Practice of Poetry Essay

How do three different poets handle the same subject?

In this essay I will be comparing 3 different poems all concerning the same subject. The poems were written by Ted Hughes, Jacob Polley and Helen Mort, and they’re all about snow. I will be analysing the different tools of the trade and establishing which the authors use to bring their subject to life, and which ones are most effective.
	Yorkshire-born Ted Hughes began writing poems as an adolescent because of his passion for hunting in the rural landscape, painting a world in which the dominance of nature is established. He studied archaeology and anthropology at Cambridge, specifically taking an interest in mythology, which influenced the themes in his writing. He was most well known for becoming the Poet Laureate in 1984.
	Born in Sheffield in 1983, Helen Mort became the 5th Derbyshire Poet Laureate in 2013. A key theme in her poetry is landscape, and she wrote most of her works while exploring the Cumbrian fells. Her style involves tightly structured and memorable lines that enable us to view everyday perceptions in a new and evocative light, by providing a backdrop to her childhood and contrasting it with present occurrences.
	Carlisle native Jacob Polley(b. 1975) completed a T.S. Eliot Award-winning poetry compilation titled The Brink, full of subtle lines and creative imagery. He delights in depicting creepy and elemental themes, and specialises in making unique and imaginative metaphors to describe everyday items, such as depicting a leaf as "an old yellow eye/lost in the fall/lost in the mind."
	Firstly let us look at Ted Hughes’ Snow and Snow. This poem consists of five stanzas with six lines each. Only the last two lines of each stanza rhyme, making a regular pattern("a wedding of lace/now taking place").  Only in the second stanza is this pattern interrupted-"Weakly he signs the dry snow with a damp spot/ Waifish he floats and touches the pond and is not," building an image of the male Snow that highlights his deceptively soft appearance. The poem's theme is about gender differences as shown by a narrative of two different anthropomorphised embodiments of snow: "a she, a soft one" and "a he, a sly one". The two Snows embody negative and positive traits associated with winter; the female Snow is beautiful, brightening up the winter landscape, while the male Snow appears frail but, "treacherous-beggarly" overwhelms the land with his presence. The poem's style comes across as descriptive, but the tone alternates, addressing the male Snow in unflattering metaphors- "weakly he signs the dry snow with a damp spot...he floats...he falters and taps." Initially, he comes across as ineffective and feeble, but later he becomes more oppressive- "His muffled armies move in all night, and we wake and every road is blockaded, every farm occupied...and all that dull blue day we have to watch more coming"- conjuring the image of a brutal military force invading a country. The female Snow, by contrast, plants "nestles the sky with her warm, and the earth with her softness...to build her palace, till it twinkles in starlight- then everything in the rubbish-heaped world is a bridesmaid at her miracle." In the first stanza, the female Snow plants "Her kiss on your cheek, her finger on your sleeve in early December, on a warm evening, and you turn to meet her, saying 'It's snowing!'  But it is not. And nobody's there." The imagery shown here presents the female Snow as a tender caressing figure, bringing beauty to "the gruesome boggy cellars of the wood", but her twinkling palace is "too frail for a foot or a crumb of soot," highlighting the fragile nature of snow, in addition to the fact that we rarely feel its approach until it arrives. The fact that the poem ends with Hughes saying that "Everything in the rubbish-heaped world is a bridesmaid at her miracle. Dunghills and crumbly dark old barns are bowed in the chapel of her sparkle" ultimately emphasises the beauty of snow instead of the unpleasant downsides: indeed, the imagery of a wedding shows the purity of snow, bringing beauty to the ugly winter world. 
