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ABSTRACT 

Like any other genre of literature, poetry straddles 

two provinces. It can be considered to be one of the 

arts or one of the humanities. When viewed as the 

former, it consists essentially of a piece of verbal 

art. When regarded as the latter, it is the expression 

of human values and experiences. 

Taking into account a real EFL situation in China, this 

field study is intended to offer an integrated approach 

for experiencing EnglisI'- through poetry. 

This approach is actually a mixture, a combination of 

two parental models - the linguistic and critical. 

Since its key objective is to assist Chinese EFL 

students to advance their target language performance, 

it will inevitably focus on investigating t he operation 

of language in various literary communication components, 

such as lexical choice, placement, polysemy, and assoc

iation in a poetic context. Nevertheless, i t will also 

attempt to help the students develop their literary 

appreciation by reading poetry with critical scrut iny 

of the message it aims to convey. 
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As a whole, through close examination of poetic diction 

and function, it is supposed not only to heighten the 

students' awareness of the"rnagic powerdof words, but 

also to increase their sensibility to the human 

condition and aesthetic elements which are part of 

the poets' artistry. 
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Reading poetry, as it has been claimed, not only pro

vokes pleasure and makes people "witty" (Bacon), but 

inevitably involves a close engagement with the 

language used. Thus, there can be a real synthetic 

study of poetry and language which will bring bene f its 

to both. In other words, knowledge of language can 

enhance one I s appreciation of poetry, and in turn a 

reading of poetry can deepen one's understanding of 

language. That is why poetry may be considered a 

fertile ground for language learning . (see Chapter 2). 

Yet in the EFL course in China, poetry is treated as a 

Cinderella1 for the greater emphasis has been placed on 

prose. With respect to the content of the literary 

curriculum, poetry C'.JYers onl::,-~ a small portion in 

striking contrast to the large quantity o f novels and 

dramas. Even so, poetic texts tend to be left un

touched during the teaching process. Many teachers, for 

instance, who adopt "ENGLISH FOR TODAY" as their 

textbook will skip over the poems selected t here, such 

as Robert Frost's "Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening". 

This phenomenon is to a certain extent associated with 

a widespread misconception - poetry is always a hard 

nut, too hard to crack. Myths of this kind even·~o as 

far as to overlook the fact that some poems, written in 
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straight language, can be pleasantly read and discussed 

either in the street or in the classroom. Good 

examples may be the love poem "A Red, Red Rose'' by 

Robert Burns and the patriotic song "My Country" by 

Dorothea Mackellar. 

Aside from the "ill-treatment" of poetry, the teaching 

strategies adopted cause poetry to be overlooked almost 

entirely. It happens very commonly in China that the 

approach to literary texts leads the students to sweeping 

generalizations about their reading. A teacher, during 

lecture time, is inclined to ride a hobby-horse. He 

usually commences a session by supplying a mass of in

formation about the author, or hijacking plenty of 

second-hand remarks from well-known critics. He will 

subsequently continue to report a private literary 

experience or aesthetic appreciation. At the final 

stage there will be an overgeneralized surmnary of the 

central theme, the social significance and the writing 

style. As for the examination of language, he only 

stops occasionally to paraphrase the "key points" or 

to explain the literal meanings of esoteric vocabulary 

in the texts studied. This type of method normally 

can engender such problems as the following: 
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a} The students will be crammed with biographical 

knowledge of the writer, the general idea 

(i.e. subject, theme, plot, characters) 

of the text, but they may still remain in 

the dark about how language functions as 

effective communication in a literary 

context: 

b) The students' response to the text will be very 

much affected by the lecturer's dominating 

voice and second-hand criticism. During 

seminars they may not take part in any real 

discussion, but will simply parrot back what 

has been said during the lectures; 

c) The study of literature may result in a mere 

name-dropping acquaintance with authors, dates 

and titles, frequently without the reading of 

more than a brief fragment of an author's 

work in an anthology; 

d) And worse still, the students will lose their 

interest in the course, because the way in 

which literature is taught strongly violates 

their fundamental demands: the demands of 

improving the quality of their linguistic 

utterance rather than the training of 

literary criticism. 
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In quest of possible solutions to the above problems, 

we searched through all the available approaches, 

ranging from aesthetic appreciation to textual analysis, 

presented in literary publications as well as in lang

uage journals. Consequently we came out with two mo

dels which appealed to us most: one is the linguistic

analytic approach and the other the literary-critical 

approach. 

The linguistic approach treats literature as a storehouse 

of language diversity. It ultimately concentrates on 

exploring figurative speech in various contexts of use. 

That is, it encourages close examination in literary 

texts of syntactical.features and the operation of 

language, such as lexical choice, placement, word 

polysemy, association and so forth (see Chapter 3) 

The critical approach mainly applies to the training o f 

reading capacity. It is chiefly concerned with a 

careful assessment of literary creations in terms o f 

their historical, social, cultural, moral and aesthe t ic 

values. As one of its primary achievements, this app

roach provides an opportunity for systematic analysis o f 

literary art. It additionally bears, in a social sense , 
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a didactic intention so as to maintain the continuity 

of life, standards of culture, and the mode of conduct . 

(see Chapter 4). 

When considering the EFL circumstances in China, both 

the purely linguistic and purely critical approaches 

seem to be somewhat limiting or one-sided in terms 

of the probability of application. It therefore may be 

desirable to cook up a mixture by blending these two 

parental models according to the Chinese context. Hence, 

attempts have been made to bring into shape an integrated 

approach (see Chapter 5). 

To further illustrate this kind of discussion of poetry, 

the succeeding section will be devoted to applying the 

new strategy in the treatment of a sample text (see 

Chapter 6) • 

Owing to the Chinese educational ?hilosophy and the 

EFL situation, text selection is, as a rule, subject to 

influences from the essential objectives of a literary 

curriculum and the Chinese sociocultural background. 

Thus, the last part of the paper contains proposals for 

criteria i~ text selection t~at are easily adaptable to 

the local scene. In addition, a limited number of 
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selected poems, together with relevant notes, are 

offered for the convenience of those who might have 

an interest in trialling this approach {see Chapter 7). 

In concluding this introduction, I would like to 

suggest that the mixture represented by our integrated 

approach hardly agrees with everyone's taste; and, 

since it is new and untried, it stands in need of 

guidance and cautious observation of its strengths and 

shortcomings. 
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CHAPTER 1 

POETRY AND WORDS 

A poem begins with a lump in the throat; a home
sickness or a love-sickness. It is a reaching
out toward expression; an effort to find fulfil
ment. A complete poem is one where an emotion 
has found its thought and the thought has found 
the words My definition of poetry {if I were 
forced to give one) would be this: words that have 
become deeds. 

{Robert Frost) 

Poetry is a verbal art created through the figurative use 

of language. A poet, however intelligent he may be, will 

not write great poetry without a talent for language. 

The same applies to his reader; that is, he who wonts to 

appreciate poetry must indispensibly have command of the 

medium employed. In poetry the magic power of 1,-.rords is 

brought into full play regarding its vividness, suggestive-

ness, creativeness and so forth. Hence poetry can be 

viewed as an iceberg in terms of linguistic exploration 

where there is much more below the surface than we initially 

perceive. 

1.1 The Definition of Poetrv 

Poet~y enjoys a long history during the :;i:c'.'.lgress o:f hurna:::1 

civilization. But to answer the·question "What is poetry?", 

most of us would be prone to evade it with the words which 
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st. Augustine once used in reference to other matters 

"if not asked, I know; if you ask me, I know not." 

However, there still have been many critics and poets who 

have kept trying to define poetry in "exact language". 

They hitherto have offered us innumerable definitions, a 

few of which are quoted below: 

Poetry is, says Aristotle, composed of "the means as a 

whole -- rhythm, language, and harmony -- used, either 

singly or in certain combinations." It is, declares Words

worth, "the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings." 

In Shelley's view, ~poetry is the record of the best and 

happiest.moments of the happiest and best minds." In 

Leigh Hunt's phrase (Hudson, 19 32: 8 3) , poetry is "the 

utterance of a passion for truth, beauty and power, embody

ing and illustrating its conceptions by imagination an d 

fancy, and modulating its language on the principle of 

variety in unity." According to Matthew Ar nold (1969:236), 

poetry is at bottom "a criticism of life under the condit

ions fixed for such a criticism by the laws of poetic truth 

and poetic beauty." According to Judith Wright (1967:xiii-

xvi) 1 "poetry is above all personal, and concerned with 

feeling ... It is to human feeling that poetry speaks, and 

as long as there is anything to answer it, poetry will go 

on SF~aking." 

This list of definitions might be. extended through as many 

pages as we please. But still, it will be open to con-

troversy and hardly lead to a final agreement. 
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Nevertheless, the cited versions will be sufficient to 

exemplify the enormous difficulties in establishing a 

cast-iron formula to imprison the protean life of poetry. 

This would remind us of Christopher Brennan's experience 

of inquiry into the qualities of poetry. As a poet and 

a critic, Brennen had analysed a series of existing notions 

in his research "What Is Poetry?". 

confessing: 

He eventually came out 

I have not defined poetry: I disavowed, at the 
outset, all intention to do so •.• If you should 
ask me, after all, to define poetry, I should say 
that it is a beautiful mystery, and perhaps the 
definition would be found not incomplete. 

(Chisholm, 1965:19) 

It is fortunate for us, then, as readers, not as critics, 

of poetry, that we need not devote ourselves greatly to 

exploring either the definitions or controversies about 

the ideal aims of poetry. Yet it is necessary to seek 

a general formula to mark out some o~ the characteristics 

of poetry, since.otherwise we should commence on our work 

without any principles to guide us. 

We may regard poetry as a particular kind of art with 

double aspect. On one hand, it is an act of communication 

by means of words, but words in poetry are not convenient 

symbols of objects such as bank-notes. They are intell-

ectual things employed to convey multiple meanings, 

feelings and thoughts. Drawn from normal human speech, 

they can produce a musical value or rhythmic beautv when 
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arranged in a special order. Thus, poetry is always, 

as Wordsworth asserted, " a collection of the language 

really spoken by men." It is;however, the language 

raised to the nth power. Poetry, on the other hand, is 

one of the humanities, which probes the deepest human 

experiences -- birth, love, peace, happiness, admiration, 

ecst asy of life, or death, hate, chaos, · misery, jealousy, 

pain, grief, loneliness, despair, disaster of war ... In 

short, poetry presents all aspects of the human condition. 

If this argument still appears inadequate, we may as well 

set our feet upon the safe ground provided,by T.S. Eliot 

(1964:19) -- "We learn wha t poetry is -- if we ever l earn 

from reading it." 

When we read Robert Burns' "A Red , Red Rose" , for instance, 

we will not · bother about how the poem is fashioned; 

that is, how it comes out of imagination, fancy or inspirat

ion seems to b e of not much validity in our readi ng and 

appreciating it. We concentrate on the poem itself as 

something there; presented in printed words. We read 

over it with o ur eye s tracing the orderly- p laced symbo ls 

as fast as they can. We get absorbed in the person' s 

experience of r omance, sharing his passions and _vicariously 

responding to his emotion. "My love ", " a red rose" , and 

"my bonnie lass " all dance toge ther to bring forth a vivid 

image of a sweet, beautiful young l ady, whom we c an see 

in. o:..t.r mind 1 3 eye. 
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The verses like: 

As fair thou art, my bonnie lass, 
So deep in love am I; 

And I will love thee still, my dear 
Till a' the seas gang dry. 

not only powerfully express the speaker's profundity of 

love, devotion to his "lass", but nobly deepen the 

reader's feelings and exalt his conception of human love 

to a great degree. 

The poem is in reality a song of love. The whole 

expression seems not to stream from Burns' pen and ink, 

but spring from his heart and blood. Transcending the 

physical love of body, he enthusiastically eulogizes the 

spiritual love of soul. As an ideal kind of love, it 

engenders a vast magnetic field that attracts the admirer 

to "come again" to see his love "tho' it were ten thousand 

mile." 

Contrast this with Dryden's "Tyrannick Love" --

Ah how sweet is to love, 
Ah how gay is young desiret 
And what pleasing pains we prove 
When we first approach Love's Fire! 
Pains of Love be sweeter far 
Than all other pleasures are. 

We receive two distinct messages from these two poems that 

describe almost the same subject. The former, as we can 

feel, intuitively and instinctively, focuses on a noble, 

passionate love of spi~it and the latter on a strong, 
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zealous desire for the flesh. 

As far as appreciation of poetry is concerned, we 

remain at a surface level up till this stage. Hence we 

shall pursue this matter further so as to come to terms 

with the freshness of imagery, the beauty of rhythm 

created by the magic power of words in a poetic context. 

1.2 The Power of Words in Poetry 

Under the influence of the primitive idea of language, 

words are regarded as "spiritual symbols" with magic 

power. They are invented to classify things of the 

living environment, and to express the nature of the human 

soul. Thus, nothing, whether human or superhuman, is 

beyond their power. They "come to play that important 

part in our life which has rendered them not only a 

legitimate object_ of wonder but the source. of all our 

power over the external world." (Richards, 19'23:47) 

It is lucky that we are, as modern men, free from the 

manacles of the old view of language which was bound up 

with word-magic~ We consider language as man's greatest 

inver..tion. The capacity of the human brain has invented 

a system of symbols and sounds by which people 
1

,-ommuni ca te 

feelings, thoughts, ideas, desires, dreams, attitudes and 

experiences. The words of a language, as bricks and 

mortar, make it possible for the artists to build up a 

grand palace of literature, within which poetry is perhaps 
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the centre-point tower. 

Poetry is linguistically rich and vivid. As a marked 

feature distinct from prose and everyday speech, it says 

so much more in the same number of words. The poet, more 

than any other writer or speaker, strives hard to look at 

words afresh as a painter does with pigments. 

by Abercrombie, for example, that the poet 

We are told 

must out of the subtly adjusted sound and sense 
of words, contrive such a texture of intensities 
and complexities of meaning, of unsuspected 
filaments of fine allusion and suggestion, as 
will enable these gossamers to capture and convey 
into our minds just those feeling gleaming qual
ities of experience which elude the hold of every 
day straightforward language. 

{Bateson, 1966:34) 

In poetry,words are carefully chosen and arranged according 

to a rhythmic pattern. They therefore create s~nsuous 

imagery and musical grace, which give us knowledge and 

pleasure such as we get from pictures and music. More-

over, the words are often used as symbols or colours -by 

the poet to illustrate his perspective and experience of 

human values covering truth, goodness, beauty, or false-

hood, evil, ugliness and so on. Additionally, they are 

also employed to tel 1 stories, co ;::eci:r, t:r::c;ec.:7, c:.::c:. the pathos 

of the human condition. In general, the words, under the 

poet's skill, all appear alive in performing their "magic 

power". Here we may as well look at a few basic elements 

of poetry to see how this "power" has been exercised. 
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A. Imagery 

Poets, more than other writers, convey their attitudes, 

experiences, emotions and thoughts with the help of 

images, which are not just embellishments,but an integral 

part of the expression as a whole. 

The term "imagery" refers to images or word-pictures. It 

is often visual and provokes sensory responses. In 

reading poetry we usually find ourselves a part of the 

experience depicted. The images appeal to all our senses, 

arousing in our mind personal feelings or experiences that 

can be brought into the poetic experience. 

are some simple examples: 

The following 

Sight: The first stanza of Wordsworth's "The Daffodils" 

produces a strong visual image of the flower. 

When all at once, I saw a crowd 
A host, of golden daffodils, 
Beside the lake, beneath the trees, 
Fluttering and dancing in the breeze. 

The image of "The Eagle" by Tennyson appear s as a remarkable 

picture against the background of the blue sky, t h e lofty 

rock and the scrambling sea. It thus sets out t h e bird's 

majesty in solitude, its power, and its dazzling s peed. 

He clasps the crag with crooked hands; 
Close to the sun in lonely lands, 
Ring'd with the azure world, he stands. 
The wrinkled sea beneath him crawls; 
He watches from his mountain walls, 
And like a thunderbolt he falls. 
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In speaking of portraying human beings, Keats pictures 

an unusual image of man's age in the third stanza of 

node to a Nightingale": 

Here, where men sit and hear each other groan; 
Where palsy shakes a few, sad, last gray hairs, 
Where youth grows pale, and spectre -thin, and 

die!';~ ... 

When reading these lines we are inclined to react to the 

physical sensations of a group of aged creatures, who 

flock together groaning with misery and shivering like 

dying candles. 

is genuine. 

The experience is real. The description 

They interwovenly demonstrate the sadness, or 

the pessimistic aspect of human life. 

Hearing : In Dryden's "A Song for St. Cecilia's Dav" we ~ , 

can hear the sound of a trumpet blowing aloud and excitingly: 

The Trumpetsloud clangor 
Excites us to Arms 

With shrill Notes of Anger 
And mortal Alarms 

In Banjo Paterson's ballad "The Man trom Snowy River", the 

eighth stanza displays a sort of symphony in galloping 

horses and cracking stockwhips: 

Then fast the horsemen followed, where the gorges 
deep and black 

Resounded to the thunder of their tread 
And the stockwhips woke the echoes and they 

fiercely answered back 
From cliffs and crags that beetled overhead. 
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In a number of David Campbell's lyrics, the reader will 

be consistently exposed to the magpie's song. 

"Windy Gap" and "Spring Hares" for example 

A magpie sat in the tree's high top 
Singing a song on Windy Gap . 

.... the magpies shout 
Across the continent his name: 
It is the sun! It is the dawn! 
Bless the day that I was born ... 

Take 

Smell: The fifth stanza of Keats' "Ode to the Nightingale" 

demands the sense of smell (and probably the sixth sense 

instinct as well) to figure out the environment, and 

identify each living thing in accordance with its fragrance 

and vibration : 

I cannot see what flowers are at my feet, 
Nor what soft incense hangs upon the boughs , 
But, in embalmed darkness, guess each sweet 
Wherewith the seasonable month endows·. 

Another good example will be Kenneth slessor's "William 

Street" . It grotesquely depicts a scene which strongly 

applies to one's sense of smell as well as of sight. 

Smells rich and rasping, smoke and fat and fish 
And puffs of paraffin that crimp the nose , 
Or grease that blesses onions with a hiss; 
You find i t ugly, I find it lovely. 

Tactility: Reading R.D. Fitzgerald'·s "The Wind at Your 

Door", one woul d immediately respond to the strong physical 
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feelings and sensations presented in the third stanza: 

... when twice he turned it blew his way 
splashes of blood and strips of human hide 
shaken out from the lashes that were plied 
by one right-handed, one left-handed tough 
sweating at this paid task, and skilled enough. 

Frost 1 s "Birches'' is another instance of strong tactile 

imagery: 

Where your face burns and tickles with the cobweb 
Broken across it, and one eye is weeping 
From a twig's having lashed across it open. 

and so is the last stanza of Blake's nrnfant Sorrow'': 

Struggling in my father's hands, 
Striving against my swaddling ~ands, 
Bound and weary I thought best 
To sulk upon my mother's breast. 

T~ste: The total second stanza of node to the Nightingale" 

appeals to our sense of taste. Keats is said to be a 

master of synaesthesia; that is, the blending of two or 

more senses into one. 

o, for a draught of vintage! that hath been 
Cooled a long age in the deep-delved earth, 

Tasting of Flora and the country green, 
Dance, and Provencal song, and sunburnt mirth! 

0 for a beaker full of the warm South, 
Full of truth, the blushful Hippocrene, 

With beaded bubbles winking at the brim, 
And purple-stained mouth, 

That I might drink, and leave the world unseen, 
And with thee fade away into the forest dim ... 
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The line "O for a breaker full of the warm South" 

typically exemplifies the combining of the sense 

of taste with a general sensuousness. 

