CHAPTER

Approaching Poetry:
Responding in Writing
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= I'he title of this chapter is a bit misieading, since we have already spent a few
pages discussing poems in Chapter 2, “Reading and Responding to Literature”
= But here we will begin again, taking a different approach

First, some brief advice about how to approach a poem:

I. Read the poem aloud; or, if you can’t bring vourself to read aloud, at least

sound the poem in your mind’s ear. Try to catch the speaker's tone of voice.

Pay attention not only to the black marks on the white paper but also to the

white spaces between groups of lines. If a space follows some lines, pause

briefly, and take the preceding lines as a unit of thought.

3. Read the poem a second and a third time. Now that you know how it ends,
vou'll be able to see the connections between the beginning and what follows.

[ 3¥]

LANGSTON HUGHES

Langston Hughes (1902-1967), an African American writer born in jJoplin,
Missouri, lived part of bis youth (i Mexico. spent a year at Columbia Univer —
sity, served as a merchant seaman, and worked in a Paris nightclub. There, !
he shotwed some of bis poems to Alain Locke, an African American patron of
the arts and a strong advocate of African American literature. Encouraged by
Locke, Hughes continued to wrile whben be relurned io the United Slates, pub-
lishing fiction, plays, essays, and biographies; be also founded theaters and
gave public readings. The poem that we reprint, “Harlem” (1951), provided
Lorraine Hansbeirry with the title of ber well-known play A Raisin in the Sun
(1958). For a generous selection of poems Dy Langston Hughes, see Chapter 27.

Harlem [1951]

What happens to a dream deferred?

Does it dry up
like a raisin in the sun?
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Or fester like a sore—

And then run?

Does it stink like rotten meat?
Or crust and sugar over—
like a syrupy sweet?

Maybe it just sags

tike a heavy load. 10

Oi does it explode?
Read the poem at least twice, and then think about its effect on you.
. Do you find the poem interesting? Why or why not?

Do some things in it interest you more than others? If so, why?
Does anything in it puzzle yvou? If so. what?

[ X

Before reading any further, vou might jot down your responses 1o some of
these questions. And, whatever your responses, can you point to features of the
poem to account for them?

Of course, different readers will respond at least somewhat differently to
any work. On the other hand, since writers want L0 communicate, they tryv to
control their readers’ responses, and they count on their readers to understand
the meanings of words as the writers understand them. Thus, Hughes assumed
his readers knew that Harlem was the site of a large African American commu-
nity in New York City.

Let’s assume that the reader undersiands Hughes 1s talking about Harlem.,
New York, and, further, that the reader understands the “dream deferred” to refer
to the unfulfilled hopes of African Americans who live in a society dominated by
whites. But Hughes does not say “hopes.” he says “dream.” and he does not say
“unfulfilled,” he says “deferred” You might ask yourself exactly what differences
there are between these words. Next, when you have read the poem several
times, you might think about which expression is better in the conrext, “unful-
filled hopes” or “dream deferred” and why.

Thinking About “Harlem”

Let’s turn to an analysis of the poem, an examination of how the parts fit. As vou

look at the poem, think about the parts. and jor down whatever notes come to

mind. After you have written your own notes, consider the annotations of one
student.

These annotations chiefly get at the structure of the poem, the relation-
ship of the parts. The student notices that the poem begins with a line set off
by itself and ends with a ling set off by itself, and he also notices that cach of
these lines is a question. Further. he indicates that each of these two lines is
emphasized in other ways. The first begins further to the left than any of the
other lines—as though the other lines are subheadings or are in some Wil

subordinate—and the last is italicized. In short, he comments on the structure
of the poem.
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Some Journal Entries

The student who made these annotations later wrote an entry in his journal:

African American people. Also, obvious that Hughes thinks that if the “dream”
doesn't become real there may be riots (“explode”). I like “raisin in the sun”
(maybe because I like the play), and I like the business about “a syrupy

sweet”"—much more pleasant than the festering

Feb. 18. Since the title is “Harlem,” it's obvious that the “dream” is by

sore and the rotten meat. But if

the dream becomes “sweet,” what's wrong with that? Why should something
"sweet” explode?

