
Some Ref lect ions  on Poetry  
 
I f  a  poe t  looks  th rough  a  mic roscope  o r  a  t e l e scope ,  he  a lways  sees  the  
same  th ing .  
 
The  poe t  pu t s  l anguage  in  danger .  

Gas ton  Bache la rd ,  The  Poe t i c s  o f  Space  
 
Ah,  poems  amoun t  to  so  l i t t l e  when  you  wr i t e  them too  ea r ly  in  your  l i f e .  
You  ough t  to  wa i t  and  ga the r  sense  and  swee tness  fo r  a  who le  l i f e t ime ,  
and  a  long  one  i f  poss ib le ,  and  then ,  a t  the  ve ry  end ,  you  migh t  pe rhaps  
be  ab le  to  wr i t e  t en  good  l ines ,  Fo r  poems  a re  no t ,  a s  peop le  th ink ,  s imply  
emot ions  (one  has  emot ions  ea r ly  enough)  they  a re  exper iences .  Fo r  the  
sake  o f  a  s ing le  poem,  you  mus t  see  many  c i t i e s ,  many  peop le  and  Th ings ,  
you  mus t  unders tand  an ima ls ,  mus t  f ee l  how b i rds  f ly ,  and  know the  
ges tu re  wh ich  sma l l  f lowers  make  when  they  open  in  the  morn ing .  You  
mus t  be  ab le  to  th ink  back  to  s t r ee t s  in  unknown ne ighborhoods ,  to  
unexpec ted  encoun te r s ,  and  to  pa r t ings  you  had  long  seen  coming ;  to  days  
o f  ch i ldhood  whose  mys te ry  i s  s t i l l  unexp la ined ,  to  pa ren t s  whom you  had  
to  hu r t  when  they  b rough t  in  a  joy  and  you  d idn ' t  p ick  i t  up  ( i t  was  a  joy  
mean t  fo r  somebody  e l se ) ;  to  ch i ldhood  i l lnesses  tha t  began  so  s t r ange ly  
w i th  so  many  p ro found  and  d i f f i cu l t  t r ans fo rmat ions ,  to  days  in  qu ie t  
r e s t r a ined  rooms  and  to  morn ings  by  the  sea ,  to  the  sea  i t s e l f ,  t o  seas ,  to   
i t  i s  s t i l l  no t  enough  to  be  ab le  to  th ink  o f  a l l  tha t .  You  mus t  have  
memor ies  o f  many  n igh t s  o f  love ,  each  one  d i f f e ren t  f rom a l l  the  o the r s ,  
memor ies  o f  women  sc reaming  in  l abor ,  and  o f  l igh t ,  pa le ,  s l eep ing  g i r l s  
who  have  jus t  g iven  b i r th  and  a re  c los ing  aga in .  Bu t  you  mus t  a l so  have  
been  bes ide  the  dy ing ,  mus t  have  sa t  bes ide  the  dead  in  the  room wi th  the  
open  windows  and  the  sca t t e red  no i ses .  And  i t  i s  no t  ye t  enough  to  have  
memor ies .  You  mus t  be  ab le  to  fo rge t  them when  they  a re  many ,  and  you  
mus t  have  the  immense  pa t i ence  to  wa i t  un t i l  they  re tu rn .  For  the  
memor ies  themse lves  a re  no t  impor tan t .  On ly  when  they  have  changed  
in to  ou r  ve ry  b lood ,  in to  g lance  and  ges tu re ,  and  a re  nameless ,  no  longer  
to  be  d i s t ingu i shed  f rom ourse lves  on ly  then  can  i t  happen  tha t  in  some  
ve ry  ra re  hour  the  f i r s t  word  o f  a  poem a r i ses  in  the i r  m ids t  and  goes  
fo r th  f rom them.  

Ra ine r  Mar ia  R i lke ,  The  No tebooks  o f  Mal te  Laur ids  Br igge  
 
[Poe t ry ]  i s  a  compromise  fo r  a  l anguage  o f  in tu i t ion  which  wou ld  hand  
ove r  sensa t ions  bod i ly .  I t  a lways  endeavors  to  a r re s t  you ,  and  to  make  you  
con t inuous ly  see  a  phys ica l  th ing ,  to  p reven t  you  g l id ing  th rough  an  
abs t rac t  p rocess .  .  .  .  Verse  i s  a  pedes t r i an  t ak ing  you  ove r  the  g round ,  
p rose - -a  t r a in  wh ich  de l ive r s  you  a t  a  des t ina t ion .  

