Exploring Poetry and Paintings

If I read a book and it makes my whole body so cold no fire can ever warm me,
I know that it is poetry. If I feel physically as if the top of my head were taken off, I
know that it is poetry. Is there any other way?
— Emily Dickinson
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Samuel Taylor Coleridge described poetry as “the best words in the best order.”
Visual art and art in language have more in common than many people realize.

Knowing the elements of art— line, color, shape, space, value, texture, and form— allows
students to discuss with much more clarity what they feel a piece of art is, what it says, and
to examine how it says it.

In a similar way, a familiarity with some of the elements of poetry— line length, meter,
rhyme, examination of word choice, even the spatial arrangement of the poem on the page,
can give students ways to talk about what that poem says and how it says it.

These lessons use an introductory knowledge of the mechanics of both visual and written art
to encourage students to look at a poem with a piece of art in more detail than they have
before, and to either write about what they find or produce some artistic writing of their own.

If you would like to read a more detailed description of poetic elements, please go to the
appendix named Basic Elements of Poetry for Analysis. The lesson discussion here will refer
to many of the things that are covered in more detail in that appendix.

In general, the approach of these lessons will be to ask the students to look at pairs of art—
one poem and one painting— and to compare and contrast them in terms of content and
technique. There aren’t hard and fast rules about this, of course, but the students should be
able to discuss particulars rather than generalities, and be able to show what in the poem or
the painting supports what they are saying.

Choose a painting and a poem to work with. If you have a large amount of time, you might
use two of each, but more than that would be too much. (If this activity is sucessful and gen-
erates good interest and discussion among your students, you might consider planning
another session.) Some suggested pairings are listed below along with the ages they seem
most appropriate for.

After the section for each age group is a list of questions for use in preparation and for class
discussion. Don’t be afraid to ask questions that can’t be answered right off the bat. And, be
prepared to hear answers that you didn’t think of. If there is evidence for an opinion, it’s

probably a pretty good one. It is also important for students to learn to encounter and allow
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differing ideas. This is essentially an observational and exploratory activity-- there aren’t
‘right’ answers.

Another note: Although the suggested questions are meant to be asked about the poem and
the painting, I recommend fully discussing one before beginning with the other artwork. This
will help the students focus.

Early Elementary Grades
Suggested Pairings (poems are listed first, artworks are in this packet or from the Elementary
postcard set):
¢ ‘The Toucan’ or ‘Concrete Cat’ with “The Rhinoceros’ or “Youthful Games’
* ‘I Like to See it Lap the Miles” with ‘Flight Practice with Instructor’
or ‘Hereford Roundup’
e ‘R-P-O-P-H-E-S-S-A-G-R’ with ‘Chelsea VI or ‘Flight Practice with Instructor’
¢ ‘Poem’ with ‘Channel Three’ or ‘Snow Queen: Portrait of Adah’
e selections from “The Fish’ (it's quite long) with ‘A Tension to Detail’
e ‘To Utah: Arrival” with “‘Moonrise in the Canyon, Moab, Utah’ or ‘Sunrise, North Rim
Grand Canyon’ or ‘Capitol from North Salt Lake’
* ‘Winter’ with “Wash Day in Brigham City”

Suggested Early Elementary Questions:

e Is there a story here? What is it about? Does the poet/artist let us know everything that
we want to know, or do we have to figure some things out?

e Do you like it if you have to figure something like this out?

e [s this about serious things, or everyday things? How can you tell?

e Is there something surprising or funny here? Do you think it is supposed to be that
way? What do you see that are clues?

¢ Is ‘Concrete Cat’ a poem or more like a painting?

e How is this poem put together (rhyme and meter)? Does this help the poem? Did you
notice these things when you first saw the poem?

e How is the painting put together? How has the artist used line (or color, space, value,
etc.) to make a good painting?

* How does a poet help you see things, and how does an artist get you to think about
what you see in a painting? (specific details, or unusual combinations)

* Does this poem or this painting make you want to write or paint? Do you think you
will put everything in what you write or draw, or leave some things out as a mystery?

At this point, the students should be ready to produce.

* You might work as a group finding fun rhymes like in “Toucan’ and construct a poem as
a class or individually.

e If you worked with ‘Concrete Cat,’ try working as a group or individually to write a
poem in a similar style.

