POETRY ESSAY

“The poems I like best are those which are about people or feelings I can recognise, or about a world that I know.” 

“The poems I like best are those which take me away from the world I know to a new world, full of new experiences. 

Explain, with close reference to poetry you have studied this year, which of these two responses is closer to your response.

Whether it be Chaucer’s world of weird and wonderful characters, Owen’s graphic descriptions of life in the trenches of World War I, or Coleridge’s alarming visions of the fantastic, the poems I like best are those which take me away from the world I know, to a new world, full of new experiences. Back to template
In Chaucer’s ‘Prologue to the Canterbury Tales’ his narrator introduces us to his fellow pilgrims. The characters come to life as Chaucer skilfully employs imagery, wit and sound to deftly describe the group each of whom will later tell their own tales. We learn what people were really like in the 14th Century, as well as the way that religion was abused by many of them. This is a very different perspective to that which is found in most history books. I can’t say that I would have felt very comfortable in the presence of these characters, but I really enjoyed meeting them as they come to life on the page. The 14th Century may be old in years, but it is a fascinating ‘new’ world to me. Reading about it interestingly casts a new light on our contemporary world. . Back to template
Chaucer often brings his characters to life with deft references to their physical features. We learn, for example, of the Millere with the mouth ‘as greet was a greet formeys’. Suggesting that it was large and consumed vast quantities of food. But it was also hot, and therefore, prone to loudly utter, spicy language. The man himself is broad-shouldered, ugly and coarse with a thick red beard ‘brood as though it were a spade’. And on the very top of his nose he had a wart on which stood a ‘tuft of herys.’ 

The Pardoner, by contrast, is a small, smooth-skinned man with a small voice and ‘heer as yelow as wex’. This hair was lank and hung like a ‘strike of flex’ down to his shoulders. The pardoner is described as an effeminate yet vain individual who we are encouraged to laugh at even though ‘Hym thoughte he rood al of the newe jet’. The pardoner’s friend, the somnour has a ‘fyr reed cherubynnes face’ his eyes are narrow and his cheeks are covered in ‘whelkes white’. Acne is clearly not confined to youths of the 21st Century. The somnour’s face is one which would frighten children. He is a disgustingly ugly man. Chaucer’s characters leap off the page and into my head as he paints word pictures and I’m transported back in time to a new world when people went on pilgrimages. Back to template
Chaucer’s characters are, without exception, flawed, yet they are not presented in a malicious manner, but rather with wry humour. Perhaps recognising that no one is perfect, or that to be perfect is to be uninteresting. There is nothing uninteresting about his characters. The somnour enjoys his drink and it seems, uses his position to acquire the services of young women. The monk is little interested in the rules of his order, or monkly pursuits, but enjoys hunting on horseback and wears fine furs rather than the traditional coarse habit. He is unlike any monk I’ve met before. While the pardoner, it appears, enjoys a homosexual relationship with the deep-voiced, bi-sexual, somnour. This was a very new world. Back to template
Chaucer also makes great use of the sound of words to add to his description of his characters. You can feel their presence and hear their voices. The millere was


‘…a stout carl for the nones,


full byg he was of brawn and eek of bones;’

The flow of the iambic pentameter is broken here by the short, monosyllabic words producing an awkward, rough sound which in turn mirror the man. The alliterative effect of byg, braun and bones suggests further that this is a man who delivers punches and who you’d bounce off if you struck him. Meanwhile the somnour, we learn 


‘bar to hym (the pardoner) a stif burdoun


was never trompe of half so greet a soun.’ Apart from the sexual pun, the assonance and hyperbole in these lines emphasises the booming voice and maleness of the somnour. However, we also find in the description of the somnour that:


‘A few terms hade he, two or three


That he had learned at of som decree’.

The sing-song quality of these lines mimics the somnour who had clearly learnt his Latin by rote. He should have done so too, we discover, since he heard it all day. The humorous mimicry of his characters is appealing as is the way Chaucer uses the sound of language to take me away from this world into his, full of colourful characters. Back to template
Wilfred Owen is also adept at employing the sound of words to illuminate his meaning. However, there are few characters in Owen’s poetry and there is little humour. His subject, as he describes it, ‘is War and the pity of War’. Although I have no desire to experience what Owen and his fellow soldiers experienced, the war and its impact on people is vividly apparent in his poetry. I like the fact that he captures the truth of the war in such a convincing and uncompromising way. He gives me the opportunity to be there as an observer, to understand his concerns, to visit a ‘new’ and terrible world in my mind. Back to template
One poem which illustrates an aspect of war, not always evident, and which illustrates Owen’s wonderful use of language is ‘Mental Cases’. In this poem, Owen asks the reader to consider men who have lost their minds as a result of the ‘multitudinous murders they have witnessed’. the numbing sound of the alliteration gnaws at my mind. Two other lines which stand out for me in this poem, and which make it so understandable that men should lose their minds are:


Wading sloughs of flesh these helpless workers


Treading blood from lungs that had loved laughter’.

