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ABSTRACT 

The most successful teachers of poetry have always accomplished a satisfying adjustment between 

understanding and imagination. They have always known how far sense analysis is helpful in the teaching of poetry and 

where it should stop. They have also known how important in the total process of poetry analysis is the contagion of their 

own personality; their voice, their manner, their dramatic ability, their love of the subject. They have always embodied in 

their practice the old dictum of Horace; “if you want me to weep, you must weep." Even for the best teacher the teaching 

of a poem is a venture into the unknown. This paper is an attempt to research the extent and scope of various poetic and 

literary theories and whether the approach in the classroom, too, should be empirical, and that one should steer clear of 

any absolutes in the theory as well as in practice. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The central problem in the teaching of poetry may be stated in terms of the old battle between the 

intuitional approach to the teaching of poetry and the analytical, or between the "intuitionalists" and the "analysts." 

The battle began when poetry first had to be taught. Primitive folk poetry did not have to be taught. The medium 

was no barrier, and the emotions of the poet could go straight to the hearts of his readers because it is the poet's 

medium, his language, which is, in the present state of our culture, the source of all our difficulties. 

As clear at the very outset, the battle between these two opposed camps must have been fought at many 

an English teachers' Conference, and the adherents of each camp went away every time more certified in their own 

faith. That there is still a wide divergence among us on this our capital problem may be shown by the remark 

which Professor Smith's lesson plan on "Thanatopsis " (Professor Reed Smith's book, " The Teaching of 

Literature," which makes an excellent statement of the problem and which in general leans to the position of the 

analysts ") elicited from at least one English teacher; " The teacher who does what is detailed here should be 

hanged, drawn and quartered." Now that statement, as Keats said of poetry, “Overwhelms with a fine excess." It 

expresses an attitude towards the teaching of poetry with which many' of us would agree, though perhaps with 

certain important reservations. But it can be seen what a chasm yawns between the advocates of these two 

methods of approach and what a fine fervor the subject is capable of arousing. 

In its extreme form the intuitional method, may be likened to the method of the Hindu geometer of old 

who drew a diagram for his students and said to them "Behold." So the teacher of poetry might say to his students, 

"Listen," read them a poem, and let it go at that. There are some poems, to be sure that may be presented in just 
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that way for example, to "Behold her single in the field," I feel to be supererogatory, and reading simple lyrics of that kind 

to a class, with little or no comment, is a valuable experience for the students. Apart from the value of the poet's utterance 

itself, it is good for them to know that the poet may often speak straight to their hearts. Unfortunately that is not true of the 

larger portion of the poetry that we attempt to teach a class. How will the intuitional approach work with" " Lycidas." 

Spenser's sonnets, Keats's Ode on a Grecian Urn, or even Wordsworth's Tintern Abbey? There is an obvious answer; do 

not teach any poetry in which the meddling intellect (to use Wordsworth's, phrase) will intrude upon the simple, naked 

emotion. From a certain point of view that answers is the best way out of difficulty. An anthology of simple poetry could 

be focused on. But of course it is taking the intuitional approach in its most extreme form with all its logical implications. 

In actual practice the intuitional teacher will teach the “Ode on a Grecian Urn” as well as" If love were what the rose is." 

Only, in teaching the former he would say, '" Let us not worry too much about how the poet has said this or that; what he 

means exactly here or there; whether this phrase is one kind of poetic figure or another; or even what the whole poem is 

precisely about, both in its emotional and ideational origin and in its execution. Anything we say will be only so much 

more barrier between the poet and the reader. Has the reader been made to feel something— no matter what? If so, the 

poet’s would have been done." 

