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editorial: beyond book-learning

Two anecdotes to begin: one from the day job and one from my extracurricular
life. A couple of years ago, | was returning essays to students, one of whom,
though able in drama and fiction studies, struggled to write well about poetry.
Frustrated to receive a mark which lowered her average, she tried to explain what
she found so difficult about reading and analysing poems: “Till | started this
course, | had no idea that poetry was so premeditated!” It was a good word for an
artform that seems to me among the most likely to make victims of its readers -
only music, perhaps, is more icily amoral.

Last month | was hosting a poetry performance in a café on the ground
floor of a building containing musicians’ rehearsal studios. A band - men and
women, but all androgynously reminiscent of Bob Dylan circa 1965 - strolled
downstairs in search of coffee. Their studied coolth proved surprisingly
vulnerable to the sight and sound of people saying verse, and after a few
moments of behaviour which Patrick Kavanagh might have identified as that of “a
rat near strange bread”, they scuttled back to their studio without a ristretto
between them. Later, | wondered aloud why this might be, to receive an
immediate answer from a regular member of the audience: “You know why.
Because of the horrible way poetry is taught in schools.” He didn’t (I think) mean
to be unkind, but he knew what | do for a living; his words weren’t without reproof.

Both anecdotes illustrate attitudes to poetry and education which are
contradictory yet complementary - a negative version of negative capability, if you
like. My student held a notion of the poet as artless, harmless “fancies childe”,
and was startled to recognise the crafting and craftiness which poetry enables
and requires. My interlocutor, identifying teaching methods horrible enough that
their mere memory could unsettle self-possessed young people who make or at
least hope to make their living in a lyric medium barely dissimilar, clearly had in
mind the reverse of fancy: rigid formulae, ill-defined yet dogmatic use of technical
terminology, poems taught as cipher to which the teacher or textbook holds the
legend.

Poetry and education have been linked since antiquity, since - what
seems more archaic still - the individual antiquities of our own childhoods. The
mnemonic properties of verse and song attend early encounters with literacy:

abcdefg

hijkimnop

grstuv

WXYZ

Now | know my abc,

Next time sing along with me.

But most of us have verse in our lives long before we know the ABC. In his talk
“What the Poem Wants”, delivered as the keynote address at the conference
Poetry and Education, held at Mater Dei Institute of Education in February 2008,
Michael Dennis Browne draws attention to the high quality of verse encountered
in pre-literacy. He quotes Donald Hall: “Mother Goose is a better poet than W.H.
Auden” - indubitable, and we might add Yeats’s thought: “You can refute Hegel,
but not the Song of Sixpence.” Browne’s talk is a powerful articulation of the
irrefutability of poetry. In his emphasis on the desiring, questing, autonomous
poem, he also suggests, albeit in the most humane of ways, the uncanny aspect



of verse, the way it works through us, making us its objects, and if we are foolish
or susceptible enough, its patsies.

Browne, now professor emeritus at the University of Minnesota, reflects on
poetry after a working lifetime spent teaching and writing it. Alex Runchman, a
writer at the other end of his critical career, explores the engagement of Delmore
Schwartz - “precocious student”, perplexed, committed teacher - with education.
If people know anything about Schwartz it tends to be the identity of his most
famous graduate student, Lou Reed - Runchman makes a timely and vital case
for regarding him as an epicurean, a taxonomist of knowledge and a commentator
on ethnicity rather than a footnote to the history of the Velvet Underground.

Another veteran scholar, John Scattergood, deconstructs a much misread
and often disregarded poem. The topicalities of Philip Larkin’s “Naturally the
Foundation Will Bear your Expenses” have dated deliciously: “The Third” and
“Morgan Forster” savour for this reader of a half-glamorous, half-naff world of
crimplene suits, public telephones with buttons A and B and competitive chain-
smoking on television interviews. But, as Scattergood makes clear, this poem
raises questions which, as old as the art itself, are still burning currency: how do
we distinguish between poet and speaker? How does a poem relate to the poetry
of the past? Can we trust those shady, mendacious characters we call poets?
Perhaps less a reflection on poetry and pedagogy than a practical illustration of
how an experienced teacher approaches a poem, this article demands that we
attend to the text itself, rather than the mischievous and misleading personality
that Larkin adopted in interview and commentary, in order to propose some
provisional answers to those questions.

