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EMBRACING THE POET IN YOU 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
Why do so many more people feel driven to write poetry than to read it? 
“When most of us write poetry, we are not thinking of readers at all.  It’s the satisfaction of 
making a work of art out of words that impels us  shaping them like clay in the hand, playing 
them against one another like musical notes, making them perform a mini-drama on the page.”  
(Judson Jerome in Writer’s Digest) 
 
JUST WHAT IS POETRY ANYWAY? 
 
My friend, Joyce Steward wrote the book THE LEISURE PEN, and in it she quoted one of her 
students poems: 
 
Definition of Poetry by Lynn Z. Bloom 
 
Once 
I took a course in aesthetics 
Three hours credit 
If I could learn what a poem was. 
 
A poem was “the record of the best and happiest moments of the best and happiest minds”; 
The best words in the best order”’ 
“A criticism of life.” 
But what was “best”? 
Would “happiness” necessarily dwell in a criticism? 
And if a poem “tell us …something that cannot be said,” how could we discuss the ineffable 
 
A poem was a poem, we learned, if it made you feel as if the top of your head were taken off, 
Or if your spine tingled 
Or your gut quivered, 
Save the classics, and with them, the more cathartic, the better. 
A poem was metered, rhythmic, regular  
Except free verse. 
A poem rhymed  
But not blank verse. 
A poem had consonance, assonance, alliteration, onomatopoeia 
Or none of these. 



 

 

A poem used a “higher concentration of imagery” than prose. 
“But how high is high?” asked we bourgeois gentlemen, speakers of prose all our lives. 
A poem was “poem-shaped,” 
Yes, just as a human being was man-shaped, unless she was a woman. 
Finally, we were told, “a poem should not mean, but be.” 
Be what? 
 
To answer the question for myself 
I wrote a term paper. 
“A Definition of Poetry.” 
The instructor gave it an A. 
But I never wrote  
A poem. 
 
Just so like Bloom, we may never understand exactly what makes a poem, but we can still 
write one. 
 
Wadsworth said:  “Poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feeling:  it takes its origin 
from emotion collected in tranquillity.”  He also said it was written by a person who, “from 
practice, has acquired a greater readiness and power in expressing what he thinks and feels.” 
 
“Moments of heightened experience frequently prompt a poetic response, the expression of an 
overflow of feeling.  Poets capture these feeling both for themselves and their readers…” (Joyce 
Steward) 
 
Sassoon, the great poet said:  “A man may be a born poet, but he has to make himself an artist as 
well.  He must master the instrument.”  Poetry means that you master all the ways of “putting 
words together effectively” … rules, figures of speech, sound effects, basic principles.   
 
Shelley said:  “Poetry lifts the veil from the hidden beauty of the world, and makes familiar 
objects be as if they were not familiar.” 
 
Viola Jacobson Berg began writing poetry in 1966 and by 1982 when she wrote the chapter 
“Writing Inspiration Poetry” in the book Writing to Inspire (Writers Digest, 1982), she has more 
than 1700 poems published and was the author of seven books.  In her introduction she says: 
 
  “Poetry expresses emotion, observation, and conviction in such a way that  it 
penetrates the heart of the reader.  Poets are not born with fully matured  and perfected talent.  
They may have inherited a special sensitivity, an extra  awareness, and an impelling desire to 
share themselves, but the ability to  use language well is a skill that has to be developed and 
honed. 
 Writing poetry requires a vital interest in words, an instinctive desire to arrange them in 
original ways, relate a sense of wonder, capture a bit of mystery.” 
 
 



 

 

 The writing of poetry is not of everyone.  The mere presence of rhymed lines does not 
make a poem.  The poet must be able to express old truths in a fresh, unique way.  If the verses 
you write are more than just rhyme and meter, more than just sentiment or religious 
clichésthen perhaps you will find suitable markets for your work. 
 
Viola Berg also says: 
 “True poetry comes from a source more profound than the mind.  A poem is the 
unfolding of a desire, a wish so deep, or a yearning so strong that it just has to be captured in 
words, and prose is not good enough.  An inner urge drives the poet to convey his feeling, using 
the tools of his art.” 
 
Why do so many more people feel driven to write poetry than to read it? 
 Judson Jerome, the WD columnist says, “When most of us write poetry, we are not 
thinking of readers at all.  It’s the satisfaction of making a work of art out of words that impels 
usshaping them like clay in the hand, playing them against one another like musical notes, 
making them perform a mini-drama on the page.” 
 
READ POETRY  LOTS OF IT. 
 
Why read Poetry?  You don’t read “poetry” any more than you read “prose.”  The only reason to 
read poems is that you enjoy them.  Read with an open mind and a willingness to enter into the 
poet’s experience, and you will understand why poetry has been heard and read with delight since 
the beginning of speech.   
In reading and studying the works of a wide variety of poets, you will learn more about writing 
poetry than you can learn from almost any other source. 
 
Reading and listening to poetry, and loving it, prepares you for writing.  Look at poems on the 
page; listen to recordings; go to readings, take time to respond. 
If you don’t read it  don’t write it! 
 
Poets out to pledge to buy at lease one book of poetry per month, and other writers should follow 
suit, says a publishing consultant who predicts the practice could boost book sales by $18-million 
annually. 
 
There are a number of recognized poets writing today.  It is hard to lump them together because 
they speak at different levels, to different audiences, with different voices. 
 
But Chad Walsh, Eugene Warren, John Leax, Thomas John Carlisle, Madeleine L’Engle, Bob 
Siegel, William Everson, Luci Shaw, William Ruddy, and Steve Turner, Calvin Miller have 
found book publishers and are being read by lovers of serious literature. 
 