From the above illustration, we could arrive ~ta conclu

sion that imagery is actually the forming of pictures in 

figurative language. It is artistically used to convey 

a special message and impression, often engaging any or 

all the five senses of the reader. 

Imagery, formed out of image-shaping words, is character

ized by the qualities of precision, clarity or concretiz

ation, which have been looked upon as the vital contribut-

ions to poetry. By means of imagery the poet helps us to 

make our experience clear and certain. Besides, the 

suggestiveness, and delicacy of imagery often bring us 

into close contact imaginatively with realities, The 

decisive role that imagery plays in poetic creation is 

vividly stated by Frank Howes in the following passage: 

... without imagery, poetry would be abstract; and 
it would lack those qualities (of precision and 
clarity) which raise it above clear, logical, 
expression. It is imagery which vitalizes such 
expression, infusing it with copious suggestions 
of weights, buoyances, textures, sounds, movements, 
shapes, and colours. But there is, too, an awaken
ing of emotion, without which an experience would be 
dead, and also a directing of emotion, without which 
the experience would be warped, confused, and un
shapely. Imagery gives to cold, logical thought 
the power to excite emotion; the emotion thus 
engendered acts as an urgent impulse on thought, 
kindling it and quickening it with fresh strength; 

(Gurrey, 1963:46) 
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Consequently, any good, vivid writer, especially a poet, 

· always tries his utmost to create verbal mental-pictures 

to convey his ideas, experiences and feelings. 

B. Rhy thm 

Poetry has been viewed as memorable speech. The goo¢! 

poetry is memorable because it is striking, because it 

is expressive, because it enlightens our knowledge and 

enlarges our experience, because of its vividness and 

power to move or to teach us. And above all, it is 

made more easily memorable because of its form which 

essentially involves rhythm. This is probably due to 

the fact that "poetry begins with a savage beating a 

drum in a jungle and it retains that essential of percuss

ion and rhythm." (Eliot, 1964:155) 

Rhythm, the distinguishing mark of poetry, has often been 

defined as a combination of the metre pattern and the rhyme 

scheme. 

Metre in English signifies the rhythmic sequence or reg

ularity in the lines of poetry. Generally the metre of 

a line is determined by the relations stronger and weaker 

stresses in the component syllables. 

Metre has several categories. For instance, the metre of 

an iambic foot (the pattern of stressed and unstressed 

syllables which constitutes the recurrent rhythmic unit of 

a line) is an unstressed syllable followed by a s tressed 
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syllable (e.g. behold, recall). A trochaic foot is the 

other way round (e.g. older, accent). Iambic 9entameter 

signals that the line is composed of five feet, each of 

which has one unaccented syllable followed by an accented 

one. As an example, here are two lines from Shakespeare's 

Sonnet Thirty, which is written in iambic pentameter. (The 

sign "I" indicates an accented syllable; "x" indicates an 

unaccented one): 

X / X ,1 X I X I' X I' 

When to the sessions of 
X ./ X I' X I X 

sweet silent thought 
, X / 

r summon up remembrance of things past 

Another example to show iambic pentarnetre can be found in 

the first five lines from Keats' "Endymion" with the 

scansion denoted by conventional symbols: 

X I X ,I X I X /' X I' X 

A thing of beauty is a joy forever: 
X / X ,- X I X I X f X 

Its loveliness increases; it will never 
IX X ./X ./ X / X I' 

Pass into nothingness; but still will keep 
X _, X /X ,- X / X / 

A bower quiet for us, and a sleep 
/ X X / X / X IX , X 

Full of sweet dreams, and health, and quiet breathing, 

Rhyme is another fundamental to rhythm. If the wor ds a t 

the ends of lines rhyme in some pattern, that patter n is 

called a rhyme scheme. The following is the last stanza 

of Wordsworth's "The Solitary Reaper": 
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Whate'er the theme, the maiden sang 
As if her song could have no ending; 
I saw her singing at her work, 
And o'er the sickle bending; --
I listened, motionless and still; 
And, as I mounted up the hill 
The music in my heart I bore, 
Long after it was heard no more. 

I X 
Here we can see, line two rhymes with line four -- ending-

, X 
bending. As this rhyme includes an accented syllable 

followed by an unaccented one, it is named a feminine 

rhyme. The last four lines end with two couplets of 
.,,. 

masculi~e rhyme which are all stressed syllables -- still
, , / 

hill, bore-more. 

The rhymes exemplified above, all corning at the ends of 

the lines, are called end rhymes. Those which occur with-

in a single line, as in the first and third verses of the 

stanza below, are called internal rhymes: 

In mist or cloud, on mast or shroud, 
It perched for vespers nine; 
Whiles all the night, through fog-smoke white, 
Glimmered the white moon-shine. 

(Coleridge, "The Ancient Mariner") 

In a technical sense, the rhythm of a poem seems to be 

formed by the combination of the metre pattern with the 

rhyme scheme. However, rhythm, in the abstract, has no 

reality except in the mind of the reader; that is to say, 

~hythm is, to a great extent, the product of the rhythmic 

response of the mind. This view is penetratingly 

expressed by I.A. Richards (1926:139) in the passage ~uoted 
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below: 

with rhythm so with metre, we must not think of 
it as in the words themselves or in the thump
ing of the drum. It is not in the stimulation, 
it is in our response. Metre adds to all the 
variously fated expectancies which make up rhythm 
a definite temporal pattern and its effect is not 
due to our perceiving a pattern in something out
side us, but to our becoming patterned ourselves. 

This is largely because the reading of poetry is not a 

monotonous and subdued form of singing. Involved in 

reading a poem are not only the rise and fall of pitch, 

the variations of stress in syllables, but also our 

thinking, which is accompanied. by mental activities of 

perception, imagination, and intuition as well. 

reading a poem like John Clare's "Autumn": 

When 

The thistle down's flying, though the winds are all 
still, 

On the green grass now lying, now mount~ng the hill, 
The spring from the fountain now boils like a pot; 
Through stones past the counting it bubbles red-hot. 
The ground parched and cracked is like overbaked 

bread, 
The greensward all wracked is, bents dried up and 

dead. 
ihe fallowfields glitter like water indeed, 
And gossamers twitter, flung from weed to weed .. . . 

Every beat of metre arouses in us a tide of anticipation. 

It turns and swings, stirring up our nerves of emotion~nd 

-~S tablishing as it does so extraordinarily extensive 

sym?athetic ~everberation. It seems as i f performing 

"a vast cyclic agitation spreading all over the body, a 
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tide of excitement pouring through the channels of the 

mind". (Richards 1926:140) 

Simultaneously the process of reacting to the words is ac

companied by trains of thought, of forming images, and of 

combining thought, imagery and sound of music properties. 

As the progression is carried out at various speeds and 

with varying arrangements of emphasis and timing, the 

series of mental activities may be correspondingly dancing 

quickly or moving slowly. 

aloud the line 

For instance, while reading 

The ground parched and cracked is like overbaked 
bread, 

one would possibly experience a rapid emotional flow, a 

sharp pitch shift and a slow-down movement owing to the 

sensory elements, the variety of vowels and consonants, 

and overwhelmingly the rhythmic response of the mind. 

"The rhythm of poetry," as P. Gurrey (1963:77) pointed 

out, "is really the rhythm of our thinking when we are 

reading the words of a poem;" and it is "an intrinsic part 

of our recreation of the poem." 

Rhythm is one of the essential devices for poetic work. 

In terms of its function and necessity, this device has 

been explained by Yeats in a characteristic passage: 
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The purpose of rhythm, it has always seemed to me 
is to prolong the moment of contemplation, the 
moment when we are both asleep and awake, which 
is the one moment of creation, by hushing us with 
an alluring monotony, while it holds us waking by 
variety, to keep us in that state of perhaps real 
trance, in which the mind liberated from the 
pressure of the will is unfolded in symbols. If 
certain sensitive persons listen persistently to 
ticking of~ watch, or gaze persistently on the 
monotonous flashing of a light, they fall into 
the hypnotic trance; and rhythm is but the tick
ing of a watch made softer, that one must need 
listen, and various, that one may not be swept 
beyond memory or grow weary of listening. 

(Bateson, 1966:25-6} 

To manifest what is indicated by Yeats' remarks, we will 

cite part three of "Five Visions of Captain Cook" by 

Kenneth Slessor: 

Two chronometers the captain had, 
One by Arnold that ran like mad, 
One by Kendal in a walnut case, 
Poor devoted creature with a hangdog face. 

Arnold always hurried with crazed click-click 
Dancing over Greenwich like a lunatic, 
Kendal panted faithfully his watch-dog beat 
Climbing out of yesterday with sticky little feet. 

Arnold choked with appetite to wolf up time, 
Madly round the numerals his hands would climb, 
His cogs rushed over and his wheels ran miles, 
Dragging Captain Cook to the Sandwich Isles. 

But Kendal dawdled in the tomb stone past, 
With a sentimental prejudiceto going fast; 
And he thought very often of a haberdasher's door 
And a yellow-haired boy who would knock no more. 

All through the night-time, clock talk to clock, 
In the Captain's cabin, tock-tock-tock, 
One ticked fast and one ticked slow, 
And Time went over them a hundred years ag0. 
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Obviously there is a correlation between the effects of 

rhythm and that of sound. They both work interdependently, 

supporting and strengthening the thought and feeling in the 

poetic context. In lines such as --

Arnold always hurried with a crazed click-click, 
Dancing over Greenwich like a lunatic, ..... . 

All through the night-time, clock talk to clock, 
In the Captain's cabin, tock-tock-tock, ..... 

the particles "click-click'', "tock-tock-tock" are onomato-

poeic, echoing sensationally the talking clocks. As they 

are all vehement, abrupt and clipped utterances, they 

resound rhythmically to the running chronometers. 

Additionally,. they create an intensified atmosphere whi ch 

indicates to the reader how fast the pace of Time i s. A 

reading of these lines, even at random, would likely 

associate one with some old notions or stereotypal images 

of Time_: "Time is on the wing." "Time flies like 

arrows". "Man can never stop Time" and so forth. 

Talking about the value of sounds in poetry~lots of people 

claim that it carries a meaning related to the 

content. Here are several examples offered by way of 

illustration: 

Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow . . . 

( from" .Macbeth'.') 



20 

According to David Daiches, the drawn-out mournful "o" 

sound . . . helps to convey the emotion of quiet despair; 

he adds that the three words are nthree relentless tolling 

sounds; they tend to convey a mournful effect even apart 

from the meaning." 
(Bateson 1966:24) 

The song of her whistle screaming at curves, 
of deafening tunnels, brakes, innumerable bolts. 

(from "The Express") 

the "b" sound, as Hooper (1968:157) discovered, "together 

with the other 'stop' consonants in the line, helps to 

suggest the clatter of the express moving at high speed." 

I hear lake water lapping ... 

{W.B. Yeats) 

While sallow Autumn fills thy lap with leaves ... 

(William Collins) 

According to P. Gurrey (1963:77), "the liquid sound of the 

letter 'l' aptly expresses any slow and gentle movements." 

Five miles meandering with a mazy motion ... 

(S.T. Coleridge) 
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As J.B. Hegins (1974:10) described, this line is a 

beautiful example of alliteration. "All the m • s ere ate 

a gen~le, languid, liquid sound that strengthens the image 

of the river." 

From the above samples, we ought to be aware of the gen-

eral virtue of sound; for its value and function often 

affect the experience, feeling and imagery of poetry in 

particular environments. For instance, a discerning 

reader may deepen his appreciation still further by 

observing the exact contribution of the "s" sound in 

Slessor's "William Street": 

Or grease that blesses onions with a hiss 

In this line the repeated sound "s" tends to give a 

sensory impression of the hissing and the sizzling of the 

frying onions . 

We therefore recommend that, while exploring the ~oetic 

values as a whole, sound effects must be studied, but only 

in close association with meaning -- with thought, imagery 

and rhythm. 

C. Diction 

Diction generally refers to the selection of words, the 

vocabulary used in a work of literature. But here we 

mean poetic diction -- t~e choice and placement of lexis 
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to convey a oarticular experience and evoke a particular 

feeling. 

It has been a commonplace that poetic language has double 

functions. In one sense, it is literal or referential; 

that is, it is used to present facts, objects, in short, 

what the poem says at a surface level. In the other 

sense, it is figurative and connotative. It is the 

language that is utilized by careful selection to create 

imagery, which, vividly and freshly, crystalizes the 

intended message or instruction for the reader to perceive. 

In th±s case, the words employed are highly suggestive and 

infused with implied, associational meanings. A poet, 

essentially, is expected to exploit figurative speech to 

make his writing more effective and impressive. He 

scrupulously chooses his lexical symbols and arranges them 

in a particular form, not only to represent things with 

which his readers are familiar, but to connote multi-

meanings with emotive colourings. Take the word "rose" 

from the following verses for example: 

From fairest creatures we desire increase, 
That thereby beauties Rose might never die, ... 

(Shakespeare "Sonnet I") 

Goe lovely Rose, 
Tell her that wastes her time and me 

That now she Knows, 
When I resemble her to thee 

How sweet and faire she seems to be. 

(Waller ~Goe Lovelv Rose" ) 
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My love is like a red, red rose, 
That 1 s newly sprung in June: 

(Robert Burns "A Red, Red Rosen) 

"Rose" primarily means 11 the flower of any prickly-stemmed 

shrubs, of a red, pink, white, or yellow colour, and 

often fragrant." Yet, as a word suggestive to the 

European imagination, it serves to communicate myriad 

meanings. Behind the word lies the moral and sensuous 

(i.e. "relating to the five senses") experience of the 

centuries. As we can sense in the above lines, the word 

calls up a flower of great beauty, and it is therefore 

linked to images of human beauty, generally youthful 

beauty (e.g. "bonnie lass"). As II rose" is traditionally 

seen as richest and most elegant in early summer, it is 

often used to signify beauty, love, rich colour, sweetness, 

passions, summer and More besices. so, a single word, 

like 11 rose", can be a point upon which different signals 

may cross or uni b simultaneously. Other flowers such as 

"violet", "daffodil", "lily," "tulip", and so on are.used 

by poets in a similar way. T'his linguisti.c phenomenon 

is celightfully described by F. Inglis (1968:70): 

... all language, besides having a referential 
meaning (i.e.· we call this stuff "wood"), gathers 
round it a whole cluster of associations which are 
inextricable froG1 the words themselves. ':'hus, if 
we take one or two particular resonant words, and, 
as it were, dro7 them into the still, unruffled 
pool of our minds, they set up expanding ripp~es, 
cross-currents and shadows far beyond the first 
splash. Far beyond the first, specific meaning, 
the associations of the language rami~v in our 
ninds, and as the words build into pat~erns in our 
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response, so each ripple is checked, directed, 
and drawn into the organized response which 
the poet wants for his poem. 

We have mentioned before that a poet tends to speak to his 

reader in a figurative mode. Actually one of the main 

aspects of his craftmanship is a good cor.unand of the fig

urative use of language. 

In English poetry figurative speech has been broadly 

divided into two classes: simile and metaphor. In a 

qeneral sense, when subordinators such as "like" or "as" 

are used the image is called a simile -- a figure o= 

speech in which two essentially different objects, things, 

or ideas are directly compared. 

Burns' 

Simple exam9les are 

0 my love is like a red, red rose, 

and Tennyson's "The Eagle" 

He watches from his mountain walls, 
And like a thunderbolt he falls. 

Another category is metaphor. In metaphor, a word wh ich 

in ordinary usage means one kind of thing, qualitv or action 

is now applied to another, without express indication of a 

relation between them. A quick exarn?le of this co~es to 

mind in these two ooetic titles: 



'The Sick Roser 

'The Rose of the World' 
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{William Blake) 

(W.B. Yeats) 

In Blake's notion, the word "rose", with respect to its 

metaphorical quality, stands for a young and pretty 

lady passionate for love. In Yeats', it signifies a 

wider scope, meaning human beauty and grace. 

If we look at the first stanza of Dryden's "Tyrannick 

Lave", 

And what pleasing pains we prove 
When we first approach Loves fire! ... 

We will discern that the word "fire" acts as a striking 

metaphor in the context of its use. In the company of 

other words such as "gay" , "pleasing" , "pain", "pleasure" 

and "love", it conveys, far beyond its specific meaning, 

a strong erotic sense. It appears to be a synthesis. of 

the flaming physical desire, uncontrollable passions and 

sexual excitement. 

In poetry, both simile and metaphor are not pompous forms 

of expression used as ornaments to adorn or beautify the 

writing. Quite the reverse; they are created to 

illustrate and communicate the author's intentions, 

feelings, and attitudes via implication and association. 

A poet who is to describe something always searches his 
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hardest for an imaginative, fresh, and original way of 

expression. Mostly he resorts to these two devices. 

He employs them as delicate instruments to give his 

work vividness, interest, profundity, uniqueness, and 

notably aesthetic charm. Just as Richards (1929:223) 

proclaims, "From the technical point of view indeed the 

poet's task is constantly (though not only) that of find

ing ways and means of controlling feeling through meta-

phor." 

NOTE: 

The same, we believe, also applies to simile. 

All the Australian verses can be found in 

Haseltine, H.ed. The Penguin Book o f Australian 

Verse, Campbell, o. Selected Poems 1942-1968, and 

Slessor, K. One Hundred Poems. (See Bibliography) 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE USE OF POETRY 

Language is fossil poetry. (R.W. Emerson) 

For language goes everywhere, and wherever it goes, 
we are in duty bound to follow it. 

(Donald Davie) 

A poet, as mentioned before, like the artist, paints by 

means of words. Through his eyes we can view fully the 

images of the world, which are things we have seen a 

thousand times but never noticed. The objects and relations 

the poet observes and describes illuminate new perceptions 

of sight, sound, touch and smell. Through his words, for 

instance, we see Tennyson's eagle "like a thunderbolt he 

falls", Humber Wolf's squirrel looking like a "small gray 

coffee pot", Yeats' old man in "a tattered coat upon a 

stick", Campbell 1 s magpie sitting "in the trees' high top 

singing a son; on Windy Gap", ... 

Poetry is rooted in the resources of ordinary speech. But 

with respect to its quality and delicacy of utterance, it 

is linguistically richer than other forms of communication. 

It thus can be considered, from a practical point-~f view 
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a fertile ground for language study. 

In terms of the "four skills" (i.e. Listening, Speaking, 

Reading and Writing), poetry can be utilized to include 

a number of learning activities which provide help for 

the promotion of each of the skills. 

2.1 Listening 

A poet is, in Shelley's view, "a nightingale, who sits in 

darkness and sings to cheer its own solitude with swe~t 

sounds; his auditors are as men entranced by the melody 

of an unseen musician, who feel that they are moved and 

softened, yet know not whence and why." (Rhys, n. d. : 10) 

Coincidentally, much class activity will begin with pupils 

listening to poetry read by the teacher or by a student, 

or poets on recordings. It is, in fact, necessary to 

guide the student to learn to enjoy poetry through hearing 

it at an initial stage. By means of listening,the student 

will be encouraged to rely on his ears which enable him to 

fully appreciate the musical value of poetry -- the beauty 

of rhythm. Additionally, he will have a good opportunity 

not only to absorb the feelings contained in the poem 

itself, but also the feelings of the person who does the 
I 

reading. This will hopefully enrich his appreciatio~ and 

stimulate him to read the poem himself, or even go on to 

recite it. Generally, a young pupil can hardly know 

whether or not he likes poetry unless he hears a certain 

amount of it read by a skilful and appreciative reader. 
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This, however, does not necessarily mean a professional 

or an intensely dramatic reader. In reality, as a class

room activity, a simple, perceptive reading of a poem is 

more effective than an overdramatic one. We should not 

demand "beautiful" reading, nor be.hard on poor reading. 