POST is primarily a journal of criticism and review, and does not accept
poetry submissions, but it seemed apt in this issue to publish some poems which
themselves meditate on the process of learning. Sean M. Conrey participated in
the conference mentioned above, offering a paper drawn from his experience of
teaching creative writing. Here we see a sample of his poetic work, “A History of
Naming”, reprinted from his recent chapbook A Conversation with the Living
(2009) and the previously unpublished “A Prayer for Prometheus”. Conrey’s
poems are documents of sentimental, as well as academic education, attentive
alike to their environment and to the sacramental qualities of lyric. Dylan Harris’s
“the prevarication of flowers” is an oblique, yet playful description of the
development of an aesthetic, even perhaps synaesthetic, response to the world:
his fragmented syntax allows us to perceive, as if at the edge of our fields of
vision, “close scent of delicious shape”. Harris’s first collection antwerp (2009) is
reviewed with the verbal energy it deserves by Dave Lordan, alongside Giles
Goodland’s fifth book of poems, What the Things Sang (2009), in this issue of
POST.

Two review-essays, by Philip Coleman and Marthine Satris, explore recent
publications by poets who, in very different ways, have broached and provoked
questions of didacticism in their poetry and criticism. Coleman, a scholar with a
familial as well as a professional interest in Hungarian culture, proposes that the
internationally-minded work of George Szirtes can lead us beyond the borders of
book-learning altogether, and what reader, even one with Coleman’s range of
interest and expertise, has not occasionally wanted to explore that territory?
Satris takes on the sometimes forbidding presence of Geoffrey Hill with a robust
sense of the critic’s duty to delight and inform readers and students. Meanwhile,
among the shorter notices, Richard Hayes and Dave Lordan consider some recent



poetry publications, and Michael Hinds offers a lyrical (and brief) assessment of
an epic study of Epic.

| should like to be able to pretend that the coincidence of this education-
themed issue with the announcement of a new MA in Poetry Studies, to be
offered at Mater Dei Institute of Education from the beginning of the academic
year 2010, is not fortuitous. (POST’s discerning and alert readership, however,
may recall the confident announcement at the end of the last issue, promising
POST Il before Christmas 2009. Many thanks are due to contributors and readers
alike for their patience with a slow-coach novice editor.) The MA in Poetry Studies
represents an institutional precedent - it is the first degree offered by Mater Dei
without a formal theological or religious studies component. Poetry - devotional,
litanizing, theatrical, numinous, sacramental, sectarian - is, however, only
arguably a secular activity, as our colleagues in theology and religious education
have been quick to point out.

More notably still, this course of study is a first for the island of Ireland,
and indeed this western European archipelago - the only comparable programme
in Europe is offered by our partners in Portugal at the University of Coimbra. We
hope that this link, already established by staff exchanges, will encourage many
future MA students to visit Coimbra, especially to experience their internationally-
celebrated Meeting of Poets, which takes place biennially. Our MA in Poetry
Studies differs both from higher degrees in various aspects of literature, and from
Creative Writing programmes, though we share a constituency of interest and
paths of communication with both. It aims to foster and support poetry critics,
who may also be academic scholars and poets, but equally well may not be, in
developing and extending poetry criticism.

There is no faster way to clear a room - not even by proposing or opposing
the essential Irishness of poets born or resident in this island - than to offer
reflections on poetry in the academy, and | have no ambition to evacuate the
virtual salon or seminar room that is POST with such. It is often noted with
disapproval that it is possible to leave some third-level institutions in Britain and
Ireland with a degree in English literature without having studied a single poem. |
must confess that | cannot always greet the remark with the requisite dismay, for
the absence of poetry on curricula perhaps prompts students to make
acquaintance with verse in their non-academic lives, as much as it dissuades
altogether. But if poetry is on the retreat in the academy, the need for poets and
critics to use poetry to reflect upon philosophy, socio-politics and culture is the
more urgent. Offering modules in “Poethics: Poetry, Politics and the Civic Space”,
“Poetic Geographies” and within the interdisciplinary frame of the “Holocaust and
Modern Culture”, as well as courses focussing on close reading skKills,
contemporary poetic movements, and lyric expression in poetry and song, the MA
in Poetry Studies aims to equip students from a variety of backgrounds to
exercise poetry’s public mandate. Applications for the programme will be
accepted until 1% September 2010: contact michael.hinds@materdei.dcu.ie,
kit.fryatt@materdei.dcu.ie or paul.hegarty@materdei.dcu.ie for further information.