 



 

 

DISCOVERING THE PURPOSE OF A POEM: 
What is this writing for? 

 
Many people write poetry just to get things off their chest…. 
 
1.  It tells a story  and behind it there is a reason for the poet’s telling the story: 
 to please or entertain 
 to teach a lesson of some sort 
 to arouse in us a sense of pity, sympathy, fear, patriotism, or the like 
 
2.  IT PRESENTS A PICTURE OF a scene or a person  that the reader should be able to see 
as nearly as possible as the poet saw it.  Can the reader determine the author’s reason for 
presenting the picture? 
 
 If the purpose of the poem is to express an emotional experience, it is necessary to 
perceive what was the emotion which the poet felt and, for a complete comprehension of the 
poem, to be able to tell what evoked the emotion. 
 
 If the poem is one which reflects on life, either broadly or in some restricted way, it is 
essential to understand the attitude of the author, to try to discover his basic philosophy, and to 
know something of the matter he is considering, so as to evaluate intelligently his contribution 
and judge his worth. 
 
3.  HOW CAN YOU, A POET, MAKE YOUR WORK BELIEVABLE? 
 1.  Capture the Moment 
 2.  An Eye for Detail  every word counts in poetry, where ideas are compressed into 
small spaces. 
 3.  The Stuff of Poetry  in everyday life 
 4.  A Finished Poem  carries with it a sense of rightness to the eye and ear, as well as to 
the mind and heart.   
 
4.  THE POET, BY LOOKING AT LIFE FROM A DIFFERENT ANGLE, CAN bring a 
new perspective to our view of ordinary people and events which fill our days. 
 Pictures made with words are worth many words and foster reader participation in the 
poetic experience. 
 A line should not end with a weak word.  Samuel Taylor Coleridge used to describe the 
language of poetry this way:  “The best words in the best order.” 
 Save the strongest line for last.  Lines should be kept short. 
 
 The writing of good poetry is not a lazy man’s work.  It takes long hours of meticulous 
turning of phrases, of thoughtful choice of words, to achieve the near masterpiece.  In many 
respects the process of writing poetry is comparable to the cutting and polishing of a diamond.  It 
is the grinding away of the rough stone, and the polishing of the many facets, that give the 



 

 

diamond its luster and brilliance.  So it is with the rough poem.  It must be subjected to a long 
process of rewriting, of editing, that will move every technical flaw. 
 
The poet chooses words for precision, imagery, vividness, power. 
“Poets use words for their sound as well as meaning.  They create word music through such 
devises as rhyme, meter, alliteration, repetition, and refrain. 
Rhyme and meter are tools of poetry to be used properly, not artificially. 
The tools should not control  they should serve the meaning and purpose.” (Joyce Steward) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

DISCOVERING IF YOU ARE REALLY A POET WHEN 
YOU ASK, “DO I HAVE TALENT?” 

 
 I can’t teach you to be sensitive, profound, wise, deeply emotional, imaginative, or 
whatever.  I can’t teach you to BE anything. 
 
 
WHEN YOU ASK, “DO I HAVE TALENT?” 
You can answer yourself with another question: Am I Willing to Try?” 
 
 “There are surely some people who can study for years and still not write good poetry,” 
says Judson Jerome in THE POETS HANDBOOK.  “But when I consider great poets such as 
Shakespeare, or Keats or Yeats or Frost, I know they are more made than born.  They studied 
their craft.  They needed the craft in order to release their talent, or inborn ability, to the world.”  
(from the introduction)  
 
 A good poet reads, studies, practices, and works at poetry because these activities are 
satisfying in themselvesregardless of the results.  The reward is in the doing.  Good poets 
never stop learningand the more they know, the more they are likely to study.  But for them 
that is not work, not something to go through to get results later.  They learn because learning is 
satisfying in itself. 
 
1.  Do you enjoy picking a poem apart to see how it works? 
 
2.  Are you fascinated even by poetry you don’t like—as curious about why it doesn’t work as 
you are about why the poetry you do like does work? 
 
3.  When you encounter a blind spot in yourself, do you try to figure out why it is there, and 
whether it can be eliminated? 
 
4.  Suppose you can’t see what’s so great about John Dryden, or William Butler Yeats, or 
Wallace Stevens, or Dylan Thomas.  Do you wonder what you are missing? 
 
5.  Are you willing to make an effort to broaden your appreciation? 
 
6.  Do you wonder why the lines are divided the way they are in each poem you read? 
 
7.  Do you try to figure out why a poet chose certain words instead of obvious alternatives? 
 
8.  Do you recognize tone, the tone of voice: the many shades of humor, wit, sadness, yearning, 
toughness, anger, tenderness, guardedness that may flicker across a poem? 
 
9.  Do you try to discover the poetic devices that create these tones? 
 



 

 

10. Do you try to find the focus of each poem you read, it’s intent, and how the poet went about 
achieving that intent? 
 
11. Why does the poem begin this way? 
12. Why is this material included? 
13. Why is so much left unsaid? 
14.  Why does it end this way? 
 
15. Do you hear the poem as you read it, noticing the way the sounds work together, how the 
rhythms fall? 
 
16. Do you wonder why poetic styles change so over the centuries, why some kinds of poetry 
meet human needs in one era and not in another. 
 
That is your talent test.  I am not suggesting that you should be able to answer all these questions.  
But if you find that you are intrigued, that questions such as these seem important, if they make 
you want to know, then, yes, the study of poetry will probably be worthwhile for you. 
 
