues in the design team make all start with a pencil being picked up, then sketching – squares are drawn, curves swoop, circles connect. But very quickly they take these sketches and start to recreate, remake and remix them in computer programs like Photoshop and Illustrator, using the power of those to vividly bring their ideas to life. In how they approach their task, they start by using what you might call traditional craft skills – but then they have to use newer approaches and thinking to get to something that works for today.


The point being, of course, that ideas of what craft is, what it might be and what it can do never stand still. And that’s as true for poetry as it is for any other creative endeavour.


And you must learn the rules – new and old – in order to break them. Happy writing.


Nine Elms, London


October 2019


Note


1 Stephen Fry, The Ode Less Travelled: Unlocking The Poet Within (Arrow, 2007); James Fenton, An Introduction to English Poetry (Penguin, 2002)





INTRODUCTION






Do All Rabbit Hutches Look Alike? Against ‘Craft’ in Poetry



Will Harris


“Of all things of thought, poetry is closest to thought, and a poem is less a thing than any other work of art.” – Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition


1.


A poem isn’t a rabbit hutch just because they look the same from a distance. By which I don’t mean that poems and rabbit hutches look alike, but that to the untrained eye all poems look the same and all rabbit hutches look the same. Their samenesses, though, are different.


We’re taught that poems have certain formal features in common: rhyme schemes, iambic pentameter, “summer’s lease hath all too short a date”. But really they can take any number of forms and do what they want – have one-word lines or no lines, include dialogue and pictures, even be in prose.


A rabbit hutch is limited by form in the real sense that if its form changes too much it’s no longer a rabbit hutch; if it fails formally it fails completely. The food tray might be badly placed or the gate’s faulty lock might cause it to swing open at the slightest nibble. If so, the craftsman has failed.


Rabbit hutches are defined by their form. Poems only make use of – or avoid – forms and techniques. A poem could decide to set itself political, moral or aesthetic goals that it fails to communicate or realise, but in an important, literal, sense poems can’t fail.


As Wallace Stevens put it, “poetry is a revelation in words by means of words.” (Imagine how a tradesman would react if you told them a wardrobe was a revelation in wood by means of wood.)


Though I say this now, for a long time I was under the thrall of craft. Maybe I was scared that someone was going to expose my lack of it. At university I spent two months on a poem that began: “A necklace of stem that’s easy to snap./ A thinly hairy stem of granny’s nightcap.” I pored over its sound patterning and rhythm, repeating “thinly hairy” over and over again in my head. I was stuck.


I thought that, as with building a wardrobe or fitting a horseshoe (things I definitely can’t do), the more I practised the better I would get. But ‘real’ craftsmen work with materials that have consistent properties. If you heat up or hammer metal it reacts in a consistent way. No one pulled me aside to explain that writing a poem isn’t like that; poems don’t just improve over time corresponding to effort.


More than that, no one pulled me aside to explain that ‘craft’ was a misapplied metaphor. It takes formal or technical features, embedded in a particular cultural-linguistic tradition, and then extrapolates them into a false, pseudo-mystical idea of what poetry should be. It’s about granting access and denying entry.


What do we mean when we say some poems are “beautifully crafted” and others “lack craft”? Who decides what value should be placed on any given set of formal features?


Instead of saying poems should have evenly-spaced vowel sounds and an internally consistent thematic domain, what if we said that all art should be done in felt-tip pen and applied directly onto the flank of a cow? Because that’s how it felt to me back then. Trying to write my long poem featuring a “thinly hairy stem of granny’s nightcap,” I thought that the more the cow squirmed and the pen slipped, the harder I needed to push. Resistance showed I was on the right track. So I didn’t stop to question why I was knelt beside a cow holding a felt-tip pen in the first place. This was craft.


2.


The Poet’s Freedom by Susan Stewart begins with an anecdote about a trip to the beach where she describes seeing a small boy building an elaborate sandcastle replete with turrets, crenels and a little moat. Having finished, the boy steps back to admire his work and then runs at the castle and proceeds to kick and stamp it to pieces, smiling all the while. Stewart writes:


Since then, that boy has represented for me a certain relation we have to making. Without the freedom of reversibility enacted in unmaking, or at least always present as the potential for unmaking, we cannot give value to our making. Was his castle a work of craft rather than art – one he felt could be replaced easily? Did this object that implied, but could not realise, an interior acquire an interiority in being a memory alone?