	Compare and contrast this to Fur, by Helen Mort. This poem consists of 3 5-line stanzas, unrhyming apart from three separated lines- "It licks the war memorial, weighs down the trees/ and everyone I knew is sinking past their knees... and touches them until they freeze(lines 5-9)", thereby setting the story firmly in the present tense. The poem starts with the line "Snow wants my childhood for itself. It wants to claim The Blacksmith's Arms, digest the Calow Fish Bar." As the poem progresses, it becomes increasingly clear that the poem is indirectly describing the narrator's childhood village, listing all the local hotspots such as the Blacksmith's Arms, the Calow Fish Bar, Eastwood Park, Allpits Road, the Working Men's Club, and Orchid Close, along with mentioning "a man who's lived in the same bungalow for thirty years," making it clear that the narrator knows this neighbourhood off by heart. The theme, therefore, is clearly nostalgia. The tone, like Snow and Snow, appears to alternate between serious and funny tones, by portraying the snow as some type of monstrous stalker seeking to take over the narrator's childhood: it "licks the war memorial...gets beneath my schoolfriends' clothes ...(and) moves to fill each empty glass behind the bar."  Mort repeatedly uses sibilance in the poem: Snow, wantS, itSelf, wantS, blackSmith'S armS, digeSt... The sibilance emphasises both the animalistic portrayal of the snow, and its softness, thereby softening its almost-antagonistic role. While the snow's invasive presence in the villagers' lives is a problem, the narrator, by anthropomorphising the snow, makes it come across as comically greedy and jealous in taking the village, while its licking tongue makes it come across as a curious animal and it "furs" a driveway like a spreading mould. These details highlight the disturbing and unnatural appearance of snow at the same time as portraying it in a comedic light, in contrast to the more balanced account given by Hughes, who portrays the male Snow as a serious blight on the landscape. Mort, therefore, is making light of the upheaval caused by the winter. 
	The third poem is Snow, by Jacob Polley. This poem consists of one long 25-line stanza, with an irregular rhyming scheme-"It upholsters/the empty park bench with long creaking bolsters". Polley opens with "It survives in quiet places like a rare species whose habitat is silence and closed roads." The snow comes across as a shy animal that doesn't like interacting with people, and later Polley states that it "lags the fields like draughty lofts", making a rather oxymoronic image, since snow makes fields cold, whereas loft insulation keeps houses warm. The theme of this poem appears to be the intimacy of nature. Additionally, Polley describes the snow as "the moon's sieving its dessicated seas," a unique and vivid description putting a fresh spin on old cliches. Additionally, Polley's snow adds to the beauty of the scenery like Hughes' female Snow: "there's a glamour about the roofs and even the old car on bricks in the yard seems natural, tucked up to the axles in this delicate impasse. Bridle path and motorway unite under the wastes of space each gale force renovates." Polley is acknowledging the disruptive effects of the snow but at the same time viewing it in a positive light by commenting on the tranquility of the "delicate impasse" making everything appear in place, and uniting the roads. Additionally, the car "tucked up to the axles" appears like a small child tucked into bed, much like Hughes' female Snow nestling the sky and the earth, another tender yet oxymoronic image. The poem rounds off with "and only the cat and the blackbird betray themselves so neatly in the lawn's flawless enamouring that we'll forgive their few footnotes." By portraying the snow-filled landscape as a work of art, "neatly" disturbed by cat and blackbird footprints, Polley highlights his ability to see the beauty of the wintry surroundings, even when the snow falls in through his open doors in the morning, thereby showing his love of the element. 
	All three poets use one key tool in their respective works: personification. When writing about the snow, they portray it as a living being interacting with its surroundings. Hughes splits his snow into two beings: the male Snow, seemingly powerless but able to overwhelm an entire village with "the white glare of his tenets," and the female Snow, full of "lit crowding fairytales" as she brightens up the land. The female Snow's nestling is compared to "furry fox-wrap", possibly referencing Hughes' past as a hunter, and thereby addressing the dangers winter poses towards wildlife, but apart from that she is used to show that snow can bring beauty to the world even in its most hated excesses. Mort's snow is more like a mixture between a hungry animal seeking meals- "the family dog is swallowed neat"- and a jealous stalker that "wants (her) childhood for itself"- throughout the poem, anything affected by the snow is something or somebody the narrator knows- and so it comes across as antagonistic, just like Hughes' male snow, but in a softer and more comical manner. Polley's snow, meanwhile, is given next to no negative traits, merely coming across as a shy figure who "lags the fields" and "tuck(s) an old car up to the axles", showing it as tender and caring much like Hughes' female Snow, though instead of making the world its "bridesmaids", it treats it like a work of art only disturbed by footprints on the "flawless enamoring". In short, all three poets treat the snow in differing ways: Mort highlights its greedy, consuming nature, Polley focuses on the beauty it creates, and Hughes depicts it in a neutral light, acknowledging the bitterness it influences in the villagers whose lands it infests, while at the same time showing the liveliness it brings to the unattractive winter world- but all three combined create a complex image of nature's intricacies. 