That doesn’t mean you’ll necessarily get “results,” if results means writing great poetry.  The 
results come as you study, satisfying your curiosity, clarifying your thinking, increasing your 
knowledge.  Your assessment of your own interest is a much more trustworthy guide than my 
opinionor anyone else’sof your writing. 
 
“Poems may start in inspiration.  But their power and effect are invariably the result of working 
and reworking.  First vision is enhanced through revision.  A finished poem carries with it a 
sense of rightness to the eye and ear as well as to the mind and heart.”  (Joyce Steward) 
 
 
INTRODUCING THE POET: 
 
 1.  The poet has an exquisitely sensitive mind that makes him alive to nuances that escape 
the average person.  (Are you, by nature, more sensitive than the average person around you?) 
 
 2.  The poet has a fine memorynot perhaps for names and telephone numbers, but for 
whatever he has experienced  of action and emotion in the world around him or in his own mind.  
Wordsworth, for instance says that poetry, “takes its origin from emotion recollected in 
tranquillity.” 
 
 3.  The poet has a wider and more varied experience than most men  the result, first, of 
his great sensitivity; secondly, of his ability to observe man and nature closely; and thirdly, of a 
deep sympathy, which enables him to enter easily into the experiences of others.  Nothing seems 
too great or too small for his attention. 
 
 4.  The poet possesses in an extraordinary degree the ability to integrate his wide 
experience.  By means of a powerful imagination, which acts upon the jumbled mass of 



 

 

information in his mind, he is able to create new experiences, to combine incongruous elements 
in such a way as to produce harmonious effects, and from old ideas to secure new connotations. 
 
 5.  In addition, he has the happy faculty of expressing his ideas and emotions in adequate 
images.  This is one of his rarest attributes, for the expression of emotionalized experience in 
fitting language is the culmination’s of man’s ability to communicate, and in this the poet is 
supreme. 
 
 6.  And with his other gifts, the poet is endowed with a fine sense for melody and form, 
which guides him in selecting the proper pattern for his thought. 
 
 The poet delights in grouping words to give beautiful and striking effects that an artist has 
in grouping colors, and a musician in arranging sounds.  And this delight conveys itself in the 
form of his poetry, so that form and idea become inseparable. 
 
 No one makes a living writing poetry.  There is not such thing as a “full-time” poet, as 
that adjective might be applied to other occupations.  Poetry may be quite central to your life, but 
in economic terms it will be a hobby, not as expensive as trout fishing or photography or quilting, 
but no more likely to pay off, either.  
 
 Writing poetry is not a way to make a quick sale.  Poetry is not profitable.  To become a 
good poet takes an incredible amount of energy, concentration, discipline, time, and just plain 
hard work.  
 
 



 

 

DISCOVERING THE MARKS OF A 
REALLY GREAT POEM 

 
 
WRITING IT 
 
 Jean Hogan Dudley, poet and founder of Christian Writers League of America says: “A 
poem starts with an idea, sometimes a feeling.  From this intangible beginning the creative urge 
is triggered.  The desire for expression is so great, the emotional involvement so intense, that the 
poet is propelled by his own enthusiasm to transform feeling into phrases, message into 
metaphors, articulation into art.  Each poet creates a poem in his own way.  HOW to do it cannot 
be taught.  A teacher can suggest, encourage, offer guidelines, share helpful ideas, but the spark 
must come from within the poet.  The fact is that when God created man in his own image, he 
put within man the exciting potential for creativity and the urge to use it.  Poetry is one avenue 
for sharing that potential.” 
 
 Poetry relies heavily on figures of speech such as metaphor and simile, which compare or 
liken one thing to another. 
 Example: we will say of an obstinate individual: “Getting him to change his mind is like 
putting your shoulder to a rock!”   
 Here we take what we know about rocks and pressure and movement ad we apply it to the 
will of a human being. 
 The animate is seen in terms of the inanimate. 
 Two quite different areas of life are being compared, and we learn something about each 
in the process.  This sort of thinking demands imagination (thinking in terms of images) on part 
of both writer and reader. 
 
 Poets pride themselves on observing what ordinary folks never perceive at all.  Good 
reporting, specific and simple, is an essential element of good poetry.  But don’t think you’ve 
produced a poem when you merely reported something you felt or observed, no matter how 
poetic you may be in expressing it. 
 
Do your reporting and get the facts out there on the line … then prove you are a poet by drawing 
from that factual observation something only a poet would notice or deduce  the “moral” if you 
want to call it that.  
 
 Probably half the otherwise good poems an editor sees fall short in this regard  the 
writer has picked a fairly good theme and has set down some facts rather well, but the critical 
reader is left wondering “what of it?” 
 
 When you find yourself describing something particularly well and then stopping, ask 
yourself, “What of it?”  Your answer may have the makings of a poem, if you are a person with 
originality and can write with impact. 
 



 

 

 
MARKS OF A GOOD POEM: 
 
1.  One important mark is the presence of an imaginative element  or originality. 
 
 (a.)  an evidence of this is the ability of the poet to interpret old matter in new ways, to 
represent pictures of objects which have come within his experience in such a way as to throw 
into prominence details unnoticed by us before, or to give us new delight in things with which we 
have lost our relish for them.  
  
 (b.)  another evidence is the way in which the poet combines unlike images and feelings 
to form new ones. 
  