By destroying the mere thing, and using all his physical might to do so, the boy seemed to be returning the power of the form back into himself, as if what he had been practicing all along was a mode of memorisation or, better, learning. Once the skills used in making the castle in its entirety were internalised, they were ready to be used again. Unwilling or unable to be the curator of his creation, the boy swiftly returned it to its elements, that is, to its pure potential.


I take from this a kind of parable about the differences between craft and art, or about the dialectic that exists between the two. With craft, you’re making something that can be replaced – a commodity. If you spend all day building a wardrobe and then someone comes along and smashes it, you’ll be angry because that wardrobe represented a day’s work and could have been used or sold (it was also unique in its way) but the power to remake it is still inside of you. In fact, as that boy on the beach discovers, you might find your power affirmed in the act of its destruction.


With art objects, broadly defined, there’s a quality of irreplaceableness. If you rewrote the Divine Comedy it would be a different poem. The art object is defined by the threat of destruction in a way the craft object isn’t. Its terminal fragility is the site of its value. And whereas the destruction of the craft object proves the strength of the maker, the (possible) destruction of the art object proves the strength of the work. It affirms what Stewart calls its “interiority”, the vital flame of its inner life.


But the division between art and craft isn’t clean-cut because, of course, the maker is crucial to the work of art, and the alternating impulses towards art and craft are generative. Seeing them in dialectical terms should bring out the risks of an excessive focus on either. Too much art leads to a vatic emptying out; an abnegation of ethical responsibility. Too much craft leads to a narrowing of vision; the production of mere commodities.


When I was obsessed with craft, I thought there were models I could imitate that would show me how to make and remake indestructible little poems like stainless steel spoons. But putting together a poetry book I’ve realised just how insufficient good writing is. What’s important is that the work has that sense of “pure potential”. A life that exceeds itself. Which lives because it can be destroyed. Which wants to live through others.


Because a living thing is much more than a crafted thing. It can’t be bought or sold or replaced. It’s death-aware, shaped by the same “freedom of reversibility” that shadows our lives. It tells us that we’re more than just form; it tells us to cradle, for as long as we can, the potential that defines us.


3.


Reading Kamau Brathwaite’s History of the Voice, I rediscovered a poem I’d forgotten about by Derek Walcott called ‘Blues’. Often I find it hard to know whether I like a poet’s work. It can take me by surprise when something clicks. It was a while before Walcott clicked for me, and then it was less because of anything I’d read by him than because aged 18 – around the same time I was writing “granny’s nightcap” – I heard an old recording of him reading ‘Blues’, a poem about a nighttime assault in New York City. This is its first stanza:


Those five or six young guys


hunched on the stoop


that oven-hot summer night


whistled me over. Nice


and friendly. So, I stop.


MacDougal or Christopher


Street in chains of light.


It looks like a conventional poem: lines of equal length, a clear (though loose) metrical tick, a compound adjective (“oven-hot”), and rhymes (guys/nice, stoop/stop, night/light). But said out loud it’s transformed. Or not transformed, which suggests changed. Rather its submerged rhythms float up to the surface. In Brathwaite’s essay he says you can hear in Walcott’s voice “the sound of Don Drummond’s trombone”. Drummond was a key player in the ska scene in Jamaica in the 1950s and 60s and perhaps Brathwaite is saying that, although ‘Blues’ is a poem about an assault, it sounds as joyful and raw as a trombone solo.


Listen to that languorous first sentence (“Those five or six young guys”), the way it unfolds over four lines before coming to a halt: “So, I stop.” The trap has been laid; we know where this is going. But the poem’s narrative2 doesn’t tell the whole story. Rather than describe the fight, the speaker talks about his new sports-coat, which he hangs on a fire-plug for safekeeping: “They fought/ each other, really.” His voice conveys a mixture of presence and absence; pride and shame; he’s physically welded to the moment but detached from it emotionally.


He saves his sports coat and crawls up a flight of stairs. You can hear the bite as he mimics the mother of one of his attackers and tosses aside an explanation for the violence (“nothing” coming in again; the same qualifying “really”). Understanding doesn’t always entail sympathy. But the reason the speaker can be so detached – so absent – is because he doesn’t care about these “young Americans”; they’re already ghosts to him. He’s listening to the tune playing in his head, the sound of his own voice.


