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linebreaks create the drama of the free verse poem,
control the pace, create suspense, feed out information
in units, or increments, to the reader. It is the technique
which most separates poetry from prose. It makes

a poem a piece of theatre.

VOLUNTARY MUTILATION

Rather than have to serve
in the emperor’s armies
one fine evening the master

took the axe to himself

cut from his hand two great fingers
his young blond wife

gently bandaged the place

and the yellow hearted

pansies shook in the border

the master’s two dogs howled

as he was carried to bed

then the lamps smoked
surrounded by moths

but the women who gathered

on the village square

facing the red clouds said

that what they saw was the blood
of soldiers

Jean Follain

THREE KINDS OF LINEATION

a. Linebreaking on semantic or informational units
makes the reading easier for the reader.

b. Enjambment, breaking at moments which
chop up the information of the poem, creates
m(?mentum or downward pull for the reader

to jump to the next line for resolution.

:Also, enjambment suspends or “turns” the poem
In many different ways for surprise.

. Linebreaks also can visually impose a sense of order
or form on a poem by simply being regular
in length. This is called the “Quantitative” line.

d. Lineb.reaks deployed spatially or in ény way
expressively orchestrate the reader’s experience;
Some poets “score” the poem like music,& tempo

THEACT (WCW)

To a Poor Old Woman

munching a pium on
the street a paper bag
of them in her hand

They taste good to her
They taste good

to her. They taste
good to her

You can see it by

the way she gives herself
to the one half

sucked out in her hand

Comforted

a solace of ripe plums
seeming to fill the air
They taste good to her

WCW

Patent Pending

I have an invention
ready for the patent

office which I k
will benefit marﬁ(oi::vd

it is a kind of jnk
and little pen and

magnifying glass so
€veryone can write

a 53ying of Gautam
on each fingernail a

and read them there
the minute that his

hands begin to fee]
like picking up a gun,

James Laughlin

There were the roses, in the rain. Don’t cut them, I pleaded.
They won'’t last, she said. But they’re so beautiful where they are.
Agh, we were all beautiful once, she said, and cut them and

gave them to me in my hand.
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There were the roses, in the rain.
Don’t cut them, I pleaded.
They won't last, she said.
But they're so beautiful
where they are.
Agh, we were all beautiful once, she
said,
and cut them and gave them to me
in my hand.

Lawrence Ferlinr,nettl

DON'T LET THAT HORSE

eat that violin
cried Chagall's mother

But he
kept right on
painting

And became famous

And kept on painting .
£ The Horse With Violin In Mouth

And when he finally finished it

he jumped up upon the horse
and rode away

waving the violin
And then with a low bow gave it

to the first naked nude he ran across

And there were no strings
attached

Step on His Head

Let’s step on daddy’s head shout
the children my dear children as-
we walk in the country on a suny

summer day my shadow bobs dat) on
the.road as we walk and they jump
on its head and my love of them

fills me all full of soft feelings
now I duck with my head so they’}f
miss when they jump they screech

with‘ delight and I moan oh you're
hur ing you're hurting me stop and
they junip g1l the harder and love

fills the whole road but I see it run -
on through the years and I know
how some day they must jump when

it won't be this shadow but reallyl
my head (as I stepped on my own
father’s head) it will hurt really

hurt and I wonder if then I will
have love enough will I have love
enough when it’s not just a game?

THE PENNY CANDY STORE BEYOND THE EL

The penny candy store beyond the El

is where i first
fell in love

with unreality

llybeans glowed in the semi-gloom
Jelly ® of that September afternoon

A cat upon the counter moved among
the licorice sticks

and tootsie rolls
and Oh Boy Gum

Outside the leaves were falling as they died

A wind had blown away the sun

A girl ran in )
Her hair was rainy

Her breasts were breathless in the little room

Outside the leaves were falling

and they cried '
Too soon! too soon.
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Linebreaks are the most fundamental technique of poetry—and sometimes the only thing
hat separates poetry from prose. Linebreaks create the unfolding drama of the poem by
paying out information in units which are sequential and partial. A poem is a piece of theatre,
and the linebreak controls the order and pace of the action—Lineation allows suspense to
build, delivers climax and resolves contradictions.

Linebreaks, and the appearance of the poem on the page, is as or more important in free
verse (unrhymed, unmetrical) as in the formal verse of yesteryear, because the free verse
poem has less to lean on structurally than metrical poetry. Linebreaks control the speed or
pace of the poem; they create a musical score which tells the reader how the poem should be
read and heard.

Prosody has been defined as the orchestration of a readers attention, and, if so, in free
verse, the linebreak is the central unit of prosody.

There are several strategies and many practices regarding lineation, but basically one
learns by doing; by taking the same piece of text and breaking the lines and stanzas in
different ways, and seeing what the various effects are.

--One common practice is simply to break the lines on phrase units, or on units of sense. This
obviously is easier on the reader, since each line is a chunk of meaning. Consider how a poem
is crafted to be congruent with human neurological processing. Breaking lines in clean
semantic chunks clearly makes absorption easier for the reader.

--When the sense of a sentence is interrupted by an abrupt line break, one that happens mid-
phrase or mid-thought, the effect is to accelerate the reader‘s eye and mind to the next line;
and it makes the next word have more emphasis. This is called enjambment, this breaking up
of sense. The poet should have a good reason for doing it, because otherwise you are just
irritating and burdening your reader. The effect of enjambment is to speed things up (it makes
the reader hurry forward for completion), and often its purpose is to construct a surprise or
twist in the unfolding sentence or plot of the poem.

-- Obviously , short lines cause each word to have more gravity and importance in the
poem; and enjambment adds energy to almost any prose. However, that can be artificial
energy, like taking pep pills--something to use sparingly.

--Generally speaking, lines should each carry a roughly equal weight of the poem’s total
information. (this is also true of stanzas). Check your poem to see if any linebreaks and lines
are lazy: for example, “at the/” or “since the beginning/” are suspect-lazy lines.

Linebreaking, and the free verse line, has been one of the most revolutionary and new
aspects of twentieth century poetry, and an enormous amount of experimentation and thought
has gone into their technology—William Carlos Williams is the primary genius of the
American line, and you can look forward to people like Olson and Creeley and Levertov, etc,
to find people who have had theories and made their contributions.

Finally, one learns by doing. For example: Try line-breaking this poem : Consider how
you would break it to make common sense-units, to tell the story in a way that is
measured and rhythmic and easy for the reader. Then also consider where you could
create some interesting twists and surprises for the reader with enjambments.
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