

Guide to a Formalistic Approach in the Criticism of Poetry

“Poetry is the highest form of verbal art.”--Edgar Allan Poe

“Poetry is the felt sense of life.”--Henry James

“She (poetry) is as in a field a silken tent.”--Robert Frost

“Poetry is the interpretive dramatization of life in metrical language.”--Lynn Altenberd

     Obviously, there is no exact definition of poetry, as the “definitions” quoted above indicate.  The student of literature, however, needs a concrete and exact definition from which to work, if he is ever to develop a skill in reading poetry and an ability to discriminate between what is “good” and what is “not good” in poetry.  For this purpose a definition advanced by Dr. Northrop Frye of the University of Toronto is probably the most useful.  Dr. Frye says, “a poem is a composition of variable length which is written in metrical (rhythmic) language and which conveys thought and emotion to the reader through harmony of sound, form, and content.”

    Each literary genre has certain elements which are essential to its form.  A novel or a short story, for example, must have the three essential elements of plot, character, and setting.  Nonfiction has only two essential elements: 1) poetic diction, 2) sound effects, 3) imagery, and 4) meter (rhythm).  A formalistic criticism of a poem, therefore, evaluates the craftsmanship of the poet on the basis of these four essential elements.
THE ELEMENT OF POETIC DICTION
     Poetic diction is a term which refers to the language of the poet: his vocabulary, patterns of expression, and his phraseology.  Examine the following poem, authorship of which is credited to Shakespeare:

WINTER




When icicles hang by the wall,


   

   And Dick the shepherd blows his nail,




And Tom bears logs into the hall,




   And mild comes frozen home in pail,




When blood is nipped, and ways be foul,




Then nightly sings the staring owl,






To-whit!




To-who!--a merry note,




While greasy Joan doth keel the pot.




When all aloud the wind doth blow,




   and coughing downs the parson’s saw,




And birds sit brooding in the snow,




   And Marian’s nose looks red and raw,




When roasted crabs hiss in the bowl,




Then nightly sings the staring owl,






To-whit!




To-who!--a merry note,




While greasy Joan doth keel the pot.

     Assuming that the reader wishes to evaluate the poetic diction of the poem, he should consider the following:


1)  Good poetry, like good prose, is written in clear,normal English sentences, and the first concern of the 
reader is to understand the plain sense of the poem from its sentences.  By following the poet’s punctuation and his 
own knowledge of sentence structure, the critic soon 

discovers the simple “sense” of the poem.  In the example poem, note that each stanza is a complete sentence with the same simple subject and simple verb: owl sings.  Most of each stanza, however, consists of a series of adverbial clauses introduced by “when” and giving specific glimpses of winter.  Each time that the poet declares his subject and verb, he invert them so that the verb precedes the subject.

      Always test the sentence structure of a poem.  It may not always consist of complete sentences.  When it does, even thought the poem might still be effective or memorable, the poet cannot be given full marks for craftsmanship.  There is an error in his poetic diction.  Sometimes, of course, the poet, like the novelist or essayist, might employ “author’s license” and deliberately use sentence fragments or make other breaches of language usage.  E.E. Cummings, for instance, has startling things with the form of language, writing unpunctuated verse and writing everything with lower case letters.  When the reader is confronted with a poem of that type, he must then attempt to determine the author’s purpose in breaking the rules.  If a reason can be determined, then the reader must judge whether or not the deliberate breach in form was counterbalanced by the resultant effect.


2)  Know the meanings of all words.  Sometimes a poet will use a familiar word in an unfamiliar sense; sometimes the words may be totally unfamiliar.  In the example poem, the word keel in the ninth line is not a nautical term; it means stirring the contents of a pot to prevent its boiling over.  In the eleventh line, the word “saw” means a trite saying, a platitude.  It is an unflattering germ and reveals the poet’s attitude toward the parson.


3)  The language of poetry must be specific and concrete, more so than in prose.  Note the specifics in “Winter.”  They give the reader a more vivid picture of winter weather than the prosaic statement, “It was cold,” would do.


4)  The language of poetry often uses a dramatic situation to convey its message.  In order to determine the dramatic stance, the reader should ask the following questions; Who is speaking?  To whom?  Under what circumstances?  What is the speaker’s attitude toward the subject?  Toward the reader?  Note the example poem.  “Winter” is a comment made by someone who knows servant life; he sees life in a manor house from below stairs.  He makes fun of the discomfort.  He is disrespectful to the parson and he is a little unkind when he describes poor mourns nose and Joan’s greasiness.


5)  Poetry communicates in many ways at once through denotation and connotation.  Denotation is the dictionary definition of a word.  Connotation is the accumulation of associations which a word acquires in a given usage.  The second line of a poem b Emily Dickinson contains an unexpected word:





Because I could not stop for Death,





He kindly stopped for me,...