Thanks as ever are due to the Mater Dei Research Committee for its
support of the Irish Centre for Poetry Studies, and to you, our readers, for
attending to POST II: Poetry and Education. POST lll: Poetry at the Games, will be
published in 2011, edited by Michael Hinds: a call for papers appears below.

KIT FRYATT
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Issue lll of POST: a review of poetry studies, a new online journal of poetry and
poetics, will appear in spring/summer 2011. It will be edited by Michael Hinds
from The Irish Centre for Poetry Studies at the Mater Dei Institute, Dublin. POST is
primarily a forum for criticism and theory in the area of poetry and poetics, but
welcomes contributions from across disciplines. We publish a small number of
reviews of critical works and occasional poems, but do not accept unsolicited
poetry submissions.

Terrace chants, race-calls and commentaries, Odes to Gladiators. The poem or
song-text read as a game, as a gamble, as a motivational tactic, as a call-to-arms,
as a competitive slander, as a threat. As freeplay, foreplay or replay. Contributions
are invited of up to ¢.6000 words on subjects related to this theme. Obvious
aspects that may be of relevance are: sports poetry (both found and composed),
the poetry of victory and loss, poetry and play, gender, poetry and the hunt, heroic
narrative, nationality and identity, translation, visual and concrete poetry, poetry
in virtual environments, terrace chanting, playground rites, bingo calling. Contests,
prizes, cheating. Warfare, phoney and otherwise. The pyrrhic, the bathetic. Pros,
ams, Corinthians, Spartans, Amazons, Afghan horsemen, ice-skaters, steroid
abusers, men-women, women-men, flies to wanton boys. As usual, anything really,
from the announcing of the FA Cup draw to Louis MacNeice’s obscene little
parlour ditties or Eliot’'s game of chess. The issue will also feature other materials,
so if there are examples of found texts (whether video or audio) that you would
like included, please send them in for consideration.

Please send an abstract of around 300 words outlining your proposed article to
michael.hinds@materdei.dcu.ie by September 31% 2010. Articles will be available
in PDF for printing purposes as well as appearing in web format, and relevant
images or video may be incorporated in articles for the web version. Finished
articles are due by March 1% 2011 and should be submitted as an attachment in
microsoft Word. Consult the POST stylesheet for more details at
(http://irishcentreforpoetrystudies.materdei.ie/pages/post-a-review-of-poetry-
studies/post-stylesheet.php)
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michael dennis browne

This is the text of a talk given at Mater Dei Institute of Education on 22" February
2008.

what the poem wants

| am a feather on the bright sky
| am the blue horse that runs on the plain

[...]

| stand in good relation to all that is beautiful
| stand in good relation to the daughter of Tsen-tainte
You see, | am alive, | am alive

The poem we just said together was “The Delight Song of Tsoai-Talee” by N. Scott
Momaday. Ezra Pound says that “Literature is news that stays news.” | could hear
those lines, those images, every day of my life, and receive something from them.
And | enjoyed the choral sound of your voices.

The poem wants you intuitive.

| like what Thoreau says: “The learning of a whole academy will not fashion
one good line.” If | think to myself, “Well, let’s see, I've been teaching poetry for a
long time, | know a lot of poems, | know a lot about poetry, I'm a professor, I'm
quite smart, let’s see now, a poem; yes, this should be pretty good” - if that's my
starting point, I'm in trouble. (I'm too conscious - and much too solemn, self-
serious.)

| like what Carl Jung says: no one ever sat down and said, “Now, | will
make up a symbol.” As the ground puts forth its flowers, he says, so the psyche
puts forth its symbols. One of my favourite stories about the writing of a poem
comes from A.E. Housman, not only a poet with a great ear but also the greatest
classical scholar and translator of his time, who, for the writing of a particular
poem, he tells us, relied on what he called an involuntary process, a slightly woozy
walk on Hampstead Heath after lunch to get it going - afternoons being, as he
confesses, the least intellectual portion of his life. Two stanzas floated in during
the walk - bubbling up from his stomach, he tells us. Maybe the third stanza
came “with a little coaxing after tea,” but the fourth one did not come: “l had to
turn to and compose it myself,” he says, “and that was a laborious business. |
wrote it thirteen times and it was more than a twelvemonth before | got it right.”
This frank account doesn’t disregard the intellect; it simply puts it in its place in
the process.

