How to Write a Poem
To write poems you need to be in relationship with poetry. 
Whether this happens through advertising jingles, riddles told to you by your grandmother, pop music or rap lyrics, birthday card greetings, hymns, lullabies, cricket commentaries, the barbs of MPs in Parliament, the poems you heard at school, or performance poetry in your local arts centre is not as important as the decision you take to seek it out.
If you are not in relationship with poetry, listening to it, talking about it, reading about it, and primarily reading as much of it as you can get your hands on, you will not want to write it and you will not write it.

All other decisions about form, voice, metre, rhythm, rhyme, subject matter and tact are secondary.

Seamus Heaney Slide
Seamus Heaney has written that he came to poetry when his unconscious appreciation of and delight in the ‘gorgeous and inane phraseology of the catechism’ and ‘beautiful sprung rhythms’ of the shipping forecast were fused with more obviously ‘literary’ poetry from anthologies he was required to read at school.
Many of us think of poetry as remote, as elsewhere, or ‘out there’, that it has nothing to do with us. 
The good news is that most of us, if we are near to other humans, can be near to poetry, if we choose to allow it into our lives and shape our thinking about how we listen, observe, read, grieve, laugh, and think.

The more you read and listen to and think about poems that other people have written the more you will want to write poems yourself. 

In practice, if you read a lot and write a lot and stick at these activities long enough, your poems will sound like the poems of the writers you most admire, or bits of them at least. Do not panic. This is normal. I would even go so far to say this is an important and necessary stage of your development as a writer of poems.

There are two attitudes you can take to this process. The first is to say ‘I am not going to read anything by anybody else because I do not want to be influenced; I want my poetic talent to remain untainted by the world and intend to keep it that way.’ 
If you subscribe to this approach towards writing poems (or indeed art-making of any kind) let me tell you now that you will never develop as a poet and no one is going to be interested in reading your poetry. (Believe me, I have tried this, and pass on my wisdom to you, such as it is, in order to save you time. You might also want to pause and ask yourself why on earth others should be interested in reading your work, since you express such disdain for the creative endeavours of everyone but yourself). 
Peter Sansom Slide   As Peter Sansom, co-editor of The North magazine and co-director of The Poetry Business, says: ‘Of all the variables that come into play, the quality of your reading above all informs the quality of your writing…[If you say you haven’t time to read poems as well as write them] you are wasting the little time you do have. You are writing in the dark if you read no one but yourself. And in the dark you can’t even read yourself’.
Poet’s Notebook slide

The second approach is to willingly submit to the wisdom of the ancient Chinese proverb: ‘She who knows a hundred poems sounds like a hundred poets; she who knows a thousand poems sounds like herself.’ Imagine for a moment how many books of poetry would be sold if everyone who wrote poetry also bought poetry books on a regular basis. As a wise man once said: ‘Buy each other’s art’.
Let us assume that you have been persuaded that writing poems requires you to be committed to reading poems before everything else. What other ways are there of learning to write poems?
Firstly, you need to understand in the pit of your being that there are no magic solutions to writing poems.

Secondly, you need to understand in the pit of your being that there are no magic solutions to writing poems.

Raymond Carver Slide

As Raymond Carver said, there are ‘no tricks’. But, being human, and social, there are habits of mind that we can practise, to put ourselves in the way of writing poems when we need to and when we want to.

The literature of poets speaking and writing about their craft (which includes poems) consistently underlines that poems are made objects and that committing to writing them is to trust yourself to a process. 
Eavan Boland Slide          

Eavan Boland brings these two ideas together in her metaphor of writing poems as working at a ‘rock face’. Warning against the idea of ‘inspiration’ she says the chief attitude of mind she cultivates is ‘consistency’. This, she says, helps her stay in contact with her failure rate. 

She goes on: ‘unless you have a failure rate that vastly exceeds your success rate, you’re not really in touch with what you are doing as a poet. The danger of inspiration is that it is a theory that redirects itself towards the idea of success rather than the idea of consistent failure. And all poets need to have a sane and normalized relationship with their failure rate’.
We stay away from tricks, we see ourselves as makers, we trust in a process, we commit to consistency of practice.
Kathleen Jamie Slide

We also need to be kind to ourselves. 
Kathleen Jamie calls this giving ourselves ‘permission’ to write poems we did not know we needed to write or could write until we wrote them. These ‘bigger breakthroughs’ occur maybe once every few years, perhaps once a decade, and require us to ‘overcome the doubts and fears’ we have about ourselves, our writing and our lives. 
Anne Lamott Slide

In her book Bird by Bird Anne Lamott says the way she does it is to cram all the voices of self-doubt and loathing inside an imaginary jam-jar, slowly drowning their volume as the lid is screwed tight.
Here are twelve things everyone in this room could decide to start doing today in order to practise the craft of writing poems:

1. Keep a notebook for writing down what you notice and what you hear, especially what you notice. This is much more important than writing down what you feel. 
2. Write at predetermined times. For example, decide to write while you are running a bath (and only then). Or set your alarm clock half an early for a week and write in the pre-verbal silence of the morning.

3. Write in uncomfortable places, such as a moving bus, or a supermarket queue, or traffic lights, or in a place where your native tongue is not spoken. 

4. Write in the dark.

5. Write in the voices of others, such as a stone, a painting or one of Picasso’s wives. 

6. Translate poems from other languages (you do not need to know the said language to do this).

7. Write with your eyes closed.

8. Join a writers’ group. Show other people your work. Listen to any advice you are given. Give others feedback on their work.

9. Send your work to magazines and to friends.

10. Order poetry books from your local library. It is your responsibility to train them to buy it in. 
11. Delete the first three lines and the last three lines of the first drafts of your poems.  And finally and above all:
12. Listen to any advice you are given.

Finally here is some advice for evaluating the poems you write: 

When you have written a poem and have worked on it with seriousness and delight and energy, giving to the poem everything you feel is possible, including taking everything out of it which does not belong there –ask yourself these questions. 
· Is what you have written surprising to you?

· Is there something about your writing you do not fully understand?

· Have you actually made something?

· Is the poem built with the body, the mind and the dream?

· Does your writing take the reader to a place which is different from where she began?

· Does your poem in some way give credence to the possibility of the miraculous? 
Your answer should be ‘Yes’ to each one.
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