Brathwaite gives ‘Blues’ as an example of “nation language”. In contrast to dialect, which is defined by its deviation from ‘correct’ English and so subject to caricature, nation language expresses a “submerged, surrealist experience and sensibility.” Brathwaite talks about growing up in Jamaica surrounded by the language of the planter, the official, and the Anglican preacher, the works of Jane Austen and Shakespeare – the “contours of English heritage” everywhere, stifling expression. He mentions the child who, never having seen snow, writes: “the snow was falling on the canefields.” No one writes about hurricanes. “We haven’t got the syllables, the syllabic intelligence, to describe the hurricane, which is our own experience,” Brathwaite writes, “whereas we can describe the imported alien experience of the snowfall.” Nation language, for him, means aligning syllabic intelligence with actual experience.


A poem is “a revelation in words by means of words.” I think it’s that sense of language revealed to itself I responded to in Walcott’s reading of ‘Blues’, the feeling of someone finding a language to fit their experience. Though the poem may use elements of craft, it doesn’t rely on them – it exceeds them. Received forms carry the dead weight of sentiment, and this is poetry that wants to blow away sentiment, to answer those questions raised by nation language: What is the hurricane in your life? How will you make your language adequate to the contours of your experience?


4.


Amiri Baraka once said in an interview that “no amount of attention to craft will make anybody write beautiful (or whatever) poems.” But I don’t think the point of craft is beauty; it’s mastery. The craft analogy treats the English language as if it were a consistent material like wood; it suggests that with the correct training and models (a ‘canon’ of great works) language will submit to the maker’s will. But what lies at the end of mastery? “Nor shall Death brag thou wander’st in his shade,/ When in eternal lines to time thou growest.”


Against the lure of “eternal lines”, Baraka tells poets to trust “what notes come under the fingers as an improvising musician.” When you improvise, the tune may die as soon as it’s played but at least it’s yours. Its beauty lives in context.


For my work to live I had to abandon a strict adherence to craft. I had to question why I’d put such store by the correct models, in being correct, and what lay behind the fear of failure. I had to discover context, to trust in it. And context is more than just writing about what you know. It’s more than a corrupt polity or the last cheese single in your fridge or what you can see from your kitchen window (a rabbit hutch, say) or how your grandmother died. A poem might include all of those things – maybe should – but first it has to embrace the inevitability of its own destruction. Be written not to posterity but to the present moment. Because a living thing is much more than a crafted thing.


Note


2 Read the poem in full here: https://engpoetry.com/derek-walcott/blues/





PART ONE




ON POETIC FORMS





I Will Put Chaos Into Fourteen Lines
and Keep Him There:
On the Sonnet



Jacqueline Saphra


I have so often wished with all my heart that there was another fixed form that could do what the sonnet can do: by which I mean, pretty much anything. The first passable sonnet I ever wrote was early in my poetry life: I’d been experimenting with free verse and was beginning to grasp the idea of the central importance of the line in poetry. But like a child in a superstore, I was overwhelmed by the lack of boundaries and too much choice.


When I came across The Making of a Poem by Mark Strand and Eavan Boland, I was captivated by the chapter on sonnets and I pored for hours over the example poems. They all had a discernible magic in common that seemed connected with the form despite having been written centuries apart. Yet each was unique although all were bound by a commonality of structure and certain challenging rules. How could that be? From Milton to Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Edna St Vincent Millay to Mary Jo Salter, each sonnet hit me viscerally and emotionally before I began to consider the complexities of argument or progressions of thought. It was as if I’d started listening to a playlist of songs I had always known and loved without realising it. The iamb (an unstressed syllable followed by a stressed one: dee-dum) sounded its heartbeat drum. The pentameter, of five iambs together, felt like a single exhalation blowing along the poetic line3. I was waking up to the possibility of an infinity of self-expression in one satisfying, neat little square of text with its inbuilt music. I wanted to understand how it was done, I wanted to do it myself, I wanted to be Prospero, I wanted the book of spells. I read sonnets obsessively from Shakespeare to e e cummings to Marilyn Hacker and I drove myself to distraction trying to make them work for me.


So my first proper sonnet emerged from a single image; it was that rare and welcome recipe of emotions that elicited a poem based on one sustained metaphor. I was standing in the kitchen with my oldest son who had just turned thirteen when I realised he was taller than I was.


Outgrown


Back to back we stand in ritual


of measurement. My first born, ticking clock,


my gangling hourglass, my wake-up call,


we stay, four-footed, steady as a rock.


Hold fast and then release. Now there’s the trick.


I see it still – your embryonic hand


waving through water in a magic lake –


you, fishlike, still a million years from land.


My long-limbed journeyman, my wayward friend,


as surely as the life-lines on my face


one more sweet story draws towards its end –


this new one leads you to a separate place.


Outgrown, I’ll watch you scale the dizzy heights


on giant feet, your face turned to the light.


