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Author’s Preface

THE INTENTION in this book is to examine and analyse the essential
nature of the phenomenon we call poetry; to seek an understanding of the
power this art form exerts over mind and heart; to comprehend 
its potency; and to explain its perennial ability to command the respect
of mankind. This examination will not attempt to explain away the inher-
ing mystery nor allow aesthetic quality to be diminished by the process
of literary analysis. I believe that sensitive observation may render the
veils of poetry transparent without assailing its eternal supremacy in 
the Arts. The poetic Muse was, is, and will remain, foremost among the
nine.

The sheer scale of the subject necessitates a certain compression in
presentation. Since all major extant poetry is freely accessible, and to 
alleviate constraints of space I have used as examples representative
extracts rather than complete poems. In quoting fragments of poetry,
often tantalizingly brief, the expectation is that their power cumulatively,
will convey an impression of poetry as a whole.

Gestalt, the German word meaning ‘form’, ‘pattern’, ‘configuration’,
connotes the integration of a series of detailed perceptions into a 
complete experience or meaningful wholeness – an entity which is more
than the sum of its parts. This book arose out of the certain knowledge
that such a gestalt must exist as an emanation from poetry itself and that
answers to questions about poetry lie within poetry. In these pages poets
speak for themselves: poetry is its own voice. Where deductions are made
or inferences drawn, they often stem from the poetry itself or from the
actions and statements of poets.

The principal ideas constituting the foundation and coherence of art,
music, and literature are also found in poetry. But poetry, more often than
other forms of art, has been a vehicle for inspiration, in the sense that 
it surpasses old ways of seeing, hearing, thinking, and reacting. Poetry
continues to be pre-eminent in evaluating and articulating the riches of
the human spirit.

Just as in painting and sculpture, there is fine and gross, successful and
unsuccessful, so it is with poetry. Since appreciation of any form of art
arises in the mind and breast of the beholder, general taste and prefer-
ence are subject to change. Nevertheless, the works of master poets have
enjoyed a consistently high evaluation and have transcended cultural
boundaries. If we examine the structure and development of poetry, its
mysterious essential ‘quality’, though difficult to define, gradually
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declares itself. The flow and turn of the lines draw the perceptive reader
unerringly towards the essential meaning behind the spoken word, to the
silence beyond sound. The best verse exemplifies the principle, ‘Less is
more’. Where there is understatement or omission, it is the more signif-
icant for having occurred in the context of poetry. Poetry formulates truth
without recourse to religion or philosophy. To say it ‘awakens the soul’ is
another description of its power to remind us that our innate knowledge
is more trustworthy than any imposed external dogma or received moral-
ity. Poetry ‘works’ because it acknowledges the universality of human 
psychology; it unites emotion with reason and tempers imagination with
understanding. In the work of the master poets, individuality is usually
presented in the context of universality. For expressing spiritual freedom,
beauty and love, poetry is the perfect vehicle. As an art form it is of its
time but timeless: it is now, but it expresses eternity.

The work of certain writers reveals competence of such a high order
that during the qualitative survey in this volume, ten poets seem natur-
ally to have merited the description master poet. The master poet is a
gentle guide who leads us by an extension of our own understanding;
who by his ‘absence of ego’ reveals the manifest presence of the ‘univer-
sal Self ’. In his hands poetry is a direct pointing to reality. Shakespeare
wrote:

And, since you know you cannot see yourself
So well as by reflection, I, your glass,
Will modestly discover to yourself
That of yourself which you yet know not of.

Julius Caesar, Act I, Scene ii

The essential self is manifested at the expense of the personality and,
as though to demonstrate this, Shakespeare seems almost transparent. 
As the subjective shadow cast by individuality diminishes, the objective
reality is accorded more of its own radiance. Master poets cast no shadow;
they do not stand in the light.
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Introduction

Maturing as a poet means maturing as the whole man.
W.B. Yeats

THE FINEST POETRY is consonant with wisdom, and by means of this
universal language the poet speaks for the human race. With character-
istic certitude Emerson defined the role of the poet: ‘He stands among
partial men for the complete man.’ Poetry, like language, develops with
the civilization from which it springs and of which it is a central part.
Embodied in poetry is the influence of each successive culture from
which it drew its inspiration and to which it gave expression. The un-
broken stream of poetry carries resonances of the growth and decay of
civilizations, the vicissitudes of wars, the effects of migrations and 
trading, the influences of religious belief. It expresses the aspirations 
and disappointments of the human race. As an art form, the phenom-
enon of poetry has developed in concert with the progress of mankind
and, in early societies, we see the beginnings of poetry.

The remains of the earliest human beings, unearthed in Java, China
and elsewhere, are thought to be at least half a million years old. Although
Palaeolithic cave art demonstrates the superb skills of the early artists 
who decorated the walls of their rock shelters and caves, the culture had
not yet invented writing. The span of time from that remote era to about
5000 BC is, therefore, usually referred to as prehistoric, or preliterate.