Feb. 21. Prof. Stahl said to think of structure or form of a poem as a
sort of architecture, a building with a foundation, floors, etc., topped by a
roof—but since we read a poem from top to bottom, it's like a building upside
down. Title or first line is foundation (even though it's at top); last line is
roof, capping the whole. As you read, you add layers. Foundation of “Harlem”

1s a question (first line). Then, set back a bit from foundation, or built on it by
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white space, a tall room (7 lines high, with 4 questions); then, on top of this
room, another room (two lines, one statement, not a question). Funny; I
thought that in poems all stanzas are the same number of lines. Then—more

white space, so another unit—the roof. Man, this roof is going to fall in—

“explode.” Not just the roof, maybe the whole house.

Feb. 21, pm. I get it; one line at start, one line at end; both are
questions, but the last sort of says (because it is in italics) that it is the most
likely answer to the question of the first line. The last line is also 2 question, but
it's still an answer. The big stanza (7 lines) has 4 questions: 2 lines, 2 lines, 1
line, 2 lines. Maybe the switch to 1 line is to give some variety, so as not to be
dull? It's exactly in the middle of the poem. I get the progress from raisin in the

sun (dried, but not so terrible), to festering sore and to stinking meat, but I

still don't see what's so bad about “a syrupy sweet.” Is Hughes saying that after
things are very bad they will get better? But why, then, the explosion at
the end?

Feb. 23. “Heavy load” and “sags” in next-to-last stanza seem to me to
sugqgest slaves with bales of cotton, or maybe poor cotton pickers dragging big
sacks of cotton. Or maybe people doing heavy labor in Harlem. Anyway, very
tired. Different from running sore and stinking meat earlier; not disqusting, but
pressing down, deadening. Maybe worse than a sore or rotten meat—a hard,
hapeless life. And then the last line.. Just one line, na fancy (and disgusting)
simile. Boom! Not just pressed down and tired, like maybe some racist whites

think (hope?) blacks will be? Bang! Will there be survivors?

Drawing chiefly on these notes, the student jotted down some key ideas to

guide him through a draft of an analysis of the poem. (The organization of the
draft posed no problem; the student simply followed the organization of the
poem.)
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Here is the student’s final draft of his essay.

Michael Locke [ -
’ Professor Stahl ’
| English 2B . [
l 10 June 2010 |
Langston Hughes's “Harlem” ’

' “Harlem” is a poem that is only eleven Yines long, but it is j
|

I charged with power, It explodes. Hughes sets the stage, so to sp

telling us in the title that he 1s talking about Harlem, and then he l
begins by asking, “What happens to a dream deferred?” The rest of the ’
poem is set off by being indented, as though it is the answer to his
question. This answer is in thiee parts (three stanzas, of different
lengths). (
In a way, it's wrong to speak of the answer, since the rest of the [
poem consists of questions, but I think Hughes means that each
‘r question (for instance, does a “deferred” hope “dry up / like a raisin in ;
] the sun?”) really is an answer. something that really has happened and ‘
; that will happen again. The first question, “Does it dry up / like a raisin '
I in the sun?,” is a famous line, To compare hope to a raisin dried in the
J sun is to suggest a terrible shrinking. The next two comparisons are to a
l “sore” and to “rotten meat.” These comparnisons are less clever, hut they
\

are very effective because they are disgusting. Then,

maybe because of

disqusting. In this comparison he says that maybe the “dream deferred

i

: / the disgusting comparisons, he gives a comparison that is not at all f
|
|
l

|
will “crust and sugar over— / like a syrupy sweet." |

The seven lines with four comparisons are followed by a stanza of '
t two lines with just one comparison:

J Maybe it just sags ‘

like a heavy load.

F
‘ So if we thought that this postponed dream might finally turn into ‘

‘ something “sweet,” we were kidding ourselves, Hughes comes down to

| earth, in a short stanza, with an image of a heavy load, which probabty ‘

cotton. or maybe just any sort of heavy load carried by African Americans ‘

in Harlem and elsewhere.

