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INTRODUCTION

Ink

wells up

and spills forth,

staining my fingers with

poetry.

Do your fingers itch to capture a thought or feeling through words and ink? Have you imagined becoming the next great poet? Whether you are new to poetry or hoping for a fresh perspective; whether you write free verse or rhyme, short poems or long, currently share your work with others, or are still finding the courage to hit the “Post” button, You/Poet was written for you. The writing toolbox and creativity-boosting prompts in You/Poet are designed to help you, the budding poet, better understand the craft of poetry and improve your writing, guiding you from beneath the leaves and into the sunlight as a full-fledged lyricist ready to share your talent, truth, and voice with the world.

To help you on your creative journey, we have divided You/Poet into four parts. In the first part you’ll find a brief history of poetry and the voices that shaped the art form we love—from a famous poet like Homer, who provided the foundation for the poetry we read today, to the poetic forms of today: poetry that is short and sharp, and poetry that has jumped off the page and into spoken form. Here we will also help you to uncover the ingredients that make your poetic voice unique—and how to blend them into poems that you can truly be proud of.

Once you’ve connected with your voice, we’ll help you to improve your poetry writing. Part 2 is your guide to key poetry concepts, as well activities that will allow you to practice those concepts. You’ll learn the fundamentals of grammar and punctuation, the essentials of every poet’s toolbox; word choice and rhyming; meter; and metaphor. Soon you’ll be describing this very book through vivid metaphor; is it a vessel cut from wood, moving you through poetry as a ship moves its crew through stormy waters? Or perhaps it is a pirate’s tattered map, showing the way to precious treasure (a.k.a. your work—published!). In poetry, the possibilities are endless. Here you’ll also work through the basics of editing, so that once you’ve got the perfect poem written, you don’t have to worry about messing up your flawless post with that one stubborn letter that strayed out of place.

In Part 3 you’ll be able to put everything you have learned about yourself and poetry together with seventy unique and interactive writing prompts. Sculpt the meaning of a beautiful and uncommon word into a short poem about distance, and ponder the colors and shapes of a photograph, transcribing your thoughts onto the page. Suffering from writer’s block? No worries—these exercises will help kick your creativity into gear.

The final part of our creative journey is dedicated exclusively to sharing your poetry. From traditional publishing and poetry competitions, to sharing on social platforms like Instagram, Twitter, and Facebook, you’ll discover a complete guide to translating your words—and the emotions within them—onto the digital “page,” connecting with other writers, and gaining an online following—everything you need to get your name and work out there! You/Poet is your road map for finding your voice and your place in the ever-growing digital poetry community—the incredible journey starts here.
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PART 1


A History of Poetry

Many of us have a box stashed away inside our closet: old pictures, journals, and poems written by a younger version of yourself. Isn’t it high time you took that thing out again? Shake off the dust and ready your pen, because poetry is flourishing once again—thanks to the digital age we are in! Join the ranks of those who have been writing and regaling poems since we learned to write and regale, and find out how that beautiful heritage pertains to you, a poet residing in the twenty-first century.

Part 1 is where we lay the groundwork for you, a burgeoning poet, as you set out on this creative—possibly rhyming—adventure! You’ll learn about the rich history of poetry and how it relates to your personal experience as a writer in the twenty-first century. You’ll also discover the first steps on the path toward identifying your own voice as a poet, so that by the time the first chapter is done, you’ll feel ready to take on the contemporary world of digital poetry. Let’s start!



CHAPTER 1

Poetry 101: An Introduction to Poetry
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Someone asks you, “What is poetry?” What do you tell them? More importantly, do you think you can explain it in a way that he or she will understand and appreciate poetry once you’re done? Poetry is incredibly difficult to define, because it is something wonderfully different to every person. To one person, poetry is simple nursery rhymes: tales that teach kids to share, take risks, and be nice. To another person, however, poetry reveals something within him- or herself regarding their place in the world: it shows what it means to be honest and vulnerable, tells stories inspiring bravery and risk-taking, and helps us tackle subjects that might otherwise make us uncomfortable. Our reasons for writing, reading, and enjoying poetry are varied, but no matter the cause, poetry’s effects remain consistent across the board: it’s all about expression. In this chapter, you’ll look at poetry through a wide-angle lens to get the big picture. First, you’ll read about the history of poetry to understand its origins. After that, you’ll learn about poetry’s varied uses, and finally, you’ll return to the twenty-first century, where you’ll see how even the most delicate subject becomes relatable through poetry.


    “BACK IN MY DAY . . . ”

Before the days of smartphones, tablets, computers, and even typewriters, people used to write poetry on leaves and chunks of tree bark. If they were especially skilled, their poems were chiseled into stone. No wonder few of those original works are still around today!



SO CLASSIC!

Millennia have passed since people began exploring the art of expression, and in that time we’ve experienced major advances in medicine, education, technology, and countless other fields. But there are a rare few wheels that, even after 2,000 years of advancement, simply do not require reinvention. Poetry has definitely seen its share of additions, but the forms and general composition of poetry from ancient days are still in use today. Okay no, we aren’t burning our poems into wood or chiseling them into stone—but as far as the basics are concerned, poetry is the same today as it was back when Homer first recounted his epics, The Iliad and The Odyssey.

The term epic might be a little confusing: nowadays epic is mostly used to describe something incredible (dinner was epic, an epic fail, or, “Epic wave, brah [toss a shaka]!”). However, back when the Greek poet known as Homer was composing his works, people knew epics to be grand tales that told the history (albeit a slightly embellished version) of a region, hero, or legend. If you’ve ever read Homer’s epics, you know how novel-like they are: The Odyssey on its own is more than four hundred pages long. It may surprise you, though, to learn that back in Homer’s day, epics were usually non-rhyming and recited orally instead of being written. Chew on that for a moment: when was the last time you told a story from memory that was twenty pages long—let alone four hundred?

