Poetry, Week 6, T P Due 11/6/03

I want to begin by talking about last week’s workshop, which I hope will be useful as we proceed through the year in this Workshop setting.  I’m especially interested in the idea of the author’s note.  Think of this:  what does it say about a poem when the poem can only be understood with the added information gleaned from the author’s note.  Discussion of a poem should, I think properly, focus on the information in the poem itself first; the text of that poem is the only information that a reader or listener, outside the workshop setting, will ever get.  If the poem doesn’t work without added information, without the knowledge that it actually happened while you were playing Frisbee in the park with your dog Barkly, then it needs to be taken back to the shop.

That’s not to say that in our class discussions of each other’s poems that information like that in the author’s note isn’t interesting; if you and your peers have wrung out all the interpretations and impressions of a given poem, then talking about the idea that drove the poem, or the actual history you’re drawing on for the poem, might be a good idea;  it lets your readers see where you  intended  to go, and maybe gives them ideas for specific corrections that you can use to sharpen your poem.

After today’s class, you should have a better grip on the idea of metaphor, and the role it plays in lyric poetry.  Remember:  be choosy about your comparisons, make them intuitive, surprising, compressed and resonant.  Good metaphors are the key to the puzzle of how to let images carry the emotional weight of the poem.  Metaphors which have become clichés are often drained of that concentrated energy; and they’re difficult to use well unless you use them in an entirely new way.  Striking metaphors make the reader see and feel the comparison in a way that is intuitively right, but in a way that he/she has never considered before.

This week write a poem that has at least one strong image/metaphor.  Center the poem on a specific place, one that is sacred or holy to you.  It can certainly be a church, synagogue, or temple, but it can also be a place something wonderful or terrible has happened, a place in the wild, a place in your house or room, the lowest shelf in your refrigerator.  Make it specific, but write it into your poem in any way that feels right to you.  And use a metaphor, small or large to make the poem something others can understand in a way that lets them feel what that place means to you.  In other words, the sacred place can be the metaphor, or you can use metaphor to talk about the place you’re interested in.

Next Thursday and Friday are the Faculty Retreat, and I won’t be here for Poetry Workshop.  I’m going to ask you to assemble in the usual manner, and to break up into small groups and to go over your poems.  You can then spend the rest of class reading from the David Kirby book, with a brief discussion about the way his poems work (or don’t) and, if you want, dismiss yourselves early.  Back to business as usual the following week.

