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I have some theories about how poems work, and they’re not so much my theories as re-tellings 
of the thoughts of so many great thinkers and writers who have been studying and 
writing poems since long before any of us were born. 
  
Mary Ruefle, in her essay “Madness, Rack, and Honey,” states: 
  

“I am at once struck by what a perfect example the poem is regarding metaphor as 
event.  Metaphor as time, the time it takes for an exchange of energy to occur. Metaphor 
is not, and has never been, a mere literary term. It is an event. A poem must rival a 
physical experience and metaphor is, simply, an exchange of energy between two 
things. If you believe that metaphor is an event, and not just a literary term denoting 
comparison, then you must conclude that a certain philosophy arises: the philosophy that 
everything in the world is connected.  

  
Wow. Lots to talk about here. First of all, metaphor as event, rather than simple 
comparison. What this amounts to is a leap of faith on the reader’s part to acknowledge that all 
good poems are doing something, and that whenever something is done, whenever 
something happens…well, we call that an event.  
  
You’ll notice I turned energy into matter there, I took an action verb, “to happen,” and turned it 
into the noun, “event.”  That’s like taking a beam of light and freezing it, whether you think 
that’s a good thing or a bad thing. Maybe you want to give this beam of light as a gift to 
someone. Maybe you just want to take a closer look at it.  Who cares. The important thing is that 
a poem is an event, an “exchange of energy between two things,” in which that energy is 
captured using language in such a way that the reader can pick it up and turn it over in her hands, 
like a frozen beam of light.  
  
This simile (a type of metaphor) “like a frozen beam of light” is meant to explain that all sorts of 
energy is being exchanged between us at all times (right now in this room, it’s happening…I’m 
speaking, you’re listening, some of us make eye contact, someone coughs, the rest of us 
hear…we’re all just masses of energy and reaction), but the difference between an exchange of 
energy in a room and the exchange of energy in a poem is that the energy in the poem is so 
deliberate and intentional that it appears to us in tangible form, like breath made visible on a 
frosty morning—like an idea, a feeling captured and painted onto a blank page using symbols. 
  
The other important thing we need to think about is the consequences of metaphor as event, the 
philosophy, as Mary Ruefle puts it, “that everything in the world is connected.” Now, this phrase 
is a bit problematic in that it immediately evokes “capital-S Spiritual” feelings, like the things 
you’re meant to feel when you participate in Religion, which is why I think Robert Frost’s 
thoughts on “connection” are probably more suited to the point I’m trying to get across. 
  
In his short essay, “The Figure a Poem Makes,” Frost states: 
  



No tears in the writer, no tears in the reader. No surprise for the writer, no surprise for the 
reader. For me the initial delight [in reading a poem] is in the surprise of remembering 
something I didn't know I knew. I am in a place, in a situation, as if I had materialized 
from cloud or risen out of the ground. There is a glad recognition of the long lost and the 
rest follows. 

  
What he means is that, in order to write successful poems, we must enact in others the feelings 
(or energy) that we ourselves have experienced. So, if I want to write a poem that expresses how 
joyous or miserable I am at this very moment, my job is to somehow leap into the reader’s body 
and make him feel my joy or my misery, not just tell him about it. “About” is another way of 
saying “around,” and so every time we “tell” someone “about” something, we’re really talking 
“around” the point, which is the absolute worst way to get a reader to feel something 
genuine. Thus, we have the famous Golden Rule of Creative Writing:  
 
Show, don’t tell. 
  
When my friend Sarah read this interpretation of the Frost passage, she got angry. She said, Eric, 
that’s NOT what he’s saying. “No tears in the writer, no tears in the reader,” means that if 
a poet wants a reader to have a genuine emotion when reading a poem, then he or she 
must feel it during the process of constructing the poem.  It’s a passage about being true and 
present in the moment of composition, not about “Show, don’t tell.” And of course, she’s 
right. That’s exactly what Frost is saying.  
  