* Or you might want to choose something (like Dickinson does the locomotive) and
describe it as though it were something else, and see if you can give enough clues for
people to guess what it is. This could be done as a group or individually.
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 The students could write a simple descriptive poem (like ‘Poem’) and try to do itin a
way that others can really see what they are describing.

¢ The students may want (singly or in groups) to tell a story that they think might go
with the painting you have discussed.

Late Elementary Grades through Middle School
Suggested Pairings (poems listed first, artwork from this packet or as noted):
e ‘The Fish” with ‘A Tension to Detail’ or ‘Cockscomb, near Teasdale’ (in the elementary
postcard set)
e ‘Hamlen Brook’ or ‘Tree at my Window’ with ‘Iridescence’
e ‘Neutral Tones” with ‘Jacob and Leah” or ‘Mountain Solitude’
e ‘Below the Surface-stream, Shallow and Light’ or “anyone lived in a pretty how town’
with ‘Jacob and Leah.
e ‘All That Time” with ‘Jacob and Leah’ or “‘Mountain Solitude’
‘A Black Birch in Winter” with ‘Mountain Solitude’
e ‘To Utah: Arrival” with ‘Moonrise in the Canyon, Moab, Utah’ or ‘Sunrise, North Rim
Grand Canyon’ or ‘Capitol from North Salt Lake’ (all in the elementary postcard set)
e ‘Winter’ with “Wash Day in Brigham City’ (in the elementary postcard set)
e ‘The Fish” with ‘Snow Canyon’ or ‘Jaguarundi’ (both in the Middle School poster set)
e ‘anyone lived in a pretty how town’ with ‘Cottage Industry’ (in the Middle School
poster set)

Suggested Late Elementary through Middle School Questions:
e Does this poem/painting show you something that seems real to you? What things
about it make it seem real, or not real?

e After you read this a couple of times (or looked at this for a couple of minutes) do you
have questions about it? Is that a good or a bad thing?

e What kind of story is this telling? Do you know all of it or just part of it?

e If you had to work to figure out what was going on, did you like that or dislike it?

e What feelings do you have about this? Do you think that you feel the way the artist
wants you to feel?

* Which detail in the poem/painting is your favorite? How does it help this piece of
writing / art?

e Do you think this poem/ painting is beautiful? Should it be?

e If you worked with “anyone lived in a pretty how town’ or ‘Cottage Industry,” what do
you think of art like this that makes it pretty hard to tell what is going on? After you
spent some time with either of these, did you feel like you had a pretty good idea of
what the poet/artist was thinking about?

* Do you think that the artist wants you to think about something more after you think
about what's in the poem/ painting? What?

e Can you see something about the way that this poem/painting was put together that
helps it communicate its message? Look at how space is used (both in the poem and the
painting), what your eye gets drawn to, etc.
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At this point the students should be ready to tackle something on their own. Choose from
among the following or something similar:

Choose an element of art and an element of poetry that you think serve similar
purposes in the works. Describe each of them, the effects you feel they have, and how
they work in similar ways.

Write or draw something with the level of realistic detail that you saw in “The Fish,” or
‘Hamlen Brook;” ‘A Tension to Detail,” or ‘Jaguarundi’

Write a poem or a story that tells what you think the painting you worked with means.
What is the story behind it?

Make an artwork using images from one of the poems.

Write a poem that uses images from one of the artworks.

Write a poem that uses the colors in one of the artworks.

Late Junior High through High School

Suggested Pairings(poems listed first, artwork from this packet or as noted)

‘Hamlen Brook’ or ‘A Black Birch in Winter’ with ‘Iridescence’

‘“The Fish’ with ‘A Tension to Detail’

‘The Guitarist Tunes Up’ or ‘Neutral Tones” with ‘Jacob and Leah’

‘Below the Surface-stream, Shallow and Light’ or “anyone lived in a pretty how town’
with ‘Jacob and Leah.’