One teacher of poetry maintains that 11 a poem in the mouth 

of the student is worth two read by the teacher~" (Fowler, 

1965:272) 

Nowadays, various modern teaching aids are easily avail-

able for use. Recorders or cassettes are very helpful 

means for carrying out the task of listening to poetry. 

We may, for example, record the song "I Love a Sunburnt 

Country" {based on Makellar' s poem "My Country") from an 

Australian T.V. program for listening comprehension. We 

first see how much the students can understand of the song. 

Then , we continue to present the taped poem "My Country" 

by Dorothea Makellar: 

I love a sunburnt country 
A land of· sweeping plains 
Of ragged mountain ranges 
Of droughts and flooding rains 
I love her far horizons 
I love her jewelled sea 
Her beauty and her terror 
The wide brown land for me! ... 

As a third step, we will issue a printed copy to each 

person and ask him to read it himself. Finally, .. an 

elaborate explanation together with a class discussion 

will follow in an attempt to facilitate a fuller appreciat-

' i: 
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ion of the text. 

2.2 Speaking 

The term "speaking" here bears a wider significance. It 

does not merely mean the oral reading of poetry, but the 

discussion of it among the whole class. 

Poetry can offer many speaking activities, of which a 

reading or recitation contest is the most engaging and 

delightful one. In a class, choral reading usually 

brings about a lively classroom atmosphere yet also a 

danger of making too much noise. Therefore, strongly 

recommended is its counterpart -- solitary reading, which 

many people think can help the reader to memorize the 

poem he reads, and further his appreciation of the har

monious metrical sounds of the text. If the sound, for 

instance, of Slessor's "Five Visions of Captain Cook" is 

to be read aloud over and over again, it is likely to 

become internalized. 

Poetry, as Shelley claimed, "is the centre and circumfer

ence of knowledge, "and" "at the same time t he root and 

blossom of all other systems 'of thought." Apart from 

that, it "enlarges the circumference of the imagination by 

replenishing it with thoughts of every new delight, which 

have the power o f attracting and assimilating to thei r 

own nature all other thoughts , . . . " (Rhys, n.d.: 12-3 ) 
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Shelley's discovery retains a lot of truth. All readers 

of poetry have, supposedly,experienced that a reading of 

poetry tends to direct them to new fresh feelings, 

supplies plentiful food for thought, and stretches their 

imagination or fancy. Under such circumstances, readers 

will be active in responding emotionally to the poem they 

read. In a class, discussing and comparing personal 

interpretations of a shared text involves and triggers 

students' verbal responses which may be analytic, penetrat

ing, logical statements, or provocative, argumentative, or 

possibly, farfetched opinions. In this way both their 

speech quality in the target language and comprehension of 

the poem will be improved. 

Once the students, for instance,are confronted by these 

lines from Dryden's "The Spanish Fryar": 

But 1 tis too short a Blessing 
And Love too long a Pain. 

But Dying is a Pleasure 
When Living is a Pain. 

they wil 1 i nitially paraphrase them· in to common speech which 

might be: "However, death is too short a blessing and love 

is too long a pain or misery 

ure whereas life is suffering." 

Death is a kind o f pleas

Following that they will 

plunge int0 thought. While pondering over it, some may 

make a judgement of this pro -death, anti-life attitude from 

either a pessimistic or realistic point of view; others 

may drive at a conclusion associate d with the conception of 

the ephemeral q uality of life, or the ambivalence at t he 
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heart of the human condition; and the remaining students 

may pursue these thoughts further to discern implications 

related to the theory of nihilism as is displayed in 

Hemingway's story "The Clean, Well-lighted Place" 

Death is nothing. It is just a Everything is nothing. 

long~ peaceful sleep. When they come to put their heads 

together, they will exchange their deductions, discuss 

them and even argue over them with evidence found in the 

material. 

From my personal experience, I was once much impressed by 

the wide scope of the Chinese EFL students' {third year 

at tertiary level) mental travel when reading Robert 

Frost's "The Road not Tak.en". 

discussion of the last stanza: 

I still remember the 

I shall be telling this with a sigh 
Somewhere ages and ages hence: 
Two roads diverged in a wood, and I 
I took the one less travelled by, 
And that has made all the difference. 

the students gave a large variety of responses which 

evinced their associational capability. 

are several of the observations they made: 

The following 

a. The last stanza as a unit seems to describe the 
feel of a person who regrets having taken an 
unbeaten track or a road "less travelled by" for 
his life path. Evidence for this impression can 
be found in the linguistic clues such as the word 
"sigh". 

b. Of the two roads, one may be long and the other 
short; one leads the traveller to success, the 
other to failure or rebuff; one is smooth, straight 
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while the other is winding and misleading. 

c. In some way, the final part of the poem is 
intended to suggest a message that it is 
always a crucial business to make one 1 s 
choice once one encounters two diverging 
roads or simply a cross road in life. 

d. If looking at the two roads through a religious 
eye, you might imagine that one road could be 
connected with love and happiness, and the other 
with misery and torture. With a particular 
reference to Dante I s "Divine Comedy", one road 
extends in the direction of Heaven while the 
other leads to the Inferno. 

These comments or interpretations were all contributed to 

the classroom discussion, from which each participant 

benefited by expanding and deepening his understanding of 

the poem and thus, incidentally, his competence in handling 

the language as well. 

2. 3 Reading 

Reading comprehension fundamentally involves the develop

ment of a wide vocabulary which enables the reader to 

become familiar with the attributes of i ndividual words, 

and also promotes the capability of the reader for identi

fying lexical items in the syntactical relationships of 

line and stanza in poetry. Besides, it includes the 

improvements o f his ability to read between the lines; or 

in other words, to d e termine the poe t's own attitude and 

examine h is reasoning. 

In terms of imp r oving reading, the 5=>rimary concerns 

unavoidably fall upon the development of vo cabulary and 

the techn ique of comp:ehe nding meanings of words at a 

· I 
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contextual level. It is widely agreed among language 

teachers that lexis is best taught and learned in a 

meaningful context. Supposing an EFL student is 

assigned an exercise to memorize a list of words in a 

workbook; 

apple curd 
quince syrup 
plum cinnamon 
gourd manna 
jelly date 
cream spice 

he will find memorisation of such a list difficult. Yet 

he is more likely to tackle this task with high motivation 

and achieve a better result when exposed to a context with 

these words in. living operation. A relevant text will be 

a verse from Keats' "The Eve of St. Agnes" which presents 

an image of something like a fruit market: 

While he from forth the closet brought a heap 
Of candied apple, quince, and plum, and gourd; 
With jellies soother than the creamy curd, 
And lucent syrups, tinct with cinnamon; 
Manna and dates, in argosy transferr'd 
From Fez; and spiced dainties, every one, 
From silken Samarkand to cedar 1 d Lebanon. 

Poetry, as many people suggest, is "memorable speech" 

largely due to its rhythm and imagery. It thus helps 

the student enormously to cope with memorisation. In 

addition, the enjoyment that poetry provides is ano t her 

important factor in motivating the student . 
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In the area of lexical study, there seems to be a tend

ency that many language learners would be more willing 

to take the referential properties of words for granted 

than to sit down to reflect systematically about their 

meaning. Plainly speaking, their reluctance for close 

linguistic inquiry tends to focus their concentration 

only on the literal aspect of language. Such is often 

the case notably in the Chinese EFL learning situation, 

where a great deal of attention is given to dictionary 

use rather than connotative use of language. This 

reliance upon the dictionary plays down the figurative 

value of language as it fu..~ctions in human discourse. 

In order to keep a balance in the study of the two uses 

of language, a reading of poetry can be applied as an 

experimental instrument. This is because an inter-

pretation of a poem necessitates inevitably a close 

investigation of the language used in both its respects: 

referential use and figurative use (also called "denotation 

and connotation"). Evidence for this can be produced 

from many poems such as Burns' "A Red, Red Rose", Blake 1 s 

"The Sick Rose 11
, Wordsworth's "The Daffodils", Frost's 

"The Road not Tak.en" and so forth. Here is a fresh 

example from Rodney Hall's poem "Hydra": 

Unrehearsed from winter sea 
the sun fruits in my olive tree. 

The poet's creative use of "fruit" as a verb strikes the 
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reader as vivid and compelling. Beyond its specific 

reference, the word itself demonstrates a dazzling image 

of golden sunshine reflected on the green treeleaves. 

This image strongly appeals to at least a couple of our 

senses sight and smell. It stretches our imagination 

as far as to suggest a mirage. This convincingly supports 

Owen Barfield' s arguoent: '.'.Language is the storehouse of 

imagination." (Thomson, 1968:26) 

The way of studying lexis through poetry is obviously 

entertaining and rewarding with regard to upgrading our 

language level just as Richards (1929:335) described: 

Surely systematic investigation of the uses of 
language may be expected to improve our daily 
use of it, at least in the same measure that 
study of plant-physiology may improve agriculture 
or human physiology assist medicine or hygiene. 

This investigation, Richards added, is no longer confused 

with the grammarian's inquiry into syntax and into com

pa~ative linguistic morphology, or with the logician's or 

the philologist's studies. It is, in fact. "recognized as a 

vital branch of research, and treated no longer as the 

peculiar province of the whimsical .amateur." (p • .337) 

EFL learners especially in the Chinese context , commence 

their language course with a general survey of Enq]ish 

grammar. As a result, when it comes to r e ading in 

particular, the students tend to rely on thei r knowledge 

of granunatical rules (which they oft en apply to analysing 
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the word classes, sentence patterns. and clause categories 

of the material ~~ey are occupjed with). Quite often 

there arises a problem that annoys the students a lot; that 

is, they feel terribly frustrated when confronted by, what 

seem to them,ungrammatical statements which so frequently 

occur in literary writing. Poetry, perhaps, is partic

ularly the case. 

Language is a living and creative thing, it is by no means 

a dead or cast-iron matter. In literary creation and 

daily communication, writers and speakers sometimes 

deliberately violate the conventions -- shake off the 

bondage of grammar -- to express their particular ~essages, 

feelings, thoughts and experiences. 

In poetry, since many of its devices improve the restraints 

of traditional grammar, we are provided with a new dimens-

ion of the language in use, Inversion, as an anti-

grammatical gesture, is commonly employed in poetic work. 

If we look at the following lines: 

With flaming horns the Bull now brings the year; 
Melt do the horrid mountains' helm of snow; 
The silver floods in pearly channels flow; 
The late-bare woods green anademes do wear. 

the word order in the poem might have been expected to be: 

The Bull now brings the year with flaming horns; 
The horrid mountains melt their helms of snow; 
The silver floods flow in pearly channels; 
The late-bare woods do wear green anademes. 

;: 
I 
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Grammatically this is better because the syntax. maintains 

normal word order and may be easier for the reader to 

figure out the morphological interrelations within the 

structures. However, there is a loss of poetic value, 

the rhyme scheme and the rhythmic harmony at least. 

2.4 Writing 

Critical evaluations are also part of the study of poetry. 

From reading poetry we will become aware of the artistic, 

original use of words (e.g. lexical choice, collocation, 

placement, etc.), which could be imitated to a lesser 

extent in our own writing. 

For writing practice, the most popular form is essay-

writing. The literary essay is usually intended as an 

opportunity for students to put down on paper their 

responses to the text they have read and personally 

appreciated. This type of task often includes a general 

comment, detailed analysis of the content, organization, 

and close inquiry into the implications and style of the 

text. As an essential requirement, written assignments 

in essay form are to focus on the poet's work rather than 

the poet himself. It should be an exercise that is 

designed to help students clarify ("release" if preferred) 

their emotions, thoughts, and aesthetic experiences they 

have undergone during the reading process. This exercise, 

we assume, possesses a double function: it firstly offers 

students a chance to practise their writing skill; and, 

secondly, it directs them to"penetrate" the poem, deepen-
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ing their understanding of the content and exploring 

the potential power of language. In short, it enhances 

their love and appreciation of poetry. 

To a certain degree writing poetry can be encouraged since 

it appeals to young people, and helps to increase their 

feeling for poetry. But it is wise not to make it com-

pulsory. China is historically a land of poetry. Many 

Chinese have the hobby of reading poetry, both works in 

the native tongue and translated or original versions 

from other nations. There is an old saying: "Reading 

poetry enables you to produce it yourself, even if not 

specially trained." Inspired by this notion, a large 

number of the EFL learners in China, who are fond of 

imitating things in poetic forrn,like to meet the c h allenge 

which writing poems represents to them. One of my EFL 

colleagues, for example, has a persistent wish to exper

iment with poetic composition in the targe t language . 

Here is one of his products: 

Like a young female's breast so fresh and tender 
The green leaves embraced a red flower. 
To wrap its body as pure and ~lender 
A passing cloud sneaked into the water. 

Out of jealousy a 
On a wind-chariot 
Shaking the frail 
And pouring harsh 

storm came in rage, 
at a high pace, 
lotus with a force of damage 
drops on its pretty face. 

("Lotus") 
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Poetry is the vehicle of feeling and communication; it 

offers the reader aesthetic pleasure and new experience. 

The quality of poetry is dependent enormously on the way 

people use their language. Thus poetry can preserve and 

extend the beauty and even history of a language. Such 

being the case, the study of another nation 1 s poetry, says 

T.S. Eliot, (1957:147) "is peculiarly instructive.-" The 

student, particularly the EFL student, of poetry would 

characteristically feel in the target language and under-

stand another people when reading their poetry. 11 S0, .'i-n 

poetry", Eliot (1957: 14) continues, "you, now and then, 

penetrate into another country, so to speak, before your 

passport has been issued or your ticket taken." 

It is almost universally true that poetry can be enjoyed 

and appreciated by everyone, provided one knows the medium 

used. The potential and intensity of poetic diction and 

imagery often establish communication with even the un

sophisticated reader. Nevertheless, the point we are 

trying to make doesn't necessarily mean that this task can 

be undertaken very easily. 

Poetry is in nature not simply a mass of words entangled 

together, nor is a group o f sentences rhyming with each 

other. It is actually, claims Judith Wrigh_t, (Thomson, 

1968:1) "a small world in itself, cut off from the flux 

of experience and so shaped that it may be contempla ted 

while it is itself experienced. It is more than what it 

says." This is mainly due to the fact that poetry is the 
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image of man and his environment. !n poetry, as Wordsworth 

(Smith, 1921:165) asserted, "the poet binds together by 

passion and knowledge the vast empire of human society, as 

it is spread over the whole world, and over all time . " 

That is to say, the poet, during his creating process, 

expresses through his feeling and experience all human 

values· he perceives -- namely the social,historic~l , 

political, moral, religious, and ae sthetic values which 

extensively reflect the entire e volution of human civil

ization. These values , presented in poe try, are often 

difficult to detect. sometimes they are so obscure 

that the reader cannot readily come to terms with them. 

Hence those who care for reading poetry are assumed to 

need an approach to assist them overcoming these difficult

ies. The cpproach to be offered should be prepared 

with consideration of the students• background, and made 

to fit their learning situation. Accordingly, the 

instructor should always be aware of the possibili t ies of 

mother tongue and cultural interference, and explain the 

poet's value assessments in terms o f his particular 

cultural background. 

! 
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CHAP'l'ER 3 

THE LINGUISTIC APPROACH 

The central purpose of linguistic analysis of a 
literary text is, as I understand it, to demonstrate 
i n concrete terms, both what has been communicated 
and how it has been communicated. Since literary 
communication operates through language, all liter
ary analysis rests ultimately on linguistic analysis. 

(H. Sopher) 

In a full sense, this approach should be called the lin-

guistic-analytic approach. A strategy f or interpreting 

literary material through textual analysis, it ultimately 

entails a close examination of words so as to see how 

language works as a medium of literary communication. 

Hence it is applied in a systematic manner to explore the 

lexical, grammatical and other functions displayed in 

textual organization. 

3.1 A Theoretical Basis 

The linguistic-analytic approach is establishe d as an 

enabling device for the student to investigate the many 

subtle tie s of language in literary texts . It is theo-

r e tically bas ed on the philosophy detailed below: 

1) As literature i s made of words arranged according 

to a particular genre, a knowledge of t he language 

used is an indispensible key to the study of literature; 
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2) Langu~ge study is not merely the servant of literary 

3) 

study. Linguistic examination of poetry should not 

only serve to assist the student to develop his 

literary appreciation, but also extend his interest 

in language learning -- heightening his awareness of 

reading efficiency, and providing an insight into 

the variety and potentials of ianguage; 

The linguistic approach offers a firm ground for 

literary interpretation. The analysis of the 

language can lead to a more reliable and precise 

understanding of the text. 

Historically the above observations emanate from t he theory 

of practical criticism first elaborated by I.A. Richards 

in the late 1920s. 

Richards, an English lecturer at Cambridge, discovered 

t~at his students were all confined to literary scholar

ship, which was then the dominating approach adopted for 

the study of literature. In their studies, they were 

encouraged to endeavour to trace the historical back

ground and tradition within which a work of lite rature was 

written, and the standards on which it is to be judged. 

Under such circumstances, the literary study had become 

a . "run-of-the-mill survey course". Students were led 

to use anecdotally the mass of biographical i n formation 

about the author when evaluating his wri tings. Literature, 
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was taught as a confused mixture of historical periods, 

movements and anecdotes. Although the individual 

qualities of the literary works were examined, little 

attention was paid to the linguistic foundations on which 

they depended. Just as David Daiches (l967:323)remarked: 

In college tha 'survey course' in literature 
tended to consist of general remarks about 
the characteristics of periods spiced with 
scraps of information about the lives of 
authors6 the whole cemented with lists of 
adjectives proper to be applied in specific 
instances. The problem of 'teaching' lit
erature ..• resulted in the brewing of a 
mixture ... Facts about movements and periods, 
qualities to be ascribed to individual authors 
as illustrating the movements and periods of 
which they were a part, and some biographical 
anecdotes; perhaps some plot summaries put in 
at intervals to enable students to write about 
some works as though they had read them -- this 
became the standard mixture, and it was not 
conducive to any real view of literature .... 

In rebelling against this form of literature teaching 

modern critics such as I.A. Richards attacked the whole 

idea of literary scholarship. Surprised to find that 

his students sometimes simply did not understand the 

plain sense of what they read, (largely due to "the 

naivety of their outlook", their feeble second-hand 

echoing of established critics' impressions and,especial l y, 

their "widespread inability to construe meaning") , Richards 

pleaded for concentration on particular authors and 

on particular works as a suggested remedy. He turned 

the "survey course" in to an "intensive reading course", 

moving from considerations of literary value to a consider

ation of how literature can produce value, how words can 
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communicate attitudes, feelings, thoughts and effects 

upon the reader. 

In his book "Practical Criticism", Rich.ards attempted 

to link literary criticism with the study of semantics, 

which was looked on as the scientific study of how words 

op·erate in conveying meaning in literary environments. 

Invented as a rival to Literary scholarship, practical 

criticism was intended to focus on meaning -- the four 

functions of language in a literary context. 

himself (1929:180-1) described it: 

As Richards 

_The original difference in all readings, the 
problem of making out the meaning is our obvious 
starting-point. · •. The ail-important fact for the 
study of literature -- or any other mode of . 
communication -- is that there are several kinds 
of meaning .•. Let us call them Sense, Feeling, 
Tone, and Intention. 

In Richards' t erms, what the four headings referred to is 

stated as follows: 

Sense - something said by the speaker (i.e. the 

writer) through the medium of language. 

Feeling - the speaker's attitude or feelings about 

what he has said. It usually overlaps 

with Tone. 
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Intention 
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the speaker's attitude to his 

listener (i.e. the reader}. 

the purpose, the aim, conscious or 

unconscious, and the effect the 

speaker is endeavouring to promote. 

1'Frequently his intention operates 

through and satisfies itself in a 

combination of the other functions". 