The revolting, squelching sound created by these words creates a gross, visual and audible image of the reality of trench warfare. Owen leaves us to contemplate ‘our’ corporate guilt for causing these men to lose their minds and I, who have never been there, feel it. This then was a ‘new’ world which drove men mad. Back to template
In poems like ‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’, Owen discusses the fate of those who die at war. This poem parodies the lack of funeral rites on the battlefield and compares them with those during normal times. Once again he uses sounds to great effect to transport his reader to the battlefield. This time it is the onomatopoeic effect of the alliteration in ‘the stuttering rifles rapid rattle’ and the discordant sound of the ‘shrill demented choirs of wailing shells’ which capture the sounds of the front line. Owen, in this poem, speaks out against the senseless slaughter of the your men who ‘die as cattle’ with no-one seeming to care. Their deaths however will be felt by the young girls who weep for them, for ‘the pallor of girls brows will be their pall’, and the deaths will be felt in families where ‘at each slow dusk the drawing down of blinds’ seems to hammer home the finality of death. It was then a new an desolate world for the men who inhabited it. Back to template
What I also like about Owen is his ability to speak out against the loss of life without being self-pitying or melodramatic. In poems like 'Strange Meeting' Owen reveals a concern for soldiers on both sides of the conflict. While in 'The Parable of the Old Man and the Young' and in 'Dulce et Decorum Est' he points the finger at those he believes are responsible and in doing so enables the reader to understand what it was like to live at that time when the politicians and the generals, the old men who refused to swallow their pride 'slew the seed of Europe One by One'. In 'Dulce et Decorum Est' his message is for all those who suggested that it is a sweet and noble thing to die for your country. This poem reveals this to be the 'old lie' as Owen describes with vivid imagery a soldier who dies in a gas attack. The poet sees him 'as in a green sea …guttering choking drowning.' This macabre dance of death is one that I never want to experience in reality yet I value the chance to visit this world and to learn from it. Back to template
Coleridge's world is, at times, as unsettling as that of Owen's. It has a nightmarish quality which is both fascinating and repelling. I'm thinking in particular of images in his epic 'Ryme of the Ancient Mariner' in which the Mariner with the 'glittering eye' shot an albatross and was then made to live while his ship was becalmed and the remainder of the crew died a horrible death. There are the images of 'ice, mast-high… as green as emerald' and the 'snowy clifts'. After he shot the albatross the ship is becalmed 

'as idle as a painted ship

Upon a painted ocean.'

The hallucinations of the mariner are captured as he sees


'slimy things did crawl with legs


Upon the slimy sea'

While the water itself is described as:


'…like a witch's oils,

Burnt green, and blue and white.'

Back to template
Coleridge's poetry, like that of Owen and Chaucer also reveals his acute awareness of the sounds of words to complement his meaning. The ice described above 'cracked and growled, and roared and howled'. There's some wonderful onomatopoeia here. While who can resist the effect of the rhythm and alliteration in 


‘The fair breeze blew, the white foam flew,


The furrow followed free;'

to capture the movement of the ship and the taste of the salt foam. It is as good as being there.

The opening lines of 'Kubla Khan' are easily remembered:

‘In Xanadu did Kubla Khan

An ancient pleasure dome decree

Where Alph the sacred river ran

Through caverns measureless to man

Down to a sunless sea.’

This, I would suggest is because of the stately, flowing rhythm and the echoing effect of the vowel sounds which reflects the majestic grace of the scene. This music continues, but becomes faster, and more disturbed, when nature is captured then we learn

' As if this earth in fast thick pants were breathing,
A mightly fountain momently was forced'

The music of the words effectively transports me on 'the viewless wings of Poesy'
, but the poem also intrigues me with its meaning. Nature it seems should not be sanitised, nor should it be trapped in a dome. But it can be captured in poetry, provided it recognises all the creatures and all the plants since all are God's creation. This belief that the natural world was created by God is also present in 'Frost at Midnight' and explains the appeal of the poem. Nature is honestly captured, even the cold! This world is perhaps not so new, rather the newness lies in the desire of Coleridge to capture it objectively, without judgement. Back to template
This concern for the truth is one shared by all three poets and is a particular focus of the 'Ryme of the Ancient Mariner'. In this poem, the Mariner must accept that the creatures of his nightmares are all God's creatures and must be recognised if he is to be reconciled. Back to template
Yes, these poets each present worlds of new experiences and they each have that unmistakable quality of being honestly felt, or true, as Keats wrote:


'Beauty is truth, truth beauty' that is all


Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.'
 They are also presented using ‘the best words in the best order’ which present vivid visual and aural images which allow me to enter the worlds of the poets, worlds which are all new to me.
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