However, the thing we can overlook in our rush to interpret this passage correctly is that Frost, 
one of the greatest poets of the twentieth century, was operating under the assumption that some 
sort of energy and matter is being transferred between a writer and a reader. This assumption is 
what permits the parallel structure: (no)                 in the writer, (no)                 in the reader. In 
fact, he argues that the successful transfer of that mental energy actually has the power 
to transport him to a different place or situation. The transfer is the process, and the transport is 
the successful end result.         
  
The hard part about this “transfer” of material from writer to reader, though, is that it’s also an 
act of translation. It’s a poet taking a thought or experience stored in her or his own mind and 
implanting that experience in the mind of the reader via the medium of the written page. Those 
thoughts and feelings have to be converted into a bunch of squiggly symbols, which the reader 
must then re-translate into thoughts and emotions.  
  
If poetry was a science, then we would all have USB ports in our brains, through which we might 
access the material and experiences of others. It would just be a matter of plugging in. But the 
possibility of miscommunication, the static-stricken distance through which one human voice 
must travel to reach another, is one of the obstacles that makes a successful poem so exhilarating 
to read, like a sort of triumph.     
  
And that’s the power of metaphor. You see, we’re all walking around with a whole collection of 
very different experiences stored in our brains. My experiences are different from yours, and 
yours are different from the experiences of everyone sitting in this room. These disparities in 



mental material are huge obstacles to successful communication, and yet many of us can derive 
very similar reactions to a great poem. We all bring very different material to the table, but when 
the poem enters our minds as a metaphor, it arranges those disparate materials in such a way that 
we understand one another not as a result of shared content, but by means of a 
shared vibration—the energy of the poem. 
  
One of the central complaints of intro workshop students is that poetry is “subjective” and that, 
as a result, it’s impossible to evaluate or grade fairly. “It’s all a matter of taste,” they say, “so 
my poem deserves an A.” The nuance that people who make this argument almost universally 
overlook is the aforementioned distinction between content and metaphoric action. If poetry was 
the transfer of actual content between a writer and a reader, then of course all grading would be 
subjective; it would be all about whether the person evaluating the poem was satisfied by its 
content. However, since what makes a good poem is the success of its metaphoric action, its 
ability to communicate despite differences in mental materials, it’s actually rather easy to 
evaluate poems. All one needs to do is identify if and where the action of the poem seems 
clunky, confusing, or inauthentic, determine why, and then explore ways in which 
the poem might be written differently so that the reader might better achieve the sense of 
“transport” to which Frost refers.  
  
A more succinct way of saying all this might be to generalize that good poems activate in the 
reader a sense of the universal human experience by way of the individual experience expressed 
by the poet. They take what one person has seen or felt or thought and make it into something 
that everyone can see or feel or think to some extent. The better the reader can see, feel, or think 
the way the poet wants them to, the more successful the poem. 
  
Some people (and I am one of them) even argue that a poem can be successful if the reader 
derives from it something completely different than the writer intended, which would seem to 
validate the concerns of all those who say that poetry is too subjective to evaluate. However, it’s 
a bit ungracious to say that a poem can accomplish one thing and one thing only. Indeed, because 
mental materials vary to such a great degree between readers, a certain amount of difference 
between interpretations is inevitable. My experience reading “This is just to say” by William 
Carlos Williams will be slightly different from anyone else’s, and that experience will be 
different every single time I read the poem, since we are all constantly changing, never the same. 
  
So to those who take different readings of a single poem as evidence supporting the utter 
subjectivity of poetry and the futility of evaluation, I would simply like to emphasize the 
difference between teaching a reader what to think and teaching a reader how to think. Since no 
reader is going to think exactly the same thoughts as another reader, it’s not the goal of poetry to 
try and force such a thing to occur. On the other hand, a poem that teaches a reader how to think 
is something we can evaluate despite individual differences. The motion of a mind reacting to a 
certain poem can be compared to the movement of other minds set in motion by the same poem, 
despite any differences in shape, size, or materials.   
  