The denotation of a word “kindly” is “in a kind manner; good naturedly.”  But the action which is described as kindly was performed by Death.  The connotation sends the mind racing; perhaps Death is not to be feared or dreaded, if his stopping for someone is an act of kindness.


6)Poetic diction often includes the use of certain 

rhetorical devices:

a.  Hyperbole is the deliberate, often outrageous, use of 

exaggeration, such as “A night of pure hell...,” “As deep as 
the ocean...,” or “A story as old as time...”


b.  Understatement is the deliberate, often ironic, use of 
milder, weaker, or less sensational language than the 

situation requires, as “...he felt some discomfort/When 

the splinter was thrust ‘neath the nail...” or “The hornets  

swarmed from the broken nest,’Rather vexed by the 

storm’s intrusion...”


c.  Ambiguity is the deliberate use of a double meaning.  

The pun is the most commonly used form of ambiguity, as 
in Julius Caesar when the shoemaker says, “...all that I 

live by is with the awl...I am indeed, sir, a surgeon to old 

shoes.  When they are in great danger, I recover them.”


d.  Paradox is a statement which is apparently self-contradictory.




Stone walls do not a prison make,





Nor iron bars a cage


e.  Oxymoron (plural: oxymora) is a specific kind of paradox which associates opposite terms in a single expression as when Juliet says to Romeo, “Parting is such sweet sorrow.”


f.  Irony is the rhetorical device in which the meaning is exactly opposite to what is stated.  The following quotation by Alexander pope from The Rape of the Lock employs both hyperbole and irony:



“Then flashed the living lightening from her eyes,



And screams of horror rend the affrighted skies;



Not louder shrieks to pitying heaven are cast



When husbands, or when lap dogs, breathe their 


last.”


THE ELEMENT OF POETIC SOUND EFFECTS

     Sound effects are the means through which the poet uses language and words to create harmony between sense an sound.  No single one of these types of sound devices is indispensable to poetry, but at least two of these devices must be consciously employed be the poet in every poem.


1)  Rhyme--a poem has a rhyme scheme when the ends 

of the final words in the lines have the same sounds.  

Thus, “moon” and June” rhyme exactly, as do “wail” and 

“pale.”


a.  Feminine rhyme occurs when one or two 



unaccented syllables follow an accented syllable in the 

rhyming words.


b.  Masculine rhyme occurs when the accented vowel


is in the final syllable in the line.

The following stanza from Lord Byron’s Don Juan shows masculine rhymes in lines 1, 3, and 5 and feminine rhymes in lines 2,4,6,7, and 8.  “For practice, explain why the rhyme scheme is related to the sense, or content of the poem.)



“Tis pity learned virgins ever wed



a1M




With persons of no sort of education,

b2F



Or gentlemen, who though well born and bred,
a3M




Grow tired of scientific conversation;

b4F


I don’t choose to say much upon this head,

a5M



I’m a plain man, and in a single station

a6F


But--oh! ye Lords or Ladies intellectual

b6F



Inform us truly, have they not hen-

c7F




pecked you all?

c.  Slant rhyme occurs when the end rhyme words are 

not exact, only similar.  Emily Dickinson, for example, 

used the following slant rhymes: pain-tune; know-


do;come-fame;obey-bee.


d.  Internal rhyme occurs when a word in the middle of


a line rhymes with the end word.  Internal rhyme is all that remains in the English language of the Anglo-Saxon caesura.  Note the example below from Tennyson’s 

“Blow, Bugle, Blow””



The splendor falls on castle walls




And snowy summits old in story:



The Long “Light shakes across the Lakes,




And the wild cataract leaps in glory.

2)  Alliteration is the repetition of the same initial consonant in two or more words in a line of poetry.  Note these examples:


a.  Rain and a ruin of roses over the red-rose land


and this:



While melting music steals upon the sky



And softened sounds along the water die...

3)  Assonance is the repetition of accented vowel sounds preceded and followed by unlike consonant sounds.



Here at the small field’s ending pause



Where the chalk wall falls to the foam,



and its tall Ledges...

4)  Onomatopoeia occurs when the poet uses words whose sound imitates the thing described.  Note this quatrain from Tennyson’s “The Brook.”



I chatter over stony ways,



In little sharps and trebles,



I bubble into eddying bays,



I babble on the pebbles.

5)  Consonance is the repetition of consonant sounds.







...the broad sun


Is sinking down in its tranquilitity.

THE ELEMENT OF POETIC IMAGERY
          The third element to poetry is the power to produce in the mind an effect very early the same as that created by the stimulation of sensory organs.  These effects are called imagery, and they can be produced in many ways: by names, descriptions, rhythms, mental associations, and the use of figurative language, some types of which are shown here.  