 “That fresh approach, the unexpected twist, clever wordplay, something unique from the 
poet’s own creative resources to distinguish his poem as different  these are all part of 
originality.  A poem may be perfect in structure, correct in doctrine, but quite unexciting because 
it is too ordinary. This kind of effort does nothing to impress an editor who receives hundreds of 
poems to review every week.  One of the greatest services a poet can perform for himself is to 
become an original thinker.” (Viola Berg, Writing to Inspire)   
 
2.  Content  the presence of the emotional element or an emphasis on beauty.   
Worthy content.  “As Christians we have the epitome of worth to write about.” (Viola Berg)  
 
“Poetry requires that a writer develop an idea gleaned from experience as concisely, precisely, as 
vividly as possible.”  (Margaret Anderson, The Christian Writers Handbook, Harper & Row, 
1974) 
 
 Poets are artists with words, and true artists build beauty into every endeavor.  A poet is 
also faced with the challenge of dealing with trials, injustice, and heartaches.  Within all of these 
realms the poet has unlimited scope to use his art for the blessing and benefit of others. 
 
3.  Another characteristic is universality.  
 
 The basic themes of poetry are love, death, and man’s relation to his environment and to 
other men; and these are the common interests of all. But since this universal is best approached 
by way of the particular, poetry largely deals with individual experiences.  These experiences, 
however, must be related to emotions which everyone feels, or the poem loses its validity. 
 
4.  Another mark of poetry is sincerity. 
 
 No writer who lacks honest conviction produces poetry of high merit.  This is why those 
who grind out verse daily to meet some particular demand, so rarely produce anything of value.  
Writing a poem a day may be good practice in skill for a beginner, but it is rare indeed that a 
poet, every single day of his existence, has a new idea upon which he feels deeply enough to 
write a poem. 



 

 

 The poet who is sincere approaches his subject with freshness and vitality,  even when his 
theme is old. 
 The person who is writing merely to be clever rarely produces a poem of worth.  Verse  
or limericks may divert and amuse, but it touches no deep emotion, nor does it give the 
intellectual satisfaction one demands of poetry. 
 
5.  Another mark of poetry is restraint, the lack of which may lead to a false show of emotion and 
to the use of over-ornate language, both evidences of mediocrity.   
  
 The power to place a proper check on feelings and on language, and from a simple 
situation to get the utmost expressions, is always a mark of the supreme artist. 
 
 Restraint, exercised upon feelings powerfully surcharged with emotion, always induces a 
sense of strength and power, and aids in giving poetry its high effects. 
 
 Learn to recognize poetry from mere rhyme by its depth of thought and feelings, its 
heightened mood, its freshness even when dealing with old themes, its suggestiveness, its feeling 
for beauty, and its appeal to the imagination and the emotions. 
 
 You can’t reach readers with anything if you can’t keep their attention.  We don’t read 
poetry to learn facts.  We usually resist it fiercely when it tries to blatantly tell us how to live our 
lives.  But we respond to it when we are moved. 
 
 What does that meanmoved?  It means we become emotionally involved. We 
experience something.  We feel. 
 
 We believe the poetry, in the way we believe a gripping novel or movie. 
 
 
 
THE LIMERICK is a favorite for humorous verse. 
The pattern is fixed: five lines, with the first, second and fifth rhyming; 
and the third and fourth, which are shorter, rhyming. 
The accented syllables, too, are spaced according to rule. 
Limerick writers often take liberty with the language, changing words or creating new ones.  The 
form is meant to be fun, as this anonymous writer showed: 
 There was a young lady named Lane 
 Went to doctors with many a pain 
 Their only suggestion 
 “Ignore your digestion, 
 And take a fall trip out to Maine.” 
 
  



 

 

SO WHY WRITE POETRY? 
 

Ramona Cramer Tucker, once editorial Director at Harold Shaw Publishers, and then an editor at 
Christianity Today Inc. says, 
 “Not to preach a sermon or to evangelize a neighbor who might happen to  read it.  No  
we should write for the beauty of words, and the music in  them, and the ultimate joy we feel 
when we create.  We should write because it feels good to create, to learn more about ourselves, 
others, and God through the craft of poetryand because it enriches our lives, gives them hope 
and meaning.” (Guidebook to Successful Christian Writing,1990) 



 

 

WRITERS GUIDELINES FOR POETS 
by Elaine Wright Colvin and Denella L. Kimura, copyright 1989, Writers Information Network 

 
1.  THE HOOK:  Is the title catchy?  Appropriate to the mood of the poem? Does the first line grab the 
reader's attention? 
 
2.  SOUNDS: Do the words sound good together? Is the imagery consistent? Have I overworked cliches? 
Do the sounds give onomatopoeia-like imagery? Does it flow smoothly? Have I removed inversions? Have 
I used punctuation clearly and correctly? 
 
3.  MOOD: Do all words support the mood I'm creating? Have I captured a single experience? Does the 
beginning draw the reader into the experience? Does the middle build upon the drama or effect of the 
poem? Does the ending have emotional impact?  
 
4.  THEME: Is my idea fresh?  unique?  new twist on old fact? Have I researched to check facts for 
accuracy? Does each line support the idea in a unified way? Does the last line carry the strongest visual or 
verbal expression of that idea? 
 
5.  RHYTHM: Does the meter fit the theme and mood of the poem? Do the words or word order distract 
from the natural rhythm of the poem? If the meter has a pattern, is it consistent? If the pattern breaks, is it 
logical to the thought and mood conveyed? If free verse, do the line breaks support breaks in meaning, in 
speech pattern, in emotional impact?  
 
6.  RHYMES: Are the rhymes contrived? Did I have to change the sentence order or grammatical structure 
to achieve it? Are they true rhymes?  Assonant?  consonant? Do they interfere with the overall mood or 
enhance it? Do they support the rhythm pattern? Is the rhyming pattern consistent? 
 