(1929:182) 

One of the major achievements of practical criticism lies 

in the heightened awareness of the potential power of the 

multi-functions of language in use. In fact, Richards 

conducts these investigations of the four functions in 

order to arrive at some conclusions about what imaginative 

literature .is, how it employs language, how its use of 

language differs from "the scientific use of language 11 ,* 

and what its special role and value are. 

Richards (1929:181): 

According to 

*I.A. Richards maintained that there are totally 
distinct uses of language. He distinguished 
them as scientific and emotive uses of language. 
"A sta ternen t may be scientific for the sake of 
the reference, true or false, which it causes. 
This is the scientific use of language. But it 
may also be used for the sake of the effects in 
emotion and attitude produced by the reference it 
occasions. This is the emotive. use of language". 
(Princip les of Lite rary Criticism, 1926:257) . 
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Language -- and pre-eminently language as it 
is used in poetry -- has not one but several 
tasks to perform simultaneously, and we shall 
misconceive most of the difficulties of crit
icism unless we understand this point and take 
note of the differences between these functions-
the four types of meaning. 

Richards 1 principles have been influential all along and 

passed on to his followers, who advocate the teaching of 

close textual analysis on such an assumption: a belief 

that if only the student would read what the author 

a'ctually said, appreciation may follow. This includes 

their view of literary texts as independent objects of 

art. Thus, to obtain a reliable understanding of these 

"independent objects", a more relevant approach would be 

an examination of the medium employed rather than the 

anecdotal use of biographical information and the hist

orical division of literary periods as well as movements. 

A poem, for instance, is a product of verbal art. To 

interpret it rightly and precisely postulates a concentrat-

ion upon the poem itself. It is therefore unnecessary to 

wade through such a long, exhausting procedure as that o f 

tracing all the "scraps of information" listed .1.n David 

Daiches' passage we cited earlier. 

3.2 An Examination of Words 

Like Richards, both Chapman and Carter, two outstanding 

figures among Richards' disciples, stress the indispens-

ibility of language in literary study. They both believe 

that language is the master-key to the comprehension of 
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literature as it is 

created from the basic material of linguistic 
study and is allied to it in a way that the 
other· arts like music and painting are not ..• 
It is mostly written; it is mostly of the past; 
and it presents features peculiar to itself which 
are not found in other areas of expression. The 
more important consideration is that literature is 
the work of men who were specially sensitive to the 
language of their time and who used the skill of 
language to make permanent their vision of life. 
They manipulated language to make it contain a 
unique series of experiences and interpretations. 

(Chapman, 1976:4-5) 

We believe, therefore that it is possible for language 
and literature to be studied together and that such 
study can be mutually complementary and beneficial. 

(Carter, 1982:2) 

Absorbed in an integrated study of literature and language, 

Chapman and Carter are correspondingly engaged in detailed 

discussions of how language works as language in literary 

communication . They are both convinced that the reading 

of any literature results inevitably in an attempt to 

register the semantic elements, or grammatical structure 

of which the text is made, and through which it produces 

effects and finally reaches our consciousness. 

In the treatment of poetry, they tend to look at word syn

onymity, polysemy or lexical association and collocation. 

As Chapman (1976:65) asserts: 

Literature ambiguity can draw on phonic, semantic and 
syntactic feature s . Shakespeare's punning on,_his own 
name with the complex Elizabethan association of WILL 
with sexual as well as mental desire in Sonnet 143 is 
well known : 

So will I pray that thou may'st ha~e they WILL. 
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Evidence of semantic obscurity can easily be observed in 

other poems such as Whitman's "The Imprisoned Soul": 

At the last, tenderly, 
From the walls of the powerful, fortressed house, 
From the clasp of the knitted locks -- from the keep 

of the well-closed doors, 
Let me be wafted. 

The meaning of "locks" seems to be blurred in the context. 

It cannot be explained solely as 'door locks• because 

the lexical association of 'locks of hair', which bears a 

suggestion of binding human relationship, cannot be 

excluded. "Although 'fortressed'", claims Chapman him-

self (1976:67) "pointg to the architectural meaning of 

'keep•, the wider common sense of 'retention' is equally 

present . " 

In Yeats' "The Second Coming": 

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere 
The ceremony of innocence is drowned. 

We may feel "the metaphor of 'tide' is well sustained in 

the particle 'drowned', and we are happy to accept a 

poetic personification of innocence, but 'ceremony' pulls 

us up sharply." (1976:69) In the context, 'ceremony' 

is perhaps the word of double significance, not only com

bining the abstraction of innocence with the physical 

nature of drowning in a tide, but further containing a 

metaphor of the poet's vision. 
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Like Chapman and his fellow researchers such as Stubbs, 

Arnold Carter is primarily concerned with the value of 

language in the study of literature. He assumes that 

to build the student's literary competence essentially 

involves the development of his ability to understand 

several different kinds of semantic relationship: between 

the lexical choices and the author's intentions; between 

sentences and different sorts of propositions conveyed 

by them; between what is said and what is implied and 

so forth. As these distinctions give more precise in-

sight into some aspects of literary communciation, a 

linguistic analysis of them will be considerably helpful 

and desirable. 

A poem, for instance, is a piece of written discourse 

accommodating many unexpected collocations. The poetic 

diction is so condensed that it performs a wide range of 

word polysemy or associations. Such being the case, 

Carter (1981:40) argues that "the principled study of the 

organization and structure of vocabulary can be of real 

value both in extending awareness of language as language 

and for assisting to· some degree in developing pupils' 

and students' performance in language use." In addition, 

such linguistic exploration can offer a more interesting 

interpretation and deeper understanding of a literary 

text. 

Carter displays the linguistic approach or analysis 
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through his experiment with the poem ~Janet Waking" by 

John Crowe Ransom: 

Beautifully Janet slept 
Till it was deeply.morning. She woke then 
And thought about her dainty-feathered hen, 
To see how it had kept. 

One kiss she gave her mother, 
Only a small one gave she to her daddy 
Who would have kissed each curl of his shining baby; 
No kiss at all for her brother. 

'Dld Chucky, old Chucky!' she cried, 
Running across the world upon grass 
To Chucky's house, and listening. But alas, 
Her Chucky had died. 

It was a transmogrifying bee 
Came droning down on Chucky's 
And sat and put the poison. 
But how exceedingly 

old bald head 
It scarcely bled, 

And purply 
Swell with 
Its rigor! 
But Chucky 

did the knot 
the venom and communicate 

Now the poor comb stood 
did not. 

So there was Janet 

up straight 

Kneeling on the wet grass, crying her brown hen 
(Translated far beyond the daughters of men) 
To rise and walk upon it. 

And weeping fast as she had breath 
Janet implored us, 'Wake her from her sleep! ' 
And would not be instructed in how deep 
Was the forgetful kingdom of death. 

Commencing with the examination of the lexical choice and 

placement in the first stanza, Carter takes the following 

as "unusual words" 

beautiful 

deeply 

dainty-feathered 

kept 
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With regard to the lexical organization and structure in 

the poem, one would likely discover that nextracting the 

words from their context in the poem and jumbling them up 

with other words from the stanza leads to a recognition 

that some words sit alongside each other more comfortably 

than others. There is, in fact, a kind of magnetic 

field at work which forcefully draws some of the words 

together." (Carter, 1981:42) 

For example: 

"beautifully and morning 
deeply and sleep 

seem to attract each other more closely than is the case 

in this text where II beautifully" is closer to II morning". 

Because most native speakers would tend to say, idiomat

ically: 

or 

I slept deeply (rather than beautifully) or 
I had a nice deep sleep. 

It was a beautiful morning (rather than "a deep morn
ing") 

Because of homophony, the word "morning" could easily be 

converted into "mourning 1' which then attracts the word 

"deep~ more strongly, e.g. 

.·,., __ 

j 
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She was in de~p mourning. 
Her death was deeply mourned. 

So, the word, lfmorning" in the poem could function as a 

pun with a suggestion of Chucky's death. 

The two other words 11 dainty" and n kept" are most often 

singled out to be studied. The former, as an unusual 

choice, is selected to disclose the unique (or exaggerated} 

beauty of the hen. As for the latter, if we look at it 

closely, we do not readily find it fits hen in terms of 

idiomatic speech. "Kept" (the past-tense form of 1'keep") 

can be used both transitively and intransitively. When 

used in an intransitive way, it .seems only to go with what 

can be loosely · called perishable i terns like ••milk", 1' meat", 

''cheese" and other things which, t o put it colloquially, 

"go off." In the context of the poem, the word "kept", 

mingled with "sleep" and "de~ply morning", subtlely fore

tells the death of the hen . 

In stanza two, there is a contrast, reinforce d by line -

· final position, between: 

1 

mother 
father 

2 

mummy 
daddy 

There a re di fferent associations between 1 and 2 ~hich have 

to do with interpersonal use. The forme r tends to be more 
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formal and less intimate, while the second column often 

reflects the age of the user. 

Similarly the word ''alas• plays an associational role. 

It conveys a sense of slightly melodramatic exclamation 

and can thus always have ironic overtones when used to 

frame events. 

In the case of such associations the meaning of the words 

is detennined as much by the context in which they are 

adopted as by their referents. 

#kitty-) works the same way. 

'
1 Chucky '' { like "doggy If or 

In Carter's analysis of this poem, he particularly valued 

the helpfulness of lexical association and collocation in 

explaining the incongruity which occurs in the t hird stanza 

with the introduction of the word 11 transmogrifying''. 

According to hi s deduction "transmogrifying~ is 

a word which carries associations of a scientifically 
·verifiable or specialised process (a dictionary will 
confirm its domain to be biological science). It is 
incongruous because its five syllables are in almost 
comic disproportion to the noun it modifies and 
because i t contrasts with the markedly 's imple' 
language in the preceding stanza . · Primarily though 
it doesn't seem to fi t in the context. , But it might 
be seen to parallel the way in which Janet's experience 
of Qhucky's death is incongruous and doesn't fit in 
any ~·.ay with her expectations. On another level, it 
seems to simultaneously inflate and deflate the subject 
and process it depicts and thus comes close to a mock
heroic tone. ( 1981:45) 
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Jumping to the last stanza, we will read these three verbs 

chosen by Ransom: "weep, implore and instruct 11 • These 

verbs, in Carter's interpretation , produce unusual effects 

that possible substitute words "cry, ask and teach'' could 

never do. The use of "instruct" here may reveal some-

thing of the underlying relationship between Janet and her 

parents -- something concealed by the reference to her as 

a " shining baby'' or of the relationship into w~ich 

events may have forced them to O wake 11
• 

There are many more aspects of this poem's lexis and its 

literary effects which could be discussed. We have just 

cited a few examples: the placelt_lent of "deeply" and 

"beautifully''; the conversion of "morning" into II mourning''; 

the use of the word 1'kept'' to imply a perishable item; the 

introduction of the polysyllabic particle "transmogrifying~ 

to suggest a mock-heroic tone; and so on. "All these 

elements," says Carter (1981:47), can be built into an 

increasingly fuller interpretation o f the text." And 

such a linguistic approach to examine the functions of 

language in poetry is thought-provoking and instructive in 

terms of language usage and discussion of literary meaning . 

It often, as Carter (1981:47) concluded: 

enables us to see human- language working at full 
strength -- at a number of linguistic l evels sim
ultaneously -- and for communicative ends in which 
we can imaginatively participate and r~-participa te. 
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CHAPTE~ 4 

THE CRITICAL APPROACH 

•.. the school is based, if on anything,on an 
idea of criticism as a discipline -- of the 
critical study of literature as a training of 
sensibility and intelligence. 

(F.R. Leavis) 

This approach should be more fully titled "the literary-

critical approach". Launched in the 1930s by Frank Ray-

mond Leavis and modified by his disciples in later years, 

it is provided as a guiderope for literary critical train

ing, a systematic technique applied to producing intelli

gent critics and efficient readers. 

4.1 A.n Essential Discipline 

Leavis, the literary critic, was chiefly concerned with t h e 

quality of life, the standards of culture and the tradition 

of English literature. He therefore advocated enthusiast

ically the importance and vitality of literary study and 

critical training. 

To fulfil his primary concern, Leavis invented the literary

critical approach, which is in fact taken as an essential 

discipline for "the common pursuit of true judgement" (a 

phrase of T.S. Eliot's to be adopted years later by Leavis 

as a title -- "The Common Pursuit"). This approach belongs 

to the field of literary criticism, and thus involves a 
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training of sensibility and intelligence in the study of 

literature. 

Sensibility mainly refers to sense and feeling . It is 

thought of as a source which can generate appropriate and 

adequate responses to the human values and emo.tional ele-

ments stored ·in literary works. According to Leavis, the 

student who has acquired sensibility is able to increase 

his efficiency as a reader. He will be apt to react to 

or evaluate the rhythm, imagery, mood, tone and so on where 

the emotion seems to be housed. 

Intelligence is literally the capacity for literary 

criticism, including trained perception and judgement, a 

skilled habit of critical analysis and expression. The 

key intention of the whole approach could be defined as 

bringing the student to a position where, in Leavis' words 

(1943:40),he 

has come to intelligent terms with, and made 
himself, with personal conviction, intelligently 
articulate about two or three of the. great 
Shakespeare plays, two or three major novels, 
and some poems· of di verse kind by great poets. 
By putting it in this way, I mean to suggest how 
early in his course the stude nt can and should, 
feel himself started - confident of help and 
stimulant, but self-reliant - on a development of 
powers and interests and understanding that is 
education as "university" promises it. 

The training which the critical approach calls fo~ _is 

basically implemented by developing one's reading skill 

of scrutiny, and the relevance of one's response. During 

-
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the years between 1932 to 1953, Leavis, alongside his 

followers, advocated these fundamental principles in 

the periodical Scrutiny· which bears the stamp of his 

debt to both Eliot and Richards. 

To quote Leavis (Daiches, 1969:299): 

Th~ critic's aim is, first, to realize as sensit
ively and completely as possible this or that 
which claims his attention; and a certain valuing 
is implicit in the realizing. As he matures in 
experience of the new thing he asks, explicitly 
and implicitly; "Where does this come from? How 
does it stand in relation to ... ? How relatively 
important does it seem? ... The business of the 
literary critic is to attain a peculiar completeness 
of response into commentary; he must be on his 
guard against abstracting improperly from what is 
in front of him and against any premature or 
irrelevant generalizing of it or from it. His 
first concern is to enter into possession of the 
given poem {let us say) in its concrete fullness, 
and his constant concern is never to lose his 
completeness of possession, but rather to increase 
it. In making value-judgements (and judgements as 
to significance) implicitly or explicitly, he does 
so out of that completeness of possession and with 
these specificationsof goodness in poetry; he aims 
to make fully conscious and articulate the immediate 
sense of value that 'places' the poem. 

Like close analysis to a great extent, scrutiny brings the 

reader to focus sharply on the printed text. However, it 

takes it a step further and expects him to read between 

the lines, or go beyond the words as set down on the page 
l 

to dig out the deep-hidden implications in works o~ lit-

erary art. 

Leavis's ideas are echoed and inherited by his disciples, 

and so is the essential discipline. 

t 
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H. Coombes (1977:13), who confessed he had derived his 

ideas from Leavis, asserts that a rigorous training in 

literature is almost essential in literary judgement 

because 

The better trained we are the more truly 
and swiftly and pleasurably shall we 
appreciate and spontaneously evaluate 
what our author is offering us. And the 
more we are aware of the particular thing 
the writer is offering, the better it is 
for our own intellectual and emotional 
growth. 

Another advocate of the discipline is Fred Inglis, who 

repeats as well as attempts to expand his predecessor's 

ideas. His book entitled "An Essential Discipline" is 

actually drawn from a phrase of Leavis's in the relevant 

passage cited below. 

The essential discipline of an English School 
is the literary-critical~ it is a true disc
ipline, only in an English School if anywhere 
will it be fostered, and it is irreplaceable. 
It trains, in a way no othei discipline can, 
intelligence and sensibility together, cul
tivating a sensitiveness and precision of 
response and a delicate integrity of intelli 
gence -- intelligence that integrates as wel l 
as analyses and must have pertinacity and 
staying power as well as delicacy. (Inglis, 1968:xi) 

... ~_:",_. ~ ·: ., 

From the above statements, we can see critics in the Leavis 

school all correspondingly persist in the nature and sig

nificance of the discipline. This is largely du~ to their 

common belief or pursuit. That is, literature is most 

intimately related to civilizing humanity and describes all 
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kinds of human experience. It deals with all those 

matters which surround and touch us most nearly: love, 

belief, society, the natural world; in short, the whole 

of life. The study of literature, they consider~is an 

human activity that is indispensible to civilized living, 

and vital in maintaining the continuity of life. It can, 

additionally, lead people to some glimpses of the truth 

about the human con_di tion, and also instruct them how to 

ac~ in various crucial situations. But as a subtle and 

enriching process, literary study requires the student to 

hold certain attitudes and standards and react with 

responses and reasons to the works. This task is, as so 

often, in no way to be undertaken lightly for it demands 

a literary-critical training. 

4 .2 The Treatment of Poetrv 

The Leavis school recommends a systematic study of 

literary texts. They think it necessary to select various 

aspects of a text, and deal with them separately or step 

by step. As a result, with e mphasis on intelligence, 

sensibility and scrutiny, the approach to poetry is to be 

carried out by looking at the following features. 

A. Theme -- dealing •<1:i th the questions like "What is the 

poem about? 11 Take Ben Jonson's "Epitaph on 

Elizabe th" for example: 

Wouldst thou hear, what man can say 
In a little? Reader, stay. 
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Underneath this stone doth lie 
As much beauty, as could die: 
Which in life did harbour give 
To more virtue, than doth live. 
If, at all, she had a fault, 
Leave it buried in this vault. 
One name was Elizabeth, 

The other let it sleep with death: 
Either, where it died, to tell 

Than that it lived at all. Farewell. 

Here, to figure out the general theme of the poem, a 

careful paraphrase might go: "reader, would you care to 

hear how much can be said briefly? Beneath this grave-

stone lies as much beauty as can die without beauty 

itself dying. This beauty, in her life, harboured more 

virtue in herself than now lives anywhere, she being dead. 

If she had any fault at all, let it lie buried here. Her 

first name was Elizabeth, the other name sleeps with her, 

and it is better that this name should merely record her 

death than remind us, painfully, that once she lived." 
(Inglis,1968:84) 

In straighter language, this paraphrase tells us the 

main idea or subject of the poem, which is formally com

posed for the occasion of the gentlewoman 1 s death. But 

in terms of the emotional subtlety and delicacy that are 

provoked in regretting the death, praising the lady and 

bidding her farewell, no matter how careful and elaborate 

the paraphrase is, it still omits a great deal of the 

poetic values that make the poem live. Thus, a trained 

reader needs to go on with his survey of some other feat

ures contained in the poem. 

d 
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B. Rhythm -- concerned with the sound effects which 

produce the ''musical value" . In this 

case, questions to be asked are: How 

does the rhythm aid the poem? Does it 

become insistent, strident or repetitive? 

Is it always united to the sense and 

feeling? Is it rhythmical or musical? 

Where does the rhythm alter? 

the stress come? .•. 

Where does 

Rhythm, the distinguishing mark of poetry, is mainly com

posed of the rhyme scheme, metre pattern and lines of 

variety length. These elements are closely connected 

-with the quality of feeling, and also bearing a subtle 

function to support the poetic thought in the context. 

For instance, in "Epitaph on Elizabeth", 

If, at all, she had a fault, 
Leave it buried in this vault. 
One name was Elizabeth 
The other let it sleep with death. 

the brief, certain rhythm confines the poet to his proper 

voice, which is striking as grave, tactful, compassionate 

and just. It evokes the reader's syrnpathyand mourning 

for the dead. 