‘Child Development’ or “Walking Across the Atlantic’ with ‘Flight Practice with
Instructor” or “The Rhinoceros” or ‘Snow Queen: Portrait of Adah’ (all in the Elementary
School post card set)

‘anyone lived in a pretty how town’ with ‘Jacob and Leah’ or ‘Horse Traders’ (in the
High School poster set)

‘All That Time’ with ‘Jacob and Leah’

‘R-P-O-P-H-E-S5-S-A-G-R’ with ‘Storm Spirits’ (in the High School poster set)

Suggested High School Discussion Questions

What is happening in this poem/ painting? What else?

Does this poem/painting show you something that seems real to you? What things
about it make it seem real, or not real?

After you read this a couple of times (or looked at this for a couple of minutes) do you
have questions about it? Is that a good or a bad thing?

Is this poem/ painting expressing something you have felt or a situation you have been
in? Does it do a good job at it?

Do you think that this poem/painting is beautiful? Why or why not? Do you think
poems and paintings should be beautiful?

Can you see things that the poet/artist used to make the message more clear? Or, if it's
not an easy to understand poem/painting, what did the poet/artist use to make it that
way? Do you think that making it somewhat obscure was a good choice?

What is the stress pattern and line length in the poem? Does it follow all the way
through? What about the rhyming, if any? If there are variations, do you think they are
there for a purpose?

In the painting, name several things that tie the whole thing together. Is there anything
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that seems to stick out? Do you think this is on purpose?

e Discuss some ways that you think the poem and the painting are trying to say the same
sort of thing or using similar tools.

* Do you think that the artist wants you to think about something more after you think
about what’s in the poem/painting? What?

Here are some suggested individual activities for the students to do.

* Organize and write down some of your thoughts about the comparison and contrast
between this poem and painting.

e Write or draw something with the level of detail that you studied in the poem and the
painting. If you were working with the less representational works (“anyone lived in a
pretty how town,” ‘R-P-O-P-H-E-S-S-A-G-R,” or ‘Storm Spirits’), try to do something in
that style but that still communicates an idea.

e Write a reaction piece to the poet or artist. Let them know what worked for you in their
piece, and what you have questions about.

e Find at least five elements about either the poem or the painting that unify it, and write
an essay describing them.

e Create an artwork that matches your reaction to and/or ideas about one of the poems.

e Create an artwork that contrasts with one of the poems.

Frank Huff, Jr.
Living Their Religion

The following pages of poetry use some of the images from the suggested list as well as other
suitable images. All the images are available at sma.nebo.edu
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The Toucan

Tell me who can
Catch a toucan?
Lou can.

Just how few can
Ride the toucan?
Two can.

What kind of goo can
Stick you to the toucan?
Glue can.

Who can write some
More about the toucan?
You can!

—Shel Silverstein

James Christensen, The Rhinoceros
I Like to See it Lap the Miles

I like to see it lap the Miles—
And lick the Valleys up—

And stop to feed itself at Tanks—
And then— prodigious step

Around a Pile of Mountains—

And supercilious peer

In Shanties— by the sides of Roads—
And then a Quarry pare

To fit its Ribs

And crawl between
Complaining all the while

In horrid-hooting stanza—
Then chase itself down Hill—

And neigh like Boanerges—
Then— punctual as a Star
Stop— docile and omnipotent
At its own stable door—
—Emily Dickinson

Brian Kershisnik, Flight Practice with Instructor
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The Lightning is a Yellow Fork

The Lightning is a yellow Fork
From Tables in the sky

By inadvertent fingers dropt
The awful Cutlery

Of mansions never quite disclosed
And never quite concealed

The Apparatus of the Dark

To ignorance revealed.

—Emily Dickinson
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Mark Robinson, Housecat
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Poem

As the cat
climbed over
the top of

The jamcloset
first the right
forefoot

carefully
then the hind
stepped down

into the pit of
the empty
flowerpot Edith Roberson, Channel Three
—William Carlos Williams

The Guitarist Tunes Up

With what attentive courtesy he bent
Over his instrument;

Not as a lordly conqueror who could
Command both wire and wood,

But as a man with a loved woman might,
Inquiring with delight

What slight essential things she had to say
Before they started, he and she, to play.
—Frances Cornford (1886-1960)

Olena Kirichenko, Virgin Land Dinner
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Boy at the Window

Seeing the snowman standing all alone
In dusk and cold is more than he can bear. Howell Rosenbaum, Children at Play
The small boy weeps to hear the wind prepare
A night of gnashings and enormous moan.
His tearful sight can hardly reach to where
The pale-faced figure with bitumen eyes
Returns him such a god-forsaken stare

As outcast Adam gave to Paradise.