Early Civilization
Poetry had its beginnings in the East with four gifted races, each with a
distinguished culture, who flourished more than 4,000 years ago. The
Hamitic people founded an empire in Egypt under great dynasties of kings;
accounts of their deeds have come down to us in hieroglyphic inscrip-
tions. The Semitic race which conquered Chaldea, uniting Sumer and
Akkad, left records of their civilization on tablets of cuneiform inscrip-
tions. The Turanian race founded a vast kingdom in China, where they
evolved a sophisticated system of art, and a highly articulate literature.
The Aryans were a pastoral expansionist people who flourished in India,
with a fully developed language and a tradition of highly talented bards.
(see Chapter 11 – India, p.235).

It was along the banks of rivers that the first civilizations were 
found: Mesopotamia straddled the Tigris and the Euphrates; Egypt
stretched along the Nile; India arose along the Indus and the Ganges; and
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China expanded eastwards from the region of the Wei and the Hwang
Ho.

The lower areas of land enclosed by the Tigris and Euphrates rivers –
in what is now Iraq – were known in ancient times both as Babylonia and
Mesopotamia (from the Greek, meaning ‘between rivers’). The delta of
this river system was called Sumer.

If the skill of writing and the advent of the city reveal the emergence
of civilization, then the people of Sumer deserve the credit for having
created the first civilization in world history. It was the Sumerians, 
speaking a non-Semitic language, who are credited with evolving the
cuneiform system of writing and the earliest significant poetry. They are
also considered to have invented wheeled vehicles and the plough. Writ-
ing leaves a record of poetry enabling later generations to appreciate both
the extant poems and their preceding oral tradition.

The discovery in Egypt of cylinder seals similar in shape to those used
in Sumer attests to contact between these two areas towards the end of
the fourth millennium BC. There is a strong possibility that the
Mesopotamian and Egyptian systems of writing were related.

The Beginnings of Western Culture
With a clear indebtedness to the Egyptians and Mesopotamians, the
inhabitants of Crete, Troy, and Mycenae created a wealthy, sophisticated
commercial culture. But in 1250 BC the Mycenaeans went to war against
the Trojans, their power collapsed and the Aegean World was plunged
into the so-called Dark Age. Then, around the 10th century BC a hist-
oric change occurred in this region; the Bronze Age gave way to the Iron
Age throughout the Mediterranean area. In what we now call Greece, a
culture arose which was to form the foundation of Western Civilization.
By the 5th century BC, its accomplishments were such that subsequently
this period has been regarded as one of the great eras of human achieve-
ment. Significantly, at this time in India, Buddhism was developing into
a major spiritual and cultural force.

Poetry in Ancient Greece
During the first 300 years of the Iron Age, the epic poems known as the
Iliad and the Odyssey were composed. Because these works deal with
heroic themes, the early Iron Age has also been called the Heroic Age. As
the years passed, Greek myth and religion became a mixture of folk-tales,
primitive customs and traditional rituals that arose during the Heroic Age
but, at the time, had not been structured into a coherent system. This
task was undertaken by the poet Hesiod. The Greek people had always
turned to their deities for explanations of natural phenomena and for an
understanding of those psychological characteristics that they had come
to recognize as part of themselves. But questions of social morality
required human rather than divine solutions. For this, the Greeks looked
to art and literature, rather than to prayer, for guidance and instruction.
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Within this context, the vast scale of the poet’s work is succinctly
expressed in the celebrated remark: ‘Homer gave the Greeks their heroes;
Hesiod their gods.’ It seems clear that, by quality of imagination and
nobility of purpose, these men of genius defined the identity of a civiliz-
ation. Their influence on ancient literature (prose as well as poetry) was
persistent and profound. Epics by bardic poets depicted the exploits of
warriors and heroes in long poems embodying a blend of history and 
legend. In the Heroic Age, especially in times of war, these poets helped
to cultivate a sense of tribal identity and national pride; in periods of peace
they extolled the virtues of farming and artisan craftsmanship.

The history of humanity is graced by the presence of the Greeks, the
first people to be conscious of man’s powers and his potential. They con-
fronted the old world with reason and were aware of the ever-present
mysterious and ineffable. We who are their descendants exult in their
ascendancy and are mindful of our debt to them.

European Poetry and its Perspective
Centuries later, poetry in Europe during the Middle Ages reflects a turn
away from activity in the outer physical world to an inner realm of 
dream, vision, and speculation. The visionary poet, writing in allegory (see
Glossary), deals with the origins and ends of things and with punishments
and rewards. Divine intervention and displeasure are no longer wreaking
havoc and indulgence of whim upon hapless victims of ‘Fate’. With the
development of Christianity, men are held to be responsible for their sin-
ful behaviour and they develop a sense of guilt. Rewards and punishments
are set out like a tariff in allegorical descriptions which chart the journey
of the soul.

Humanism Enters Poetry
With the Renaissance, poetry expresses and celebrates the arrival and
development of humanism (see Glossary). This leads later to an explor-
ation of human psychology, so ably presented by Shakespeare in his 
sonnets and his use of soliloquy in the great plays. From this important
precursor, there developed the more tenuous spiritual psychology of 
W.B. Yeats and T.S. Eliot.

Searching for Beginnings
The unfolding of poetry, this most careful art, began in the Ancient
World. Poetry, like existence itself, is an ever-present force in human 
civilization. Time, man’s measure of elapsed existence, is just one dimen-
sion of poetry’s development. With the perspective of chronology we can
look into the past for significant early examples of the poet’s art.

Introduction xvii



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