7.  EDITING: Have I cut out everything that "isn't" a poem? Is the theme, mood and pattern followed 
unified? Does the poem "show" rather than "tell" the message? Does the poem assume the reader knows 
an important point of the idea?  Can this be added? Have I given my idea time to mature so that my final 
version reflects completeness, tautness, crispness, bursting with energy (restrained or volcanic)? 
 
8.  AUDIENCE: Is the poem too personal (poignant) for you to share? Is the poem for people with specific 
interests?  needs? Is the poem theme a universal one? Would it fit in a greeting card?  Woman's 
magazine?  Children's magazine?  Religious Publication?   
 
9.  PROOFREADING: Are all words spelled correctly? Does punctuation add to or distract from meaning? 
Is it double-spaced?  (Or single-spaced if that fits the requirements of the magazine you're sending to?) Is 
it centered on the page? Does the format appeal to the eye? If the poem goes to a second page, is it 
indicated at the bottom of the first page (more or continued next page)? Is the writer's name on every 
page? Is the writer's name, address, phone number in upper left hand corner of the first page of the poem? 
Are the rights offered (first rights, second or reprint rights), genre and number of lines (Poetry: 12 lines), 
and copyright, name and year (c Your Name, 2000) in upper right hand corner of the first page of the 
poem?  Margins:  Is there an inch-and-a-half at the bottom?  An inch-and-a-half before the first line on 
page 2 and succeeding pages?   



 

 

Yes, there are paying markets for your poetry 
 
All good poems will sell  an important thing learned from persistent marketing and studying 
rejections is that there is no well-written poem that is unsalable.  Keep your work moving.  You 
may hit the right editor at the right time with just the right thing.  Let’s aim to make that happy 
connection often.  A poem is  the honest communication of experience compressed in intense, 
concise, and electric language. 
 
 

CRITIQUING YOUR POETRY  
 
 Amateur poets are very dogmatic in their evaluation of their work and are over-sensitive 
to criticism.  They may become quit indignant at the presumptuous suggestion that they change 
one word of it.   
 
 An earnest poet will gladly spend the time require to find that vital perfect word, that 
elusive phrase, or fitting verb.  He will be eager to improve, rewrite, and polish.  Very few 
writers are so good that they have no need to improve upon their first drafts.  
 
 Cutting, tightening, and deepening will intensify the essence of your message.  So be 
objective about your own work, for in pruning comes the excellence for which you strive (Berg, 
page 27). 
 
 Don’t write in a style that is overly simple and trite (sing-songish), or in a style that is 
boringly obscure, subjective and snobbish. 
 
 Good poetry is accessible and transcendent.  It is accessible in that it is readable and 
readily grasped by a wide and varied audience.  And it is transcendent in that it makes the 
“average” stand out brilliantly; it interprets a mundane incident into a higher realm.  
 
 Poetry takes something plain and turns it into something outstanding and valuable.  God 
poetry is somewhere in between the pedestrian and the ivory tower. 
 
 Seek critiques or general comments from editors, writers, poets, instructorsnor family 
or friends.  Avoid bugging people for detailed criticisms. 
 
 
ASK YOURSELF: 
 
1.  Is my imagery fresh? 
 
2.  Do I put people to sleep by telling them the truth? (remember a clock does that) 
 



 

 

3.  Don’t sell your poem for a pot of message.  An apple is more beautiful when it is partly 
hidden behind a leaf.  A sermon preaches, a tract converts, but a poem shares. 
 
4.  See your poem through the eyes of the reader.  “To fail to delight or touch or instruct one’s 
audience is to somehow fail in the very vocation of a poet. …  
 
5.  How do you know if a poem is finished?  Nor formula can answer that question in its most 
important aspect: that is, whether the poem completely and fully embodies its idea.  Some helpful 
checks are: 
 
  1.  Regard the poem as though it were a cablegram.  Go through it  crossing out 
all the words which are not essential to meaning  the dead words, the articles and prepositions 
and pronouns and merely decorative  adjectives, the uninteresting words.  Some of these have to 
go back in, of course, for your poem to be idiomatically smooth; but if you find you have  more 
than two or three dead words to a line, probably the poem or passages of it need to be recast, the 
phrasing condensed, a new word selected to replace an uneconomical phrase. 
 
  2.  Do you know what the poem’s intention is?  (Surprisingly, it is  quite possible 
NOT to know this).  Does everything in the poem contribute to that intention, or did you try to 
squeeze in an extra good idea or so which ought to be saved for another poem? 
 
  3.  Does the poem repeat itself; are there two details which make the same point, 
one of which can be cut? 
 
  4.  Is enough going on in the poem?  There ought to be more than one reason for 
every word in a poem; sound plus meaning is the most obvious considerationbut more is 
possible. 
 
  5.  Everything, even the marks of punctuation, ought to be not only right but 
resonant.  If you have simply said something, though you may have said it well, the poem lies 
flat.  Have you given it the dimensions of suggestiveness, of sound, rhythm, language, humanity, 
symbol, shape, which make it stand up round from the page, or, as someone has said, give it 
“vibration”? 
 
6.  Remember – Each poem should be studied with regards to its: 
 1.  Message  significant central theme 
 2.  Language  well-chosen, picturesque words 
 3.  Format  rhythm, pattern, free verse 
 4.  Characteristics  sensory appeal 
 5.  Marketing Possibilities  salable? Where? Why not? 
 
 



 

 

LEARNING FROM YOUR RETURNED (NOT REJECTED) POETRY  Editors love to 
find a poem they can buy and to launch it on its career.  Editors normally purchase the 
first use of a poem and hope that it will go on and on, appearing in books and anthologies 
and wherever…maybe for the next thousand years. 
 