\
! also calls to mind images of pecple bent under heavy loads, maybe of J
l
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Locke 2
The opening question (“What happens to a dream deferred?”) was
followed by four questions in seven lines, but now, with “"Maybe it just

sags / like a heavy load,” we get a statement, as though the poet at last

has found an answer. But at the end we get one more question, set off

by itself and in italics: “Or does it explode?” This line itself is explosive l
I for three reasons: it is short, it is italicized, and it is a stanza in itself. {
Tt's also interesting that this line, unlike the earlier lines, does not use a ]

‘ simile. It's almost as though Hughes is saying, “OK, we've had enough

fancy ways of talking about this terrible situation; here it is, straight.”

! Locke 3

5 Work Cited

Hughes, Langston. “Harlem.” An Introduction to Literature. Ed. Sylvan
Barnet, William Burto, and William E. Cain. 16th ed. New York:

Longman, 2011. 541-42. Print.

YOUR TURNMN o

1. The student's analysis suggests that the comparison with “a syrupy
sweet” is a deliberately misleading happy ending that serves to ma

ke the
real ending even more powerful. In class another student suggested that
Hughes may be referring to African Americans who play the Uncle Tom, .
people who adopt a smiling manner in order to cope with an oppressive 1
society. Which explanation do you prefer, and why? What do you think
of combining the two? Or can vou offer a different explanation?

2. Do you suppose that virtually all African Americans respond to this s
poem in a way that is substantially different from the way virtually all

Caucasians or Asian Americans respond? Explain your position Ce -

3. When Hughes reprinted this poem in 1959, he retitled it “Dream .
Deferred.” Your response? am

Let's now look at another poem, and at the responses of another student. 3
Here is a seventeenth-century poem—actually a song—that makes use of the B
idea that the eyes of the beloved woman can dart fire, and that she can kill (or at s
least severely wound) the sighing, helpless male lover. The male speaker de- o
scribes the appearance of Cupid, the tyrannic god of love, who (he claims) is ﬁ
equipped with darts and death-dealing fire taken from the eves of the proud, a——

cruel woman whom the speaker loves




APHRA BEHN
Apbra Bebn (1640-1689) is regarded as the first English woman 10 have
made a living by writing. Not much is known of ber life, but she seems to
bave married a London merchant of Dulch descent, and after bis death to
bave served as a spry in the Dutch Wars (1665-10667). After ber return to England

for enslaved Africans

she took up playwriting, and she gained fame u ith 'The Rover (1677). Bebn
also wrote novels, the most important of which is Oroonoko, or 1 he Royal
Slave (1688), which is among the first works i English (o express sympathy

n the following poeim, Cupid represents love. The poem was writtei by a

woman but the imagined speaker is a male, who laments that the woman
whom be loves is indifferent to bim.

Song: Love Armed 11676]

Love in fantastic triumph sate,

Whilst bleeding hearts around him flowed,
Forwhom fresh pains he did create.

And strange tyrannic power he showed:
From thy bright eyes he took his fire

Which round about in sport he hurled;
But 'twas from mine he took desire,

Enough to undo the amorous world

From me he took his sighs and tears:

From thee, his pride and cruelty: 10
From me, his languishments and fears;
wnd every killing dart from thee.
Thus thou and 1 the god have armed
And set him up a deity;
15 =

But my poor heart alone is harmed,
Whilst thine the victor is, and [ree

YOUR TURN

1. The speaker talks of the suffering he is undergoing (Behn is using the

poetic convention of the passionate man who addresses a disdainful

woman). Can we nevertheless feel that he
the way, do we (as readers, singers, or listeners) often enjoy songs of

unhappy love?
) The woman (“thee”} is said to exhibit ‘pride and cruelty” (line 10). Is

enijoys his plight? Why, by

the poem sexist? Is it therefore offensive!
3. Do you suppose that men can enjoy the poem more than women?

Explain.

Some Journal Entries

The subject is Aphra Behn's “Song” We begin with two entries in a journal, kept :
by a first-year student Geoffrey Sullivan, and we follow these entries with Sullivan’s

completed essay.
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October 10. The title “Love Armed” puzzied me at first; funny, I somehow

was thinking of the expression “strong-armed” and at first I didn't understand
that “Love” in this poem is a human—no, not a human, but the god Cupid, who
has a human form—and that he is shown as armed, with darts and so forth.