But my favourite description of how the imagination works comes from
Ingmar Bergman, the Swedish film director, who once said this: “l throw a spear
into the darkness; that is intuition. Then | must send an army to try to locate the
spear; that’s intellect.” What do you think? | think it's wonderful. | like the idea of
the physicality of the throwing, the motion almost for its own sake. It's a little
different from Coleridge’s idea of “a more than usual state of excitement together
with more a more than usual state of order,” which is a simultaneous polarity, or
Novalis’ notion that “art is chaos shimmering behind a veil of order,” which is
magnificently evocative, but Bergman’s formulation has you primarily active, even



wild, flinging your spears, not at all sure of where they are going, and only later
sending the intellect to try to find them.

After this playfulness typically follows what | call a vision of order, in which
you begin to make some decisions about what you think you want in the poem, a
process in which memory has a large role, in which your love of poetry and many
other kinds of structures, your sense of craft, your powers of shaping, all have a
large part to play - and | will soon be talking about these things. But | like the
initiating (procreative) wildness. | like to be wild as long as | need to be (and that
stage may last weeks, months, or years). The day | lose my capacity for wildness,
whatever my age as an artist, I'm also in trouble. “The only beautiful things,” says
Andre Gide, “are those that madness dictates and reason writes.” Writing, | tell my
students, should be daring. Lord, let me not lose my wildness.

If the poem wants you intuitive, then it wants you improvising. “Improvise”
breaks down into “im-pro-visore,” which means “not foreseen.” | love the poetry of
D.H. Lawrence, and Alfred Alvarez describes Lawrence’s poems as
“improvisations at the full pitch of his intelligence.” | think that’s hugely helpful
and accurate. When you're inspired - not a word we toss around too much these
days - when you’re being breathed into, it means that at the time, as Auden says,
you don’t quite know what you're doing. You don’t have to, you don’t have to be in
full control: you are being intuitive, hurling spears. You probably won’t find most of
them later. That’s what notebooks are for. Behind any book | publish are dozens
of notebooks filled with unfound spears.

Gertrude Stein says that a main thing she learned from William James at
Harvard was to “exclude nothing.” | see the early drafts of a poem as an open
audition in the imagination, where any idea or image, whether or not it can hold a
tune, feels free to stand up there on the blank page, gesturing, to try out to be in
the production. Keats has a famous formulation, which sees the poet as “capable
of being in uncertainties, mysteries and doubts without any irritable reading after
fact and reason.” You need to be able to be in that condition as long as
necessary, with a high tolerance for ambiguity and messiness, with no rush for
closure. | like what Goethe tells us: “Do not hurry, do not rest.”

For myself, | have written so many bad pages on my way to what | hope are
some good poems. If ever you went into my papers in the archives at the
University of Minnesota, where they are gradually being stored, boxes upon boxes,
you would find many improvisations, many stops-and-starts, experiments which
went nowhere; lots of dead ends. | like what Marvin Bell says: “The business of
being a writer is being less and less embarrassed about more and more.” (Rather
than the other way round.)

Another thing | tell my students: | don’t mind being wrong. | mean this
about what | say in the classroom as well as what | put onto the page in draft after
draft. In class, sometimes, when the disagreement is strong - even, on occasion,
heated - | suggest we take the argument out into the parking lot, storm out and
settle the issue right then, once and for all. That has yet to happen, | should say,
but | like the empty threat: “Out in the parking lot.” It defuses tensions. In many
situations concerning the imagination, we need to get beyond the duality of right
or wrong.