But, “virtually every editor of a publication receives unsolicited poetry through the mailoften 
reams of it.  Ninety-nine per cent of it is rejected.  Why?  Let’s look at this question. 
 
 
1.  DOWNFALLS OF POETRY – IF YOU HAVEN’T REALIZED WHY YOURS COME 
BACK: 
 
 “One of the best ways for poets to strengthen their skills is to develop a sensitive 
awareness of what not to do.  Every writer will fall into these traps from time to time, but a 
lot of problems will be avoided if we learn to screen our own efforts, watching for the 
following vulnerable areas.” 
 
 1.  Wrong market.  Pick carefully when you choose the periodical to which you send your 
manuscripts.  Does it use the sort of poetry you are offering? Are there better markets for what 
you have? 
 
 2.  Too long verse.  Periodicals that use long poems are scarce these days.   Find the limit 
and keep within it before you submit.  Many periodicals now have limits of 20 lines.  We tend to 
want to cover too much ground in our poetry, when we should take a single event, or incident, or 
subject, and look at it with a poet’s eyes. 
 
 3.  Tired verse, quaint verse:  some poets have a way of writing pretty little nothings that 
sound as if they were echoes of other pretty little nothings one has been hearing for a long, long 
time.  If you can't write with freshness, putting life and vigor into what you say, and avoiding the 
old bromides and clichés, just skip it please. 
 
 4.  Sloppy presentation;  poorly written.  “Forced rhyming: a word that is  obviously put 
in for a rhyme should never be used.  Words placed at the ends of lines just for their rhyming 
value mark the writer as one who mistakes rhyme for poetry.” (Viola Berg) 
 
 5.  Too personal, overdramatic.  False emotionalism and insincerity.  “When a writer 
strains too hard to produce emotion or reaction, he has a tendency to overemphasize everything.  
This fault can be traced to insincerity or to the lack of experience in writing with depth.” (Viola 
Berg) 
 
 6.  Romance; too sentimental.  Good poetry is never written to be purposely 
 sentimental or overwhelming.   
 
 7.  Misspelled words. 
 



 

 

 8.  Failure to polish one's work. 
 
 9.  Clichés and redundancy. 
 
 10.  Triteness -- in both style and content. 
 
 11.  Shallow thought; lacks spark.  Vagueness/muddiness.  A poet should  learn the 
difference between depth and muddiness in poetry.  Depth brings a second dimension to poetry, 
elaborates on a concept, triggers the mind to  recognize analogous comparisons.  Muddiness 
begins and ends with vague, incomplete thoughts that nave no clear focus. 
 
 12.  Artificiality, obscurity, superficiality, super-sweet, doggerel, no zip. Forced rhyming, 
padding, misuse of images., moralizing, staleness, generalizations. 
 
 
 LEARN FROM YOUR REJECTIONS. 
 Editors go over your poems pretty carefully if they exhibit real talent. 
 1.  Do they include universal appeal and relevancy? 
 2.  Do they contain flaws that will jeopardize the magazine’s reputation for 
 excellence? 
 3.  Do they offer new insights, a different way of seeing and understanding? 
 4.  Is there expression clear and original, fresh and not imitative? 
 5.  Will it be of value to the journal to give these poems space? 
 6.  Will the editor later be sorry he did not publish these poems?  (from The 
 Intimate Art of Writing Poetry, by Ottone M. Riccio, Prentice Hall, c1980)   
 
 Study magazines, newspapers, publication, etc. and restudy them. 
 Then write accordingly, or select your submissions accordingly. 
 Know your market well. 
 
 The happiness a poetry editor feels when he finds a poem with freshness, originality, and 
some kind of a dig is one of those blissful experiences which passeth all understanding.  The dig 
may be a chuckle or a twinge of conscience, possibly a flash of indignation or a warming 
recollection dredged up from some forgotten yesteryear by the poet’s expressive and 
 creative genius.  But that dig must be there and it must be felt when one reads the poem, 
along with an awareness that here is something different in concept or in treatment. 
 
 JOKE:  The budding author sent a poem to an editor and wrote:  “Please let me know at 
once if you can use it for I have other irons in the fire.” 
 The editor wrote back: “Remove irons and insert poems.” 
 
 
2.  WHAT EDITORS LOOK FOR IN CONSIDERING A POEM FOR PUBLICATION: 
 



 

 

 1. One thought -- preferably short and simple.  One must be specific and  brevity is vital.  
Built around one main subject or image.  Ralph Waldo Emerson said: “Poetry teaches the 
enormous force of a few words.” Compression and the choice of the most potent words are vital 
for the writer. 
 
 2.  Theologically sound yet evangelistic in nature. 
  
 3.  Beneficial to the wide range of their readers.  In order to be successful, poems should 
appeal to the reader’s sentiments.  They should awaken a memory, stir a dream, phrase a fear, or 
instill a hope. 
 
 4.  Saying something in a fresh and different way.  Viola Berg said:  “The poetry which 
finds the most ready acceptance is written about every day things with which the reader can 
identify.  Poems about ordinary happenings in an ordinary day can be presented with a fresh twist 
and new approach.” (page 27) 
 
 5.  Does not preach to the reader.  “Straight preaching is undesirable in any art form, 
especially in poetry.  We describe; we portray; we express; but we do not tell people what they 
should do.  On the other hand, we can provide the reader with a helpful insight, a truth well put, a 
revelation, a hope, so that life will seem more worthwhile (if not less unbearable) after the lines 
have been read.” (Woody Wirt, Getting Into Print, Thomas Nelson, 1977) 
 
 6  Is understandable yet intelligently said. 
 
 7.  If a similar poem or topic has been used recently in the magazine, they  will either 
reject it or file it for future use. 
 
