
  Page   of  1 12

Maryland Writer’s Association 
September 17, 2020 

7pm-9pm-ish, on Zoom 

Finding Your Poetic Voice, Rissa Miller 

How We Are Saved by Diane Sharper 

The words in my poem have already noticed the light 
musky smell of the perfume you wear. Now they look at 
the circular shape of your eyes. They hear the sound you 
make when you breathe. You concentrate on my poem’s  
rhythm or metaphor. An image catches your attention, 
perhaps. And you are not aware of these words and the  
dark, thoughtful gaze with which they observe you, To 
move in quietly like this is the essence of a poem. Words, 
themselves, move quietly, building – before you know 
it—to the immeasurable power of the poem’s singsong 
chant. These words have a simple, animal nature. They  
thrive on closeness and seek body warmth.  You will get 
accustomed to them, and to my poem. In time, my poem 
will curl up in your lap and brush its soft fur against you. 
You will say kissy things to it. You will let it lick you  
with its red tongue. You will not want to imagine your  
life without it. 
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But I’m NOT a Poet… 

Sure you are. We all have poetry in our souls. Some poems are quirky, some are lighthearted, some 
are dark. But I’m willing to bet that in your life, you have loved poetry more than once.  
 Maybe not the complex sonnets of your English teacher. Or the teenage love/angst poems at 
the local open mic night. (If you do love those—good on you!!)  Somewhere along the line though, you 
have loved a poem. Maybe a beloved children’s book (Dr. Seuss or Shel Silverstein, anyone?) or a 
dirty limerick you giggled at quietly in a bookstore. Everyone shivers when they hear a well 
performed reading of “The Raven.”  
 Go ahead, it’s okay to admit it. We all like poems. Poetry just needs better PR. 
 But if you’re a fiction writer, essayist, or dramatist, what is the benefit of learning to write 
poetry? Glad you asked. There’s a lot to learn from the humble poem… 

1) Poetry is concise. With apologies to Gilgamesh, not many people are going to sit and read a 200-
page epic poem these days. At best, you’ve got 1-2 pages to grab their attention and get them to 
the emotional turn. Writing poetry teaches you economy of words like no other genre. Each 
individual word MUST be present for a reason. 

2)  Poetry is evocative. A well composed poem hits the reader directly in the heart. Other kinds of 
writing has all sorts of devises to hide behind. Poetry is raw, it’s emotional. It builds quickly and 
delivers a tangible reaction. Often, the reader lingers in the feeling long after hearing or reading 
the poem.  

3) Poetry is impactful and clever. Strong, meaningful language is the domain of the poet. If you can 
master a show-stopping poem, your prose is going to become snappier, and more powerful. 
Poets must manipulate language in a unique way, find double meanings, revel in metaphor. Your 
prose will change from acquiring such subtle but effective skills.  

4) Poetry teaches you connection.  To live in a poem’s world, the poet must truly experience it. You 
have to feel, see, taste, touch, smell, hear the subject you are writing about. Then, you have to 
succinctly convey to the reader your entire observation so articulately, they believe they were 
there with you. You must connect. 

5) Poetry refreshes you and gets out the feels. If you’re used to writing prose or script all the time, 
you might benefit from a change of pace. Try your hand at some poems and use the exercise to 
release emotions about your other writing, your work, your life—anything. Poetry is the realm 
of the good, bad, ugly and everything else emotional. This is a place to open up.  

6) Poetry may obey or break every rule. You can select to write metered or rhyming poems, like 
haiku, sonnets. These will sharpen your word skills acutely. Or you can go hard the other way 
into free form. Bend grammar, ignore punctuation, and even make words up. Prose will never 
offer you this gift.  
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What is Poetry? 

* po·em 
/ˈpōəm,pōm/ 
noun: poem; plural noun: poems 

    a piece of writing that partakes of the nature of both speech and song that is nearly always 
rhythmical, usually metaphorical, and often exhibits such formal elements as meter, rhyme, or 
stanzaic structure. 
    something that arouses strong emotions because of its beauty. 

* Poetry has a long history dating back to prehistoric times with hunting poetry in Africa, and to 
court poetry of the empires of the Nile, Niger, and Volta River valleys. The earliest written poetry 
was found in Africa, circa 2500 BC. The earliest Western-Asian poetry, the Epic of Gilgamesh, was 
written in Sumerian, approx. 2100 BC. Poetry actually predates writing, according to some scholars, 
and was originally an oral tradition. 