And Homer wasn’t even the first of his kind! Poetry goes back so far that no one knows for sure when the first poem was spoken. It’s an art form that has been used by people from all walks of life to entertain, inspire, and teach. Need to learn the alphabet? There’s a rhyme for that. Are you feeling bummed out and need some upbeat lyrics to brighten your day? Done. In fact, you would be hard-pressed to find a situation that hasn’t been written about in a poem at some point in history, and rightly so! We are deeply expressive, and as society grows and we interact with the world around us, new experiences are created every minute, so it’s only fitting that we not only record those events but also appreciate them for the unique insights and realizations they provide.


    IF YOU THOUGHT MEMORIZING A HISTORY LESSON WAS TOUGH . . .

A song contains, on average, 256 words. One English translation of Homer’s The Odyssey contains 117,319 words: that would be equivalent to memorizing 458 songs!



Take the talented Rupi Kaur, for example. She is one of the most popular poets of this generation, following the self-publication of her collection, Milk and Honey, in 2014. Her works touch frequently on uncomfortable, even taboo topics such as violence, loss, abuse, and feminism. Because she expresses her thoughts and feelings on these sensitive subjects through poetry, though, they are easier to relate to and are more open for discussion, learning, and growth. Poetry allows us to take the most difficult aspects of life—the ugliest of the ugly—and turn them into something to laugh about or something to learn from—something we can truly appreciate.


NOW THAT’S EPIC!

The oldest written poem on record is an ancient Mesopotamian epic that dates back more than 4,000 years. The Epic of Gilgamesh tells the story of Gilgamesh—half-god, half-man—a king who single-handedly pulled together the walls of his city to defend its people from certain death. He definitely set the bar high for Homer’s heroes!



Poetry is rich with diversity, complexity, and creativity, which is clearly evident when comparing two people as seemingly opposite as Homer and Rupi Kaur! And now it is time to shift the focus to you (the contemporary poet), your poetry, and everything you can do to put your name up there with the other poetic giants of history. Are you ready?



CHAPTER 2

The Contemporary Poet: Poetry Today
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So what does a contemporary poet look like? Chances are you see one every time you look in the mirror! There are, however, some common threads that tie twenty-first-century poets like you together.

The contemporary poet is not only influenced by modern themes, but also by modern technology. Technology plays an important role in how we read and share poetry today, and it is a driver of what is popular in the genre. Where William Shakespeare had the Globe Theatre, the twenty-first-century writer has social media. And while Shakespeare was limited to the page, you—the contemporary poet—are only limited by your access to an Internet connection.


THE CONTEMPORARY POET’S “PEN”

Use your memo pad or a notepad app on your cell phone to capture poems. OneNote, Simplenote, and GNote are all great apps that can help you to write on the go!




#POETRY

Well-known contemporary poets like Rupi Kaur, Atticus, Lang Leav, and Christopher Poindexter began their careers by posting on the social media platform, Instagram. They, along with countless others like them, are leading a renaissance of this time-honored literary form, and based on the hundreds of thousands of poetry accounts and millions of poems shared across multiple digital platforms, it is obvious that #poetryisnotdead.

Technology—specifically social media—is not only shaping how we share and read poetry; it is also shaping contemporary poetic forms. Just as ancient epics and Shakespearean sonnets created influential movements, digital poetry is changing what we write and how we write it. Social media platforms support brevity; in order to make a connection in this fast-paced, easily-distracted world, a poem often needs to be able to be read within minutes, or even seconds. This need for brevity has led to the rise in popularity of micropoetry.

A micropoem is simply a short poem of no more than one hundred words and two verses. In the world of digital poetry, if you are looking to grow your followers, length is everything. The most popular poetry accounts on Instagram and Facebook are the ones that specialize in micropoems, and poetry on Twitter is restricted to 280 characters, or the length of a tweet. These poems have their very own genre, known as Twitterature.

The visual nature of these sharing platforms has also sparked the blending of words and art. Contemporary poets have embraced background images and illustrations to enhance their poems, and depict what a poem is describing. The ability to manipulate images using free phone apps means that poets can do this quickly, easily, and without having to pay for expensive software. Poets have also taken to the digital stage and spoken word is becoming increasingly popular.

Modern ideals like individuality and freedom of expression have also influenced poetic structure. Contemporary poets often write in free verse, using modern language and colloquialisms (expressions using informal, conversational style). Instead of the more rigid forms of the past, many poets today use forms of their own making. There is one notable exception: the popularity of micropoetry has resulted in a renaissance of traditional Japanese poem forms such as the haiku, katauta, tanka, and sedoka. The rules of these forms make them a perfect fit for the contemporary micropoem.


THE POWER OF A PEN NAME

If you want to share your poetry, but not your true identity, it is a good idea to use a pen name. A pen name is one that you choose for yourself, and is the “face” of your poetry. This can be very helpful if your work is confrontational or covers traditionally taboo topics.



We also consider the contemporary poet to be fearless! The contemporary poet is unafraid of political topics. Themes that are considered confrontational, such as sexual and physical violence, social justice, mental health, and suicide, are now commonly explored and discussed. Contemporary poets are still writing about the stars in the sky and the beating of the heart, but they are also writing about the ugly and the painful sides of life. Many poets leave a piece of themselves exposed in their poetry. Although traditional themes of nature, relationships, and romance are still common, contemporary poets have been able to use both the anonymity and the community of shared experiences found on the Internet to explore topics that were once off-limits. Poetry today is powerful and challenging. Globally shared connections have given poets a place to be vulnerable in their work. That has meant that more and more, poetry reflects multiple experiences, including those that are painful and dark.
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