This is a classic and obedient Shakespearean structure – a variation on the love poem – with its ababcdcdefefgg rhyme scheme; you can hear some Bardish tones echoing in some of those phrases. Looking at it now, it’s certainly grandiose in its diction, somewhat adjective-heavy and cliché-laden, but it already dares to let go of full rhyme and it feels solid enough in its construction. When I’d finished it, I felt as if there had been some discovery and surprise as part of the process, but I knew it wasn’t nearly good enough and I wanted to do it better.


Reader, I was hooked.


The sonnet is unique and exquisite in its capability to marry feeling and thought. This is not to say it’s easy to work with. Those rhyme schemes and the infamous iambic pentameter can trip you up. You can’t afford to let any syllable be unnecessary or forced; you have to watch excessive use of the adjective or conjunction as filler. You have to think about what kind of sonnet it is, its shape and trajectory. The Shakespearean sonnet, with its ladder-like rhyme scheme born of the rhyme-poor nature of the English language, demands the slow unfolding of an argument in four quatrains with its neat little couplet at the end, so unfashionable in this age of irony and lack of answers. And yet how satisfying when the poet offers us a conclusion, a summing up, a perfect insight:


So long as men can breathe, or eyes can see,


So long lives this and this gives life to thee.


– Shakespeare, Sonnet 18


And he will be the one to stammer, “Yes.”


Oh mother, mother, where is happiness?


– Gwendolyn Brooks, ‘Sonnet Ballad’


Edna St Vincent Millay, an early poetic role-model of mine, born in 1895, and one of our greatest and most innovative sonneteers, would often use the final couplet with a clever feminine rhyme with comic and devastating effect:


Some sane day, not too bright and not too stormy,
I shall be gone, and you may whistle for me.


Millay excelled at the earlier, Petrarchan sonnet structure, drawing on its counterbalanced octave (eight lines) and sestet (six lines) which require a kind of proposition and answer, with that oft-vaunted volta – or turn – just beyond the middle point. Millay wrote hundreds of sonnets in her lifetime, charting her stormy love affairs and disappointments and the process of ageing, taking what had been essentially a form created for and dominated by the male viewpoint and writing from a female perspective. She constructed sonnets in her head, reportedly, sitting curled up in an armchair, before she ever started to write them down. Millay knew how to use the slow progression of the closing sestet in the Petrarchan sonnet to create a work so moving it’s almost unbearable to read. One of my particular favourites of hers is simultaneously a love poem and a meditation on the ecstatic challenge of the sonnet itself. I relish the volta exactly at line nine, where there is a temporal shift from future to present. In the octave, Millay announces her intention – and in the sestet, her intention is realised: “I have him”. The man was more tricky than she let on, but the form: she has the form.


I will put Chaos into fourteen lines


And keep him there; and let him thence escape


If he be lucky; let him twist, and ape


Flood, fire, and demon — his adroit designs


Will strain to nothing in the strict confines


Of this sweet Order, where, in pious rape,


I hold his essence and amorphous shape,


Till he with Order mingles and combines.


Past are the hours, the years, of our duress,


His arrogance, our awful servitude:


I have him. He is nothing more nor less


Than something simple not yet understood;


I shall not even force him to confess;


Or answer. I will only make him good.


Embedded in your bones


When people say they feel as if form prevents them from expressing themselves, I counter with: what might happen if you set yourself the task of writing, say, an extremely tight, formal Shakespearean sonnet with full rhymes? What might you learn from working with regular pentameter, a rhyme scheme, that slow development of the argument over four quatrains and then the challenge of that final, ringing epigrammatic couplet? Have you felt the joy of creative constraint, the way an iamb might push you towards a certain word with the required stresses, rather than the word that first comes to mind? Have you experienced the jolt of discovery, when you have to find a rhyme – Rilke called rhyme ‘a goddess of secret and ancient coincidences’ - and suddenly the poem takes you in a direction you haven’t expected? Don’t you long for that feeling that is so rare and enlivening when your poem begins to write itself? Form can do that for you. You just have to practise.


Most of us have tucked away in our files many more failures of poems than successes; these are often just the rehearsals for poems to come. Think of yourself as an athlete practising a high jump over and over again, taking the falls and risking the blunders, until you know how to find your footing, how to balance your weight in the upward leap. Any skill is partly a matter of experience and partly a matter of trust. Let the sonnet work its magic on you and embed itself in your bones.