October 13. This god of “Love” is Cupid, and so he is something like what is

on a valentine card—Cupid with his bow and artow. But valentine cards just show
little Cupids, and in this poem Cupid is a real menace. He causes lots of pain
" “taars " “killing dart,” etc.). So what is Aphra Behn telling us

(“bleeding hearts,
about the ged of lave, or love? That love hurts? And she is singing about it! But we

do sing songs about how hard life is. But do we sing them when we are really
hurting, or only when we are pretty well off and just thinking about being hurt?
love, it hurts, but even

cute

When vou love someone and they don’t retumm your
when love isn't returned it still gives some intense pleasure. Strange, but I think
that love always has this two-sided nature, but I do see the

asure and pain. And love takes two kinds of

true. I wouldn't say
idea that love can have two sides, ple
people, male and female. Well, for most people, anyway. Maybe there’s also
something to the idea that “opposites attract.” Anyway, Aphra Behn seems to be

talking about men vs. women, pain vs. pleasure, power vs. weakness, etc. Pairs,

opposites. And in two stanzas (a pair of stanzas?).

1, of the preliminary jottings. It in-

oem. and began drafting the essay

Sullivan 1

Geoffrey Sullivan
Professor Diaz
English 2G
15 June 2010
The Double Nature of Love

Aphra Benhn's "Love Armed” is in two stanzas, and it is about two
people, “me” and “thee”—that is, you and I, the lover and the woman
he loves. I think the speaker is a man, since according to the usual code
men are supposed to be the active lovers and women are the (relatively)
passive people who are loved. In this poem, the beloved—the woman, I
that provide the God of Love with fire
(10). This of

think—has “bright eyes” (line 5)
and she also provides the god with “pride and cruelty”

she doesn’t love him in return, she is (he thinks) arrogant and cruel.

R ——————

|
|

[
\
course is the way the man sees it if a woman doesn't respond to him; if \
{

i B

i

i

T i

o

il

M i

8




4

ﬁu:hﬂ‘ ;

A

1k

mr-w‘ ;

e §

e A

: ’ﬂ; 8

i

v

o

Aphra Behn

Sullivan 2
What does the man give to Love? He provides “desire” (7), “sighs and
tears” (9), “languishments and fears” (11). None of this sounds very
manly, but the joke is that the God of Love—which means love—can turn
a strong man into a crybaby when a woman does not respond to him.
Although both stanzas are clever descriptions of the God of Love,

the poem is not just a description. Of course there is nq

a plot in the
way that a short story has a plot, but there is a sort of a switch at the
end, giving the poem something of a plot. The poem is, say, ninety
percent expression of feeling and description of love, but during the
course of expressing feelings and describing love something happens, so
there is a tiny story. The first stanza sets the scene (“Love in fantastic
triumph sate” [1]) and tells of some of the things that the speaker and
the woman contributed to the God of Love. The woman’s eyes provided
Love with fire, and the man’s feelings provided Love with “desire” (7).
The second stanza goes on to mention other things that Love got from
the speaker (“sighs and tears,” etc. [9]), and other things that Love got
from the beloved (“pride and cruelty,” etc. [10]), and in line 13 the
poet says, “Thus thou and I the god have armed.” so the two humans
share something. They have hoth given Love his weapons. But—and this

is the story I spoke of —the poem ends by emphasizing their dif

ference:
Only the man is “harmed,” and the woman is the “victor” because her
heart is not captured, as the man’s heart is. In the battle that Love
presides over, the woman is the winner; the man's heart has fallen for the
womarn, but, according to the last line, the woman's heart remains “free.”
We have all seen the God of Love on valentine cards, a cute little
Cupid armed with a bow and arrow. But despite the bow and arrow that the
Valentine’s Day Cupid carries, I think that until I read Aphra Behn's “Love
Armed” I had never really thought about Cupid as powerful and as capable

of causing real pain. On valentine cards, he is just , but when I think
about it, I realize the truth of Aphra Behn's concept of love. Love is (or can
be) two-sided, whereas the valentine cards show only the sweet side.

