Revision Ideas for Poetry

The Rules of the Poem:  You set the rules of the poem in the first few lines or in the first stanza.  You need to follow those rules.  You might stretch them slowly, but breaking the rules confuses the reader so only break them for a clear effect.  If you start out rhyming, you need to continue rhyming.  You can get away with ending with rhyme even though you started without, but it usually doesn't work the other way.  If you set up a rhyme scheme, stick with it or vary it in some comprehensible way.  Any change will draw attention to itself. 
Pay Attention to Syllables.  You rarely see SAT-type words of more than three (even two) syllables in poems because they can rarely carry their weight of all those syllables.  Simple is usually better.
Syllable Counting to Help a Poem Cohere:  One way to keep a poem cohesive is to limit the syllable count for each line to a specific number usually established in the first line.  If you start out with seven syllable lines you can occasionally go to six or eight, but try to be consistent.  Some poets prefer to count stresses instead of syllables, but either way you create predictable pattern and give the reader a sense of craft.

Go beyond an idea:  A poem needs to work on the sound, image and emotional levels as well as on the idea level (and sometimes a poem works on a sound, image and emotional level without being that clear on idea level.)  When in doubt, end with an image.
The Heart of the Poem/ The Emotional Impulse:  All depends on the heart of the poem.  Discovering the heart is the key to revision.  Any suggestions can only be interpreted in light of the heart.  But the impulse may change mid-poem (it may even have to) to avoid being a rant.  Words like "Yet", "But now", "Or", etc. signal a change in direction.  Don't end up in the same place you started!
Concision in Poetry

· Kill the adverbs – Use strong verbs instead. (Or replace the adverbs with similes or metaphors.)
· Cut repetitive adjectives – Green grass; we know it's green; frolicking happily: aren't all frolics happy?

· Avoid familiar words and phrases:  If it rolls off your tongue it's probably too familiar.  The puffy clouds. Put the pedal to the metal.  It's hard to write a rhyming poem or a love poem without being compared to every rhyming love poem ever written.  They always sound like they've been done before and better.  You have to either avoid or play off expectations (ex. "Beautiful filthy Pittsburgh" brings new life to overused "beautiful")

My love once whacked me with a hammer

My jaw shattered now I st-st-stammer

I l-l-love with each scar, each a-a-ache

I baked a f-f-file in our w-w-wedding cake.

· Avoid too many I's: it can become dead weight in the poem and it can distance the reader – The readers can't see things themselves, because they're always looking through you.

Line breaks

· Line breaks can control the rhythm of a poem.

· Line breaks call attention to the words at the end of the line and the beginning of the next line.

· An enjambed line break raises expectation: the next word needs to be unexpected.

· Tabbing in or dropping down mid-line can create an extra pause or silence.

Fragments

This living hand, now warm and capable

Of earnest grasping, would, if it were cold

And in the icy silence of the tomb,

So haunt thy days and chill thy dreaming nights

That thou would wish thine own heart dry of blood

So in my veins red life might stream again, 

And thou be conscience-calmed – see here it is –

I hold it towards you.


John Keats

Let Evening Come

Let the light of late afternoon 

shine through chinks in the barn, moving   

up the bales as the sun moves down. 

Let the cricket take up chafing   

as a woman takes up her needles   

and her yarn. Let evening come. 

Let dew collect on the hoe abandoned   

in long grass. Let the stars appear 

and the moon disclose her silver horn. 

Let the fox go back to its sandy den.   

Let the wind die down. Let the shed   

go black inside. Let evening come. 

To the bottle in the ditch, to the scoop   

in the oats, to air in the lung   

let evening come. 

Let it come, as it will, and don’t   

be afraid. God does not leave us   

comfortless, so let evening come. 

Jane Kenyon