 8.  Correct vocabulary and grammar. 
 
 9.  A clincher or twist at the end.  Poets soon learn that poems, like short articles, should 
progress to a climax, and then stop.  Anticlimaxes are a fatal flaw of many poems. 
 
 10. They just like it. 
 
 
3.  SELECTING APPROPRIATE TITLES 
 Avoid titles that are mere abstractions  such as courage, or love. 
 A good title is part of the experience of the poem, not a label for it. 
 It may not at first make sense to a reader, but at some critical point in the poem, the 
significance of the title should become clear. 
 A fairly common practice is to use some image or phrase or variation of one of these for 
the title, so the title will echo in the reader’s mind when he encounters it in the poem. 
 
 



 

 

4.  SUBMITTING MANUSCRIPTS 
 Study editorial requirements 
 Did you research magazines you submit to by:  type of poems preferred (subject matter), 
audience / readership, rhymed / unrhymed / free verse / metered 
 
 Know the proper form for preparing your poem on a page 
 
 Enclose proper postage and proper size SASE for returning poetry. 
 
 A query letter is generally unnecessary for submitting poetry 
 
 A cover letter with poetry is generally expected and appreciated.  Include the following: 
  Biographical information:  anything related to the poems or magazine interest 
  Education background 
  Family (if applicable) 
  Writing experience, published? 
  Research:  interviews, books, magazines, questionnaires 
  Audience appeal 
 
 Note time values.  Editors work 6-8 months in advance, especially on seasonal material.  
Also, two or three months after a big news event may be too late. 
  
 Be very selective and wise in submitting 
 
 Rewrite.  Always adapt editor’s critiques and rework your poem completely.  
 Do not resubmit same poem to same publisher unless he has indicated he wishes to see it 
again. 
 
 
5.  KEEPING RECORDS 
 Develop a system for record-keeping 
 Always keep a copy of what you send to an editor   a Xerox copy of final draft? 
 Record date sent / date returned / where sent?  In a 3x5 card file or loose  leaf notebook 
or manila folders or calendar diary 
 Keep a record of what you send to what publication, on what date, so you do not repeat. 
 Keep a copy of all letters? 
 If published, did you record date, issue, remuneration? 
 Keep a portfolio/binder/ of published poems? 
 If you haven't heard within 8 to 10 weeks, a status query may be in order. Politely state 
the name of poem(s), and date submitted, and ask if they arrived in tact.  To make it easier for the 
publisher, send a SASE, or better yet a SAS Postcard where you've typed: 
  Dear Poet: (or your name) 
  _____ Your poem arrived on my desk in tact.  Will contact you ASAP. 
  _____ Your poems did not arrive.  Please send duplicates. 
 



 

 

 
6.  GIVING PUBLIC READINGS 
 
 Reading your poems in public is a good way to start testing the.  You’ll have an audience 
reaction to guide you on their effectiveness. 
 
 Did you practice intonation and stress for dramatic effect? 
 Did you pick poems appropriate for the kind of audience you will face? 
 Did you rehearse your introduction to your poem? 
 If you do decide to say a few things along with the poems, it’s okay to mention how the 
idea came, what the circumstances were surrounding the poem, or where the poem was first 
published.  But under NO conditions  should you explain the poem itself to your audience. 
 
 Never apologize for a poem you are about to read or have just read.  If you feel that way, 
you shouldn’t have included it; if you’ve already read it, let it go and proceed to the next.  
Apologies embarrass the listeners and are the stamp of an amateur poet.  
 Take note of audience reaction, comments, laughter (if intended) for future 
 presentation adjustments. 



 

 

PAYING MARKETS FOR CHRISTIAN POETRY 
IN 2001 -- SELLING IT 

 
 
“Reality forces poets and poetry editors everywhere to face up to the fact that there is neither an 
overwhelming audience for large doses of poetry, nor is there big money in it.” (Kevin Hrebik, 
editor, The Living Streams, in Guidebook to Successful Christian Writing, 1990) 
 
In poetry writing, financial rewards are small and recognition is hard to come by.  Therefore it is 
essential that you not waste your time, effort, and money on futile submissions.  The Christian 
Writers Market Guide lists hundreds of publications that say they publisher poetry, but if you 
look closely, you’ll find that most of these are “pay in copies” only markets  no money, thank 
you. 
 
 The successful poem must change the reader in some way, yet his enthusiasm must first 
have been yours.  IN order to write successfully for any magazine, it is not only necessary to read 
it occasionally; it is necessary to have something in common with the readers of the magazine.  
This is not only a matter of shared experience, but of attitude. 
 
 In April 1985, Judson Jerome wrote in his WD’s Poetry Column:  “…any poet who fails 
to get published (without paying for the privilege) has simply run out of stamps or stick-to-
itiveness.  Ironically, however, most of that mass of published poetry goes substantially unread.”   
 
 How can a poet set about gaining acceptances from a wide variety of good publications? 
 
 The first thing one must do is produce.  The successful poet has about 90 to 100 finished 
first-rate poems on the go constantly during the course of a year.  You must have voluminous 
output in order to be selective and only send out the publishable best. 
 
 Next, the poet must learn to be patient.  Often a poem will go to 6, 10, 12 or more 
magazines before it is purchased.  Patience is a thing to be developed.  It becomes a habit – as 
much a habit as brushing your teeth said one prolific poet in Writers Digest (October 1966). 
 
