POETRY, WEEK 6, WINTER '04, DUE 2/12

Jane Hirschfield's The Lives of the Heart mines much of the same territory as the ecstatic Persian poets of the 16th centuries; she is, in a sense, acting as a teacher or spiritual guide, though her advice is dispensed in a less direct, more modernist fashion. She is less cynical and more overt in her concerns that many of her contemporaries, and her primary concerns fit very well with the questions of Transcendent Practices. She addresses the heart in all its metaphorical manifestations, and it's impossible to read (especially the first half of) the book without trying out the word heart in all of its esoteric, as well as its terribly overused meanings. The fact that this very popular book addresses the heart almost as a seperate character throughout may say more about the longing that people have to reconnect with something they feel, in modern life, terribly disconnected from. People seem to believe, I think rightly, that Poetry may be more successful in addressing that something than prose forms. Why?

Current mainstream American poetry combines naarative and lyric poetry. (If you don't remember what these terms refer to, check you Poetry Handbook.) In other words, modern poems often tell a story, and rely, for their emotional wieght, on a sort of epiphany or insight that the poet is willing to share. Hirschfield's poetry is clearly a blend of these characteristics. Most of the poems have an identifiable story, whether it's feeding pears to her horse or observing foxes on a walk, or making dinner. Embedded in the stories epiphany, usually small but powerful, often relying on the various metaphors for heart, to give the poem its resonance, value, meaning. Piece and Sual Williams, who performed on campus last week, combine, strangely, the same characteristics: their stories are fragmented, but usually identifiably about something, and about something important. The insights they convey rely less on the indirection of metaphor, and more on the revision and playing around with syntax, rejiggering the rhythms and music of speech, the clever use of multiple of word-meanings, and the deliberate disruption of the listener's expectations/prejudices. I'd argue that, instead of a radically new form, it's a (cool) first cousin to lyric poetry.

But with a difference. Spoken word poets seem to be able to say precisely how they feel. Those declarative sentences are embedded in long, sonically beautiful riffs, but they're more direct statements of sentiment than more traditional, on-the-page poets can get away with. (Notice how I've been steering you away from direct "I feel sad..." statements in your work this year, arguing that those statements tend to have the effect of turning off the reader, of defecting and defeating the desired communication.) Most contemporary poets, from Hirschfield to Kirby, rely on image and metaphor to carry the emotional weight of the poem. But notice: most contemporary lyric poets do deal primarily with sentiment, with matters of the heart. They just do it in an indirect way, by using metaphors and construction that are non-linear, images that are often frankly irrational, and (dreamlike?) "leaps" that, in prose, wouldn't make sense, but in poetry ring powerfully true. This is like that...

This week write a Hirschfield poem. Aim small. Choose a small epiphany (ah-ha!) that you can convey with careful images. Be specific; go through the particular to reach the universal. No stylistic constraints; good luck.