The man of snow is, nonetheless, content,
Having no wish to go inside and die.

Still, he is moved to see the youngster cry.
Though frozen water is his element,

He melts enough to drop from one soft eye

A trickle of the purest rain, a tear

For the child at the bright pane surrounded by
Such warmth, such light, such love, and so much fear.
—Richard Wilbur

Tree at My Window

Tree at my window, window tree,

My sash is lowered when night comes on;
But let there never be curtain drawn
Between you and me.

Vague dream-head lifted out of the ground,
And thing next most diffuse to cloud,

Not all your light tongues talking aloud
Could be profound.

But, tree, I have seen you taken and tossed,
And if you have seen me when I slept,

You have seen me when I was taken and
swept

And all but lost.

Calvin Fletcher, Cache Valley Poplars

That day she put our heads together,

Fate had her imagination about her,

Your head so much concerned with outer,
Mine with inner, weather.

—Robert Frost
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Minerva Teichert, Detail from
Hereford Roundup

Never Again Would Birds’ Song be the Same

He would declare and could himself believe
That the birds there in all the garden round
From having heard the daylong voice of Eve
Had added to their own an oversound,

Her tone of meaning but without the words.
Admittedly an eloquence so soft

Could only have had an influence on birds
When call or laughter carried it aloft.

Be that as may be, she was in their song.
Moreover her voice upon their voices crossed
Had now persisted in the woods so long
That probably it never would be lost.

Never again would birds’ song be the same.
And to do that to birds was why she came.
—Robert Frost

Neutral Tones

We stood by a pond that winter day,

And the sun was white, as though chidden of

God,

And a few leaves lay on the starving sod;
—They had fallen from an ash, and were gray.

Your eyes on me were as eyes that rove

Over tedious riddles of years ago;

And some words played between us to and fro
On which lost the more by our love.

The smile on your mouth was the deadest thing
Alive enough to have strength to die;
And a grin of bitterness swept thereby

Like an ominous bird a-wing. . . .

| Since then, keen lessons that love deceives,

| And wrings with wrong, have shaped to me

Your face, and the God-curst sun, and a tree,

| And a pond edged with grayish leaves.
—Thomas Hardy

Bruce Smith, Jacob and Leah
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The Fish

I caught a tremendous fish

and held him beside the boat
half out of water, with my hook
fast in a corner of his mouth.

H didn’t fight.

He hadn’t fought at all.

He hung a grunting weight,
battered and venerable

and homely. Here and there

his brown skin hung in strips
like ancient wall-paper,

shapes like full-blown roses
stained and lost through age.
He was speckled with barnacles,
fine rosettes of lime,

and infested

with tiny white sea-lice,

and underneath two or three
rags of green weed hung down.
while his gills were breathing in
the terrible oxygen

—the frightening gills,

fresh and crisp with blood,

that can cut so badly—

I thought of the coarse white flesh
packed in like feathers,

the big bones and the little bones,
the dramatic reds and blacks

of his shiny entrails,

and the pink swim-bladder

like a big peony.

I looked into his eyes

which were far larger than mine
but shallower, and yellowed,
the irises backed and packed
with tarnished tinfoil

seen through the lenses

of old scratched isinglass.

They shifted a little, but not

to return my stare.

—It was more like the tipping
of an object toward the light.

I admired his sullen face,

and then I saw

that from his lower lip

—if you could call it a lip—
grim, wet, and weapon-like
hung five old pieces of fish-line,
or four and a wire leader

with the swivel still attached,
with all their five big hooks
grown firmly in his mouth.

A green line, frayed at the end
where he broke it, two heavier lines,
and a fine black thread

still crimped from the stain and snap
when it broke and he got away.
Like medals with their ribbons
frayed and wavering,

a five-haired beard of wisdom
trailing from his aching jaw.