Most questions concerning poetry are, finally, to be lived, as Rilke says in
his Letters to a Young Poet. If you were given the answer, Rilke suggests, you
couldn’t handle it. And if there are answers, which sometimes there may be, so
many of them are in the nature of “both...and” rather than “either...or,” which is
another duality to get beyond. You can encounter in the teaching of poetry, as well



as in certain areas of politics, or religion, what | call horrendous certainty. Roland
Barthes warns us, by way of the example of Orpheus, not to turn to look at the
question we are leading out of the dark toward the light of a meaning; all you end
up with, he says, if you turn and look, is “a named meaning, which is a dead
meaning.” By such turning and looking, Orpheus once again lost his love to the
darkness.

| want to go back to intuitiveness. Back to Jung’s idea of the conscious
intention to “make up a symbol.” Working in the schools, as | have done many
times over the years, as well as teach undergraduate and graduate classes, |
have done all kinds of writing exercises with students of all ages, and some of
them are quite silly at their point of departure: it's what | call “playing in a serious
zone.” Any of the issues that a student’s poems come to deal with, begin to be
able to deal with, can be, often are, deeply serious. But the conscious approach
does not work, at least for me; | have better luck with the playful, the indirect. At
the start, the compass needle can be pointing in a direction opposite to the one in
which the poem will eventually go. Sometimes it's as if the beginning poet stands
with arms outstretched and intones: “O great theme, come into my poem!” Well,
that’s not how you make symbols either.

Here’'s what | might do with my students - and | always do it myself, write
with them, and read what | have written - start us on some little rhythmical
repetitive task, maybe based on a refrain in a poem by Nadia Tueni or Tadeusz
Rozewicz or Scott Momaday (our opening poem, which repeats the phrase “l am”),
and as we work with the repetition, in almost a mantra-like way, it's just possible
that, on occasion, a theme of some size, way down in the unconscious of the
writer, may begin to rise up a little to see what is happening on the surface, lured
there by the playfulness. Lures, in poetry as in fishing, tend to be colourful.

The poem should irrigate, not flood, the reader. That channelling takes
craft, takes control, a steady hand. If you just dump a large quantity of water onto
desperately dry ground, it will leach away fast. But you need something to pour
down those channels, you need something whose nature is flowing, and you need
to keep it coming in measures of your choice.

I'm talking analogically about water. Fire is a famous analogy for what
takes place inside the imagination, and stealing fire from the gods is, of course,
an ancient trope, if not one we favour much now. I've been teaching poetry for
somewhat over four decades, writing it for more than five, and | still seek fire, in
myself and in others. | want the sparks to be running through the world. | like a
good blaze of language. And | like what Robert Penn Warren said quite some
years ago about the contemporary scene in poetry: “There’s a lot of talent around,
but not much fire.”

Everyone, | believe, can do these little initiating tasks, these repetitions |
just spoke of. The poem wants you playful, so that you can go into surprising or
even frivolous places without the embarrassment Marvin Bell speaks of. Good
writing, | tell my students, comes, at least in part, from confidence in your subject
matter; whatever it will take to get you down into the archives of memory and
imagination, it's my experience that something may be dislodged at the time
which, even much later, with labour and craft on your part, can begin to bear fruit
as imaginative expression. Down there in the unconscious are things that you
alone know, many of which you have forgotten or repressed; down there you
become acquainted, or reacquainted, with the largeness, the scope, the
strangeness of those contents - and it's often like actual dreams, with their
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extreme wildness and vivid indirectness of meaning, their sometimes savage
parades, as Rimbaud called them.

| often think of Hamlet, and what he says to the Player King: “Can you play
the murder of Gonzago?” / “Aye, my Lord.” Dreams are like players that come to
the midnight castle of the mind, and their performance there, an autonomous,
intuitive process, can dramatically unlock things that the conscious mind is
unaware of, or is threatened by and has discarded or disowned. Poems need such
dramas to be displayed for the reader by day, on the page, and | believe an
artist’s daily practice, in any medium, develops the capacity to hear little
suggestions from within and from without, more often murmured than shouted,
which have the potential to lead us somewhere we have been needing to go and
not been aware of it.

You may overhear or mishear a conversation on a bus; the smell of coffee
can suddenly bring back memories of a lost time; you stumble as you step into the
street and up comes an image from a urgent but forgotten dream; or, as you are
crossing the street, someone hurries by who reminds you of your mother, a
woman dining alone at a restaurant (seen over your companion’s shoulder)
reminds you of your much-mourned sister; you hear an old song or hymn on the
radio, one not heard since childhood. Here, in Dublin, | think of the ending of
Patrick Kavanagh’s lovely poem in which an old man on the street seems to be
saying to the poet, “l was once your father.”

