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 Introduction

For several years, proponents of my
work have asked my thoughts on poetry, on what constitutes the
poem. I’ve culled some thoughts on the topic over the years and
will present them in this book. These thoughts are not so much
opinion as fact, and not all of them are original to me. They are
my observations of what works to render a poem universally
relevant, attractive, and lasting.

I have noticed with chagrin that in many
how-to books about poetry the author seems content to assume our
audience has left (which it has) and is never coming back (which it
most certainly will). I contend that society’s appreciation and
support of poetry can be retrieved and that our audience will
return. It is a matter of regaining the trust of the poetry
audience, something we collectively shattered with the advent and
profligation of obscure, nonsensical scribblings that some managed
to pass off, with the well-meaning and inadvertent help of
tenure-seeking professors, as poetry.

The very notion that a poem
must be dissected and interpreted to be understood is haughty,
foolish, and self-defeating. I know of no other writers in other
genres who demand that their work be interpreted. The poet only
begins a poem; the reader finishes it. The poet selects an emotion,
strains it through the filter of his experiences, and puts it on
paper as a poem; then the reader takes the poem, strains it through
the filter of her experiences, and derives an emotion from it. The
poet who is serious about craft must learn that one poem written is
a dozen, a hundred, a thousand, or a million received and
understood, all without the reader’s conscious effort to
“interpret” it. This fact alone benefits the poet in at least two
ways: it liberates him to write more and better poetry, and it
automatically and radically increases his body of work. You might
consider this book a blueprint to effect the expeditious return of
the poetry audience—or at least the return of your poetry audience.

As you read this, you might begin to
sense that it presents poetry as religion or, if you wish, poetry
as obsession. That’s fine; nothing great ever has been achieved
unless obsession was the catalyst. So now we come to it: this book
is nothing more or less than a turn in the road you have chosen to
travel, or else in the road that has chosen you as its traveler.
May this turn incite your passion, ignite your obsession, and steer
you toward excellence in the craft.






What This Book Will Do

In this book, we’ll discuss the
structure of the poem, canto, stanza, and line, even to the
molecular level, discussing how the sounds of certain letters or
letter combinations in certain words affect the reader; whether and
why the length or brevity of a line or stanza has a certain effect
on the reader; how to construct sentences within the poem so they
are most effective; the use of punctuation in poetry; the use of
meter in poetry, intentional or otherwise; alliteration, assonance,
and consonance; the purposes and types of rhyme and its
effectiveness or ineffectiveness; the art and necessity of
observation, the ability of the poet to sense our world intimately,
then report what she senses to the reader; and, overall, how to
siphon from the ether an abstract, an emotion, and put it into
fixed form, a poem, in such a way that the reader can experience
the same emotion.

We’ll also discuss common misconceptions:
that reading and studying the works of other poets will somehow
dilute your writing style; that the poem, once written, is a pure
art form that never should be rewritten or altered; that authorial
intent is more important than reader perception; that reader
perception is more important than authorial intent; and that one
reader’s “interpretation,” say that of your English professor, is
more valuable or legitimate than another. Perhaps most importantly,
this will provide the poet with shortcuts to knowledge she
eventually would have gleaned from her own, solitary study of
poetry.
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