I stared and stared

and victory filled up

the little rented boat,

from the pool of bilge

where oil had spread a rainbow
around the rusted engine

to the bailer rusted orange,

the sun-cracked thwarts,

the oarlocks on their strings,
the gunnels— until everything
was rainbow, rainbow, rainbow!
And I let the fish go.
—Elizabeth Bishop
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Robert Marshall,
Iridesence

Below the Surface-stream, Shallow and Light

Below the surface-stream, shallow and light,

Of what we say we feel— below the stream,

As light, of what we think we feel— there flows
With noiseless current strong, obscure and deep,
The central stream of what we feel indeed.
—Matthew Arnold

Walking Across the Atlantic

I wait for the holiday crowd to clear the beach
before stepping onto the first wave.

Soon I am walking across the Atlantic
thinking about Spain,
checking for whales, waterspouts.

I feel the water holding up my shifting weight.
Tonight I will sleep on its rocking surface.

But for now I try to imagine what

this must look like to the fish below,

the bottoms of my feet appearing, disappearing.
--Billy Collins

Joseph Ostraff, Albino Trout
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Child Development

As sure as prehistoric fish grew legs

and sauntered off the beaches into forests
working up some irregular verbs for their
first conversation, so three-year-old children
enter the phase of name-calling.

Every day a new one arrives and is added
to the repertoire. You Dumb Goopyhead,
You Big Sewerface, You Poop-on-the-Floor
(a kind of Navaho ring to that one)

they yell from knee level, their little mugs
flushed with challenge.

Nothing Samuel Johnson would bother tossing out Lee Bennion, Snow Queen

in a pub, but then the toddlers are not trying

to devastate some fatuous Enlightenment hack.
They are just tormenting their fellow squirts

or going after the attention of the giants

way up there with their cocktails and bad breath
talking baritone nonsense to other giants,
waiting to call them names after thanking

them for the lovely party and hearing the door
close.

The mature save their hothead invective

for things: an errant hammer, tire chains,

or receding trains missed by seconds,

though they know in their adult hearts,

even as they threaten to banish Timmy to bed
for his appalling behavior,

that their bosses are Big Fatty Stupids,

their wives are Dopey Dopeheads

and that they themselves are Mr. Sillypants.
—Billy Collins

Martha Harding, Becoming as a Little Child
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anyone lived in a pretty how town

anyone lived in a pretty how town
(with up so floating many bells down)
spring summer autumn winter

he sang his didn’t he danced his did.

women and men(both little and small)

cared for anyone not at all

they sowed their isn’t they reaped their same
sun moon stars rain

children guessed(but only a few

and down they forgot as up they grew
autumn winter spring summer)

that noone loved him more by more

when by now and tree by leaf

she laughed his joy she cried his grief
bird by snow and stir by still
anyone’s any was all to her

someones married their everyones
laughed their cryings and did their dance
(sleep wake home and then)they

said their nevers they slept their dream

Jacqui Larsen,
Cottage Industry

stars rain sun moon

(and only the snow can begin to explain
how children are apt to forget to remember
with up so floating many bells down)

one day anyone died i guess

(and noone stooped to kiss his face)
busy folk buried them side by side
little by little and was by was

all by all and deep by deep

and more by more they dream their sleep
noone and anyone earth by april

wish by spirit and if by yes.

Women and men(both dong and ding)
summer autumn winter spring

reaped their sowing and went their came
sun moon stars rain

—e. e. cummings




Hamlen Brook

At the alder-darkened brink
Where the stream slows to a lucid jet
I lean to the water, dinting its top with sweat,
And see, before I can drink,

A startled inchling trout

Of spotted near-transparency,
Trawling a shadow solider than he.
He swerves now, darting out

To where, in a flicked slew
Of sparks and glittering silt, he weaves
Through stream-bed rocks, disturbing foundered leaves, Robert Marshall, Iridesence
And butts then out of view

Beneath a sliding glass
Crazed by the skimming of a brace
Of burnished dragon-flies across its face,
In which deep cloudlets pass

And a white precipice
Of mirrored birch-trees plunges down
Toward where the azures of the zenith drown.
How shall I drink all this?

Joy’s trick is to supply
Dry lips with what can cool and slake,
Leaving them dumbstruck also with an ache

Nothing can satisfy.
—Richard Wilbur ”

Elbert Eastmond,
Pagent of the Clouds




A Black Birch in Winter

You might not know this old tree by its bark,

which once was striate, smooth, and glossy-dark,

So deep now are the rifts which separate ]
Its roughened surface into flake and plate.

