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What is it the poet says? 
 

‘What is it the poet says, Jeeves?’ asks Bertie Wooster, in 

Indian Summer of an Uncle1, when he wants to explain his motivation for helping that 

Uncle despite ferocious opposition from an Aunt. 

 

‘The poet Burns, sir?’ 

‘Not the poet Burns. Some other poet. About doing good by stealth.’ 

‘”These little acts of unremembered kindness,” sir?’2 

 

Wooster can’t remember poet or poem, but he knows that words which chime 

with his own strong feelings are out there on many a bookshelf and in many a mind, 

even if not readily retrievable from his own. There is an understanding between young 

master and valet that ‘the poet’ will supply the phrase or passage fitting to a stirring 

set of circumstances. The type of value which Jeeves and Wooster attribute to poetry’s 

place in human affairs was touched on by the Poet Laureate in an article discussing 

Lockdown, his response to the coronavirus outbreak. Simon Armitage writes: 

 

‘… just in poetry’s nature, in the way it asks us to be considerate of 

language, it also asks us to be considerate of each other and the world. 

In the relationship with thoughtful language, something more thoughtful 

occurs.’3  

 

I’m writing this on May 1st as we move beyond the initial peak of COVID-19 

infections in this country – a peak flattened thanks to the heroism with which people 

have largely observed the strictures of staying at home and of social distancing when 

out. I’d like to thank local supermarket staff in particular for their heroic efforts to keep 

people safe: made every day since the start of the crisis in the face of all our 

scepticism, impatience, incomprehension and anxiety. 

 

National Poetry Day       

 

National Poetry Day, on October 1st is exactly five months off. As outlined in 

May’s Focus, Friends of Church Stretton Library plan a number of events to mark the 

day. Dates are to be decided, but there will be an evening in which lovers – readers 

and writers – of poetry are invited to read a poem which has ‘chimed’ for them from a 

poet they most value and respect and, side-by-side, a poem of their own inspired by 

their ‘role model’ poet. We also aim to run workshops ahead of the reading, to help 

people hone and gain confidence in their writing and in reading for an audience. Who 

knows whether or how any of this will be possible, come October? As the poet says…  

 
1 Very Good Jeeves, by PG Wodehouse (1930) 
2 Jeeves is paraphrasing Lines Composed a Few Miles Above Tintern Abbey, by William Wordsworth (1798) 
3 Lockdown, by Simon Armitage, The Guardian (Saturday, March 21st 2020) 
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However, whatever happens, perhaps poetry can help 

some of us between now and then. You may already have a 

role-model poet in mind – be it Burns or Browning, Bishop or Benn (Mitch). If not, seek 

one out on a shelf near you.  An anthology such as The Rattle Bag4, The Emergency 

Kit5, Being Alive, Staying Alive or Being Human6 is a good place to find one – like a 

favourite sweet in bag of pick ‘n’ mix. Ros Ephraim and Team of Burway Books 

(01694 723388) are always extremely helpful. On-line poetry resources include 

https://www.shropshire.gov.uk/libraries/find-a-book/e-library/ – or the amazing 

www.poetryfoundation.org 

 

How to get started 

 

The theme of National Poetry Day 2020 is Vision: See it like a poet, which is 

nice and open to interpretation. I’d suggest that this sort of vision has very little to do 

with photons triggering poetic rods and cones in real time. Homer, who conjured the 

Fall of Troy, and John Milton, the Fall of humankind in Paradise Lost, were both blind 

men. It’s ‘The mind’s eye’ which a poet uses, as he or she tries to pin down with 

words whatever is playing out in the auditorium of her or his brain.  

 

So, poetry-lovers, here is your mission should you choose to accept it: 

 

(1) Pick your poet. 

(2) Read and soak up as much of his or her work as you like. 

(3)  Plump for a favourite piece – or extract – and practice reading it aloud.  

(4) Try to pinpoint what it is in the writing which makes you think, ‘Yes, that’s 

right: that’s exactly how it is…’ or which makes you jealous! Then – if 

you want to: 

(5) Choose, or write, a poem of your own inspired – as loosely as you like – 

by your poet, to be read aloud side-by-side with one of hers or his. 

 

Best of luck … and enjoy yourself! 

 

 

In revising this today, I was looking for sonnets. I dipped into my ‘Complete Poems’ of 

Elizabeth Bishop (1911 – 1979), certain that this superb, formal poet would have 

several. The formal sonnets were fewer and perhaps less contemporary-feeling than 

I remembered but here was her Sonnet, from New Poems (1979)7. See what you think 

of it. Its relevance only dawned on me as, on our daily walk, I was trying to remember 

enough of the words to explain to my husband what had struck me in it. He replied 

 
4 The Rattle Bag, edited by Seamus Heaney and Ted Hughes, Faber & Faber (2005, first published 1984). 
5 The Emergency Kit, edited by Jo Shapcott and Matthew Sweeney, Faber & Faber (2004) 
6 Being Alive, Staying Alive, Being Human, all edited by Neil Astley, Bloodaxe Books (2002, 2004, 2011) 
7 Elizabeth Bishop Complete Poems, Chatto and Windus (2004) 
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that it seemed to him to be an example of precise, accurate 

use of words helping a reader ‘realise’ something often seen 

but never fully registered: of Bishop ‘seeing it like a poet’. 

 

Sonnet 

Caught—the bubble 

in the spirit-level, 

a creature divided; 

and the compass needle 

wobbling and wavering, 

undecided. 

Freed—the broken 

thermometer’s mercury 

running away; 

and the rainbow-bird 

from the narrow bevel 

of the empty mirror, 

flying wherever 

it feels like, gay! 

 

 

 

Joanna Clark 
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