
Becoming a Poet

If you write poems, you can do just about anything you want.  No rhymes, no rules, no punctuation, no problem.   But if you want to make the transition from being someone who writes poems to being a poet, you need to step things up.  Here a six-pack of some suggestions for doing that:

1.  Write about something besides your self.  OK, it’s what you know best, but that’s not always a good thing.  What you know best may be so contained by your introspection that it’s of no interest (or use) to anyone else.  Use who you are to expand your range.

2.  Don’t write prose and call it poetry.  Yes, there IS a difference.  If you want to tell a story and toss in a couple metaphors that occurred to you, feel free.  But that’s not the same as constructing a poem.  If you don’t see the difference, try reading some “classic” poetry -- just about anything written before 1850.

3.  Pay attention to your poetics.  Rhyme works... if it’s not too simple or obvious or forced or cliched.  But meter and alliterative patterns predate rhyme in English by about three hundred years, so make them work for you.  And don’t forget the subtle things -- internal rhyme, for instance, and varied line length.

4.  Get a narrative clue.  It’s OK to take a snapshot with words.  But it’s not enough.  Poetry needs to move, to take the reader someplace: even a good haiku does this.  So find yourself a bit of tension, a resolution, a beginning, a middle and an end.

5.  Read good poets.  If you ignore your poetic heritage you’ll just end up an ignorant poetry writer.  Start with Shakespeare’s sonnets. Read (or re-read) Wordsworth and Keats.  Sample Tennyson, Yeats and T.S. Eliot. Or take a road trip along the great American poetic highway -- Whitman,  Wallace Stevens, Robert Frost, et als.  Want to stay humble?  See if you can keep up with Longfellow for even half a page.

6.  Find a song.  Poetry writers can get away with being prosaic, but poets are singers.  Check out the lyrics of the great stage songwriters (Gershwin, Hart, Hammerstein, and, of course, Irving Berlin), and the singer-poets of the ‘60s (Lennon/McCartney, Dylan, Joni Mitchell) and recite the words without the music.  See if you can do that well.
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