Fancy might less remind you of a birch
Than of mosaic columns in a church
Like Ara Coeli or the Lateran,

Or the trenched features of an agéd man.

Still, do not be too much persuaded by
These knotty furrows and these tesserae
To think of patterns made from outside-in
Or finished wisdom in a shriveled skin.

Old trees are doomed to annual rebirth, : e :

New wood, new life, new compass, greater girth, Paul Salisbury, Mountain Solitude
And this is all their wisdom and their art—

To grow, stretch, crack, and not yet come apart.

—Richard Wilbur

Rondeau

The year has cast its cloak away
That was of driving rains and snows,
And now in flowered arras goes,
And wears the clear sun’s glossy ray.

No bird or beast but seems to say

In cries or chipper tremelos:

The year has cast its cloak away
That was of driving rains and snows.

Stream, brook and silver fountain play;,
And each upon itself bestows

A spangled livery as it flows.

All creatures are in fresh array.

The year has cast its cloak away.
—Charles D’Orélans,

translated by Richard Wilbur

John Hafen, The Mountain Stream
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All That Time

I saw two trees embracing.

One leaned on the other

as if to throw her down.

But she was the upright one.
Since their twin youth, maybe she
had been pulling him toward her
all that time,

and finally almost uprooted him.

He was the thin, dry, insecure one,

the most wind-warped, you could see.
And where their tops tangled

it looked like he was crying

on her shoulder.

On the other hand, maybe he

had been trying to weaken her,
break her, or at least

make her bend

over backwards for him

just a little bit.

And all that time

she was standing up to him

the best she could.

She was the most stubborn,

the straightest one, that’s a fact.
But he had been willing

to change himself—

even if it was for the worse—
all that time.

At the top they looked like one

tree, where they were embracing.

It was plain they’d be

always together.

Too late now to part.

When the wind blew, you could hear
them rubbing on each other.

—May Swenson (1919-1989)

Lee Greene Richards, Big Cottonwood Stream
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Spring

Spring came slowly to the valley lands,
Slower to the hills

where pines unmortised from their melting molds

slipped dripping loads,

And their glistening needles, wetwaxed, glared.

Ice on the creek

Quit cracking, crashing caves of crystals,
Soon resumed

The rumble and the rush of far-off feud.
A dark town

Cowered in the canyon mouth between
The hills” knees.

Its bare trees bristling like a ruffled bird’s
Plumes. The all

But inaudible sound of the sinking snow
Stirred wonder without words

In us. We forsook the long wan winter’s
Bound encumbrance

And felt the unfettered freedom of the live
Loadlifted limbs.

—Edward L. Hart

Wallace Lee, Winter Solitude
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Heber Standsfield, Mt. Nebo, Early Spring

Winter

As usual: six, and we dressed,

But the sky was still dark until seven.
Morning was grim in the west;
Summer was gone by eleven.

Nobody spoke at chores.

When we finished, we bedded the stables,
Chinked the cracks in the gables,

And bolted the granary doors.

The lawn was the first spot white.
Stubble was covered by noon.

In evening's feeble light

Earth lay in a marble swoon.

And then the wind woke with a roar
That hollowed our house like a cave.
Night rolled from the hills in a wave
And swallowed the world to our door.
—Edward L. Hart



Florence Ware, Nature’s Embroidery

Two Voices in a Meadow

A Milkweed
Anonymous as cherubs
Over the crib of God,
White seeds are floating
Out of my burst pod.
What power had I
Before I learned to yield?
Shatter me, great wind:

I shall possess the field.

A Stone
As casual as cow-dung
Under the crib of God,
I lie where chance would have me,
Up to the ears in sod.
Why should I move? To move
Befits a light desire.
The sill of Heaven would founder,

Did such as I aspire.
—Richard Wilbur

Issac Covington, Great White Throne
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To Utah
I. Arrival

Nobody wanted this place:
Spaniards saw it and turned back;
Trappers endured the taste

Of salt in the wind for the fur pack
Or love of space.

When settlers planned
Westward treks it was California
They chose, and cursed this land
For standing in the way with its thorns and
Hot sand.