Now the "analyst" will step in and say. "It is quite important, if not very often downright necessary, for the, 

student to know what gave the poet the initial push, so to speak, in writing the poem. What peculiar interaction between the 

poet and his world gave rise to this particular expression in the poem? It is important for the student to know that the poet 

often says his best utterances not as lesser mortals say them in ordinary speech; and calling attention to them, even 

"labeling them by means of the names of various poetic figures, will bring the student closer to the poet's emotion and 

thought. Finally, it is important for the reader to have some knowledge of the poet's mechanics, of poetic form, of 

versification. Poetry, psychologically considered, may be the “spontaneous overflow of emotion”, but its expression in 

verse makes it also an art form, and some knowledge of the secrets of the art—of the musical possibilities of words, for 

example—will add to the reader's pleasure and enhance his understanding. 

After discussing the two divergent methods of approach, it is to be noted that in actual practice nobody adheres 

strictly to one or the other. The practice is much wiser than theory. Human Beings are all unconsciously empirical; that is. 

When confronted with a poetry-teaching situation in the class-room, they know that one type of poem will require different 

handling from another. As poetry readers will be able to distinguish between types of poems. It is quite true that the term " 

poetry' is often used in a generic sense, to mean something. While reading a passage, a line, or even a phrase—whether in 

verse or not— outbursts of "This is poetry" is common.  

Yet different poems have varying kinds and degrees of appeal and students should be able to distinguish among 

them. They may be able to find the magic essence, as in some of Swinburne's poems or Coleridge's, in a certain type of 

lyrical expression, where sense is nothing, if it is at all there, but which instead feeds the imagination with things " that 

never were on land or sea." Or capacity to find it in a poet's expression of universal truth, truth charged with emotion, as in 

the great passages of Shakespeare, Certainly when teachers attempt to get the poet's communication over to students, the 

kind of communication, as well as the poet's means of expression, his language, must be a determining factor in their 

method of presentation. 

It does not matter what the poet says, whether he says: 

"The same that oft times hath  
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Charmed magic easements, opening on the foam  

Of perilous seas, in faery lands ferlorn"  

“Or whether he says: 

"Duncan is in his grave: 

After life's fitful fever he sleeps well"- 

He says it by means of words. His words may give us a definite image (as certain poets have tried at all costs to 

do) or a definite idea which we may translate into a prose statement, not of course, as a substitute for the poet's words, but 

merely as a support for our understanding and a hint to our imagination. Or he may just evoke old, far off echoes within us, 

elusive, indefinable, and unsalable in any proposition. Whatever he says to us, he must assume a certain intellectual kinship 

with us; that is, he must assume that we have a certain system of meanings associated with ordinary things, and that when 

his imagination scrambles up those meanings in a way to make us see all sorts of associations in things that we have never 

seen before and hence feel more intensely about them, he must be sure that we can follow him. Should he even take flight 

from our natural, recognizable world altogether, his “nonsense " must still be based upon a core of sense in us? That is why 

the familiar distinctions between intellect and emotion and between intellect and imagination are so often dangerous if not 

downright misleading. The poet, the lunatic, and the lover may be of imagination all compact, but certainty the poet must 

use the world of sense as a springboard for his fancy, and if he is going to arouse our feeling he must "talk sense" to us 

first. "Where there is no sense there is no feeling" is sound psychology and quite literally true. 

Let us then have done with the notion that one must not contaminate the emotion of a poem with talk of its 

meaning or its sense basis. Some teachers suffer from a veritable phobia of analysis. But focus should exactly be on what is 

meant by analysis, and the fear at once shall be dispelled. In the book "The Name and Nature of Poetry," A. E. Housman, 

says : " And I think that to transfuse emotion—not to transmit thought, but to set up in the reader's sense a vibration 

corresponding to what was felt by the writer is the peculiar function of poetry." All genuine lovers of poetry will agree at 

once. But the question for teachers is; how great a foundation of sense shall be built within the students for this emotional 

vibration to take place?" As has been suggested, it will vary with different poems. Depending upon, how much can the 

student be brought into the" emotional interior" of the poem. 