You must be open to it all, watching, listening, alert to what is in front of
you, around you and within you, and constantly, as Eliot says, “amalgamating
disparate experiences.” Hard to imagine an animal in a forest who is not alert. Are
we not in a forest? (A forest of symbols, Baudelaire would say.) And what kind of
animal are we? Are we animal-like enough? And where is our intuitiveness in all
this?

I’'ve said that the poem wants you playful. It also requires you to work, and
I'll run those two together, as | do sometimes in a workshop called “The Work and
Play of the Poem.” A poem can be a lot of work, a lot of practice, an extraordinary
amount, and all that layering, all that trial and error, is hidden from everyone
except the one who is doing it. | like Maurice Ravel’s account of writing the slow
movement of the G major piano concerto: “That flowing phrase! How | worked
over it bar by bar! It nearly killed me!”

How often we must often “labour to be beautiful,” as Yeats has it, but the
work is essentially hidden, as is the playfulness. My old friend Chester Anderson,
of blessed memory, a scholar of Irish literature, most especially Joyce but also
Yeats, said to me once that when you look at the early drafts of some ultimately
great poems by Yeats, you can see that a schoolboy could have written better at
that stage, but Yeats knew that whatever was ultimately to come would come only
if he allowed himself to put onto the page, in those first stages, whatever occurred
to him, which later, over a long process of time, he would sift and sort. That's it, |
think: you write down what occurs to you; you live with it. Anxiety for closure can
almost always hurt you.

Theodore Roethke, the American poet, a favourite of mine, himself also a
great lover (and sometime imitator) of Yeats, says that when you go dredging in
the river, you're sure to bring up a lot of bad stuff. The unconscious is a messy
place, is it not? But it's where the flowers have their roots. It is the ground of
imaginative being.

Play is said to be the child’s response to the world. When someone asked
me once what | remembered most about my father, who died at 61 when | was
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19, | said, “He was playful.” My English-born father Eddie, son of a Donegal father,
played the organ (also the piano, also he sang, also painted watercolours). He
remains for me, almost forty-eight years after his death, a model of how to be,
both by play and by work, in the world.

One plays the flute, the fish, the field; why not the poem? And it was
Nietzsche, | believe, who says: “I would only believe in a god who knows how to
dance.” Verse, versus, involves turns, such as the volta in a Petrarchan sonnet,
such as the way the line itself turns; poetry has its origins in dance, sacred dance,
began with movement, began with improvisation. In the conceiving and shaping of
poems, they should not be stolid, these dancers of ours. Play is of their essence.
They should be in motion.

The keyboard is one analogy | find myself using in the teaching of the
writing of poetry: how many notes are there on your keyboard, | might ask a
student, at any level of experience, and how many of them do you think you are
using? | also think of the organ, and the complex combinations of stops which are
possible. There are other well-known analogies - the juggler (how many apples or
oranges can you keep going in the air?), or the team of horses (how many can you
add to help you haul the load?) - but | find the keyboard to be the most evocative.
And how many fingers are you using, | might go on to ask my student, to sound
the notes in the area of the keyboard you are presently working in?

All this is presented unseverely, | should say, even playfully: every student,
at any level of experience, should be given room to move, space to feel both safe
and excited in. It is my job to stir up possibilities for them.

If you truly improvise, if you enter into what is not foreseen, then the
situation is unprecedented, and so are its expressive possibilities (hard to stay
away from that word). You don’t know what you're getting into; you don’t want to
know. “If | can think of it,” goes a line in a poem by Randall Jarrell, “it’'s not what |
want.” Here’s a line from Theodore Roethke: “I learn by going where | have to go.”
And Gary Snyder quotes a painter who says “I paint what | don’t know” - meaning
that rather than something s/he, or the viewer, already knows.

These matters are complex, of course, and | should say that much of what
we hold in our archives, and that comes forward in playfulness, has to do with
memory - we feed from those deep springs. Not for nothing is Mnemosyne,
Goddess of Memory, mother of the nine muses of poetry. But essentially we must
- to borrow from Pound and his modernist call - “Make it new.” And that requires
intuitiveness, playfulness.

Let’'s go back to work (if we must). Sometimes you have to wrestle the
poem, all night long, for w