* A verbal composition designed to convey experiences, ideas, or emotions in a vivid and imaginative 
way, characterized by the use of language chosen for its sound and suggestive power and by the use of 
literary techniques. 

* A poem practically dares you not just to look but to read: I am different. I am special. I am other. 
Ignore me at your peril. 

* Poems use forms and conventions to suggest different interpretation to words, or to evoke emotive 
responses. 

* Poetry, by definition, is the art of rhythmical composition, written or spoken, for exciting pleasure 
by beautiful, imaginative, or elevated thoughts.  

* What is a poem? It’s hard to explain. We may feel we know what a thing is, but have trouble 
defining it. That holds as true for poetry as it does for, say, love or electricity. The thing is, you 
know (poetry) when you see it. ~ National Endowment for the Arts 

What is poetry to you? What experiences have you had with poetry? 
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Metaphors & Similes: Figurative Language 

Metaphors are a major tool in poetry and all writing. In fact, most people use metaphors in everyday 
speech. It describes something in a way that isn’t literally factual, but makes a comparison to explain 
the subject using linking verbs (is, was, were, are). You probably use metaphors all the time, such as 
“That job was a breeze” or “Don’t worry, he’s a teddy bear” Effective metaphors often make the 
comparison between two unlike things, such as “the snow was a blanket.” 

How about this well-loved song lyric: She’s a brick house. We know the woman isn’t literally a brick 
house. Instead, the artist is applauding the subject’s well constructed figure. 

In poetry, seek unexpected ways to use usual words in metaphors, like “parent is a verb.” 

Similes are similar, but include the words “like” or “as” and can be equally useful in poetry (and 
conversation!) Again, the subject being described will be compared to a different but not factual 
thing/idea. Some examples of common similes are “clean as a whistle,” “clear as mud,” and “that 
(movie/book/talk) was like watching grass grow.” 

Almost everyone knows this famous simile: Life is like a box of chocolates, you never know what 
you’re going to get. 

The trick with metaphors and similes is to keep it concise but creative. Poems are typically short and 
economy of words is key. Consider the following objects for a comparison. How would you use a 
metaphor or simile with any of them?  

time  (example: time is money) 
ghost 
pancake 
storm 
leaf 
chair 
race car 
midnight 

Now try it again with a concept or emotion:  
nervous (example: as nervous as a long-tailed cat in a roomful of rocking chairs) 
silence 
pale 
silly 
sly 
honest 
bursting 

Adding figurative language to any poem takes it from a literal place (Her love made me happy) to the 
next level (Her love was an angel, trumpeting joy). 
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Time Prompts 

Pinpointing a moment in time can give you a place to start or anchor a poem. Memories offer us 
rich material to write from because they have their own emotional charge. Frequently, too, they are 
relatable. The most common everyday experiences can be incredibly special. They are the small parts 
that make up the big picture and it’s not unusual to find great beauty in those gaps & edges of life. 

Consider these occasions as prompts…. 

the moment you first saw each other 
when you realized you had met your forever dog/cat 
first time you understood safety in an embrace 
the moment your hope was restored 
that time you laughed so hard you cried 
the moment you felt triumphant 
a birth/death 
the day you stood up for yourself 
first time you felt moved by a song, movie, or artwork 
the moment they rested their head in your lap 
a fear melted away 
first glimpse of ocean/mountains on vacation 
when someone treated you to coffee, tea, juice, or a sweet 
learning of a tragedy 
when someone’s kindness healed you 
first time you realized they trust you 
when good news arrived 
the satisfaction of making a recipe and it tasted great 
watching dawn/sunset in silence 
when you found something wonderful in the mail 
when your head hits the pillow after a long day 

Select an experience as common or rare as you like. Now, go back to that very moment. Was anyone 
with you? Where were you? Why were you there? How long did this experience take in real time? 
Was it a surprise or planned? What did you see, smell, taste, hear? Textures? Colors? Vibe? What was 
normal? What made it rare? How did you feel? What emotions were triggered? How do you feel now 
returning to this memory? 

Start by jotting down phrases or ideas or even just words. When you feel like you have completely 
recalled, reread the list and start to organize the words into a poem.  
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Imagery: Show Don’t Tell 

Imagery creates a tangible experience in the mind of your reader. As a literary device it appeals to one or more 
of the literal or figurative senses. The more imagery in a poem, the more the reader can connect with it. 

