WRITING BETTER POEMS: SOME RULES OF THUMB

FACTS
Answer the reporter’s six basic questions: Who? What? When? Where? Why? How?
EVOCATIVE DETAILS

Put readers into a setting.
Bring figures to life.

LANGUAGE

Show, don’t tell.

Use precise nouns and dynamic verbs.

Choose the stronger verb of two.

Change passive verbs to active.

Stick to simple verb tenses.

Cut prosy links.

Avoid clichés.

Modernize your language.

Avoid trendy poetic diction.

Write organically, to create a single, harmonious, balanced whole.

POINT OF VIEW

Establish a physical point of view.
Clarify the emotional point of view.

SEQUENCE

Open with care.

Triple-check first lines.

Put details in a logical order.

Signal important shifts with stanza breaks.

SHAPE

Give the poem a pattern.
Keep it simple.



LEAPS
Take chances.
MOVEMENT

Get to the heart of the action.
Avoid “of the” constructions.
Avoid expletive constructions.

RHYTHM

Match poem speed to mood.
Match metre to meaning.
Modulate free verse.

Hesitiate or roll with line breaks.
Break lines on key words.
Enjamb for a reason.

Swing up and down.

SOUND DEVICES

Paint with consonant and vowel sounds.
Echo meaning, intensify mood.

RHYME

Rhyme with substance.

Vary free verse.

Create closure with “masculine” rhyme.
Tone down with slant rhyme.

Linger with “feminine” rhyme.

Use polysyllabic rhyme for humorous verse.
Harmonize with internal rhyme.

VISION

Give value; avoid navel-gazing.
Find inspiration: be a voracious reader and restless explorer.

ENDINGS



Complete the poem ( i.e. don’t just peter out; make the ending count in some appropriate
way ).

TITLES

Open the front door (i.e. don’t just use a generic label )
Think of talking heads.
Entice and intrigue the reader.
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