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CH IlIH~r N's BOOK lH- VII·W 

Play In Earnt:!st 

Anytimp. 1 c0nt.emplate doing <inything \<l'ith poetry with you ng 
r.t:!dde r s (o r any age redder) o r mak ing suggestions to others about 
how to ap p r oach poetry with young people , 1 become aware o f how mu ch 
I am conditio ned by dnd under the influence of the poet Robert Fros t 
"'nd the poet J ohn Ciard i , who wa s ve ry much under t he inf luence of 
Rohe rt Frost . 

They s tres~erl tha t the very yaun9 ar~ the natural aud i e nce for 
p0et ry . Robert Fr ost saio .a chi 10. o f two o r three has a gift the 
poets ~nvy , usinq wo r ds and sounds in ways we ' ve never s een o r he ard 
hefo r e . The c hild and the poet hath c r eate sounds , patte rns , images 
which captur p.: and conve y somethi ng- - Fr os t ' s "momentdry s tay . " Young 
peop le o f all ages s hould have the p le a3u re of poetry , and the play . 
Roher t Fros t s~iri , " Ey.cF!pt 'Iou ente r. poe try as ., chi ld you ran ' t 
r 02 .Jlly enjoy , app r eciate , and understand poe tr y ." If the individual 
does no t en t e r as a ch i lrl , he has to become as a lit tle chi l d a gain 
t o fi nd his way into poet ry , o r mi ss the wonderful world waiti ng fo r 
h im . Be may need to play wi th poe try in ways that wi 11 he 1p the 
~'oung reade r become t ha t ch ilrl again . 

Sometim~s we a re in s u c h a hurr y to get them to t he grf:!at 
IJoet ry o r Ea r them t o be ab l e to sa y wha t the poem means that we 
fo r'Jet t o let and he lp young f.hlr"'lple ".!:xperience the p1eilsu r e and have 
the iJlaYi wpo l o se them as an auoience Ea r poetr y and they l ose t hat 
..... onrte rful world of insight and del i ght . Frost o ft e n r emi nded us 
t ~lat " Happy i s the Plan who enters poe try witho ut having to s tud y i t . 
It comes pretty hard o n poetry t hat which it ,",as t o bear in t he 
t~ac~ hg process . I r emember his c;dyin g students should s tdrt with 
t he poetry and then tu rn to the poet whe n they were int~ rest.ed 

t:!n() Hgh and wanted to know more fo r insigh t into the poems . He sdid 
we s!lOu ldn ' t memoc i ze on pu rpos e , but <;hou I n ca r e enou gh abQut the 
noetry that some of it clings to us . 

If they start young e x perienc i nq the patterns , tl-!e rhymes , the 
c;()urlds , the i;na~es , the joy- - they become poett-y r eaders who ~ome 

ji'.tay from the poems · .... ith a wholp ness o f the cXjler i ence without 
f ee l ing they are putting the poems un t he operatiny- tahle , which 
Frost. s a irl h~ woul d ne 'Jer do . It ' 5 hest to teac'1 roet ry to them 
witho ut their knowi:1g we ,H e doi ng i. t . Th ey "'xp~riE"nce the 
" pleas llre o f taki ng pains ," both those the poet took and tllo'3e the"! 
.1re tak i ng . J oh n Ciardi r':!minds us that ~very yaMe eve r- irwented 
wa s ,1 wa y of ,na k i ng sonet!l ing hcl rd for the fun r)f it . 1'ha t goes fo r 
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the poet and the reader of the poetry . Yes, it is a game , but the 
game is all there is . It ' s play in earnest . 

I had the privilege to be literally in Robert F'rost ' s audience 
a number of times , to hear him read his poetry and talk about 
poetry . He said he always wrote for a listening audience that was a 
blend of all the interesting people he had ever known . Sound was 
important to him. He insisted the ear is the only true writer or 
reader; that the sentence will often say more than the words; the 
words exist in mouths , not in books ; that the sentence is a sound 
itself on wh ich other words and sounds may be strung ; that we> should 
pay attention to the hearing imagination ; that the sound of every 
word does something to the other words ; that silences are part of 
the sound too . I' ve heard him say how proud he was of the silences 
in some of his poems , that we should listen for them . When I play 
with poetry and students I try to help them listen , to hear the 
sounds and silences. 

When I ' m playing with poetry with students I ' m concerned about 
how much to do with poems , about the right balance in finding , as 
J ohn Ciardi expresses it , " How does a poem mean ." I hear Frost 
saying he wouldn ' t want t o do anything with poetry that would enrage 
the muses . That leaves write , print , read , enjoy , remember . I hear 
his telling us not to chew a poem for an evening ' s pleasure , but to 
touch it . Rather than ask young readers what a poem means , Frost 
would have us to ask what experiences they have had with the poem or 
what the poem has helped them to experience . Poets are 
indirectionists i we shouldn ' t try to pin the poetry down to 
something too direct . 

As we play with poetry with young readers we should help them 
to be careful readers of the poems , to read the poem t hat is there . 
But we shoul d al l ow room for individual ideas . Robert Frost also 
said that the poet is entitled to everythi ng the reader can find in 
the poem . He even admitted, " I have been amused by meanings that 
people give t o my poems . You can read it many times and it becomes 
different to you ." I ' ve heard him respond to another ' s reading of a 
poem with , "I' ve never thought o f that before , but it ' s t he re . Of 
course it is . That ' s good ." He warns "There is great danger that 
your mind will get too busy over a poem . You don I t have t o get busy 
a s all . Just let it alone . On the whole it ' s kind of fun ." Let ' s 
have fun with poetry and the young readers who are experiencing it. 
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