
Poetry Today 
 
Richard: I'm going to start by reading what an American poet, Dana Gioia, has said about 
the position of poetry, and of poets, in contemporary America. "American...." That's what 
he says.  
 
John: Well, that was rather sad in a way, what he's saying is that poets no longer count. 
 
Lindis: Or, they only count for a small minority of the population. 
 
John: Yeah. 
 
Richard: The funny thing is, when people get together for a party, a confirmation, a 
funeral, whatever it might be, they often turn to poetry to express their thoughts. 
 
John: This is true.  
 
Richard: Sometimes they write it themselves, but as often as not, they take a poet they 
know people like, and read a poem they feel is fitting. Which seems to me, to go against 
what this poet says. 
 
Lindis: I think the vast majority of people never read a poem outside of school. 
 
Richard: Um-hum. 
 
John: Yet, it is a fantastic form of expression. Much better than most of the other medias 
we have today like novels, short stories, etc. Because it's... You don't get... any other place 
do you get the development of one key idea as clearly and succinctly as you do in a 
poem.  
 
Richard: And of course, poetry is in place in for example rap songs, and in many other 
types of song you have what is essentially a poem. 
 
Lindis: That's true. 
 
John: My favorite definition of a poem, which I keep giving all the the time, but still is "a 
poem is a mirror walking down the street."  
 
Richard: A mirror walking down the street? 
 
John: A mirror walking down the street, yeah, reflecting life. Now, let's read a poem. 
Lindis, you've got a poem for us there haven't you? 
 
Lindis: Yes, I've got a wonderful poem called "Forgetfulness" by Billy Collins, and it 
goes like this: "The....." 
 



Richard: Yes, interesting, I mean, in a sense it's a list that... some of the  stanzas here are 
kind of lists of things that happen when you become forgetful, and he has these wonderful 
images going through it of things you forget. 
 
John: Yes, this "floating down a mythological river  whosename begins with an L." 
That's as far as you can recall. 
 
Lindis: As well as being quite humorous and sad, it's actually quite aqurate about the 
process of aging, and how you mental powers start declining, I think. 
 
Richard: And, you do sort of think, you look something up, just to kind of prove to 
everybody, including yourself, that you haven't really forgotten it, and while you're 
looking up A you forget B, and in the end he becomes very poetic and very lyrical, of 
course; "The love poem that you used to know by heart." 
 
Lindis: That's actually terribly sad, because in a way you're actually forgetting what love 
is as well. 
 
Richard: Suggests that, doesn't it? That a lot of the qualities and values of life itself are 
thinning out and slipping away. Do you have a favorite poet John? 
 
John: Well, my favorite poet is William Blake, who's from the Romantic period in the  
late seventeen hundreds, eighteen hundreds... Early eighteen hundreds in England, yeah.  
 
Richard: Do you read him often? 
 
John: Yeah, I do, I do read him quite often. I'll take a... Go back to his works The Songs 
of Innocence and Songs of Experience, and he is somebody to read who gives you 
strength, because of what he says about life and the unfairness of life. It's quite an 
interesting poet, still to this day. Yeah, Lindis, what about you? 
 
Lindis: I don't really have a favorite poet, and in fact, I could say I was force fed poetry at 
school, which put me off for a long time, Shakespeare's Sonnets, and so on, and I think 
perhaps I'm only now returning to poetry, and starting to appreciate it, and I'm probably 
dipping into modern poets more than anything else. 
 
John: I feel your pain Lindis, from your early school days. When I first was introduced to 
poetry we had to do something that in the old days was called scansion. Which is where 
you scan the lines. 
 
Lindis: Yeah, I've done that. 
 
John: You point out every syllable, unstressed and stressed, and count the syllables... 
 
Lindis: You kill the poem. 
 



John: You kill the poem, and of course, the poet doesn't want you to do that, he's turning 
in his grave, or she is turning in her grave. Analyzing a poem, of course, you want to get 
the idea of what the poem's trying to tell you.    


