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Notes on Writing Poems.
© Alan Maley ( 2006)
It is difficult to know just where or how to start, given that people’s opinions about poetry are so diverse, and usually so strongly-held~ often because of compulsory mis-education at school!.  I will therefore try to make this a lot briefer than the Notes on Writing Short Stories!
I’ll begin by offering a categorisation of poems, to help you in making a choice about the kind of poem you want to write.  Then I’ll make some suggestions about how to set about writing.  Finally, I’ll issue some warnings about what NOT to do!

1. Some Ways of Categorising Poems:

I have found it helpful to describe poems in three different ways:

· By Their Type (or Function)

This answers the question, what is this poem trying to do?  For example,

~  to express or evoke strong emotions (most often about love, or nature or whatever…)  This gives rise to Lyric Poetry.

~  to make people laugh (or at least, smile).  This gives rise to Comic Poetry.

~  to mock people or society.  This gives rise to Satirical poetry.

~  to express anger or strong disapproval of something or someone.  This gives rise to Protest Poetry.

~  to tell a story.  This gives rise to Narrative Poetry.

~  to commemorate someone’s life after they have died or while they are still alive.  This gives rise to Elegies or Eulogies respectively.

~  to describe something (a person, an object, an animal, etc.) in evocative and revealing detail.  This gives rise to the Poetry of Observation.

~ to express strong spiritual feelings.  This gives rise to Religious Poetry.

…and so on.  I cannot give a comprehensive description of all the types/purposes but I hope you get my drift!

· By Their Formal Properties.

By this, I mean that poems can be described in terms of their length (number of lines or stanzas), of their rhythmical structure (the number of strong and weak beats in a line: often called metre.), their rhyming scheme, the patterning of repetition of lines or phrases, and so on.
Many of the characteristic forms of English poetry have very well-defined rules relating to their formal properties.  For example, if you want to write a Limerick, it must rhyme a a b b a; it must refer to a person and a place (usually) in the first two lines.  It must have three strong beats in lines 1,2 and 5, and 2 beats in lines 3 and 4.  And it should usually be irreverent or downright rude!  Here is an example:

There was an old spinster from Fife,

Who had never been kissed in her life.

Then she thought of her cat,

Said, ‘I’ll try kissing that.’

But the cat meowed, ‘Not on your life!’

Likewise, if you want to write a Shakespearean sonnet, it has to have 14 lines arranged in 3 groups of 4 lines followed by a final rhyming couplet.  The rhyme scheme has to be:  abab, cdcd, efef, gg.  The lines should have a regular metrical structure of 5 strong beats per line – what is called iambic pentameter (tiTUMtiTUMtiTUMtiTUMtiTUM: That TIME of YEAR thou MAYs’t in ME beHOLD…)…and so on.
Some of the most common forms in English poetry are the sonnet, the villanelle, the quatrain, the ballad, the haiku, the clerihew, etc.  The point is, it is worth considering whether you want to write within a formal pattern or not, and then learn what the rules are.  You may well prefer so-called ‘Free Verse’ but even this is constrained by rules to some extent. (Nothing comes ‘free’ in this world.) It is extremely easy to write extremely bad ‘free verse’!

· By the Quality of Their Attention to the Poetic Devices Available.

Here I am referring to the linguistic devices which are available to a poet: things like metaphor, simile, personification, punning, alliteration and assonance, rhyme and rhythm (not necessarily regular as in the formal verse types listed above), parallelism / repetition (at the level of sound, words, phrases, whole lines, whole stanzas), unusual collocations, striking word choice, new word coinages, etc.

Such linguistic resources are, of course, available in everyday uses of language too, but they tend to be used more consciously, and more frequently, in poems.  It is well worth your while to become familiar with this linguistic tool-kit.  It is the technical resource poets draw upon when they write.

2. How to get going.

· I suggest you read a lot of poetry in English just to enter the bloodstream of this rich body of work. By reading a lot, you will hopefully get a feel for the way English poetry works, and become familiar with the kinds of factors I discussed in 1. above.  

    I would suggest a few very accessible collections to start with.  They 
          are:

           The Rattlebag.  eds. Seamus Heaney and Ted Hughes.  Published

           by Faber and Faber.

           A Shame to Miss. Books 1-3. ed. Anne Fine.  Published by Corgi      

           Books.

          The Nation’s Favourite Poems.  ed. Griff Rhys Jones.  Published

          by BBC Books.
          The Nation’s Favourite Comic Poems. ed. Griff Rhys Jones. 

          Published by BBC Books.

           Sounds Good: 100 poems to be heard.  ed. Christopher Reid. 

           Published by Faber and Faber.

           The Funny Side: 101 humorous poems.  ed. Wendy Cope. 

           Published by Faber and Faber.

      When you read the poems, try to ‘hear’ them as well as to process 

      them intellectually.  Poems work through their sounds as well as

           through their meanings.

· Choose something you really want to write about.  If you have a problem finding something, use the list I provided in the Short story notes.  It can serve poetry just as well.  Don’t feel that your subject has to be highly emotive or world-shattering.  Poems can be about anything, from battery hens to obesity, from the old woman in a supermarket to the soldier in the trenches. 

· When you have your subject, jot down a few phrases you might want to use.  In fact, it’s a good idea to keep a notebook just for jottings of this kind.  Don’t throw anything away: it might come in handy one day!

· Decide on the Type of poem you want to write (lyrical, narrative, etc.) Decide on the Form you want your poem to take.  Maybe you will want to submit to the discipline of a constraining form, like a sonnet.  More likely, you will want to write ‘free verse’ without too many constraints.  If that is the case, consider what Devices you are going to include in your poem.  Is there a controlling metaphor, for example?  How much use will you make of phonetic features like assonance or alliteration?  What images and figurative tropes will you use? Keep jotting down what comes to mind.
· Gradually make a first draft of your poem.  Show it to someone you trust.  What can you do to improve it?  Then leave it to ‘cook’ for a few days or longer.  Often, when you come back to it, you will find it has ‘written itself’ in your unconscious mind.  Test out the way it sounds as well as the accuracy of its meanings.  Keep revising it till you are satisfied that there is no more you can do to improve it.  Then put it away again and read it again in a week’s time.  You will probably immediately see some improvements you could make. ( there is a sense in which all poems are ‘provisional’…never finished.)
3. What to Avoid.

· Avoid using clichés.  For example, if you are making a comparison, try not to slip into the easiest option.  ‘as green as grass’?  ‘as green as emeralds’?  Better not!  Try to find a fresher comparison…

· Try to avoid facile rhymes.  Doggerel is to be avoided.

‘I put my hat upon my head

  And walked into the Strand.

  And there I met another man,

  Whose hat was in his hand.’     Oh dear!

· Avoid inversion, especially if it is just to find a rhyme. 
· Try not to squeeze words into a line just to make it rhyme.

· Try to avoid bombastic, over-poetic language.  The plain and simple word may be better.  Poetry is not a special language.  It is a special way of using ordinary language.

There are many books about writing poetry.  None of them can do it for you but they can sometimes give you insights.  Here are a couple of useful titles.

John Drury.  Creating Poetry.  Writers’ Digest Books, Cincinnatti, USA.

Philip Davies Roberts.  How Poetry Works. Penguin Books.

Good luck and happy versifying!

© Alan Maley ( 2006).
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