What’s a poem?

The very first time | facilitated a writing workshop, one of the participants took against a
poem I'd brought along.

‘That’s not a poem,’ she announced decisively. ‘That’s just words on a page’.

Oh. | floundered then, feeling stung, undermined and out of my depth. In retrospect | dealt
with it badly, getting a bit huffy and indignant rather than responding with curiosity. Looking
back now decades later, | wonder if it was a bit of that imposter syndrome stuff going on.
Who was | to be leading a writing workshop? Now | was exposed, | didn’t even know what
a poem was.

A while later | thought I'd better gen up on poetry and that led to a bit of a crisis. There are
words in a dizzying amount of shapes now — spread on the page in different patterns,
some with very few words, some a whole page of text — apparently there’s a thing called a
prose poem. So how do you know at what point it's a short piece of prose and when it
becomes a poem? And what’s it all about anyway? Sometimes, often, | came across a
poem | couldn’t make head or tail of. I'd stare at it, like a crossword puzzle | couldn’t solve,
feeling frustrated and stupid. | just didn’t get it. Maybe poetry’s not my thing. Apparently
there’s a word for a fear of poetry. I'm not sure I'd gone so far as to become ‘metrophobic’
but | felt a discomfort, and an aversion to the vocabulary that poetry people use, even
talking of stanzas rather than verses, and especially weird words like villanelle, sestina and
enjambment.

‘You don’t have to get it. It's not a puzzle to solve.’

Oh? | met a poet, who spoke with a voice so clear and calm it jolted me forward.

‘How do you respond it it? How does it make you feel? What does it mean to you?
Whatever you make of a poem is right, that’s your response, and if someone else
responds differently they’re right too.’

Could this be true? | stepped forward cautiously and began to read poems whenever they
came my way. Taking it lightly, tasting, some weren’t to my taste, some | didn'’t ‘get’ at all,
but that’s ok. The stress had gone from the encounter. More and more | found something |
responded to, maybe just a line or phrase sparking a vivid image, resonating deep inside
me, a phrase lingering long after I'd read it. | can get that, yes, from a story or a certain
phrase of non-fiction, but in poetry it's more condensed like a laser and with that intense
power.

Sometimes I'd feel different, physically, after reading a poem, like | was lighter or more
energised — a sense of clarity in my head. I'd feel a hunger for them, a craving for that
sensation — is there a word for that? The more | read, the more astonishing and revelatory
it feels. | encounter many forms and at each new one | think ‘Oh! Is this a thing? Are you
allowed to do that?’ New, unfamiliar forms became an invitation.

And poetry became important, a priority to find time for in this time-stretched phase of my
life. Poems are little miracles, to contain something so vivid in a container of so few words.
You have to find time for miracles. Poetry became a treat, something I'd look forward to
and savour. I've got a poetry pal and we meet and share what we’ve found. She tells me
what some of the poetry words mean and they’re not daunting any more, but like word
puzzles, or different shaped boxes to put your thoughts in. She makes it simple to feast on
a poem together: first, we ask, what does it make us feel? Then, if we wish, we have a



look at how the poet might have done that. Sometimes we don’t, we just let the mystery
be.

There’s a guy in a more recent writing workshop who takes exception to most poems |
bring along, who says ‘That’s not a poem! It doesn’t even rhyme! The stanzas are different
lengths! There’s no proper punctuation!” Now | enjoy the banter. It's a group suffused with
warmth and humour, | tell why | brought that poem, what it sparked in me, and we discuss
how it feels, how the poet may have made those choices for form, language, title, and how
every response to it is right.

I’'m a very wordy wordsmith myself, struggle to say anything in less than 1000 words. I'd
not, I'm sure, be able to write one, and if | tried, how would | know even know if it was a
poem? And yet, and yet — when | look back at the bits of my childhood that have been
kept, what do | find but poems. They’re there in the letters to my grandma (she kept them
all), in little blue exercise books from my school days, in a folder of things I've kept
myself... there are so many poems there.

Somehow I'd forgotten, this is what | did, even as a tiny child — | put words together in
ways that | liked. I'd throw words in the air and see which ones bounced. And I'd catch
them, gleefully and place them on my page, often, but not always, delighting in rhyme. And
as a teenager, sometimes something | had to say arrived in the form of a poem and
lingered on as | shaped it.

| read them now and look — they have form, and rhyme schemes. I'd never learnt the
proper names for these things, it was just right when it felt right. There was no fear. Are
they any ‘good’? | don’t know how to gauge that, but | do know for sure that they are
poems, and they bring back vivid memories.

I’m going to gather them now, from right through the years, and carry them forward into

this next stage of my life. To remind myself that | wrote poetry for years, before | didn’t
know what a poem was. And maybe | could again.
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