I think it is interesting to notice that although the poem is about

the destructive power of love, it i

fun to read. [ am not bothered by the

fact that the lover is miserable. Why? I think I enjoy the poem, rather
than am bothered by it, because ke is enjoying his misery. After all, he is
singing about it, sort of singing in the rain, telling anyone who will listen

about how miserable he is, and he is hav

a very good time doing it.
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Work Cited l
1 Behn, Aphra. “Love Armed.” An Introduction to Literature. Ed. Sylvan ‘
Barnet, William Burto, and William E. Cain. 16th ed. New York:
| Longman, 2011, 547. Print,

DAVID MURA

David Muia (b. 1952) is a sansei, a third-generation Japanese American
Mura’s publications include novels, books of poetry, and 1o memoirs He bas
received several awards, including a US/Japan Creative Artist Fellowsbip, and
an NEA Litervature Fellowship.

An Argument: On 1942 [1989]

For my mother

Vear Rose’s Chop Suey and Jinosuke's grocery,

the temple where incense hovered and inspired

dense evening chants (prayers for Buddhba’s merc),

colorless and deep), that day be was firved . .. i

—No, no, no, she tells me. Why bring it back?

The camps are over. (Also overly dramatic.)

Forget shoyu-stained furoshiki.® mochi® on a stick:

You're like a terrier, David, gnawing a bone, an old, old trick . 8

Mostly we were bored. Women cooked and sewed,

men plaved blackjack. dug gardens, a benjo.”

Who noticed barbed wire, guards in the towers?

We were children, hunting stones, birds, wild flowers. 12

Yes, Mother hid tins of (sukemono® and ecl

beneath the bed. And when the last was peeled,

clamped tight her lips, growing thinner and thinner

But cancer not the camps made her throat blacker 16

... And she didn't die then . . . after the war, in St. Paul,

vou weren't even born. Oh T know, I know. it’s all

part of your job, your way, but why can’t you glean

how far we've come, how much I can't recall— 20

David, it was so long ago—how useless it seems . . .

7 shoyu-stained furoshiki a soy-sance-stained scarf that is used to carry things
mochi rice cakes. 10 benjo toilet. 13 tsukemono Japanese pickles [Author’s notes].
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Elizabeth Barrett Browning 351
ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING

Elizabeth Barrett (1806-1861) was the eldest of twelve children. Largely self-edi-
cated, and often suffering from poor bealth, she became an avid reader of poetry
in English and in foreign languages. While living in London, under the sway of
her u’rmum-c'rr'ug father, she began a correspondenice with the poet Robert
Browning, and, afler a meeting, they eventually became secretly engaged. In
1846, Elizabeth and Robert eloped and left for ltaly. Highly regarded for both ber
poems and ber translations, she died in ber busband's arms in 1861,

‘How Do 1 Love Thee” is the next-to-last in a series of 44 sonnets thal
Elizabeth wrote in secret about the intense love she felt for ber busband-to-be.
She called the series Sonnets from the Portuguese, a reference to the pet name
that Robert bad given to ber "y little Portugee,” which itself was a reference
to a poem that Elizabeth had written about a Portugese woman's devotion to
her poet-lover:

How Do I Love Thee?

How do I love thee? Let me count the wavs,
I'love thee to the depth and breadth and height
My soul can reach, when feeling out of sight
For the ends of Being and ideal Grace

4
[love thee 1o the level of everyday's

Most quiet need, by sun and candledight,

[ love thee freelv, as men strive for Right;

Iove thee purely. as they turn from Praise 8

Love thee with a passion pur to use

In my old griefs, and with my childhood’s faith.

I'love thee with a love [ seemed to lose

With my lost saints,—I love thee with the breath. 2
Smiles, tears, of all my life!—and, if God choose

I shall but love thee better after death.

YOUR TURN

l. One scholar has said, “In truth this is a religious poem, not a love
poem.” Do you agree? Please explain.

2. This poem, a sonnet, begins with a question and proceeds to give an-
swers to it. How many “ways” are there? Please count and comment

on each of them one by one. For discussion of the sonnet form, see
page G74-75,

3. It this poem were addressed to you, what would be vour response to it?

4. Consider this response: “In this poem, Brown ng presents herself as
willing to be a slave to the man she loves.” What evidence (if any) in
the text can you point to that supports this view?
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