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the average person and reveals that understanding in poetry. To Emerson, a true poet is not just 

agile with words and form- to such a person he affords only the term "lyrist" - but also must 

announce " that which no man foretold" (322). In this way, the poet performs a spiritual 

function: his poetry "will draw all men sooner or later" because they "stand in need of 

expression" that only the poet can give (320). 

In the poets I have chosen, I find such a connection to the spiritual and a sense of 

something deeper afoot beyond the meaning of the images themselves. For Stevens and Merwin, 

it appears to rise out of the need to speak for themselves, to create order in the void left by the 

loss of Christianity from their lives. For Plath, too, there seems to be a need to create order 

amidst psychological trauma (like that caused by the death of her Father) and to sound the 

troubled depths of emotion. Plath's mother remarked that the young poet worked out her rage 

and other emotions through writing (Wagner-Martin 10). But her poetry moves beyond the 

confessional as she strives to speak for her generation, particularly the women of her generation, 

and to name and order their experience. Similarly , Forche seeks meaning in the seemingly 

chaotic moments in history and our everyday lives. She finds meaning in kinship - with the 

connection of the individual to the social-and uses it as a guiding principle in her poetry. Her 

belief that poetry can truly make a difference in the world echoes Emerson's belief in the power 

of the poet and extends the Romantic idea of the poet as a prophet. In my own Ars Poetica, I 

would not privilege the knowledge or experience of the poet quite as much as Emerson, but the 

most powerful poetry, as these poets show, reveals something about oneself and life that has 

perhaps been felt before but has not been expressed in words- or, as Emerson says, "all men live 

by truth and stand in need of expression," and the poet, through dedication to the exploration of 

life and words, can give that expression. I seek this kind of expression in my poetry, with 
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varying degrees of success, and sometimes write poems with the intent to explore emotions or 

events that I cannot otherwise explain. 

Though these poets may at first seem somewhat dissimilar in style and movement , they 

share, with the probable exception ofForche, the possession of unique, idiosyncratic styles that 

defy placement within any one poetic movement. Stevens has been called the most romantic of 

the high Modernists (Gioia, Mason and Schoerke 29), and, alternatively, a "lyric modernist" 

(Beach 49). Both texts acknowledge the apparent incongruity in these labels. But both also 

recognize that, while Stevens shared much with the lmagists and wrote in the time of high 

Modernism, he owed much to the Romantics and American transcendentalists like Emerson. 

Similarly, according to Cheri Davis, Merwin pursues his own idiosyncratic path . She connects 

him with Surrealism or the Deep Imagists, but does not feel these movements adequately 

describe his poetry. For example, she claims that he is more spiritual or down to earth than the 

Deep Imagists (Davis 19). Plath has often been placed in the confessional school of poetry. 

However, Ted Hughes and other critics have argued that she creates personae and draws on 

myth, including her own set of archetypes, mythic symbols, and imagery so as to transcend the 

confessional nature of her poetry . While Forche is commonly labeled a political poet, her 

writing style has undergone significant changes over the years, and she argues for the term 

"poetry of witness." Though these poets have been difficult for critics to place firmly in any one 

school, they all emphasize the three elements I have mentioned-musicality, strong images, and 

a depth of meaning approaching the spiritual - the elements that have provided inspiration for 

my own work. 
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Wallace Stevens 

Stevens' poetry has a strong musical quality that engages the reader and enriches the 

meaning of his poems. His poem, "Autumn Refrain," is a good example of his mastery of sound. 

In this poem, Stevens' adept use of sound complements the tone of the poem. He uses repetition 

and alliteration throughout the poem to drive it forward. "[S]kreak and skritter" and, later, 

"skreaking and skrittering residuum" reinforce the busy noise of evening (11. 1, 10). While the 

alliterat ion ties the words together, making them not only fun to say but also pleasant to hear, the 

repetition of the plosive k as well as the use of the high frequency ee and relatively high r, sounds 

associated with excitement or energy, create a noisy and busy, rather than smooth or flowing, 

tone in the poem. On the other hand, when referring to the sound of the nightingale in the post­

evening stillness, Stevens repeats more fluid consonants, nasal m and n, and the lower frequency 

vowels oo and a, which are associated with slowness or sluggishness (Nims and Mason 157), so 

that the overall effect is quiet and fluid: 

... the moon and moon, 

The yellow moon of words about the nightingale 

In measureless measures, not a bird for me 

But the name of a bird and the name of a nameless air 

I have never-shall never hear. .. (11.3-7) 

Furthermore, the repetition of the oo vowel, a lower, darker sound, emphasizes the eeriness of 

the "desolate sound" of the nightingale (1.14). 

Stevens' use of language has influenced my poetry in that, after reading his work, what I 

most desire to develop in my own is the fusion of sound and meaning, an appropriate musicality. 

I struggle with how to accomplish this fusion and many of my poems clearly lack the musical 
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