In the lines of "The Flower" by George Herbe rt, t he r hyth

mic e lements create an enga girtg musical value , b ringing 
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fo.rth a vicarious response from the reader. 

O that I once past changing were, 
Fast in thy Paradise, where no flower can wither! 

Many a spring I shoot up fair 
Offering at Heaven, growing and groaning thither: 

Nor doth my flower 
Want a spring-shower 

My sins and I joinin~ together. 

The variety in the line lengths, the rhyme scheme and 

metre pattern gives the poem the lilting step of a song. 

Additionally, with such natural rhymes-and simple words, 

the poem establishes a tone of great elegance, and a 

style of clarity. 

C. Imagery -- referring to the aptness, vividness and 

suggestiveness of the language used. 

Questions about imagery can be: How a re 

the images created? 

sharply seen, vivid? 

Are they clear, 

Are they conno-

tative, symbolic or pretentious? .•. 

For instance, in describing Time, different poets create 

different images to. convey their special messages or 

impressions. In Andrew Marvel.1'.s "To His Coy Mistress" we 

will encounter one of the most remarkable images ev-er 

invented - -

But at my back I always bear 
Time's winged c hariot hurrying 
And yonder al l before us lie 
Deserts o f vast eternity. 

near, 

1 
I 
! 

-
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Marvell has a swift and 11 ~oncretizing 11 power. With this 

particular reasoning and the images used here, he has 

forged a sensuous and visual picture,contributing emotion

al signif icance to t he concept of time and space, which 

has been e ngaging all humankind for centuries. 

Another example would be Shakespearer.ssonnet 19 as quoted 

below: 

Devouring Time~ blunt thou the lion's paws, 
And make the earth devour her own brood; 
Pluck the keen teeth from the fierce tiger's jaws, 
And burn the long-lived phoenix in her blood; 
Make glad and sorry seasons-as thou fleets, 
And do what'er thou wilt, swift-footed Time; 

Shakespeare displays great power of language. Careful 

with lexical choice and arrangement, he portrays Time as 

a supernatural monster, overpowering almost everything on 

the earth. The image of Time, in contrast with the lion 1 s 

paws, tiger's teeth, long-lived phoenix, appears by far 

grander, eternal and undefeatable. It immediately puts 

the-reader under the impression that Time, so powerful as 

it is, possesses a double function of being destructive and 

also constructive. The whole poem is filled with suggest-

ions. The images are so sensational and stark that we 

tend to react to them spontaneously. 

D. Poetic Thou ght -- concerne d with the pre s e n ce of thought 

or ideas in the poe m. It is usua lly 

. ' 
: ;. 
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fused with feeling and sensuous 

perceptiveness. Owing to its 

profundity and subtlety, the in

vestigation of poetic thought calls 

for a discussion of implicit meaning 

and feeling in poetry. 

The poem by Marvell is a good example as it illustrates the 

poet's thinking, and reveals the qualities of his mind and 

spirit. In the poem, the contrast between the movement 

and hurry of life in time is vividly expressed by the 

vision which is imaged and 1'established" with the peculiar 

power of the poet's language. "The vision has a grim 

quality: the poet is pursued ceaselessly by thoughts of 

the ever-nearing chariot whose wheels are always audible; 

there is no escape from the life and laws of time: there 

is no turning he can take. Ahead of him (and for every

one) is the stillness, bareness, the sterility, the dull-

ness of eternity. The onward movement of life carries 

compensations of splendour with it -- the chariot is 

'winged'; static eternity has none. And (paradoxically) 

the knowledge of those splendours makes his thought the 

more solemn, and his serious thought makes the splendours 

appear all the more attractive." (Coombes, 1977:55) 

E. Poetic Diction -- examining the selection of language 

or the use of figurative speech in a 

poetical context, and also <listing-
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uishing the general superiority of 

the concrete to the abstract word. 

To explore poetic diction, we need 

to ask ourselves the following 

questions: 

How is the language used? Is it precise and plain, or 

vague and gorgeous? What kind of words strike us most 

nouns, adjectives, verbs? What sort of syntax is used 

simple, or complex? How does the poet use his clauses 

and phrases? 

poem? ... 

Does every word do a job of work in the 

In poetry, language works magically. Sometimes an 

appropriate word choice and placement can play a decisive 

role in both the tone and mood of a poem . For instance, 

in the lines of Ben J onson I s "Epitaph on Elizabeth" --

If, at all, she had a fault 
Leave it buried in this vault 

the ordinary expression "at all" functions effectively in 

this context. It denotes the moderate attitude of the 

poet who compliments the lady with beautiful tact without 

sentimentality. The sure placing of "at all" perfectly 

qualifies the mood and the tone, avoiding both overgrief 

and extravagant praise or criticism of the dead,which 

would be in bad taste. Besides the semantic uncertainty 

of "at all" indicates that the poet 1 s i mplicit attitude to 
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the lady's death is an attitude towards the mystery of 

death itself. 

F. Feeling -- concerned with the quality of feeling. 

It focuses on investigating the following 

aspects: Is the feeling fresh? Is it 

true and fair to the experience? Is the 

experience an important one? Is it over-

done? Sentimental? 

Flippant? 

Delightful? 

Serious? 

Self-indulgent? 

Delicate? 

Or a variety of t hese? ..• 

What is the evidence for the reader's 

replies 

As far as the q uality of feeling is concerned, it is, 

broadly speaking, "the distinction between true and false 

feeling, between real and unreal". (Coombes ,1977:95 ) 

These two types of feeling, as represented in the follow

ing poems, can be observed through comparison. 

My love 0 1 er the water bends dreaming, 
It glideth and glideth away: 
She sees there her own beauty, gleaming 
Through shadow and ripple and spray. 

O tell her, thou murmuring river, 
As past her your light wavelets roll, 
How steadfast that image for e ver 
Shines pure in pure ~epths of my soul. 

(James Thomson, "Sunday up the River"} 

The gray sea and the long black land; 
And the yellow half-moon large and low; 
And the startled little waves that leap 
In fiery ringlets from their sleep, -

d 
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As I gain the cove with pushing prow1 

And quench its speed in the slushy sand. 
Then a mile of warm sea-scented beach; 
Three fields to cross till a farm appears; 
A tap at the pane, the quick sharp scratch 
And blue spurt of a lighted match 1 

And a voice less loud, thro' its joys and fears, 
Than the two hearts beating each to each! 

( Robert Browning, "Meeting at Night" ) 

In contrast, the former could be immediately recognized as 

an example of false feeling. It is a poem which 

contains deliberately inflated language for the sake of 

effect. It is a palpable sample of "poetical" manufacture, 

where a trivial fancy is exalted into an affirmation of 

idealistic feeling. 

To begin with, the rhythm is trite and mechanical through-

out even though it is chosen as a "poetical" one. Thus, 

no fresh, real individual feeling is found in such a friv-

olous lilt and imposing voice. The whole poem sounds 

pretentious in terms of the poet's self-admired love 

fantasy and its conventionalized "poetical" fashion. Then, 

there are the hackneyed verbal 'poeticalities 1 : "o'er", 

"glideth", "thou", "wavelets"; and spate of cliches: "my 

love", "beauty gleaming", "murmuring river", "steadfast", 

"shine pure" are some of them. "Such a collection of 

verbal cliches of the sentimental-idealistic kind makes it 

plain that the experience behind and expressed in the poem 

is both commonplace and vaguely apprehended; thi~. is the 

more deplorable in a poem of such professed exaltation of 

feeling." (Coombes, 1977:101) 
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For the latter, the superiority in the quality of feeling 

can be readily. felt even without a second reading. Our 

first response is that the poem conveys a strong sense of 

actuality since its subject is grounded on a true exper-

ience. As Coombes {1977:102} remarked, "Browning imbues 

the scene and situation with genuinely exciting character, 

making it vivid as he succeeds in conveying his feeling 

of expectation, excitement, happy fulfilment." 

In the poem, the management of the concreteness of words, 

such as "the gray sea", "fiery ringlets", "slushy sand", 

tap at the pane", "scra-tch of a lighted match", "a voice 

less loud" and "two hearts beating each to each", renders 

the reader sharply aware of the genuinen~ss of the poet's 

feeling and the real experience of his "meeting". 

Additionally, the stages of - the night journey -- from the 

sea onto the beach, then across three fields to the farm 

house -- are accurately described with all the interesting 

details. The lover's eager, tense, and delicate feeling 

is vividly apprehended and expressed via the remarkable 

concrete image and the alert quick movement. 

So, unlike Thomson,"Browning conveys his feelings, not by 

telling us how fine or strong or deep or ever-lasting they 

are~ but by the vivid and vigorous presentation of a sit

uation through which the feelings emerge; and, of course, 

the feelings are worth conveying: the poet's aliveness is 

in the alive la.nguage." (Coombes , 19 7 7 : l O 3 ) 
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G. Historical Information -- referring to the historical 

background, cultural tra

dition, and social environ

ment relevant to the liter

ary texts. 

In a particular country- at a particular historical period, 

the cultural and social soil always provides the basis for 

the growth and development of poetry. If it is still 

valid to say "a poet expresses the spirit of the age", 

his mission may be regarded as the task of exploring the 

relationship between man and the world, assigning a value 

system to his generally personal experience, and relating 

this to all the experience .of humanity, past and present. 

Homer, Dante, Chaucer, Shakespeara, Wordsworth, Whi trnan 

and many others are all to be considered as outstanding 

representatives of their different times. 

As the social contexts and traditional values are in flux 

all along, the modern poets prefer to bring a new percep-

tion of the world ~nto their moral order. They tend to 

avoid the old rhythms considered as dead and slack, the 

old language which seems tarnished, and also the plainer 

kind of statement which is viewed as too d e finite for 

t heir uncertain minds. Inevitably, they try to get 

effects by implicatio"n such as G.~L Hopkins, who c reated 

for himself a language capable of energetic expression. 
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Not, I'll not, carrion comfort, Despair, not 
feast on thee; 

Not untwis~ -- slack they may be -- these last 
strands of man 

In me or, most weary, cry I can no more. I can; 
Can something, hope, wish day come, not choose not 

to be. 
But ah, but Othou terrible, why wouldst thou rude on 

me 
Thy wing-world right foot rock? Lay a lionlirnb 

against me? 
With darksome devouring eyes my bruised bones? and 

fan, 
0 in turns of tempest, me heaped there; me frantic 

to avoid thee and flee? 

In "Carrion Comfort", Hopkins had seemingly discovered a 

voice of his own. But he still couldn't cut off the 

history. His inventory cannot break with the past because 

poetic diction and rhymes were still used in his poetry. 

As F. Inglis (1968:107) pointed out, he had no way of 

breaking away . "A man with no history is adrift, and 

will go mad." 



72 

CHAPTER 5 

AN INTEGRATED APPROACH 

The study of literature, and not the less so for 
being controlled by a strict critical discipline, 
necessarily leads the students, by a variety of 
approaches, to consider the relation of human 
culture to religion, and the place of religion 
in civilization. 

(F .-R. Lea vis} 

..• appreciation of a poem has essentially and 
necessarily a unity. By unity we mean here 
not a vague mystical blending or mysterious 
fusion of elements, but a real and close 
appreciation; ..• 

(P. Gurrey) 

A reliable interpretation of a poem is ultimately depend-

ent on the investigation of the language used . However, 

relevant information often appears to be indispensible in 

the understanding of the text concerned. Owing to · the 

one-sidedness of a purely linguistic or purely critical 

analysis in terms of the Chinese EFL learning situation, it 

seems needful to build an integrated approach within which 

a complementary correlation is established. Through the 

integrative study of poetry and language, the student is 

expected not only to explore the language used in various 

contexts and improve the quality of his own languqge use, 

but also to stand away from it and look at the value sys-

tems of the target culture presented in the text. In 
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short, there can be a real integration in the study of 

poetry and la?guage which will bring benefits to both. 

In other words, a knowledge of language can increase one's 

appreciation of poetry; a study of poetry can deepen , 

one's understanding of the language. 

ually beneficial. 

5.1 "The Mixture" 

They can be mut-

T.S. Eliot was the most influential of literary critics 

early this century. His theory of poetry played an 

important role in modern criticism which later branched 

into different approaches to the study of literature. For 

instance, the linguistic and critical approaches discussed 

in the foregoing sections are both coloured, to varying 

degrees, by Eliot's "Four Quartets". Here are some lines 

which in their unity could be taken as touchstones for 

tackling poems: 

And every phrase 
.And sentence that is right (where every word is at 

home, 
Taking its place to support the others, 
The word neither diff ident nor ostentatious, 
An easy commerce of the old and the new, 
The common word exact without vulgarity, 
The formal word precise but not pedantic, 
The complete consort dancing together) 
Every phrase and every sentence is an end and a 

beginning, 
Every poem an 'epitaph. 

Both of the approaches we have mentioned above have 

seemingly adopted this way to test poetry, examining whether 

a use of language (11 formal" and "common n, always "exact", 

never "ostentatious") becomes a 11 dancing consort"; or 
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whether the words fuse together to create a verbal music, 

intricate, gay, serious, delightful, and uniting in an 

act of celebration, a deference to the potentialities of 

life. However, the linguistic and critical methods, 

even though sharing this common ground, are not heading 

for identical directions regarding to their respective 

principles. 

The former sustains the conviction that poetry is "a 

piece · of spoken discourse or written material." Hence, 

a full and reliable interpretation of a poem totally 

depends on the examination of the medium employed . 

Appreciation of poetry is merely the enjoyment of 

felicitous phrasing, or the poet's choice of words with 

suggestive and associative significances. 

However, the latter approach contrives to devel op an over

all strategy with focus on literary critical training. 

The exploration of lexis is only one of the steps in the 

whole procedure of evaluating a text. Relatively speak-

ing~ priority is given to the quality of feeling related 

closely to the emotionalized thought and aesthetic 

experience, 

It is commonly true that the reader's comprehension of a 

literary text before him will be much assisted by his 

ability to work out the linguistic clues. These clues, 

as often intended, will give a particular effect to the 

text and indicate a writer 's intention and attitudes to 
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his theme. That is say, in order to make sense of a 

piece of poetical discourse without reliance on a ready

made interpretation, a competence to investigate lexical 

choice, polysemy and association is not only indispensible 

but fundamental. This notion is exemplified in the 

statements quoted below: 

The study of literary texts inevitably involves 
a close engagement with the language used. The 
study of poetry requires an awareness of the 
particular senses of a given word in its context 
and in its period. ·(Wilkes,. 1975:5) 

To read poetry adequately a student must not 
only have command of lexis in the sense that 
he knows how to use a number of words; he 
must also know a number of possible uses for 
any given word. Similarly he must be able 
to construe not only the normal syntactical 
structures but also associational inter
relationships. (Haynes, 1976:57) 

It is generally accepted that literature is predominantly 

polysemantic, whereas literal prose is monosemantic. The 

reading of "A Red, _Red Rose", for examp-le, demands appar

ently different skills from those of medical directions 

about how to take aspirin. In the first type of reading, 

the appreciation of word associations is crucial and 

highly desirable. But when it comes to the second type, 

such techniques will be dangerous and unwanted. Thus, 

the capacity of lexical analysis, grasp of polyserny and 

association are essentials to literary study wh-ich the 

reader of poetry must acquire first. 'Nevertheless, as 

far as a deep and holistic interpretati on of a poem is 

~-------------------· 
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concerned, the concentration upon the printed words only, 

as the linguistic approach calls for, would seem to a 

certain extent limiting and sometimes misleading. 

By 'limiting ' here we mean that the interpreting of a 

poem with reliance entirely on the language used will 

likely become too formidable a task for the reader. A 

poem is not a single, isolated phenomenon or a pile of 

linguistic morphemes . It is universally set in a 

particular historical, sociocultural or geographical 

background. Hence the provision of relevant information 

can always perform the function of a guiderope for the 

reader to approach the poem. This is, perhaps, often the 

case with the EFL learners who not only lack but have no 

easy access to this ' guiderope ' . 

For instance, when the Chinese EFL students confront this 

anq.nymous lyric poem: 

0 western wind, when wilt thou blow, 
That the small rain down can rain? 

they first look at the suggestive and associative meanings 

of 'rain' -- a word that traditionally symbolizes life and 

fertility but here is associated with the person who gives 

the person a comfort . Subsequently, they analyse the 

sound effect produced by the initial "w" in "weste rn", 

'I · d''.. '' h '' '' · 1 · " · th, e _f1.· nal "w" i· n the ve:-b "blow". win · , wen , wi c , anc . ~ 

All these "w" sounds, as we read aloud, create a sensory 

.... ,, 
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impression of the wind. Yet, to figure out the s ymbol-

ism of 11 the western w.inc:l"re levant information about geo

graphy and sociocultural significance ought to be provide::i .. 

Otherwise misunderstanding would be likely to occur owing 

to the interference of local concepts. That is, this 

wind to the Chinese mind indicates coldness and the shift 

from autumn into winter. In a political sense, it even 

goes as far as to represent the counterrevolutionar y force 

and destructive power or threat to human life. But in 

England it is contrarily a wind that is warm rather than 

cold, that brings rain and heralds the coming of spring. 

Such vast distinction between the perceptives of "the 

west wind" mostly resulted from the geographical as well 

as sociopolitical variables. 

Another good example will be Byron's "She Walks in Beauty". 

She walks in beauty, like the night 
Of cloudless climes and starry skie s; 

And all that's best of dark and bright 
Meet in her aspect and her eyes: 

Thus mellow'd to that tender light 
Which heaven to gaudy day denies. 

To fully comprehend this poem, the offer o f the background 

information about the poet's personal experience -- Byron's 

meeting at a party with Mrs Wilmot who wore a black dress 

sewn with luminous spangles would be most helpf~l and 

enable the reader to penetrate the poem deeply . 
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When we spoke of "misleading" earlier, we referred to the 

danger that the mere focus on printed words would sometimes 

lead the reader astray. In poetic creation, as we know, 

a poet's imagination goes unhindered and often provides him. 

a wide scope of lexical choice to convey his special mess-

age. In the poem ''South of My Days" J. Wright invented 

the expression "day's circle" meaning "day's round" or 

"daily routine". 

South df my day's circle, part of my blood's country, 
rises that tableland, high delicate outline 
of bony slopes wincing under the winter ... 

Well, the phrase once perplexed those who fixed their eyes 

upon linguistic morphemes only. As a consequence it was 

misinterpreted as a unique, remarkable image of the sky, 

the space, and the orbit of the sun until Wright explained 

her selection of the word. She said that as words like 

"round" or "routine" sound somewhat commonplace she then 

picked out "circle" as a substitute and that was all. 

Even in the sample poem "Janet Waking" which Carter util

ized to demonstrate the linguistic-analytic strategy, one 

of the points he made on the second stanza fails to be 

convincing enough according to the context. 

One kiss she gave her mother 
Only a small one gave she · to her daddy 
Who would have kissed each curl of his shining baby; 
No kiss at all for her brothe r. 
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Here, carter marked a subtle distinction between "mother, 

father" and "mummy, daddy": the first two words are sub-

ject to interpersonal use and more formal but less inti

mate._ He therefore assumed that the little girl had a 

more intimate relation to her father than her mother. Yet, 

if we take a closer look at the rhyme scheme and the word 

"small" in the second line, we would argue that such 

analysis is overfined and lacks relevance. 

