PROFESSING POETRY

by Adrian Rice

If poetry is going to be taught at all, it has to be taught well, with knowledge and enthusiasm.  Now I know that can be said of any subject: we all have memories of tackling subjects at school for which we had a delicate early interest, only to see that tender interest crushed by a teacher who had long since given up the teaching ghost.  Nevertheless, I do think the subject of poetry suffers most easily at the hands of the uninterested teacher.  Let me stress this point.  When I talk to fellow poets, I often ask them how their interest in poetry began.  From major poetry prizewinners to promising beginners, they will all reply, ‘There was a teacher …’.  Well and good.  However, if I put the same question to children and adults who obviously dislike (even hate) poetry, they will also say, ‘There was a teacher …’.  So the role of the teacher is clearly crucial in championing the marginalized subject of poetry. 

My own love of poetry, indeed, began with a teacher, the late (great) Samuel Thompson of Ballyclare High School.  Known affectionately as ‘Sammy T’, he was steeped in poetry.  He had hundreds of poems committed to memory and had the gift of making a difficult poem easy to understand.  Quite simply, his passion for poetry changed my life.  He knew how to step outside the syllabus, even for a moment, in order to make poets and poetry seem relevant.  For example, he informed our class that John Keats, the great Romantic poet, was also nifty with his fists on occasion.  Such knowledge instantaneously turned ‘Keats the Romantic’ into ‘Keats the Real Man’ for Troubles teenagers like myself.  Suddenly, Keats and poetry were cool.

Having learned such lessons from Samuel Thompson, I myself always try to establish a kind of street-cred with the students I teach before actually teaching them about poetry.  I try to dispel their suspicion of poetry, especially that suspicion of poetry peculiar to boys.  You know what I’m talking about – the idea that somehow poetry is only for ‘sissies’.  So I begin my sessions by sympathising with this outlook, letting the children know that my own background in the notorious Rathcoole housing estate outside Belfast was anything but limp-wristed.  And from the moment I admit that my childhood involved a lot of ‘football and fighting’ (and often at the same time!), I find that even the most sceptical child is won over and their ears are opened to what follows.

I like to show students how oral stories can and do move easily into poetry.  For instance, I often tell the story of my own first poem, ‘The Little Pig’.  Having recounted the story, I then open The Mason’s Tongue and read the published poem.  (I’ve found that it’s important to prove to students that you’re a published poet.  It raises their estimation of you and can lend you a certain gravitas that helps hold their attention throughout the session.)  Once I’ve shared one of my own poems – and before I get the children writing themselves – I introduce a poem or two that I believe teaches something about the attitude of mind or way of looking that goes into any good poem.  Seamus Heaney’s poem beginning ‘The annals say …’, from his aptly entitled volume, Seeing Things, is excellent in this regard. It’s a poem that uses a fabulous tale of a strange sky-ship to remind us – especially as artists – not to take our world for granted but rather to look upon and see things afresh each day.

I also use another of my own poems, ‘Rinn Seimhne Blackbird’, to talk about the essential hard work behind the apparently easy magic of a successful poem:

RINN SEIMHNE BLACKBIRD

for Matthew, Charis and Charlotte 

In a Mullaghboy back garden,

A blackbird lands in lush green blades,

Flirting its tail up and out

Like a satin fan waved 

In the high summer heat.

With the cock of the head

From side to side,

Its bill cuts a silent yellow arc,

As the blackbird treads the ground and listens,

To work his fantastical art –

A breathless sounding

Of the worm’s earth-dark.

I suggest to the students that just as the blackbird has to work hard and use all his talent to listen for and capture the worms; so too, the aspiring poet has to work hard listening for and capturing the words in their head in order to make a poem.  Or, to put it another way, the hardest bit about writing isn’t the writing – it’s the thinking.  And only much hard thinking leads to the best words in the best order to say the best thing one can say – the poem.

I also use the blackbird poem to challenge the notion that all poems have to conventionally rhyme.  In fact, I always say that the easiest poem in the world to write is a rhyming poem – and far too many of them are bad.  However, I then point out that probably the hardest poem to write is a good rhyming poem.  With the blackbird poem, I can encourage the students to consider half rhymes and such.  I take end words from the poem like ‘arc’, ‘art’ and ‘dark’, and show the kids that although these words don’t look as if they rhyme, they sound as if they rhyme.  It’s great then to see the kids set off on an enthusiastic search for unusual rhymes, little ‘ghosts’ of rhymes.  

By this stage, the students are well primed to write for themselves.  A good setting can help unleash good writing.  For example, the log cabin on the Baronscourt Estate has become a favourite poetry place for Pushkin facilitators like myself.  But the classroom is fine too.  I use a wide variety of writing exercises for all age groups. Generally, I like to begin by employing several short verse formats, such as Haiku, Couplet, Diamante, Cinquain, etc.  I find that these short forms help to house and structure students’ first efforts.  Once confidence is established, I then encourage freer writing.  

Finally, it’s important to finish off any session by letting the students share their work.  However, I never force a child to read out loud.  Thankfully, by the end of the workshop I find that most students will volunteer to read or at least let me read their work aloud for them.  The session then ends with constructive criticism and lots of praise – and, hopefully, with at least one more convert to poetry.
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