1)  Simile is a directly stated comparison of two unlike objects made with the use of the words “like,” “as,” or “than.”



...life is too much like a pathless wood.”







--Robert Frost--”Birches”



She walks in Beauty, like the night



Of Cloudless climes and starry skies







--Lord Byron

2)  Metaphor is an implied comparison made without the use of “like” or “as.”  It states that one thing is another.



...Souls are a sword edge



Tasting the cold...

3)  Personification endows something inanimate and often intangible with human attributes:



“Grey-eyed Morn smiles on frowning night.”



“Confusion heard his voice.”



“Destiny at the Loom spun the pattern to his fund



of days.”

4)  Metonymy is the use of a single word to express a total idea or concept which is associated with but not identical to the original word.



“He has read all of Shakespeare.”



“Sceptre and crown must tumble down



And in the dust be equal made...”

5)  Synecdoche is a figure of speech in which a part designates the whole.



Loud mouths fill the boxes



And farmhands stare, slack lipp’d,



At Hamlet’s woe...
THE ELEMENT OF RHYTHM/METER
      Each line of poetry may be divided into rhythmic, or metrical, groups which called “feet.”  A single “poetic foot,” therefore, is the smallest unit of poetic measurement.  It consists of a varying number of syllables from one to three, each syllable having a specific poetic value.  In English language poetry, the value is determined by accent, or stress, and where it falls when the words are spoken.  The following are the common meters or rhythms.


1)  Iamb (iambic foot)--consists of an unstressed 


syllable followed by a stressed syllable as in the words 

begin, return, away.


She danced/a-long/ with vague /re-gard/-less 



eyes./ 


2)  Trochee (trochaic foot) consists of one accented 


syllable followed by one unstressed syllable, as in the 

words mother, Mary, golden, never.



Let me/set my/mournful/ditty./


3)  Anapest (anapestic foot) consists of two unaccented 

syllables followed by one accented syllable, as in 


introduce, disarray, statuesque.




In the core/or one pearl/all the shade/of the sea./


4)  Dactyl (dactyllic foot) consists of one accented 


syllable followed by two unaccented syllables, as in 


beautiful, happiness, metrical.



Just for a /handful of/silver he / left us, and...


5)  Spondee (spondaic foot) consists of two equally 


stressed syllables, seen usually i compound words or 

when important monosyllables come together as blood-

red, heartbreak, childhood.



To sit/in sol/emn si/lence in/a dull/dark dock/



In a/pest-i/lential/prison/with a life-/long lock...


The spondee foot is called a masculine emphasis.


6)  Pyrrhic (pyrrhic foot)--consists of two unaccented 

syllables, often called a soft foot or a feminine foot.



This su-/per-nat/u-ral/so-li/cit-ing



Can not/be good,/ can not/be ill


7)  Ambhibrach (amphibrachic foot) consists of three 


syllables, an unaccented syllable, an accented syllable, an unaccented syllable, as in severely, momentous.


I sprang to/the stir-rup/and Jo-ris/and he;



I gal-loped,/Dirck gal-loped,/we gal-loped/all three.

     In order to emphasize the effects of these meters, note that the iambic and anapestic et are called rising meters; the trochaic and dactyllic feet are called falling  meters; the amphibrachic foot is called the meter of motion; the spondaic and pyrrhic feet are called accessory meters.

     A little observation will show that each meter has its own characteristics; hence, in every poem the foot chosen by the poet should bear close relationship to the sound and sense of the poem.  The following jingle by Samuel Taylor Coleridge illustrates the purposes of the various meters:



Trochee/ trips from/long to /short;



From long/to long/, to long/in sol/emn sort



Slow spon/dee stalks/strong foot!/yet, ill-/able



E-ver to/come up with/Dactyllic/ syllables.



I-am-/ics march/from short/to long;--



With a leap/and a bound/the swift An-/a-pests 







throng.



One sylla-a/ble long with/one short at/each side,



Am-phi-brach/is haste with/a state-/ly stride.

The number of feet in a line of poetry has a bearing upon the rhtymical effect.  A short line suggests rapidity; a long line creates slow deliberateness.  Between the two are many graduations.  A line of verse is named according to the kind of feet per line and the number of feet per line. Scansion, as shown above in Coleridge's jingle, is the process of determining the number of feet per line and the kind of meter used.


A line of poetry with  one foot--monometer






   two feet--dimeter







 three feet-- trimeter






  four feet--tetrameter





   five feet--pentameter





    six feet--hexameter






seven feet--heptameter






 eight feet--octometer





    nine fee--monometer






    ten fee--decameter