Advocates of the linguistic approach to .literature 

frequently claim their analysis as an enabling device for 

the reader to interpret .the text reliably. However, we 

can hardly resist wondering what the effect would be on the 

reader when there emerge, by any chance, some misprinted 

poems. For instance, in the first one-volume American 

edition of the coll~cted poems of W.B. Yeats, there are at 

least half a dozen misprints that completely alter the 

meaning of the passages where they occur. In some cases, 

as David Daiches (1967:332-3) detected, "critics have 

actually analysed the misprinted poems unaware of the 

errors, and have justified and even praised the mistaken 

words~ The printing of 'he' as 'she' at the end of the 

second stanza of 'Crazy Jane on the Day of Judgement' 

changes the meaning of the whole poem, for t he poem is a 

dialogue and the misprint transfers a key statement to the 

wrong speaker." As a result, some other speeches are 

thrown out of gear. Such circumstances suggest to us a 

warning against "blind confidence" in taking all printed 

materials for granted and making assumptions whi ch a r e 
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based only upon words. 

The critical approach covers a much larger area and 

supplies a literary stucly strategy of a most systematic 

vogue. Nevertheless, it still cannot be introduced 

without adaptation in terms of the Chinese EFL situation. 

This is seemingly due to its overestimation of emotion in 

literary reading and its ambitious requirements for the 

students of literature. 

In the first place, we must declare the undeniable, 

tacit role that emotion usually causes in poetic appreciat-

ion. It is definitely true that a reader tends to respond 

to a poem almost spontaneously at an emotional level first 

of all. There is, anyway, a doubt about regarding 

emotion as "the touchstone" for literary judgement. To 

quote D.H. Lawrence: 

The touchstone is emotion,not reason. We judge a 
work of art by its effect on our sincere and vital 
emotion, and nothing else. 

Lawrence 1 s proclamation was echoed by an extremist who 

suggested to a teacher of poetry -- "Don't try to understand 

the poem, just let the emotion wash over you." 

Emotion is a personal thing, related to one's mood, feeling, 

enthusiasm, intuition, repulsion, mental association and, 

notably, one's ~reference or even bias. Thus, a total 

dependence on emotion may possibly prevent the precise com-
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prehending of a work of art owi~g to subjectivity of 

judgement. Too passionate a critic and poet like 

William Blake is said to have suffered a rebuff when 

evaluating one of Constable's sketches: "Why, this is 

not drawing, but inspiration. 11 Reacting to the comment, 

the painter himself replied quietly: 

before, I meant it for drawing." 

"I never knew it 

Poetry is, after all, made of words infused with thoughts, 

concepts, feelings and other elements. The appreciation 

of it can not be defined as taking an emotional shower or 

being transfused with emotion. The reader should, and 

must, initially work out the significance of the material 

he encounters. 

The critical approach, as stated in the previous section, 

aims at a professional literary-critical training, main

taining the cultural standards and the continuity of them 

according to its essential discipline. Obviously, the 

approach appears too ambitious to fit into the Chines EFL 

environment. In China the aim of a literary course is 

firmly based on the hypothesis of assisting the students 

to explore the target language used in various contexts, 

to expand their knowledge of the target culture such as 

value systems, and also to foster their competence and 

love of literature through reading it by themselves. such 

a situation is intended knowing that most of those who 

take up the course are not expected to become trained 

i · . 
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literary critics but proficient language users, namely 

EFL teachers, interpreters, tour guides or science and 

technology translators. The ·students overwhelmingly 

give more attention to language learning than critical 

training. Plainly speaking, the study of literature is 

basically taken as a means by which the students attempt 

to improve the quality of their linguistic utterances both 

in oral and written form. This means that we have to 

adapt the critical method, in one way or another, to the 

students' needs, disregarding a possible accusation of 

playing down the great expectations placed on the critical 

-·approach by its inventors. 

From the consideration above, it is clear that neither of 

these two approaches we have discussed is readily appro

priate . to the EFL learning atmosphere in China. However, 

they jointly offer us ample "ingredients" for devising an 

integrated approach which puts its main emphasis on 

experience. 

5.2 An Integrated Strategy 

The integrated approach we are advocating here is not 

simply a mechanical blending of the two "resource" models. 

Instead, it is a selective combination with the addition 

of some "Chinese spices" -- the needs of the Chinese EFL 

learners. Intended to become an integrated strategy for 

reading poetry, this approach will not closely adhere to 

the philosophy or discipline laid out for the two parental 

approaches. But the point we are tryi ng to make d o e s not 
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imply that the new approach bas no principle at all. 

Factually its eclectic ·characteristics have determined 

a guideline of its own -- to enhance the students ' com

prehension and appreciation of poetry: that is, to help 

students to read a poem with heightened awareness of the 

language in its figurative use, and with increased sens

ibility of the value systems of the target culture pre~ 

sented in its literature. Fundamentally the integrated 

approach involves the following activities: 

A. Relevant Information 

The reading of poetry at its best is a free act. Yet, it 

is 0 not a single event of self-liberation, like the unbind-

ing of Prometheus". {Watson, 1969:28} For poems are not 

things ·dropping from the clouds or purely created out of 

fancy. They are, in fact, grown on their partic11.lar 

~ocio-cultural soil and brought into shape by the poet

"a man speaking to men: a man, it is true, endowed with 

a more lively sensibility, more enthusiasm and tenderness, 

and with a great readine~s and power in expressing what he 

thinks and feels." (Wordsworth/Smith, 1921:160-1} . Sc, 

to respond to a poem fully and accurately, the reader needs 

first to know some background information relevant to the 

poem he is tackling . 

reader may wish to ask : 

This is the kind of question the 

Who is the author? When was the poem written? What 

event or experience &oes it describe? Where is the hist-

orical, social , and geographical setting of the text? ... 

&-----------
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The above information should be offered as briefly and 

concisely as possible. For the biographical knowledge, 

the teacher must always keep on guard against the tendency 

of giving an elaborate introduction to the writer's life 

and work. For example, if a teacher told his.class that 

Edgar Alan Poe was such an alcoholic that he produced a 

number of his poems when he was drunk (as some biographical 

critics of Poe claim), we may wonder what effects this 

knowledge may have on the students' reaction to Poe's 

writing. 

B. Rhythm 

Rhythm, as we have mentioned before, is in a larger sense 

related to the sound effects and the rhythmic response of 

the reader's mind. To appreciate rhythmic beauty or the 

musical value of poetry, it is advisable to listen first 

to the poem read by the teacher, the student or on tape. 

In this case, the audience should be directed to rely 

totally on their ears, and concentrate on the sound itself. 

Then issue a copy of the poem to each person and let him 

or her read on his or her own. Afterwards, questions can 

be raised for class discussion such as: 

What is the rhyme scheme? What is the metre pattern in 

general? What is the effect of assonance, consonance, or 

alliteration in the poem? HOi·.' does the sound of a par-

ticular vowel, consonant or expression strike you? How 

are the lines of various lengths connected with the rhythm? 
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How does the rhythm aid the poem? Is it always united 

to the sense and feeling? Whe~e does the rhythm shift? 

Where does the stress come? ... 

C. Imagery 

Imagery is the forming in words of visual pictures or 

reference to likeness between things. Any speaker, 

writer, particularly a poet, will make verbal pictures 

to illustrate his ideas, feelings and to produce sensory 

impressions. 

To guide the students to appreciate the imagery of a 

poem, the teacher may supply some leading questions as 

fol lows: 

How are the images created? How do they appeal to your 

sen·ses? Which of the images do you find most striking? 

Why? Are the images clear, vivid, and sharply seen with 

your mind's eye? Are they suggestive? or obscure, 

grotesque, or ostentatious? Which is the dominant image 

of the whole poem? 

same poet? ... 

D. Diction 

Is it recurrent in other poems by the 

Under this heading, there will be involvement with the 

language used in a poetical context: an examination of 

the lexical choice, placement, collocation, polysemy, 

association, and the use of figurative speech such as 

, 
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simile and metaphor. 

Helpful for investigating poetic diction will be a variety 

of questions ranging from general to specific. 

owing are some examples: 

The foll-

How is the language used? Symbolically, emotively or 

figuratively? What do you think of the style? Is it 

plain and light or pretentious and heavy? Are the word 

choices and placements appropriate to the subject? Are 

they precise, concrete, or vague, abstract? Or gorgeous, 
.• 

pompous, pretentious .•• ? What kind of words strike you 

most? Nouns? Adjectives? Verbs? Original phrases? 

What sort of syntax is applied? Simple or complex? How 

does the poet use his similes, metaphors, and clauses? 

What are their suggestive and associational meanings in a 

particular context? ... 

E. Feeling 

The term "feeling" here does not merely refer to the quality 

of feeling: "the distinction b e tween true and false feel-

ing, between real and unreal" as H. Coombes (1977:95) put 

it; but it also involves the reader's feeling: the emotion

al response to the poem he is coping with. 

The poet, by his figurative or emotive use o f language and 

other poetical devices, such as rhyme and rhythm, creates 

a total e ffe ct or atmosphere (mood) and reveals an attitude 
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toward the subject (tone). 

The mood and tone of a poem, overlapping to a considerable 

extent, affect the reader and evoke his empathy -- the 

projecting of one's feeling into the text. Generally, 

those who are able to appreciate a poem undergo an 

emotional interaction with the outflow of feeling express~ 

ed in the poem. Thus, if the poem is maudlin i n mood or 

sympathetic in tone, the reader is likely to share the 

feeling, reacting spontaneously with sorrow, sentimental-

i ty, or pathos. This, however, does not mean the reader 

hould feel exactly the same as the poet does or the 

person in the poem. Feeling,an absolutely free act, can 

never be patterned into one mode. Two people, however 

much they may feel and think alike, are never likely to 

experience exactly the same emotions in reading the same 

poem. 

To determine the feeling either of the speaker or the 

reader, it may be necessary to exploit the following line 

of questioning: 

Is the feeling fresh and real? Or true and fair to the 

experience? 

sentimental? 

Inspired? 

How is the mood in the poem? Is it 

Delighted? Depressed? Excited? 

Dynamic or static? And how is the tone? 

Is it earnest? Serious? Philosophical? Whimsical? 

Playful? Gay? Sardonic? Sarcastic? Savage? Good-
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humoured? .•. Or a variety of these? 

for your replies? ... 

F. Intention 

What is the evidence 

The concept of "intention" here signifies the purpose, the 

ailtl, conscious or unconscious, and the effect the poet is 

striving to convey to the reader. Frequently, ~intention" 

displays itself in a combination of subject, theme, feel

ing, thought and tone. 

Poetry, like other forms of literature, can be viewed as 

a do-uble system: it is not only denotative but also con

notative. In some cases a poet expresses his intention in 

an explicit manner such that it can be conceived more 

directly by his reader. But on many other occasions he 

gets across his purpose in an implicit or sug~estive way, 

which usually creates ambiguity for the reader to resolve . 

To deal with this ambiguity, questions can be asked as 

listed below: 

What is the subject of the poem? What is the poet's 

attitude to the event, or experience depicted? Positive? 

Or negative? How do you respond to his attitude? _, 

Approve? Or disapprove? Or partly? What is the main 

theme of the poem? Does it imply anything else far be-

yond? Does it apply to a local situation or the global 

world? Does it apply to man in particular or man in 

general? To what extent? Wha t is the evidence for your 

~-------------
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argurnen t? ... 

G. Modes of Response 

In class discussion of poetry the teacher is expected to 

be a leading questioner instead of a tyrannic pedant. 

What he should do is to provide stimulating questions 

which can initiate the students into a worthwhile "pene-

tration" of _the poem on their own. He needs to re-

experience the poem together with the class -- he comes 

to class with a poem to discuss, instead of riding rough

shod over the students' views. 

The teacher should give up any attempt to impose his cut-

and-dried ideas by dominating the talking. He must, on 

the contrary, get off his hobby-horse and endeavour to 

promote st.udents' personal observations of the text. This 

will oblige the teacher to create a democratic classroom 

climate and elicit diffe~ent modes of response. 

To fulfil these requirements, he should first of all par

ticipate in the discussion with the class maintaining a 

fl exibl_e concept of what the poem is about and warmly 

accept the students' opinions, even though they are vague 

or a little bit farfetched. When faced by a situation in 

which the stuqents are trotting away too far from the 

right track or get caught up somewhere in the text, the 

teacher needs to call them back and push them to reach an 

understanding of their own by offering some hints. 
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Another aspect of the teache·r' s job is to fish responses 

from every participant in class. In order to achieve 

this goal, here are two recommended modes public and 

private -- for him to introduce according to the students 

disposition. The public mode of response involves class· 

activities such as participating in group discussion and 

class presentations. 

talkative students. 

This is suitable for self-confident, 

For those who are quiet, diffident 

or too shy to voice their opinions in public, the teacher 

should considerately turn to a private mode for eliciting 

responses. He may encourage them to put on paper a 

record of their discoveries in reading, or ask them to 

make .a tape of their opinions, feelings, impressions and 

so on for assessment purposes. 

In short, reading poetry is not only a learning task, but 

also an enjoyable experience which makes the study more 

pleasurable. Henc~, the teacher's role, above all, is to 
. . 

put every student at ease and direct him towards both 

linguistic exploration and poetic appreciation. 

~-----------------~ 
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CHAPTER 6 

APPLICATION 

The poem itself initiates a foray into a strange 
t erritory . The teacher I s role in discussion is 
like that of an a rmy commander commissioning scouts 
who are then on their own to explore and assess 
the designated country-side. 

(Margare t Davis) 

Much has been said to outline the integrated approach 

in the foregoing section. Now we will attempt to 

apply it to Slessor's "Beach Burial" for further 

illustration of this kind of discussion of poetry. 

In plann ing a lesson o f t his type , the teacher is 

expected to be flexible with the approach in terms of 

application. He is by no means confined rigidly to the 

seven aspects of the strategy, following them mechanically 

or step by step. Nevertheless, he must fulfil at least 

four tasks i ncluding: 

a ) reco rding the poe m on a tape and duplicating 

suff icient copies for each me mber of the class; 

b) collecting relevant i nformatio n about the author 

and t~e text concerned; 

c) thinking out a series of questions which can 

lead the students to discover how Slessor 
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works with language to create poetic values 

such as rhythm, imagery, figures of speech, 

mood and intention; 

d) designing some suitable student activities and 

assignments for the purpose of improving · 

students' actual performance in the target 

language and their appreciation of literary 

texts as well. 

6.1 A Discussion of "Beach Burial" 

Softly and hwnbly -to the Gulf of Arabs 
The convoys ·of dead sailors come; 
At night they sway and wander in the waters far under 
But morning rolls them in the foam. 

Between the sob and clubbing of the gunfire 
Someone, it seem.s, has time for this, 
To pluck them from the shallows and bury them 

in burrows 
And tread the sand upon their nakedness; 

And each cross , the driven stake of t idewood, 
Bears the last signature of men, 
Written with such perplexity, with such bewildered 

pity, 
The words choke as they begin 

'Unknown Seaman' -- the ghostly pencil 
Wavers and fades, the purple drips, 
The breath of the wet season has washed their 

inscriptions 
As blue as drowned men's lips, 

Dead seamen, gone in search of the same landfal l , 
Whether as ene mies they fought, 
Or fought with us, o r neither; the sand joins them 

together, 
Enlisted on the other front. 
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Coming to class with this poem, the teacher may think 

it worthwhile ·to prepare the students for it as an in

itial activity. Normally he commences the session with 

a brief, denotational explanation of the new words, 

phrases and proper names (e·.g. "landfall", "the convoys 

of", "the Gulf of Arabs") which he anticipates will 

cause the average student some trouble. Subsequently 

he sets the group to listening to the taped poem. 

Then, he will ask some general questions mainly referring 

to the content and form; such as: What is the poem 

about? Is it describing love? nature? religion? war? 

sports? death? ... Does the poem contain a regular 

rhyme scheme? How do you feel the mood presented in 

the poem? Is it delightful? playful? humorous? sad? 

sentimental? sarcastic? ..• 

It is not possible that the students will give full 

and expected answers. On this occasion, the tea c her 

may let them sta'rt with the poem itself, providing a 

duplicated copy for every one in the c las$ . After the 

first speculation about the appearance of the poem, 

he may read it aloud to them. Generally, hearing the 

poem read will evoka r eactions and in students' minds 

clarify some questions that might have puzzle d them, 

such as those about the r h yme pattern; the mood and 

tone. 
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Proceeding from the above activities, the teacher 

will then perfonn his role as a discussion leader, 

directing the class to transcend their surface 

level response by "penetrating" deeper into the poem. 

As a "lead-in" or "guiderope", the teacher may offer 

some background information about the author and the 

text. The given information, must be as relevant as 

possible; and the briefer the better according to the 

requirements of the integrated model. For Slessor and 

his "Beach Burial", the teacher should not pour out 

too much of his knowledge about them both. He may well 

restrict his information to certain limitations as 

proposed below: 

Kenneth Slessor was a celebrated Australian poet. 
He was born at Orange, New South Wales, in 1901 
and passed away in 1971. Between 1924 and 1939, 
he published four books of poetry. In 1944 a 
collection of all that he considered worth preserving 
was issued under the title ONE HUNDRED POEMS. 
Since then, with the exception of "Beach Burial" 
and a few other verses added to make up POEMS ( 195 7) , 
he has written no poetry. 

"Beach Burial" is viewed by many critics and readers 
as the greatest war piece.ever p~oduced in Australian 
poetry. Through concrete, startling images the poem 
depicts a brutal, primitive type of funeral for the 
sailors killed in a sea-battle. The whole event is 
presented in an elegy for-m that makes i t 2 picture 
with a striking, sombre tone. 
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The poem was w~itten during the Second World War 
when Slessor served as an Australian Official War 
Correspondent in the No~th African campaign. It 
represents virtually the last poetic expression of 
Slessor's vision of life. On the . surface it 
appears to be a lament for the seamen who lost their 
lives in the fight, but the poet meant it to have 
a muc~ wider significance. He achieved his purpose 
successfully through his creative use of language 
and grotesquely macabre imagery. 

A poem, however ,cannot be dismissed by handing over 

sweeping generalizations to students. It should, con

versely, be discussed in the widest possible sense. 

This demands that the teacher re-experiences the poem 

with the class; that is, he ought to be capable of 

organizing class discussion rather than being the dominant 

speaker. 

To tackle the first stanza, for instance, the teacher 

may initially remind the students of their personal 

experiences of walking along a beach on an early tran

quil morning. He then goes on to direct them to fo.t1t1. 

a visual scene based on the description in the verses. 

Here and there, some raw-flesh images all come together 

to form such a macabre picture: somewhere and sometime 

ago, at a seaside on . an early morning, masses of bodies 

of ki lled sailors, all rolling in the tide foam, are 

floating and pushing "softly and humbly" on to the 

beach. It is arresting, astonishing, and e motionally 

provocative. 
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The attention of the class may next be drawn to the 

examination of words. The students may be asked: 

How do you consider Slessor's choice of lexical items 

as a whole? What does the phrase "softly and humbly" 

imply in its location? If guesses are wild, or students 

are baffled, they may be reminded of language analogies, 

for here Slessor uses what is an unusual adverbial 

version to convey a special message (i.e. "softly and 

humbly" instead of "gently and humbly"). Familiar ex

tensions may help: lightly and slowly, quietly and timidly, 

and other expressions which students recognize, suggest 

now the movement of the dead bodies that "sway and 

wander•• in the sea. Furthermore, the adjective form 

of "softly" would be likely to build an associated 

image of "soft, swollen" corpses having been long in 

the waters. 

As far as the sound is concerned, reading aloud the very 

first line brings forth a sensuous rhythmic effect like 

a beating drwn. 

Now the last two lines: 

At night they sway and wander in the waters far 
under 

But morning rolls them in the foam, 
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may put the reader under an impression that these dead 

seamen have just emerged from the abyss of dark hell as 

is connoted by 'sway and wander', 'at night', 'in the 

waters far under', and 'roll 1. The word 'wander' in 

particular helps to strengthen this impression. And 

'morning~ because of homophony, could be easily con

verted into 'mourning' which would justify the title 

("Burial") of the poem. 