Birger Sandzen, Moonrise in the Canyon

The sun of a late July

Burns varnish onto summit rock.
Wagons and teams go by.
Escarpments for a moment block
The scalding sky.

Teams trail in a line now,

Over the downward roll of the hill,
Brushed by cedar bough;

Then ages of Indian stone worlds spill
From an iron plow.

—Edward L. Hart

Douglas Snow, Desert Landscape
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Elements of Poetry

From nursery rhymes to birthday cards, and Christmas carols and almost any other song we
hear, poetry is all around us. But if analyzing poetry with your class feels a bit daunting, or
it's been a long time since you did this kind of thing, here is an introduction to poetic analy-
sis. I do not imagine that many teachers will find their students ready to use the more techni-
cal of these terms, but my experience has been that even very young kids enjoy looking for
and understanding how some of the ‘nuts and bolts” of poetry work.

Appearance
The poet is the only writer who has control over where the words appear on the page. So, the

first consideration of a poem (as with an artwork) is, “How does it look?” It might be
arranged in stanzas (verses), or look nearly as continuous as prose. It may depend on its
placement on the page for some of its effect. Some of the poems of e.e. cummings, for exam-
ple, rely partly on their visual impact (see “R-P-O-P-H-E-S-5-A-G-R,” and “Concrete Cat”).

The length of lines and the length of stanzas do a lot to give a poem a sense of pacing, or
speed. To some extent, the longer these things are, the more weighty the poetry feels.

I sometimes imagine that I am blindfolded, and that the poet is leading me through the poem.
What is the pace like? Quick, or even and measured? Does it stay the same so that I get used
to the pattern, or are there quick turns, abrupt stops, and sudden accelerations?

These features are somewhat analogous to the effect that line has in visual art— Are the lines
heavy or light and delicate? Do they convey motion, or are they more static?

Meter
Poets choose and arrange their words with great care. Poetry that seems to follow the basic
cadences of conversation is often very precisely constructed.

Traditionally, poetry was written in regular meters— patterns that could be virtually dia-
grammed out. In the last 50-75 years, fewer poets have written exclusively in metered verse. I
have found, though, that non-metered poetry is often as carefully crafted as a traditional set
form.

Poetic meter is described by naming the basic ‘stress/ non-stress’ pattern of the syllables, and
by counting how many of these patterns (each one is called a ‘foot’) occur in each line. It is
perfectly feasible to look at a poem and discuss its stress pattern without using “official”
terms— this approach would suit younger grades.

The patterns are:

Tambic An iamb has two syllables: non-stress, stress; or, “da-DUM.”
“I never saw a purple cow, I never hope to see one,

but I can tell you, anyhow, I'd rather see than be one.” is iambic.
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Trochaic A trochee also has two syllables: stress, non-stress; or, “DUM-da.”
“Twinkle, twinkle little star,” and “Eeny, meeny, miney, moe,” are in clear trochaic meter.

Anapestic An anapest has three syllables per foot: non-stress, non-stress, stress; or, “da-da-
DUM.”
“On a tree by a willow a little tom tit sang ‘willow, tit-willow, tit-willow,” is anapestic.

Dactylic A dactyl also has three syllable per foot: stress, non-stress, non-stress; or “DUM-da-
da.”

“Pussy cat, pussy cat, where have you been?/ I've been to London to look at the Queen,” is
dactylic.

The other element of meter is the length of the line, or how many feet each line has. The pat-
tern for naming this is pretty straightforward: two feet is ‘dimeter,” three feet is ‘trimeter,” four
feet is ‘quadrameter,” five feet is ‘pentameter,” then ‘hexameter,” ‘heptameter’ and ‘octimeter.’
From three feet to six feet are the most common lengths.

I usually go about scanning the meter of a poem (i.e. figuring it out) by reading it with natu-
ral inflection, but slowly. Where I can hear a clear stress, I mark a line above that syllable that
is much like an apostrophe, or a French ‘grave” accent. Syllables that seem clearly not stressed
get a mark above them that is essentially the mark we use to indicate a short vowel, or a
parenthesis on its back.

