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Concrete Poetry

What is Concrete Poetry? 

Concrete poetry is a form of poetry in which the visual arrangement of the text reflects and enhances the effect or meaning of the poem.  In a concrete poem, what is important is not just what you write, but how you write it.  

A simple example of concrete poetry can be made by arranging the text of the poem in the concrete form of its subject.  A poem on a butterfly, for example, could be written in the form of a butterfly, with a body and 2 wings.  A poem on war could be arranged in the shape of a gun or soldier. 

Example One:

The following poem, The Altar, was written by a minister, George Herbert:

                          A  broken  ALTAR, Lord,  thy  servant  rears,

                          Made  of  a heart,  and  cemented  with   tears

                             Whose  parts  are  as  thy hand did  frame;

                             No workman’s tool hath touch’d the same.

                                             A     HEART   alone

                                             Is    such    a    stone,

                                             As      nothing     but

                                             Thy power doth  cut.

                                             Wherefore each part

                                              Of  my   hard   heart

                                             Meets in   this  frame,

                                             To   praise  thy name:

                             That  if   I  chance  to   hold    my    peace,

                             These stones to praise thee may not cease.

                          Oh   let   thy    blessed   SACRIFICE  be mine,

                          And  sanctify   this    ALTAR    to    be    thine. 

Explanation 

In this poem, the text is arranged to suggest an altar.  But Herbert does more than simply reflect the subject of the poem.  The concrete form enhances the meaning of the poem by expressing perfection (in the form of symmetry), solidity and strength, all attributes of God.  In the middle section, the author supports God through his devotion to, and praise of, God, just as, visually, the torso of the altar supports the upper table.  The visual arrangement also suggests heaven and hell, with man in the middle.  

Example Two:

Concrete poems can also express movement.  Consider the following poem, by Mike Garofalo:

gradually, 

 kensho–

 a new born calf

      wobbles
Explanation:

In this simple haiku poem, the visual arrangement of the text enhances the meaning of the poem by expressing in visual form the awkward first steps of the newborn calf. 

Example Three:

American poet e e cummings also expresses movement in the following poem about a snowflake:
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Explanation:

The visual arrangement of letters and words enhances the meaning of the poem by conveying the formation of the snowflake in the sky in the first four lines.  The author then expresses wind and movement as the snowflake alights (i.e., descends from the sky) in the middle lines of the poem.  Finally, the snowflake rests upon a gravestone after its journey.  In addition to movement, another characteristic of the snowflake is expressed – symmetry.  Notice the symmetrical organizaton of the poem, in which the top half is mirrored by the bottom half.  Notice also the title, “One,” mirrored in the “one” of gravestone.  

Activities

1. Chose a concrete object, e.g. an ant, a worm, a leaf or a mountain.  Write a few lines of poetry that express its characteristics or personality.  After you have finished, arrange the text to reflect the shape of the object you have chosen.

2. The following lines are from John Donne’s Holy Sonnet X, a poem that belittles death by exposing its limitations.  A religious man, Donne reveals his faith in the following lines:

One short sleepe past, wee wake eternally, 

And death shall be no more; death, thou shalt die.

Arrange the text into a concrete form that reflects and enhances the meaning of the poem.  You might consider how to reflect the relative shortness of our lives, the eternity of the afterlife, and author’s scorning and contempt of death. (after you have finished, compare with the example in *Appendix B below)

3. Now that you have some ideas (and inspiration!), create your own concrete poem.  As you write the poem, think of how you might express the ideas, characteristics, and personality of that which you are describing.  Remember, there are no absolute rules or formulas in concrete poetry – use your imagination.  

*Appendix (Activity 2 Example):
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