 
 “If a poet would publish widelyprofessionallyhe must take success and failure 
mechanicallyhe must develop a habit of amused diffidence, fatalism, the taking of set-back in 
stridealong with the brief, occasional moments of delight at a new market cracked or an old 
one re-conquered.”  (George Abbes, WD, October 1966). 
 
 Your poems will be published the minute the right editor meets your poem. 
 Don’t let your feelings get so tangled that you experience more bruises than you have to. 
 You’re dealing with the real world. 
 Be flexible and ride with it; think of it from the other sidethe editors. 
 



 

 

 As Auden wrote, “What the poet has to convey is not self-expression, but a view of 
reality common to all, seen from a unique perspective, which is his duty as well as his pleasure to 
share with others.” 
 
 T.S. Eliot said, “Poetry takes something that we know already and turns it into something 
new.” 
 
 HELEN KELLER wrote: 
 Use your eyes as if tomorrow you would be struck blind; 
 Hear the music of voices, the song of a bird, as if you would be struck deaf. 
 Touch each object as if tomorrow your sense of touch would fail. 
 Smell the perfume of flowers, taste with relish each morsel, as if tomorrow  you 
could never smell or taste again. 
 
 
PUBLISHED COLLECTIONS OF POETRY – 
“…May focus on a theme, respond to an event, or reflect a poet’s experience of life.  At all times 
he must reveal either deep sensitivity to beauty, inner conflict and victory, concern or judgment 
of contemporary expressions of life.  The poet must experience more deeply, respond with 
greater concern, or react more vividly to rise above the everyday reactions of his peers.  He must 
represent the ultimate in human awareness, concern and sharing to be read today, and he must be 
filled with the Holy Spirit to communicate God’s grace and mercy revealed through Jesus 
Christ.”  (Les Stobbe, Handbook for Christian Writers, Creation House, 1974) 



 

 

GUIDE TO CRITIQUING POETRY 
 
1.  THE HOOK 
 Is the title catchy?  Appropriate to the mood of the poem? 
 Does the first line grab the reader's attention? 
 
2.  SOUNDS 
 Do the words sound good together? 
 Is the imagery consistent? 
 Have I overworked clichés? 
 Do the sounds give onomatopoeia-like imagery? 
 Does it flow smoothly? 
 Have I removed inversions? 
 Have I used punctuation clearly and correctly? 
 
3.  MOOD 
 Do all words support the mood I'm creating? 
 Have I captured a single experience? 
 Does the beginning draw the reader into the experience? 
 Does the middle build upon the drama or effect of the poem? 
 Does the ending have emotional impact? 
 
4.  THEME 
 Is my idea fresh?  unique?  new twist on old fact? 
 Have I researched to check facts for accuracy? 
 Does each line support the idea in a unified way? 
 Does the last line carry the strongest visual or verbal expression of that idea? 
 
5.  RHYTHM 
 Does the meter fit the theme and moody of the poem? 
 Do the words or word order distract from the natural rhythm of the poem? 
 If the meter has a pattern, is it consistent? 
 If the pattern breaks, is it logical to the thought and mood conveyed? 
 If free verse, do the line breaks support breaks in meaning, in speech pattern, in emotional 
impact? 
 
6.  RHYMES 
 Are the rhymes contrived? 
 Did I have to change the sentence order or grammatical structure to achieve it? 
 Are they true rhymes?  Assonant?  consonant? 
 Do they interfere with the overall mood or enhance it? 
 Do they support the rhythm pattern? 
 Is the rhyming pattern consistent? 
 



 

 

7.  EDITING 
 Have I cut out everything that "isn't" a poem? 
 Is the theme, mood and pattern followed unified? 
 Does the poem "show" rather than "tell" the message? 
 Does the poem assume the reader knows an important point of the idea?  Can this be 
added? 
 Have I given my idea time to mature so that my final version reflects completeness, 
tautness, crispness, bursting with energy (restrained or volcanic)? 
 
8.  AUDIENCE 
 Is the poem too personal (poignant) for you to share? 
 Is the poem for people with specific interests?  needs? 
 Is the poem theme a universal one? 
 Would it fit in a greeting card?  Political journal? 
 Woman's magazine?  Children's magazine?  Religious Publication?  Modern 
 Maturity? 
 
POETRY INTERPRETATION:  Readers want to understand what they read, they want it 
to make sense. 
 
When poetry looks as though it ought to make sense, but doesn’t  and this is true of much of 
the poetry published today  readers are turned off. 
 
One of the first things to realize in reading poetry is that the rules of punctuation apply here just 
as in prose, and that arrangement by lines has to do with metrical, not rhetorical requirements. 
 
 1.  Who is speaking in the poem? 
 2. To whom is the person speaking? 
 3. What is the setting of the poem? 
 4. In what age, season, month, or even at what time of day does a poem take place? 
 5.  What suggested the poem, or what particular emotion or situation evoked it? 
 6.  What is the poet’s intention?  Is it merely to entertain or please, or does he seek to 
arouse in some way the emotion of his readers, or is he trying to teach some lesson?  If he is 
trying to arouse an emotion, what particular  emotion does he seek to awaken: pity, fear, 
sympathy, or some other? 
 7.  Aim to get all the author meant to convey, but avoid reading into the poem meanings 
which the author never intended. 
 
We don’t read poetry to learn facts, and we usually resist it fiercely when it tries too blatantly to 
tell us how we ought to live our lives.  But we respond to it when we are moved.  Moved  
means we become emotionally involved.  We experience something. 
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