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Here is Derek Adams, replying to Simon Haines' thoughts on ‘What makes a good
modern poem?’ in a Bagatelle issue 61 (17.07.22)

In defence of ‘Modern’ poetry –
a reply to Simon Haines' piece in Bagatelle:

"Poets are... the words which express what they
understand not; the trumpets which sing to battle,
and feel not what they inspire; the influence, which is
moved not, but moves. Poets are the unacknowledged
legislators of the world." Percy Bysshe Shelley
(In Defence of Poetry, 1821.)
I understand Simon Haines’ frustration with
finding the meaning in some poetry. I suffer
from it myself sometimes. However, I do not
think that it is necessarily because the poetry is
‘modern’; indeed as Simon says, “there are a lot
of poets I do enjoy and understand”. I think the
problem is with the nature of poetry itself; after
all, if you wanted to write something
straightforward and easy to understand, you
would use prose. We choose poetry simply
because we want to elevate a moment, an
emotion, an idea, an observation above the
everyday, and we do that by using language
differently than we would do normally. Using
“the best words in their best order”, as
Coleridge put it.
When Simon refers to ‘modern’ poetry, I
wonder, does he mean poetry written today or
in the last ten years? Or would ‘modern’ poetry
include someone like Geoffrey Hill (“one of the
greatest poets of his generation writing in

English, and one of the most important poets of
the 20th century” Poetry Foundation)whose King
Logwas written some 55 years ago and is
notoriously obscure. Does ‘modern’ poetry
include T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land (published in
1922), which I find difficult and, to be honest, it
doesn’t appeal to me enough to put the effort in
to try to understand its meaning. Gerard
Manley Hopkins (now considered to be one of
the greatest poets of the Victorian era), whose
poetry I find neither easy to read nor straight-
forward and, though they rhyme and scan
beautifully, at the time he wrote them many of
his poems were too ‘modern’ to be accepted for
publication.
Should we be looking for meaning in poetry
anyway? T. S. Eliot states that “... genuine
poetry can communicate before it is
understood”. Poetry is an art form. Does it
require meaning? When we listen to music, we
enjoy the tune but do we look for the meaning
in it? When we look at a painting or sculpture
or photograph, do we enjoy the image that the
artist has created, or do we struggle to work out
what it means? If we attempt to work out what
a piece of art means, do we have any idea if
what we read into it has anything to do with
what the artist intended? I enjoy reading
surrealist poetry, the whole point of which is to
bring forth images from the subconscious which
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defy logic and meaning. The surrealist poet and
artist Roland Penrose, whenever asked the
meaning of one of his pieces, would always
reply with the question “What do you think it is
about?”
We often see the argument, mostly from non-
poets, of ‘modern’ poetry not being poetry
because it doesn’t rhyme. I have friends who
consider PamAyres a great poet, whereas I
would say that what she writes are simply
comic monologues with end rhymes. Rhyme is
itself a relatively modern element in English
poetry i.e., from Chaucer onwards. Before that,
Anglo-Saxons almost always applied
alliteration. Rhyme really comes to prominence
with the courtly poets of the Tudors, heavily
influenced by the latest European rhyming
forms such as the Sonnet, Villanelle and

Rondeau, etc., though by 1674, John Milton
(arguably our greatest poet) wrote of the
“modern bondage of Rhimeing” in his
introduction to ‘Paradise Lost’ (his epic work in
blank verse), stating “Rhime being no necessary
Adjunct or true Ornament of Poem or good
Verse” and that “… Poets of prime note have
rejected Rhime both in longer and shorter
Works, as have also long since our best English
Tragedies, as a thing of itself, to all judicious
ears, triveal, and of no true musical delight;
which consists only in apt Numbers, fit quantity
of Syllables, and the sense variously drawn out
from one Verse into another, not in the jingling
sound of like endings…”. It seems rhyme has
been going in and out of fashion ever since!

Derek Adams