More specifically, it is often possible to build up the sense of the poem on the student's own experience, either 

actual or potential. It may be agreed about a few teachers who say that their students may not be thrilled much about the 

story of how Keats came to write “On First Looking into Chapman's Homer." But have not they at some time or other, 

even in their relatively short lives, experienced a similar sense of the joy of discovery? Have not many of them, perhaps, 

stayed up half the night, held by a book and unable to put it down?  

Similar emotional sense basis can be built, for example in the ease of another sonnet by Keats,  

"When I have fears that I may cease to be."  

Discussing with the students about their ambitions of being great doctors, lawyers, scientists, or perhaps authors 

knowing they had the ability, not doubting their ability- and yet were informed about a fatal disease creeping upon; that 

probably would not let them live to realize the greatest ambition; how would they feel about life and the world and the 

treachery of fate? It is leading the student into the center of the poet's emotion. The teacher may often use his own 



12                                                                                                                                                                          Swati A Sharma 

 

www.tjprc.org                                                                                                                                                                         editor@tjprc.org 

experience instead of the student's to provide the life-situation. 

Of course, it may not be possible, nor is it always necessary, to provide that kind of sense basis for every poem 

that is taught. It may be a simple matter in some poems and a difficult one in others. For example, it becomes difficult to 

teach "Ode to the West Wind" without telling the students something about Shelley's temperament, his vision of the 

perfectibility of human life, and his use of the west wind as a symbol for his own striving, tortured soul. It could be a 

wrong approach, but if they do not get that out of the poem, they get nothing. 

But now one may ask, "What about the sense of each stanza, each line, each phrase, and each word?" The answer 

must be formulated in general terms. That much should be uttered, as will contribute to the meaning of the whole. While it 

is true that up to a certain point appreciation waits upon understanding, but too much of the discussion will kill the spirit. 

Perhaps in most of the poetry, which is taught, the line for line type of analysis is unnecessary. Particularly is this true of 

syntactical analysis which introduces too many elements Extraneous to the poem. On the other hand, if we teach Milton, 

what are we to do with his mythology and his density of expression which is certainly too much for the average student to 

cope with? 

No rule of thumb principle will apply here. 

The only test is an empirical one; how much sense is needed in a particular poem for the “emotional vibration “to 

take place? Paraphrasing may be used sparingly when the teacher has the definite purpose of giving the student practice for 

examination purposes. The danger in excessive paraphrasing is that it often substitutes a bad piece of prose for the poem.  

As for the regular use of series of written questions, it introduces a cut and dried element into teaching situations 

where, after all, the main aim is pleasure and emotional response. The reverse type of question in which the student is 

asked to state the thought of a line or stanza in the language of the poem, is admirable in a way for the synthesis, and 

identification of thought and language, which takes place in the student's mind. This type of question, most teachers of 

poetry would agree, can be effective only after the necessary foundation in sense has been laid for the poem.  

When the language of the poet is under scanner, the sense is stated, feeling is perceived in a different way. For the 

poet, when his poem is completed, there is no distinction between his thought-emotion and his language. The "what" and 

the "how" are identical. Change one word, or even the position of a word, and from the poet's viewpoint the poem is 

altered. It is for us when we read the words of the poet and associate our meanings with his that the distinction exists. We 

say how beautifully or how compactly he has said this or that. We also become aware that, in general, the poet's language 

differs in important ways from ordinary speech, though some poets, like Wordsworth, for example, set an ideal for them to 

approximate to ordinary speech as much as possible. Certainly, poetic rhythm, whether in a line from Pope or from one of 

our modern versifiers is different from the rhythm of ordinary speech. Thus we have metaphor (using that term in its 

generic sense) and rhythm, which have distinguished poetic speech since the beginning, and soon we are deep in the 

subject of poetics. 

Now the question for us is, "To what degree shall we make students conscious of the poet's language as thus 

understood?" If we are going to give our students some knowledge of poetics, how shall we present it? A reasonable 

amount of it, administered in small doses throughout the whole course and adapted to teaching occasions as they arise, will 

in the long run materially help them in the appreciation of poetry. We might take a hint from the present status of grammar: 

we have functional grammar; why not functional poetics? But here again the question of "where," and "how" must be 
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answered with an eye to the varying needs of students in different grades and in different teaching situations. 