T .  E .  Hu lme  
 
A poem i s  no t  so  much  hea rd  a s  ove rhea rd .  

John  S tua r t  Mi l l  
 
The  poems  composed  by  eve ry  g rea t  poe t  a re  a t t empts  to  pu t  in to  words  
one  s ing le  poem.  H is  g rea tness  depends  on  the  ex ten t  to  wh ich  he  has  

en t rus ted  h imse l f  to  th i s  un ique  poem,  fo r  i t  i s  th i s  wh ich  enab les  h im  to  
ma in ta in  the  pu r i ty  o f  h i s  poe t i c  u t t e rances  by  keep ing  them wi th in  the  
ambi t  o f  the i r  s ing le  o r ig in .  Th i s  un ique  poem in  a  poe t  r emains  
unu t t e red .  None  o f  the  ind iv idua l  poems ,  no r  a l l  o f  them toge the r ,  s ay  
eve ry th ing .  And  ye t  each  poem speaks  ou t  o f  th i s  un ique  uncomposed  
poem and  each  t ime  says  wha t  i s  the  same .  

Mar t in  He idegger  
 
  The  f igu re  a  poem makes .  I t  beg ins  in  de l igh t  and  ends  in  w isdom.  The  
f igu re  i s  the  same  as  fo r  love .    A  poem i s  a  momenta ry  s t ay  aga ins t  
confus ion .    L ike  a  p iece  o f  i ce  on  a  ho t  s tove  the  poem mus t  r ide  on  i t s  
own  mel t ing .  

Rober t  F ros t  
 
I  don ' t  be l i eve  in  a  t ame  poe t ry .  W hen  poe t ry  hea r s  i t s  own  name ,  i t  runs ,  
f l i e s ,  sw ims  o f f  fo r  f ea r  o f  i t s  own  l i f e .  You  can  be t  your  boo t s  on  tha t .  
J ean  Coc teau  sa id  a  poe t  r a re ly  bo the r s  abou t  poe t ry .  Does  a  ga rdener  
pe r fume  h i s  roses?  

F rank  S tan fo rd  
 
[Poe t ry ]  g ives  knowledge  o f  the  chaos  and  confus ion  o f  the  wor ld  by  
impos ing  o rde r  upon  i t  wh ich  l eaves  i t  s t i l l  t he  chaos  and  confus ion  which  
i t  r ea l ly  i s .  

Arch iba ld  MacLe ish  
 
Poe t ry  i s  ind i spensab le— if  I  on ly  knew wha t  fo r .  

J ean  Coc teau  
 
Men do  no t  inven t  those  mys te r ious  r e la t ions  be tween  sepa ra te  ob jec t s ,  
and  be tween  ob jec t s  and  fee l ings  o r  ideas ,  wh ich  i t  i s  the  func t ion  o f  
poe t ry  to  r evea l .  These  re la t ions  ex i s t  independen t ly ,  no t  indeed  o f  
Though t ,  bu t  o f  any  ind iv idua l  th inke r .  And  accord ing  to  whe the r  the  
foo t s t eps  a re  echoed  in  p r imi t ive  l anguage ,  o r  l a t e  on ,  in  the  made  
me taphors  o f  poe t s ,  we  hea r  them a f te r  a  d i f f e ren t  f a sh ion  and  fo r  
d i f f e ren t  r easons .  The  l anguage  o f  p r imi t ive  men  repor t s  them as  d i rec t  
pe rcep tua l  expe r ience .  The  speaker  has  obse rved  a  un i ty ,  and  i s  no t  
the re fo re  h imse l f  consc ious  o f  r e la t ion .  Bu t  we ,  in  the  deve lopmen t  o f  
consc iousness ,  have  los t  the  power  to  see .  Our  soph i s t i ca t ion ,  l ike  Od in ' s ,  
has  cos t  u s  an  eye ;  and  now i t  i s  the  l anguage  o f  poe t s ,  in  so  f a r  a s  they  
c rea te  t rue  me taphors ,  wh ich  mus t  r e s to re  th i s  un i ty  concep tua l ly ,  a f t e r  i t  
has  been  los t  f rom pe rcep t ion .  Thus ,  the  "be fo re  unapprehended"  
re la t ionsh ips  o f  wh ich  She l l ey  spoke ,  a re  in  a  sense  " fo rgo t t en"  
r e la t ionsh ips .  Fo r  though  they  were  neve r  ye t  apprehended ,  they  were  a t  
one  t ime  seen .  And  imag ina t ion  can  see  them aga in .  

Owen  Bar f i e ld ,  Poe t ic  D ic t ion  


