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❑ Rhythm

❑ Compression

❑ Imagery

❑ Plays On Sound



❑ These create emotional intensity.

❑ They rely on instinctive responses, not logic.

❑ Prose was invented to explain.

❑ Like song, poetry was invented to stir feeling. 



you fit into me

like a hook into an eye

a fish hook

an open eye

Margaret Atwood



 Atwood creates intensity via stripped down language.

 Poem focuses on one image – at first romantic, then 
slightly disturbing but about clothing.

 Last 2 lines stress sexual violence/vulnerability.

 The images reinforce each other, pull together.

 Rhythm is created through repetition of a/an.

 Contrasting sounds evoke what’s being described: the 
sharp ‘k’ of ‘hook’ versus the softness of ‘eye’.



the mississippi river empties into the gulf

and the gulf enters the sea and so forth,
none of them emptying anything,
all of them carrying yesterday
forever on their white tipped backs,
all of them dragging forward tomorrow.
it is the great circulation
of the earth's body, like the blood
of the gods, this river in which the past
is always flowing. every water
is the same water coming round.
everyday someone is standing on the edge
of this river, staring into time,
whispering mistakenly:
only here. only now.

Lucille Clifton



 Clifton’s form is fluid: sentences flow over line breaks.

 The title flows into the first line.

 Lack of capitals makes words more equal.

 ‘White-tipped backs’ evokes both waves but also 
history coming from pens of white writers.

 Mississippi’s economy was built on slavery.

 Again, the images reinforce each other, creating focus 
and intensity. The metaphors don’t compete.



 This collection of poems of mine 
focuses on vulnerability.

 It won the 2020 Hawthornden 
prize for literature and was 
shortlisted for the Costa.

 I had to explore emotions in ways 
that would grab a reader who 
doesn’t know me.

 Freewriting helped me to create 
vivid, unusual images plus 
energetic phrases.



 Write/type faster than normal.

 Access the creativity of your unconscious.

 Generate phrases/images not a finished piece. 

 Set topic.

 Use before you begin or to help fix problems.





 Short, indented stanzas create 
visual excitement and movement.

 Unusual images create manic 
energy of both being in love and 
experiencing anxiety.

 Repeated stationery images create 
cohesion.

 Details that slowed things down  
e.g. surplus adjectives = taken out.

 Expected words were replaced and 
verbs upgraded to dramatic ones.

 The last line’s ‘step’ became ‘jump’.



 I drew primarily on phrasing from a freewrite.

 I added both observations of street life in 
Brighton and surreal images I’d had knocking 
around in my notebook for a while.

 When a poem doesn’t work, I often extract 
promising phrases and images and keep them 
in my notebook to see if they might work 
elsewhere.



● Keep your hand moving. Don’t pause to reread.

● Don’t cross out. That is editing as you write. 

● Don’t worry about spelling, punctuation, grammar.

● Lose control. Go wild. Don’t think or get logical. 

● Go for the jugular. Burn through to first thoughts.



 Choose a colour that inspires strong feelings.

 It will be your set topic.

 Freewrite on memories, impressions & sensory detail.

 Remember you’re generating phrases & images not a 
finished piece.



 Re-read your freewrite, underlining the 
phrases or images with the most energy.

 Use a few to form the seed of a short poem.

 Would any make a good beginning/end?

 Linked phrases/images create structure.









 Learn the effects of different approaches to the 
line, stanza, image and phrase.

 Seek out regularly work by writers who are 
unfamiliar to you.

 Each summer I locate work by 15-20 poets I’ve 
never taught on before (usually 5 poems each).

 Typing up their poems makes me pay close 
attention to the impact of particular technical 
and structural features.






