INTERPRETATION OF POETRY

"Just pick agood poem and reed it to
thejudge." Those students are easily rec-
ognized, for that i sjust what they do: READ
apoem. They do not INTERPRET it.

Themost teling mark of a beginning
interpreter isasingsong rhythmic, monoto-
nous patern -- de dum, de dum, de dum
dum dum. To break that singsong pattern,
aninterpreter must a waysremember tokeep
thestory lineclear despitewhat might bea
regular rhythm. To do tha, an interpreter
has only to mark thepoem'’s phrases and to
remember that aphraseisagroup of words
expressing one thought. The end of a
phrasedoes not dways comeat aline€send.
Asanexample

Not what we have, but what we use

Not what wesee, but what we choose

Thesearethe thingsthat mar or bless

The sum of human happiness.

The phrases (ideas) would be indi-
cated likethis:

Not what wehave/ but what we use/

Not what we see but what we can
choose.

These are the things that mar / or
bless The sum of human happiness.

The pause should be after mar, re-
membering what is be ng marred or bl essed
is "The sum of human happiness.” My ex-
perience has been that at least haf thestu-
dent readers pause after bless because the
line ends there. This makes no sense to
|leavetheverb "bess" hanginginmidar with
the listener having no idea what is being
blessed.

As another exampl e of phrasing, | use
Milton SiI's poem "Opportunity.”

That blue blade that the King's son
bears but this

Blunt Thing! He snapt and flung it
from his hand.

And lowering, crept avay and | ft the
fidd

If onewere to pausea theend of line
one, leaving "but this" ganding dong, it
would not make good sense. The thought
needs to be carried over into the next line
Ezra Pound advised, "Don't mekeeach line
stop dead a the end, and then begin the
next linewith aheave. Let thebeginning of
the next line catch therise of the rhythm
wave, unless you want a definite longish
pause.” Interpreters of poetry need to take
Pounds' advice. Far too often | hear readers
breaking idess, thinking it a must to pause
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a alinésend.

In order to do justice to a poet, a
reader must recognizethe "phrasa pause.”
Thepause isoneof themost effectivetools
for the interpreter. Do not be afraid to hold
the pause. Just be sure something is going
on in yourmind thet has to dowith the poem.
| remember AlvinaKraus, thegrea North-
western Univer sity dramaprofessor, whose
praises are often sung by Charlton Heston.
Her admonition to us was, "Learn to use
thepause: it isindispensableto artistic per-
formance."

Different poemscdl for dfferent rates
of reading. For exampl e, inBrownings"Fed
P per of Hamlin," when the personareports:

"They fought thedogs and killed the
cats/

bit thebabiesintheir cradles/

and licked the soup from the cooks
own ladles,”

argpidrate would be used.

But

"bowed with theweight of centuries/

He leans on his hoe and gazes a the
ground/

Theemptiness of theagesin hisface'
in Edwin Makham's "The Man with the
Hoe," would necessitatea slow rate.

Search the poem forinformeti onabout
thepersona Using that information, create
thepersona Characterize the spesgker in the
poem only if it containsinformation tosup-
port that characterization. Know wha moti-
vates the persona’s thinking.

As people interpret literature of al
genre, | want to see their brain wheels go
round. If they say, "I think," | want to be-
lievethey areredly thirking If they describe
"afew white doudsdl rushing eastward,"
asin Theodore Roethke's " Child on Top of
aGreenhouse" | want to believethey SEE
the clouds. If the child persona describes
the "wind billowing out of the seat of my
britches," asin theRoethke poem, | want to
beieve that the reader is mentdly feding
the wind. Make your utterings beievable
If you can makemefeel with thepersonain
apoem tha you are interpreting, you have
hit thejackpot!

Interpreters of dl literature need to
be avare of images, and thisis especidly
true of poetry reading. It may be a sound
image, as Po€suseof the dliterative's’ to
make us hear in our imaginationstherustle
of the curtains. In "The silken, sad uncer-

tain rustling of each purplecurtain,” the poet
is manipulaing the sound, but the inter-
preter must utter that dliterative's” so the
listenerswill hear thecurtainin theirimagi-
nation. Just as an artist pants scenes that
he envisions, authors paint vivid pictures
with words. Theseword pictures, these im-
ages ae the very heart of literature.

Méeke dl your descriptive passages
so vivid that a member of your audience
can hear, see, smdl, taste, and fed all the
word pictures the author has drawn. Inter-
preters of poetry, aswel as prose, must re-
member tha words have character and put
real meaning into eech word. If you are de-
scribing something that is smooth, stretch
the "00" sound to make the word convey
something thet issmooth as vel vet. Remem-
ber there are words that lift, words that
droop, words that bounce, and even words
that sneak. These are words that flicker,
prance, legp, and swing. Givethem charac-
ter! Utter words so that listeners who do
not know the meaning of the word can
fathom meaning. Words have color. Learn
to portray the thought of aword with the
sound of your voice

Sensud images project emotiona re-
sponses making the reader feel shivery or
frightened, sad or light hearted. The oral
interpreter must project thesei mages of ward
pictures to the minds of his listeners (in
many casesthe judge). If | am that judge, |
want to visudizeyour images. | want to fed
theemotioninthepit of my stomach.

Remember that an image isa phrase
that exdtes the senses. Just as an author
mani pulates vowels, consonants, words,
and phrases to paint hisverbd picture, the
interpreter or reader should manipulate
these samevowel's, consonants, words, and
phrases to paint avocd picturein hisown
mind'seyeand inthe mind'seye of hislis-
teners. Make me understand the thought
carried inthepoem. Make mevisudize its
imaging, and experience itsemotion. That
iswhat ord interpretationisal about. Char-
lotteLee putsit thisway, "Interpretationis
the at of communicaing to an audience a
work of literary art initsintdlectud, emo-
tional, and aesthetic entirety." When we
interpret poetry, we should dojust that.

(The legendary "Miss Ruby* Krider, a
member of theNFL Hall of Fame,
authored thetext Creetive Drama.)