First, let’s consider the literal senses: Sight, smell, taste, sound, touch. Consider something common, like the 
act of putting gas a car. What do you see? Smell? Hear? Touch? Hopefully you don’t taste anything! Focus on 
the details and avoid the obvious descriptions. Really consider the little things in the experience — that will 
make it real for your reader.  

It’s critical not to lean every time on visuals to form mental images for the reader.  

Describing how something tastes, smells, sounds, or feels—not just how it looks—makes a passage or scene 
come alive. Using a combination of imagery and senses arms the reader with as much information as possible 
and helps them create a more vivid mental picture of what is happening. 

Let’s break it down: 

* Visual imagery engages the sense of sight. This is what you can see, and includes physical attributes 
including color, size, shape, lightness and darkness. 

* Taste includes the five basic flavors—sweet, salty, bitter, sour, and umami—as well as textures and sensations 
tied to the act of eating. 

* Smell is the trickiest of the sense to describe but has more direct memory triggers (according to science) 
than any other sense. Taste and smell are closely related, and often the same vocabulary can apply to both. 

* Touch is about tactile imagery. This is what you can feel with your skin, and includes textures, temperature, 
and the many sensations a you experience when touching something.  

* Sound engages the sense of hearing. In addition to exploring volume and how things resonate to the ear, 
literary devices such as onomatopoeia, assonance, and alliteration can help create sound in writing.   

Figurative Senses—Imagery can be related to movement (called kinesthetic) or related to sensations within the 
body (organic). Consider the sensations of running, your heart pounding. Or stepping into rushing water, or 
listening to a bird flap it wings. These can be engaged both kinesthetically or organically when creating 
imagery. 

Consider the poem we heard at the beginning of the class. What imagery does the poet use? How does it 
connect you to the poem? What senses does it reach in you as a reader? 
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Getting Unstuck While Writing 

All writers, all artists of any genre, get stuck sometimes. You’ll know it when it happens. You’re 
staring at a blank screen or empty sheet of paper and no words come to mind. Frustration hits, you’re 
annoyed with yourself. You gut twists into a knot. Maybe you begin to feel anxious.  

Or you’ve written a draft and know it’s not done, but you aren’t sure how to fix it or what direction 
to go in. First thing, take comfort in knowing that everyone has been there. While getting past a 
writing block will be a unique experience for you, I wanted to offer tips that help me and some of 
my writer-friends… 

* Give yourself permission to do some crappy writing. As they say, done is better than good. So write 
badly, even if streaming thoughts that have nothing to do with the particular poem.  

* Read your genre! Give the keyboard/pen a break. Read a little poetry. Or read lots of poetry.  

* Don’t start with the first line. Start anywhere and build outward in your draft. 

* Use a real life thesaurus (not a website) to find your poetic language. The act of holding a tactile 
book and skimming pages can get you into a different mind space. Plus, you may discover words that 
bring new insight to your writing. 

* Try a different medium. Nothing to do with writing. Bake a loaf of fancy bread; dance around the 
house; do a drawing; make videos of your pet; learn to crochet; play a world-building game; plant 
flowers in your garden. Try something in an artistic field totally outside your usual. The change in 
thinking can wake up your creativity in unexpected ways. 

* Take a shower, drive, or ride a bike. Simple changes of scenery are often enough to break a block. A 
20-minute nap can work the same way, or (if safe) going somewhere else to write, like an outdoor 
cafe where you can fuel up! 

* Focus on the sound of your language as you rewrite your poem. Remember, songwriters are poets. 
Never force the rhythm or sounds of poem, flow is critical, but it’s okay to make mistakes as you go 
through the process. Read aloud to yourself as you work through it. Or try singing it! 

* Don’t get hung up on certain words or phrases. Start with the emotion and make a list. 
* Look up prompts. There are loads of creative prompts online for free, or try using a photograph/
painting, delicious food item, or even a song as your prompt. “You/Poet” by Rayna Hutchison and 
Samuel Blake is a prompt book for poets. 

* Clean up your workspace. Sometimes pausing to clear your literal area helps clear your mind. 
Remove dirty coffee mugs/wine glasses, paper clutter, junk. Wipe down the entire desk/table. 

* Brainstorm with a friend or fellow poet/writer. A fresh set of eyes can frequently see the very thing 
you need! 