During the discussion of the second stanza, the teacher 

may first of all let the students analyse the rhyme 

system: end rliyrre (this - nakedness} and internal rhyrre (shallows -

burrows) . He will then question! What is the effect 

of using "feminine" or weak stress to end each long 

line? (i.e.· "gunfire" ,"burrows", and "nakedness"). 

To answer this question, the students will read these 

lines quickly and silently, Fast students may discover 

that this rhythmic aevice in this particular context 

effectively evokes a kind of choked, controlled grief 

over the dead at the brutal and unceremonious burial. 

The burial is a·escribed as a brutal and unceremonious 

one because that is emphasised by the use of 'To pluck', 

'bury them in burrows 1
, 'tread the sand', and 'the driven 

stake of tidewood'. 

,, ! 
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After that, the teacher could challenge the class with 

the following questions: what does .. the gunfire" 

suggest here? Why did the seamen sacrifice their lives? 

Were they killed in an accident or in a battle? What 

happened to them after death? How does the sound of 

t'lsob and clubbing" strike you? Questions like 

these would expose the students to a clearer view of 

the physical setting depicted in the poem: somewhere on 

a sea a war broke out and many soldiers were killed. 

Now the gunfire is dying away and the battle drawing to 

an end. This makes it possible for people to pull out 

from the shallow tide and bury in the nearby beach the 

dead bodies, which seem to be a pile of damaged articles 

deserted by the savage fighting . 

In the meantime the teacher will encourage discussion of 

the concrete images in the poem. He may ask; Which 

image do you think appeals essentially to your sense of 

hearing? Which to your sense of sight? And which to 

your sense of touch? ... Some students will find that 

"t...'1e sob and clubbing" creates a fabulous sensory 

image of "the gunfire" sounding chaotically far and 

near. Others may be deeply moved by "To pluck them 

from the shallows and bury them in burrows" . . ThLs 

line, impressive and touching, not only displays a 

#~ •• , 
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sensational image of the rough and macabre burial, but 

also conveys implicitly Slessor's perception of the 

darker, pessimistic aspects of the human condition

the shallowness and meaninglessness of life. · The 

I•, ••f •,.:,, 

stanza as a whole seems to indicate such a message: these 

sailors, from somewhere, dedicated their lives in the 

battle. Their bodies, having swayed and wandered a 

certain distance from the deep sea, finally landed in 

the shallow waters on the beach. Thus, it is there that 

they eventually ended their wandering, and reached their 

final resting-place- burrows in the sand. In addition 

to pity and sentiment. 1 a sense of black irony is 

implied there. Anyone who reads to this point tends to 

pause and say with a sigh "Such is life!" 

The helpful teacher, moreover; will also let the 

students play with associations to words suggesting 

aesthetic and sensory experience. The word "sob", for 

example, within its context, carries a strong emotional 

element. It seems to bring to the reader's notice that 

even the firing gun was mourning for the dead. The 

word "tread", with an entity of harshness and primitive

ness in terms of performing a burial, brings out a 

powerful feeling that the undertaker's feet are not 

merely stamping heavily on the sand and upon the sea

men's bodies, but human dignity. 

(' ,. 
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When it comes to the next two stanzas, considerable 

assistance may be necessary if the students are to put 

together the images into the meaningful order Slessor 

uses. First they come upon a forest of wooden crosses 

stuck into the sand alo~g a desolate and wild seashore. 

And at the same time they will notice each cross 

bearing a signature. Then, as they approach nearer 

they catch sight of these pitiful symbols on each 

driven stake - "Unknown Seaman". Following that they 

are told of a blood-purple, death-symbolic colour as 

they bend over reading all the inscriptions • 

. The concentration of the class may be next focussed on 

the word polysemy and association in terms of Slessor's 

way of creatin~ images. To facilitate discussion, the 

teacher may suppl¥ some questions like these: What 

does the word "last" imply here? Does it seem to be a 

farewell to the dead as if saying "Th~y are gone, 

never to return"? What are the associational meanings 

of the line "Written with such perplexity,_ with such 

bewildered pi:ty"? Does it merely signify the under

taker's puzzlement and compassion with nameless victims 

of the war? Or does it also indicate an in.direct con

demnation of the cruelty, destructiveness and pointless

ness of war? What is the connotation of "Unknown Se aman"? 
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Does it appe~r as a condens~d elegibc address that denotes 

Slessor's supposed nihilism - a aenial of value and 

significance in mortal existence? How is the image of 

11 the ghostly pencil n justified? By the use of "wavers 

and fades"? What does the image make you think of? 

Only an object that scribbles and quivers? Or a vision 

of a trembling human hand holding it as well? What does 

the word "purple" mean in its context? Does it incite 

yourassociation not only with the colour of the pencil, 

but also a shocking image of blood? How do you react to 

the physical sensations in the last two lines of the 

fourth stanza? Do you feel the image is so powerful 

that most of our senses are brought into play? In 

other words, when you are reading -

The breath of the wet season has washed their 
inscriptions 

As blue as drowned men's lips, 

does it seem to you as t h ough the blue inscriptions 

could be read; the drowned men's lips seen, the rotten 

bodies smelt and the bloody coldness felt. "Blue", 

as a symbol of cold col o\lr, here assists to concretize 

the coldness conveyed by the dead sailor' s lips. 
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The discussion of the above two stanzas should also in

volve an investigation of the rhythmic factors. Apart 

from looking at the rhyme scheme: men-begin (slant end 

rhyme), drips-lips (perfect end rhyme), per~lexity-pity 

(enternal rhyme) , the teacher may call the students' 

attention to the effect of the sound's' employed in 

·these four lines -

"Onknown Seaman" - the ghostly· pencil 
Wavers and fades, the purple drips, 
The breath of the wet season has washed their 

inscriptions 
As blue as drowned men's lips, ••• 

The sound 11 s" is linguistically marked as an a:lvelar 

fricative. owing to its different environments, it is 

realized as (sJ (voiceless) and (zJ (voiced) in words 

"seaman", 11ghostly pencil", "drips", 11 lips", "season", 

"inscriptions", "wavers and fades", "has" , "as • • • as" 

and "men's" • As the articulation of this pair- of 

allophones involves five speech organs, it tends to cause 

a strong sensuous impression felt by the speaker. Hence, 

one who reads these lines aloud would feel the repet

ition of the sound intruding itself· into his mental 

world by stroking all the sensitive nerves. 
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With particular reference to the last stanza of 11 Beach 

Burial" -

Dead se·amen, gone in search of the same landfall, 
Whether as enemies t~ey fought, 
Or fought with us, or neither; the sand joins 

them together, 
Enlisted on the other front. 

the teacher may guide the class to speculate on the poet 1 s 

intention for the poem. He will try to stretch their 

imagination with the help of some prepared questions: 

What is the point of Slessor's comments on the killed 

seamen? What instruction does he intend.to convey to 

the world? How is his attitude to war reflected in the 

poem? What is the significance of the image "the other 

front" with respect to the hwnan condition during 

warfare? With most students, arriving at this level of 

understanding will not be impossible provided the teacher 

offers them Slessor's point of view cited below: 

The s_uperficial meaning, of course, is a military 
one. The verses were written at a time when there 
was pressure on the allies to open a~second front" 
against the Germans. 

However, there is a deeper implication which is 
really the theme of the poem. It is the idea t hat 
all men of all races, . whether they fight with each 
other or not, are engaged on the common "front" of 
hwnanity's existence . . The absolute fact of death 
unites them. Their hatreds, quarrels and wars 
should be dwarfed by the huge struggle to survive 
against disease and cataclysms on this dange~ous 
planet . 

(Slessor, 1972:139). 



104 

Certainly the discussion should end with another reading, 

or perhaps two, of the poem by the teacher or by one of 

the students, to put the poem together. Meanwhile 

there should be a mention of Slessor's use of symbolism. 

In RBeach Burial", like in some other vorager poems of 

his, the dominant im~ge is the SEA - a syml;,ol of death 

and disaster, an allegory of the destructive, man

slaughtering war. 

6. 2 Clas·s ·Activ-i ties· ·and Assignments 

In order to develop students' language perfor!llance 

and literary competence, the teacher may plan some 

practical activities and assignments. 

Firstly, he may recommend some other war poems so as to 

stimulate their independent reading, and to broaden 

the scope of their awareness of tha cruelty and 4anger 

of war. Here are a few suggested texts: W.H. Auden's 

"Roman Wall Bluett, David Campbell's "Men in Green", 

Herbert Read's "Bombing Casualties in Spain", John 

Pudney's "Two Poems for the Second World War Pilot", 

Siegfried Sassoon's "The Hero", Peter Appleton's 

"The Responsibility", Rupert Brooks' "The soldier", 

Chief Joseph of the Nez Perce Tribe's "War", Laurence 

Binyon' s "For the Fallen", Rodney Hall 1 s "FoL1<. Tales: 4", 

and Bruce Dawe's "Home-Coming". 
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The teacher may subsequently design class or group 

discussion on the -fallowing patterns: 

1) Encourage students to lead a tutorial discussi9n 

of their read _poems on the topic or theme of 

war. They should provide enough duplicated 

copies so that _the class will be able to follow 

the discussion. 

2} Encourage students to present tutorial papers 

about their personal observations on the readings 

they have done . 

3) Direct students to choose one of the recommended 

poems and analyse it to the class. They may be 

advised to keep their concentration on such 

aspects as rhythmic devices, the effective 

images, literal and figurative meanings, the 

mood, tone, theme and implications of the poem 

they are tackling. 

4) Let students prepare a reading (or recitation) 

of· their favourite poems . . Both solitary and 

choral reading are encouraged. To organise 

a session of this kind, the students shoul d have 

practised their reading i n advance. 
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These proposed activities are assumed to promote 

students comprehension and sp~aking capabilities. 

And correspondingly, they are supposed to help students 

to develop their literary appreciation and aesthetic 

experience. 

Written exercises are usually ·considered helpful means 

to further one's appreciation of poetry. They may be 

employed to help clarify the links between the feelings, 

thoughts, and experiences of the reader and those 

conveyed by the poems studied. Thus, at a final stage, 

the teacher may give some writing - assignments, which 

generally include an opportunity for free responses 

to poems: a comment on a poem which has particularly 

moved the reader, an essay on tha effects of images 

or figures of. speech displayed in a poem; or some 

.comparisons of poems by different poets on the same 

subject or theme (e.g. war). 
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CHAPTER 7 

TEXT SELECTION 

It would be quite presumptuous to make any hard 
and fast rules about selection criteria, no matter 
how objective one strives. to be. Even some minor 
happenstance such as the politica~ climate of the 
country in which one teaches may·determine what 
should be selected. 

· (Thomas K. Adeyanju) 

The task of matching texts to students in the Chinese EFL 

environment is not a simple one. The selection of 

appropriate texts is often found constrained by the local 

learning situation and sociocultural context. This being 

so, we propose some basic criteria in the hope of simpli

fying the task of text selection for the teacher; and we 

also suggest a limited number of poems for the convenience 

of the reader. 

7.1 Proposed Criteria 

Many EFL teachers realise that the choice of suitable texts 

requires much more consideration than the mere provision 

of a mass of materials printed in the target language . 

Associated with the students' needs and the local situation, 
.. 

this appropriateness is difficult to achieve without taking 

account of the following four factors: 
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A. Objectives 

A literary course covers an integral part of the Chinese 

EFL program. As literature can provide an opportunity to 

make the study of a foreign language more pleasurable, 

informative and instructive, it is often employed as an 

instrument to foster students~ learning motivation. In 

China, the objectives of literary syllabi vary from school 

to school. However, they have usually two goals in 

common: 

a. To reinforce language learning. 
b. To develop students' literary· appreciation. 

With respect to objective (a), the emphasis persistently 

falls on the practical use of literary texts. A reading 

of poetry, for example, involves an investigation of the 

language operated in various contexts . And through this 

investigation the students are expected to expand their 

linguistic knowledge in certain aspects such as vocabulary, 

rhythm, sound effects, contextual meanings, syntactic 

patterns, grammatical variations and particularly figurat-

ive ·speech. In addition, .the students are directed to 

advance their actual performance via constant practice of 

the learning activities we have discussed in Chapter 2. 

Regarding objective (b), the str ess is placed on the devel

opment of students• capability for reading TL literature. 

Through the study of poe t ry , the students are , hopefully , 
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led to a he~ghtened awareness of aesthetic experience, 

an increased appreciation of literary art and also a deep

ened understanding of the value systems of the target 

culture. 

From these two objecti~es we can see clearly that literary 

studies in most Chinese EFL schoolsare unlikely to follow 

purely academic literary scholarhsip. Therefore, text 

selection must ignore chronological sequence. It should 

proceed from the familiar to the less familiar within each 

literary genre. The selection of poetic texts, for 

instance, will not follow a historical line from Chaucer, 

Shakespeam, Milton, Blake, Wordsworth, Yeats, Frost, •.• 

up to the contemporaries like Hope, Wright or Campbell. 

It will be in fact, quite the other way round. Besides, 

the texts should cover a wide variety of authors and 

subjects not only the best known. In other words, as 

long as the poems are interesting and relatively easy for 

the students to read, the . text selector should not worry 

about whether or not he is giv ing his students "great" 

literature. 

B. Student Ability 

Every reader , both native and non-native , will experience 

different degrees of difficulty with ambiguity in poetry. 

Thi s ambiguity can be frustrating even if one has .tried 

one's ha rdest to figure it out. Comparatively spe~king, 

an EFL learne r would face a more arduous task in terms of 
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tackling this problem. 

When a poem is said to be too obscure for the reader to 

come to terms with, it is generally because of its com-

plexity in la~guage and theme. Supposing an EFL student 

encounters these two poems: one is John Donne's "The 

Good-Morrow0 and the other Browning's "Meeting at Night"-

••• For love, all love of other sights controls, 
And makes one little roome, an every where. 
Let sea-discoverers to new worlds have gone, 
Let maps to other, worlds on worlds have showne, 
Let us possess one world, each hath one, and is 

one ••. 

To deal with Donne, the reader, either a student or teacher, 

may feel very much frustrated. He may possibly experience 

a strong feeling of being trapped in a muddy pond, hardly 

struggling out even with all his strength. Then, in · 

striking contrast, he will be delighted to find himself 

embarked in a waterslide, smooth enough to bring. him down 

to the poetic pool, when reading Browning's work 

••• Three fields to cross till a farm appears; 
A tap at the pane, the quick sharp scratch 
And blue spurt of a lighted match, 
And a voice less loud, thro' its joys and fears 
Than two hearts beating each to eacht 

The situation will be the same with R.D. Fitzgerald's "The 

Face of the Waters" and David Campbell's IIUnder Wattles''. 

Since the former attempts to illustrate in a condensed form 

many complicated, abstract concepts and theories such as 

' 
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relativity in the sixth stanza: 

Worlds that we~e spun adrift re-enter 
that intolerable centre: 
indeed the widest-looping comet 
never departed from it; 
it alone exists. 

And though, opposing it, there persists 
the enormous structure of forces, laws, 
as background for other coming and going, •.• 

most readers who come across this poem will be liable to 

get caught up there. .They would become slow to respond 

to the poem owing to its obscurity. 

to "Under Wattles" --

But when it comes 

Now, here and there, against the cold, 
The hillside smoulder into gold 
And the stockman riding by 
Lifts to the trees a yellow eye ••• 

the reader will react to the vista of spring and the 

attraction of wattle blossom vividly portrayed in the poem. 

Campbell is well known for his clear style. Many of his 

lyrics are composed in such sim.ple words and structures 

that they are often responded to and appreciated by the 

reader, even without a second reading. 

So, considering most students'- language level and com

prehending power,we should encourage the use as texts of 

poems written in simple, straight but imagery-ricn. language. 

They must also bear clear, familiar themes instead of the 

deep hidden ones that a r e favoured by metaphysical poetry. 
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c. Students' Interests 

Interest and taste are two inseparable $isters. 

both play a tacit role in text selection. 

They 

Generally speaking, the EFL students in China are fond 

of poems with perfect rhyming. In their mind, poetry, 

as a distinguished iiterary genre from prose, is essent

ially marked by its characteristic form with a musical 

rhyme scheme. For comparison, we may as well offer two 

poems for them to assess and select: 

Jackey Jackey gallops on a horse like a swallow 
Where the carbines bark and the black-boys hollo. 
When the traps give chase (may the Devil takes his 

powert) 
He can ride ten miles in a quarter of an hour . . . . 
Flowers in his button-hole and pearls in his pocket, 
He come~ like a ghost and he goes like rocket .•• 

(K. Slessor: "A Bushranger"} 

Any way, pretty soon he was old enough to be 
realistic like every other godless 
money-hungry back-stabbing mfserable 
so-and-so, and then it was goodbye stars and soft 
cry in the corner when no-one was looking because 
I'm telling you straight, Jim, it's Number One 
every- time for this chicken, hit wherever you see 
a head and kick whoever's down, •.. 

(Bruce Dawe: "enter without 
so much as knocking''.) 

Quite obviously the Chinese EFL students will pick out the 

first as a poem and read it with interest and joy. For 

the second, they are likely to regard it as a piec~ of prose 

writing rather than poetic creation • This point of view 

also applies to the EFL teachers in China. Evidence for 

' ; 
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this is the comments made by a group of Chinese teachers 

during a literary seminar on Dawe's ·poetry in CCAE 

(Canberra College of Advanced Education). 

When read~g poetry the students often show a preference 

for a certain range of subjects as a result of their 

personal interests or tastes. School girl_s tend to prefer 

sentimental, romantic, imaginative poems or those abo.ut 

moonlight, singing birds,: beauti.ful flowers, music and 

dance. Boys are inclined to favour poems about sports, 

adventure, big animals, stark landscape, such as the 

rough sea, tumbling waterfalls, ragged mountain ranges, 

deep forests, or tales of heroic deeds. Yet there is no 

9lear-cut discrimination between the two sexes in terms of 

their respective interests. They would both, as they 

often do, enjoy storytelling poems, humorous poems, nature 

poems and particularly love lyrics. 

It will not -be an easy job to balance the. interests of 

male and female students. But we may consider them as a 

whole and adopt a neutral poiicy f9r text selection. That 

is, . the material to be chosen should c·ontain prominent 

poetic elements and appealing subjects that can involve 

students and encourage them to penetrate and .appreciate. 

Additionally, it has also to be material to which the teacher 

can respond with both sincerity and conviction. 
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D. Sociocultural Background 

It is known to the whole world that China is a socialist 

country with Marxist-Leninism and Maoism as guiding 

principles in national ideology. Such a social system 

and political belief have overwhelmingly determined the 

philosophy of education. 

In the EFL area, the Chinese sociocultural backgroW1d 

has a strong effect on text selection . Owing to the 

ideological work, religion has all along been considered 

as opium poisoning people's minds with fantasy or illusion. 

Teachers and students are hence encouraged to keep alert 

against texts centered on religious themes as "The Hound 

of Heaven and the Kingdom of God" (F. Thompson) , 11 Gifts of 

God'' (G. Herbert) , "The World" (H. Vaughan) , "An Essay of 

Man" (A. Pope} and so on. 

Additionally erotic poems must be completely excluded in 

EFL textbooks. This is because sex has been tiaditiqnally 

a taboo topic in Chinese culture. It is £orbidden to be 

talked about publicly or written about explicitly. In 

the Chinese literature, this topic is such a sensitive one 

that authors usually deal with it in a sugges tive and 

i mplicit way. Otherwise they will possibly offend not 
I . 

or.~y the reader but also t he government. A classroom 

t eacher also cannot really teach literary texts with lavish 

descriptions of sex f or fear o f v i o l a t ing moralistic con-

ventions as well as public opi nions. I f a teacher, f or 
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instance, comes to his class with poems like the following: 

He took her in his arms and there and then, 
Like the clean beasts, embracing from behind, 
Began in joy to found the breed of men, ••• 

(A.D. Hope: "Imperial Adam") 

Naked in snowdrifts, we've made love 
In city parks, at the front gate, ••• 
See how instinctive lovers move 
To get their clothes off when they meet. 
O what do lovers love the best, 
Upstairs ~aked or downstairs dressed? •.• 

(David Campbell: "Windy Nights .. ) 

he would be in dan~er of being accused of attempting to 

corrupt the students. The poems would be labelled as 

pornographic stuff and the poets deprecated. But in 

western culture, poems of this kind (probably Hope's 

"Pasiphae" is even more typical.) are generally celebrated 

for their striking, original imagery of love-making. These 

two opposite value systems are derived from sociocultural 

differences. 