The approach here, too, should be empirical, and one should steer clear of any absolutes in the theory as well as in 

practice. The end of appreciation is not served by making a fetish, as an older romantic psychology did, of any 

psychological category. There is no absolute distinction between sense and feeling or between intellect and emotion. 

Rather the two are united in the whole process of appreciation. When a student does not know what a poem is all about, his 

imagination will not be stirred and he cannot be made to feel. On the other hand, since pleasure should always be the aim, 

excessive analysis in all its forms, beyond what is necessary for the sense basis of the poem, can be profitably omitted. 

When we go beyond that point, then in Wordsworth's phrase, we often "murder to dissect." 

In the twentieth century a new type of literary analysis has emerged in which the literary work became the 

supreme concern of the intellectuals, the advocates of this theory called the New Critics insisted that the scholars focus on 

the literary piece as a separate entity, disassociated from extraneous contemplation or deliberation. At the risk of 

oversimplifying and thereby misinterpreting the New Critics or the formalist approach, a piece of literature is regarded as 

an art object with an existence of its own, independent of its author, even the reader, the historical period that it depicts or 

the time it was written in. Focusing on just the text, finding all meaning and value in it, rejecting everything else as 

impertinent and hence inconsequential including the readers (who are regarded as extremely dangerous as sources of 

interpretation) 

Another theory called the Reader Response theory arose as a reaction against the New Criticism who took a 

radically different approach. As maintained by them the reader should be of the central concern. The argument goes that; a 

text does not even exist, in a sense, until some reader reads it. In effect, if a text does not have a reader, it does not exist- or 

at least, it has no meaning. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Although the world over these theories revolutionized the study of literature, belonging to the rare breed of a 

teacher in a third-tier city like Bhopal I frequently find myself in conflict with the New Critics as well as the Reader 

Response theorists. As Per the Forbes Magazine “The statistics on English speaking ability tends to be unreliable in India, 

but it is generally accepted that somewhere in the range of 30% can to varying degrees, speak English-- though only a third 

have some semblance of reading and writing aptitude.” Abilities of students in Bhopal where English is treated as a second 

language is subpar with the national average. 

As a proponent of the Old school for teaching poetry, I believe many twentieth century followers of the New 

Criticism guilty of ignoring the information that is not on the poem or the work itself, however helpful or necessary it 

might be. I find the New Critics monolithic, narrow, and dogmatic in excluding readers even a place in the reading- 

interpretive process. The Reader Response theorists fail to expand the reader’s experience and understanding. Even though 

I agree with the dictate that literature is primarily art it must be accepted that art does not exist in vacuum. It is created by 

someone at a certain point of time in history striving to connect a concept, a perception, and an abstraction of relevance to 

another human being. Any work of art will always be more meaningful to knowledgeable persons than to uninformed ones. 

Students will be able to grasp its greatness when the wisest, most cultivated, most sensitive minds bring all their 

information feelings and experience to jointly contemplate on that piece of art. Synchronically it would be a disaster to 

assume that a work of art should be judged or looked at or taught as if it were disembodied from all experience except the 
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strictly aesthetic. Many poems and literary classics are autobiographical or related to contemporary events.  

In actual practice the most successful teachers of poetry have always effected a nice adjustment between 

understanding and imagination. They have always known how far sense analysis is helpful and where it should stop. They 

have also known how important in the total process is the contagion of their own personality; their voice, their manner, 

their dramatic ability, their love of the subject. In other words they have always embodied in their practice the old dictum 

of Horace; “if you want me to weep, you must weep." Of course, even for the best teacher the teaching of a poem is a 

venture into the unknown. He cannot ever be sure of success, nor can he measure it in quantitative terms. But one thing at 

least he can do; he can approach his task with a sound psychology and with all the enthusiasm and will to succeed he is 

able to muster. 
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