After this first reading, I reread the poem and try to mark almost all of the syllables as
stressed or not stressed, filling in the pattern. If there really doesn’t seem to be a pattern,
don’t strain for it— it won’t be useful. I would suggest that you scan the poems you will
work with as part of your preparation.

Don'’t be surprised if working out the meter leaves you with some incomplete feet or an occa-
sional alteration of meter. It seems as though our ears are pleased by patterns, but can get
bored with total uniformity— the meter in good poetry is likely to have some flex.

However, consider the possibility that the alterations are there on purpose. Try to figure out if
these changes in pattern speed you up or slow you down and if there is some significance to
them. In the included poem “Tree at my Window,’ it is easy to see that the last lines of the
stanzas are much shorter than the other lines. But when you look carefully at stress patterns,
you find that those short final lines each have three strong stresses. In other words, in about
half the number of syllables, they have nearly as many stressed ones as the longer lines.
Whether we are aware of it at first or not, this slows us down on the fourth lines and gives
them (and what they are saying) greater weight.

Be aware that almost any of the stress patterns can have a comic effect if word choice (or even
the way the poem is read) employs the pattern too strongly.

There was once a young man from Japan
Whose poetry never would scan,
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When people asked why
He replied, “Because I
Always try to get as many words into the last line as I possibly can.”

Rhyme

Rhyme is the feature of poetry that is most familiar. Rhyme ties the sound shape of the poem
together. There are wonderful intricacies possible in rhyming beyond the most common pat-
tern where the final syllable of two different lines contain the same final vowel and consonant
sounds (such as “boat” and ‘coat’).

In addition to that straightforward rhyme, you can have the sounds match for the final two
syllables— this is called double rhyme. ‘Leader” and ‘reader’ are examples of double rhyme.

You can have just consonant sounds match, at the beginning or the end of words. This is
called consonance. The pairs “up/ pop,” and ‘right/ wrong’ feel connected by their sounds,
even though the connection is not as strong as a conventional rhyme (note that spelling is not
the issue, but the aural sound of the word).

There are many possibilities: near-rhymes (sometimes called slant rhymes) such as “peer/
pare,” and ‘star/door’ from Dickinson’s ‘I like to see it lap the miles;” and sight rhymes, which
turn the aural idea on its head and rely only on how the words are written, rather than on
how they sound.

The conventional way to plot out the rhyme scheme of a poem is to jot a letter at the end of
each line, repeating the letter if the end of that line rhymes with a previous line. The well-
known verse, ‘Roses are red. . .” has a rhyme scheme that would be written ABCB, because it
is just the 2nd and 4th lines that rhyme.

In the included Robert Frost poem, “Tree at my Window,” the rhyme scheme is ABBA CDDC. .
. following this pattern through the stanzas. However, in the last stanza, the final syllables of
all of the lines rhyme together (GGGG). Also, the final stanza is constructed with double
rhymes in the same pattern as the rest of the poem. (*-gether’ rhymes with ‘weather,” and ‘-
bout her’ rhymes with ‘outer’) This kind of detail has the effect of strongly bringing the end
of the poem together, even if you don’t notice it when you first read it or hear it. Finding
something like this can give you a rich appreciation of the skill of the poet. This kind of unity
in poetry is analogous to unity of line, or shape in a painting.

A couple of final notes.

—Give yourself time with the poems and the paintings, and encourage your students to take
time. Their off-the-cuff response may be “I don’t get it (and I want to quit trying),” but prod
them to think longer and look carefully. When we are purely telling stories, we usually do it
in a straightforward way— but that doesn’t mean that all worthwhile stories come in easy
narrative form. Poems and paintings exist because the people who made them wanted to say
something this way, instead of another.

—Making an overhead copy of the poem you want to discuss can make things easier.
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—Feel free to make other pairings— there’s probably something worth talking about between
almost any poem and painting, or any two paintings or poems.

—If you enjoy this poetry and want to find some more ‘good stuff,” I recommend finding an
old textbook from an introduction to literature class. One good one is by X.J. Kennedy, anoth-
er is by Lawrence Perrine. A text like this is likely to devote a few hundred pages to poetry,
with good explanations and interesting poems to read.

—Another recommendation: Richard Wilbur and Billy Collins each have published collec-
tions of poetry with many wonderful poems.
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