I’d like to conclude by speaking about a slightly different responsibility of a poet to a reader— 
the responsibility of the gift giver. Thinking about the fact that all poems are written with a 
reader in mind, that they are sent forth by one and received by another, it’s useful to think about 



each poem as a gift sent from a writer to a reader. This does not mean that all poems must be 
happy—sad poems can be gifts, too! What it does mean is that, like a good gift, a 
good poem should be two things: 1.) not shitty, and 2.) intentional. I draw this distinction 
because certain shitty (or mean, or disappointing) things can be intentional, and certain 
intentional things can be inadvertently shitty.  
  
Poems and gifts can be classified as shitty in any number of ways. They can be mean or actively 
insensitive (like re-gifting someone the exact gift that they purchased for you, or writing 
a poem containing unnecessary malice or bigotry). They can be thoughtless or inadequate (like 
calling your mom a week after her birthday, or writing a poem that fails to face up to the 
truth). But most well-meaning people are able to avoid giving gifts that are actively shitty in 
these ways. All it takes is a little time and basic consideration, and the very same principle can be 
applied to going out of one’s way to avoid writing shitty poems.    
  
What happens much more often, however, is that we’re rushed when it comes time to give a 
gift. It’s the day before the gift is required (or the poem is due to be workshopped), and we’re 
scurrying from one obligation to another, and what inevitably ends up happening is the biggest 
cop-out in the world of gift-giving: the gift card, or the Hallmark card with cash. This is not to 
say that cash and gift cards are bad gifts. Indeed, their usefulness is derived from the fact that 
they are almost infinitely exchangeable, and it is precisely this exchangeability that makes them 
impersonal gifts that lack intention. I’m not talking about the simple intention required to give a 
gift, I’m talking about the deep, personal thought required to select a physical (or intangible) 
gesture that somehow displays a type of knowledge or understanding between the giver and the 
receiver. The more intentional a gift, the more touching (though not necessarily practical) it is to 
the person who receives it. In like manner, the more intentional the poem, the more the reader 
can admire it as a thoughtfully-crafted piece of art.                  
  
As someone beginning to study and craft poems, perhaps the best way to be an intentional writer 
is to avoid cliché. The logic here is pretty simple: a cliché was at one point a very apt way of 
expressing a certain idea—so apt, in fact, that everyone used it over and over and 
over. Eventually, the phrase became so exchangeable with the idea it was designed to express 
that both the phrase and the idea became a bit more obscure, that is, less precise. For example, 
“son of a gun” now often refers to a despicable person, whereas it originally described a child 
born out of wedlock on the gun deck of a naval ship—in both cases, the phrase calls to mind “a 
bastard,” but you can see how both the original and essential meanings of the expression are 
obscured by centuries of indiscriminate use. 
  
Since we want our poems to be intentional, we must constantly strive to “say it fresh,” to avoid 
cliché. Just like a good gift shows a complex, dynamic, (and often caring) relationship between 
two or more people, a poem can demonstrate its quality by following suit and avoiding dead 
words and phrases that don’t get to the heart of what must be said. When we read a poem that’s 
loaded with cliché, we derive no nutrition. The clichés are like bland, empty carbs. However, 
when we read a poem that delights in language, that takes the time to assemble a group of words 
that pleases the reader in part due to how originally and deliberately they are arranged (a feeling 
that suggests the poem may have gone through multiple drafts), the mind is wholly revitalized 
and sustained, like a starving body receiving a rush of hearty nutrients. 



  
These general guidelines aren’t even the half, the quarter, or the tenth of it. There’s a lot more to 
learn and question when it comes to writing poetry. In fact, everything I’ve said here can and has 
been heavily disputed. You can write a poem that contains cliché; you can write a poem that 
contains more “telling” than “showing.” But the best way to learn how to begin writing 
good poems is to try and understand this basic set of principles before setting out to break 
them. If you establish a strong core understanding of what a poem is and does, then each time 
you successfully write against one or more of the principles I’ve described, the definition of what 
a poem can be will expand. This constant push to expand the definition of poetry is how the 
genre evolves. However, trying to defeat the limitations of the form without first understanding 
them will likely result in poor products and a good deal of frustration. 
 