Once the sonnet is in your bloodstream, that may be the time to attempt the sixteen-line Meredithian sonnet, as in his coruscating sequence Modern Love or perhaps a curtal sonnet4, the thrilling invention of Gerard Manley Hopkins. If you’re feeling super-adventurous, give yourself permission to dispense with rhyme, or abandon the pentameter altogether. Not because you can’t write in iambic pentameter, but because you choose not to for good, poetic reasons of form and content needing to work in synergy. What about an acrostic sonnet of thirteen lines, as Frank O’Hara’s full throttle ‘You are gorgeous and I am coming’, written to Vincent Warren, love of his life, or one like Edwin Morgan’s ‘Opening the Cage: 14 Variations on 14 Words’ where the same words in a different order appear in each line? Or even go for a poem that simply pays tribute to the spirit of the form in its proportions but doesn’t necessarily conform to its rules.


Generally I’ve found the sonnet a particularly useful container for rage or extreme political polemic, as in my poem ‘Spunk’ from All My Mad Mothers in which I rewrite the creation myth from Genesis, or ‘Leda and the Swan’, my answer to Yeats’ poem of the same title in my collection Dad, Remember You Are Dead5. You can see how I’ve progressed from the obedient and somewhat derivative Outgrown: note the way I let the stresses wander just a little a bit along the line:


Leda and the Swan


‘How can those terrified, vague fingers push


The feathered glory from her loosening thighs?’ – WB Yeats


It’s nothing new: beast of a man beats


a woman, traps her, skirt round her waist,


thighs pinned under the fake webs of his feet.


Come fist, come blade, this man is not the first


to claim a metamorphosis. The violence is here,


not in a bardic prelude to some greater war.


How can she reclaim the timeless tale of man


as god? Not in her given role as poet’s whore.


Show me the knowledge, William Butler Yeats.


Show me the great wings. There are none.


Only a rapist who thinks he’s god, who takes


because he can. No so-called heart, no glory then.


Fuck that. Fuck Atreus, fuck Agamemnon,


fuck Zeus, motherfucker masquerading as a swan.


Next time you feel angry, I recommend you write a sonnet: there’s immense power and safety in the sonnet’s pressure-cooker design.


Your biggest, boldest imaginings


If, perchance, one fine and surprising day, you find the single sonnet is not capacious enough to hold the theme you’re exploring, consider the sequence. Marilyn Hacker is as skilled a sonneteer as you’ll ever find – have a look at her erotic sequence of love poems in Love, Death and the Changing Seasons or Rita Dove’s collection Mother Love, a retelling of the story of Demeter and Persephone. For pure and true rule-shattering, read Terrance Hayes’ transcendent and political collection, American Sonnets for my Past and Future Assassin. Or why not attempt the classic crown of sonnets: seven sonnets where each one takes as its first line the last line of the previous one? Or if you’re grappling with a giant theme, try the heroic crown: gorgeous, expansive and inspiring, this is a sequence of fifteen sonnets where each one begins with the last line of the previous one, and the fifteenth sonnet is made up of the first lines the previous fourteen. For a great example, read Marilyn Nelson’s devastating A Wreath for Emmett Till or George Szirtes’ autobiographical, atmospheric Portrait of My Father in an English Landscape. The heroic crown is an exquisite challenge: mind-blowing, obsessive, infuriating, delicious; I did it in my biographical ekphrastic sequence after the photographer Lee Miller, A Bargain with the Light. When people say it’s a hard thing – all those rhymes! – I remind them that you never have to face the blank page, because each sonnet starts with the last line of the previous one. This is a form that can give shape to your biggest, boldest imaginings.


The sonnet offers a strategy to structure your insights, thoughts and feelings, not to mention the outpourings of your unconscious, into a form, which, paradoxically and because of its very dependability, never does what you expect. Infinitely malleable, infinitely musical, that fourteen-line distilled shot of pure poetry is a gift: free, beautiful and limitless in possibility.


Notes


3 For some helpful technical instructions for writing sonnets, visit https://poets.org/text/sonnet-poetic-form


4 See https://poets.org/poem/pied-beauty


5 You can read my further discussion on the writing of this poem on the Nine Arches Press blog: https://bit.ly/2NlHGkF





Enter the Fun Matrix:
On Writing Sestinas



Marvin Thompson


1. What is the point of writing sestinas – aren’t they tricky and annoying?


Sestinas provide me with a framework for writing better poems. This is because their strict pattern of repeating end words forces me to make poetic choices that I would not normally make. However, there is a caveat. Writing a sestina can be like breakdancing whilst wearing a straightjacket. Sounds near impossible, right? What if we were to loosen that straightjacket, just a little?
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