Apart from religious and erotic poems, _ not recommended are 

also those that deliberately propagate negative attitudes to 

life (e.g. nihilism), or advocate morbid views of the human 

condition (e . g. dehumanization). This is due to their 

being against the discipline of the Chinese educational 

system, which as a rule calls for a positive and optimistic 

world outlook. 
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From the considerations above, we venture to suggest a 

rough outline of criteria for text selection: 

a. The texts should be selected according to the 
content appropriateness instead of chronological 
sequence; 

b. The texts should be rich in terms- of the language 
use and cultural values; 

c. The texts must not be too long or the style too 
difficult for the students; 

d. Writers whose styles and themes are clear, natural, 
straightforward ~nd familiar axe highly recommended; 

e. The texts need to have eligible subjects and 
comprehensible backgrounds; 

f. The texts ought to be interesting and engaging so 
as to stimuJ.ate students' learning motivation; 

g. The selection of texts must take into account the 
students' interests or tastes (Poems with a wide 
variety of subjects and themes would be advisable 
to meet the learners' needs); 

h. It will be ·wise to exclude . religious poems and · 
those concerned with sex, morbid concepts of love, 
death or negative attitudes towards life; 

i. References relevant to the understanding of the 
texts should be easily accessible to both the 
teacher and the students. 

7.2 Suggested Texts 

He~e are some poems suggested in terms of the criteria for 

text selection proposed in the preceding passage. These 

samples, apart from encouraging active participation in 

reading and discussion , attempt to provide opportunities for 

the Chinese EFL students (generally the Third Year __ at 

tertiary "level) to survey the word-power, craftsmanship, 

thoughts, feelings , experi ences and themes of the poet . 
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l. Rhythm 

A Bushranger 

Jackey Jackey gallops on a horse like a swallow 
Where the carbines bark.and the blackboys hello. 
When the traps give chase (may the Devil take his 

power!) 
He can ride ten miles in a quarter of an hour. 

Take a horse .and follow, and you'll hurt no feelings; 
He can fly down waterfalls and jump through ceilings, 
He can shoot off hats, for _to have a bit of fun, 
With a bulldog bigger than a buffalo-gun. 

Honeyed and profound in his conversation 
When he bails up Mails on Long Tom Station, 
In a f.lyaway coat with a black cravat, 
A snow-white collar and a cabbage-tree hat. 

Flowers in his button-hole and pearls in his pocket, 
He comes like a ghost and he goes like a rocket 
With a lightfoot heel on a blood-mare's flank 
And a bagful of notes from the Joint Stock Bank. 

Many pretty ladies he could witch out of marriage, 
Though he prig but a kiss in a Bigwig's carriage: 
For the cock of an eye or the lift of his reins, 
They would run barefoot through Patrick's Plains. 

Kenneth Slessor 

Notes: Kenneth Slessor (1901/71), Australian poet, Modern 

Australian poetry arguably begins with him. His first 

volume, "Thief of the Moon", was published in 1924. His 

creative career was comparatively short - only one or two 
. 

poems appeared after 1940. In this poem, Slessor vividly 

describes a bushranger's life and creates a lively image of 

the "hero". When reading this poem,one enjoys the comic 

effects of the _crisp rhythm and the bold lexical choices. 

bushranger: a runaway convict or bandit who hid in the bush 
. . 

and led a predatory life during the colonial 

period in Australian history . 
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bail up; to hold up and rob. 

a cabbage-tree hat: a wide-brimmed hat made from the 

leaves of the local cabbage tree, 

blood-mare: 

notes: 

Bigwig: 

a CQmmon form of hat in the colonial 

days and later regarded as a symbol 

of Australian nationalistic feeling. 

a female horse with a recorded and 

respected ancestry. 

money 

a very important and wealthy man. 

To A Black Greyhound 

Shining black in the shining light, 
Inky black in the golden sun, 
Graceful ~s the swallow's flight, 
Light as swallow, winged one, 
Swift as driven hurricane, 
Doq.ble-sinewed stretch and spring, 
Muffled thud of flying feet --
See the black dog galloping, 
Here his wild feet-beat. 

See him lie when the day is dead, 
Black-curves curled on the boarded floor. 

Sleepy eyes, my sleepy-head --
Eyes that were aflame before. 
Gentle now, they burn no more; 
Gentle now and softly warm, 
With the fire that made them bright 
Hidden-as when after storm 
Softly falls the night. 

Julian Grenfell ., 

Notes: Julian Grenfell {1888/1915}, English poet,-and 

soldier, born in London. 

Balliol Co~lege, Oxford. 

He was educated at Eton and 

In 1910 he joined the anny 

'i _, 
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and served during the First World War. He_ was fatally 

wounded and died young at age 27 . With a series of 

striking images, Grenfell quickly sketches the speed 

and action of his black greyhound. Then by contrast 

he pictures the complete relaxation of the dog. This 

use of contrast helps to sharpen the impressions he wishes 

his reader to gain. 

The Release 

All day he shoves the pasteboard in 
The slick machine that turns out boxes, 
A box a minute; and its din 
Is all his music, as he stands 
And feeds it; while his jaded brain. 
Moves only out and in again 
With the lick motion of his hands, 
Monotonously making boxes, 
A box a minute -- all ~is thoughts 
A slick succession of empty boxes. 

But when night comes, and he is free 
To play his fiddle, with the music 
His whole soul moves to melody; . 
No more recalling day's dumb round, 
His reckless spirit sweeps and whirls 
On surging waves and dizzy swirls 
And eddies of enchanted sound; 
And in a flame-winged flight of music 
Above the roofs and chimneys . soars 
To ride the starry tides of music. 

W.W. Gibson 

Notes: W.W. Gibson (1878/1962) English poet. He was for 

a time a social worker in the East End of London, and during 

:the First World War served in the ranks. These experiences 

form the background of much of his works. Most of his 

poems present the normal t _oiling life of man in the modern 

industrial world. 

is "The Icecart". 

One of the most striking of his pieces 

The Poem "The Release", through sharp 
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images, shows the distaste of this man for his routine 

job~ In striking contrast, it describes his ecstasy 

when he is released_ from his monotonous work . 

3. Imagery 

Smells 

Why is it that the poets tell 
So little of the sense of smell? 
These are the odours I love well: 

The smell of coffee freshly ground; 
Or rich plum pudding, holly crowned; 
Or onions fried and deeply browned. 

The fragrance of a fumy pipe; 
The smell of apples, newly ripe; 
And printers' ink on leaden type. 

Woods by moonlight in September 
Breathe most sweet; and I remember 
Many a smoky camp-fire ember. 

Camphor; turpentine, and tea, 
The .balsam of a Christmas tree, 
These are whiffs of gr_amarye • • • 
A ship smells best of all to me! 

Christopher Morley 

Notes: C.D. Morley (1890/1957), American poe·t , novelist 

and essayist, born at Haverford, Pennsylvania • . Educated 

at Haverford College, he went to Oxford as a Rhodes Scholar. 

Morley has written this poem out of his delight in differ-

ent smells. With straightforward language and through 

the description of the objects close to our daily life, he 

has created a series of vivid, remarkable image s that 

heighten our appreciation of each new smell . gramarye-magic. 



121 

4. Feeli~gs 

Our Love is so Natural 

Our love is so natural, 
the wild animals move 
gentle and lig_ht on 
the shores -of our love. 

My eyes rest upon you 
to me your eyes turn, 
as bee goes to honey, 
as fire to fire will burn. 

Bird and beast are at home, 
and star lives in tree 
when we are together 
as we should be. 

But so silent my heart falls, 
when you are away, 
I can hear the world breathing 
where he hides from our day. 

My heart crouches under, 
silent and still, 
and the avalanche gathers 
above the green hill. 

Our love is so natural -
I cannot but fear. 
I would reach out .a-nd touch you, 
Why are you not here? 

Judith Wright 

Notes: J. Wright (1915-), Australian poet, Judith Wright, 

born in the New England area of New South Wales, for many 

years she lived with her family at Mt Tamborine, Queensland. 

She now lives in Canberra. Wright is one of the few 

writers to enjoy unchallenged pre-eminence in contemporary 

Australian poetry. Since the appearance of her first book, 

The Moving Image, in 1946, she has been recognised, both 

at home and abroad, as a poet of great accomplishments. 
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Her mastery of technique, the richness and vitality of 

her images, the feeling of the country inherent in al

most every line, and her marriage of passion and_ reason 

have combined to distinguish her. She is said to be in 

the main a poet of love, and of love from the woman's 

point of view. This poem seems to tell a story about 

a woman's passion, experience, and then her loss of love. 

A reading of this poem may evoke the pathos of the 

11 naturalness 11 of human love. 

5. Thoughts 

A Thing of Beauty 

A thing of ~eauty is a joy for ever: 
Its loveliness increases: it will never 
Pass into nothingness; but still will keep 
A bower quiet for us, and a sleep 
Full of sweet dreams, and health, and quiet breathing. 
Therefore, on every morrow, are we wreathing 
A flowery band to bind us to the earth, 
Spite of despondence, of the inhuman· dearth 
Of noble natures, of the gloomy days, 
Of all the unhealthy and o'er-darkened ways 
Made tor our searching: yes, in sptte of all, 
Some shape of beauty moves away the pall 
From our dark spirits ••. 

John Keats 

No'tes: J. Keats (1795/1821}, English poet, born in London, 

died of tuberculosis in Rome while seeking for a cure for 

the disease. His chief characteristics are intense, 

sensuous imagination, and love of beauty, rich and pictur

esque descriptive power, and exquisitely melodious versi-

fication. 11 A Thi ng of Beauty" is the first Secti6n of a 

very long poem of 4000 lines called "Endymion"; it is 

based on a Greek myth about a shepherd who was loved by the 
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Moon. The first line .sets the theme: the effect of 

beautiful things upon the 'wri t ·er. They protect him from 

the ills and evils of life and giv~ him health and peace. 

lack of. dearth: 

pall: velvet covering placed over a coffin; 

here, depression. 

poetic diction for a stream. rill: 

brake: a thicket, often of bracken, in a 

forest. 

dooms: destinies. 

Youth and Age 

Crabbed age and youth 
Cannot live together: 
Youth is full of pleasure, 
Age is full of ~are; 
Youth like summer morn, 
Age like winter bare. 
Youth is full of sport, 
Age,.s breath is short; 
Youth is nimble, Age is lame: 
Youth is hot ·.and bold, 
Age is weak and cold; 
Youth is wild, and Age is tame. 
Age, I do adore thee: 
Youth, I do adore thee: 
o, my Love, my love is young! 
Age, I do defy thee. 

William Shakespeare 

Notes: w. Shakespeare (1564/1616), English dramatist and 

poet, born and died at Stratford-on-Avon, Warwickshire. 

Shakespeare is a world-known figure in literature. His 

plays and poems have been performed and read widely 

generation after generation on this plant. This poem is 

in fact a Madrigal, written to be sung in parts. There 
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are only two parts here, one 'youth', the other •~ge'; 

and when it is·sung, there is a blend of two different 

yet harmonious melodies. One may try the effect of 

two voices of different pitch saying these lines alter-

nately. It is noticeable that the use of contrast be~ 

tween youth and age makes a greater sentimental impression 

on the reader. 

mentary reading. 

De la Mare's "Age" may serve as suppli-

crabbed: 

thee: 

6. Experiences 

irritable or cranky; it comes from an 

Old English verb- meaning to scratch or claw. 

poetic diction for the pronoun 'you' in 

its .objective case. 

Meeting at Night 

The grey sea and the long black land; 
And the yellow half-moon large and low; 
And the startled little waves that leap 
In fiery ringlets from their sleep, 
As I gain the cove with pushing prow, 
And quench its speed i' the slushy sand. 

Then a mile of warm sea-scented beach; 
Three fields to cross till a farm appears; 
A tap at the pane, the quick sharp scratch 
And blue spurt of a lighted match, 
And a voice less loud, thro' its joys and fears, 
Than the two beating each to each! 

Robert Browning 

Notes: R. Browning (1812/89 ) , English poet, born at Camber-

well and brought up in London. Browning likes dramatic 

lyrics. He more often uses a rough, driving line to 

deve lop or ·trace a narrative forcefully arid conci sely, 

or sometimes short, jingling phrases and grotesque rhymes 
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from whi°ch he derived much amusement. Based on a 

genuine experience and intense feeling of two lovers 

meeting secretly at night, he wrote this poem as an 

inquiry into the relations of men and women and into 

sincerity as well as morality in love. 

Night sowing 

0 gentle, gentle land 
Where the green ea~ shall grow, 
Now you are edged with light: 
The moon has crisped the fallow, 
The furrows run with night. 

This is the season's hour: 
While couples are in bed, 
I sow the paddocks late, 
Scatter like sparks ~he seed 
And see the dark ignite. 

o gentle . l ·and, I sow 
The heart's living grain. 
Stars dr.aw their harrows over, 
Dews send their melting rain: 
I meet you as a lover. 

David Campbell 

N'otes: D. Campbell (1915 --), Australian poet, born into 

a pastoral family, he has lived much of his life on his 

farm on the Monaro uplands, south-east from Canberra, apart 

from a period at Cambridge and Air Force service during the 

Second World War. Much of 'his poetry derives from his 

rural experience and is presented in ballad or lyrical 

forms, though recently the range of his themes has been 

perceptibly broadening. This poem depicts the harmonious 

and interdependent relationships between man and the land; 

it also represents much of his distinguished characteristics: 
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clarity of style, lightness· of rhythm, freshness of 

imagery, pastoral elegance and ease, delicacy of feeling 

and tenderness •. 

7. Birds and Animals 

Parrots 

L·oquats are cold as winter suns, 
Among rough leaves their clusters glow 
like oval beads ·of cloudy amber, 
Or small flat flames of birthday candles. 

Parrots, when the winter dwindles 
Their first fruits and seeds, remember 
where the swelling loquats grow, 
how thin and sweet their sweet juice runs, 

and shivering in the morning cold 
we draw the curtains back and see 
the lovely greed of their descending, 
the lilt of flight that blurs their glories, 

and wann our eyes upon the lories 
and the rainbow-parrots landing. 
There's not a fruit on any tree 
to match their crimson, green and gold. 

To see them cling and sip and sway, 
loquats are no great price to pay. 

Judith Wright 

. Notes: J. Wright (1915-), Australian poet. This poem 

captures an experience in verse. It calls for your 

ima·gination to see the picture Wright paints in words. 

IN Australia there are many different species of parrots; 

these birds, colourful and graceful, are often seen flying 

in flocks. Loquats are egg-shaped, about the size of a 

small walnut, and are palish yellow. The trees are quite 

large and have large dark green leaves. The poet tells of 

the colours of the parrots, and bne can imagine the vivid-
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ness of the contrasting colours against the dark back-

ground. The poem also lilts along in tune with the 

flight of the birds. Parrots fly very swiftly, and 

they glide and dart without using their wings a great 

deal. 

The Tiger 

Tiger! Tiger! burning bright 
In the forests of the night, 
What immortal hand or eye 
could frame thy ·fearful symmetry? 

In what distant deeps or skies 
Burnt the fire of thine eyes? 
On what wings dare he aspire? 
What the hand dare seize the fire? 

And what shoulder, and what art, 
Could twist the sinews of thy heart? 
And when thy heart began to beat, 
What dread hand? and what dread feet? 

What the hammer? what the chain? 
In what furnace was they brain? 
What the ~nvil? what dread grasp 
Dare its deadly terrors clasp? 

When the stars threw down their spears, 
And water'd heaven with their tears, 
Did he smile his work to see? 
Did he who made the Lamb make thee? 

Tiger! Tiger! burning bright 
In the forests of the night, . 
What immortal hand or eye, 
Dare frame thy fearful symmetry? 

William Blake 

Notes: w. Blake (1757-1827), English poet. The theme of 

this poem is treated in a highly imaginative and unusual 

way. Basically, it attempts to make the reader aware of 

the awe-inspiring mystery of the Creator who makes two 

creatures so different as the tiger (predatory, powerful 

L----------
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and cruel) and the lamb (helpless, weak and innocent). 

Using a series of que~tions which we must answer for 

ourselves, Blake renders us aghast before the mighty frame 

of the predatory yet graceful animal so perfectly designed 

to carry out its evil, destructive purposes. Tension 

increases as we try to imagine where and how it was 

fashioned. It is possible that the tiger in this poem 

is symbolic of the cruel and destructive elements in the 

world, which rend and lacerate humanity. 

he: here referring to the Creator or God 

lamb: a symbol drawn from the Bible, standing for 

the Lamb of God who took away the sins of 

man. Blake in his poetry often employed 

it as a symbol of the state of innocence . 

tiger, a symbol which Blake created himself 

to represent the contrary state of mind. 

tiger: 

8. Music 

Piano 

softly, in the dusk, a woman is singing to me; 
Taking me back down the vista of years, till I see 
A child sitting under the piano, in the boom of the 

tingling strings 
And pressing the small, poised feet of a mother who 

smiles as she sings. 

In spite -of myself the insidious mastery of song 
Betrays me back·, till .the heart of me weeps to belong 
To the old Sunday evenings at home, with winter outside 
And hymns in the cosy parlour, the tinkling piano our 

guide . 

So now it· is vain for the s inger to burst into .. cla mour 
With the great black appassionato. The glamour 
Of c hildi sh days is upon me, my manhood is cast 
Down in the flood of r eme mbrance, I weep l i ke a chil d 

for the past. 
David Herbert La wrence 
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Notes: D.H. Lawrence (1885/1930), English novelist and 

poet. His novels are his distinguished contributions 

to English literature. Much of his poetry is described 

by Wordsworth's famous saying, "Poetry is the spontaneous 

overflow of powerful feelings". Prose thoughts, he says, 

tend to be dogmatic and assertive, so he has chosen a verse 

form; but the verse is free verse, which allows for 

greater spontaneity and freshness than rhyme and metre. 

Yet Lawrence uses a more formal verse pattern in "Piano", 

which chiefly .describes emotion recollected in tranquil-

ity. appasionato - being played passionately (a term 

from music}. 

It will be noted that this selection contains a pre-

dominance of Australian poets. This does not imply that 

the works which have been selected are the best or most 

representative of English poetry, or that they are the 

most suitable ones to help the Chinese students with 

their English language studies. The chosep poems merely 

represent those which the writer has particularly enjoyed 

during his studies in the Canberra College of Advanced 

Education where he read more Australian poets than others 

from English-speaking countries. This is largely due to 

the fact that these local Australian poets helped him to 

make the connection between their poems and the environ

ment, culture and people which surrounded him. 



130 

Nevertheless,one would hope that the poems themselves 

will invite the Chinese EFL teachers of poetry to test 

the integrated approach in class discussion. However, 

it would be unwise to urge the use of this approach1 for 

every teacher will have his or her own idea of how to 

treat a poem, and how to devise his or her activities 

to suit the needs and abilities of the class. 

For the texts that precede we have tried to show in the 

appended notes, examples of the kind of information we 

feel teachers should give their students in order to 

increase their comprehension and apreciation of the 

poems concerned. 
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