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Trends and Techniques in Contemporary Poetry
Poets have always used many forms to communicate their thoughts, from strict structures and metered full rhyme to free verse and slant rhyme. Poetry that follows formal conventions and stringent forms typically requires more study to fully understand; as a result, some readers may give up before coming to appreciate the poem and poet. Contemporary poetry, in contrast to traditional ornate poetry, is more easily understood by a wide variety of readers, no matter their reading level and experience.
Poetic trends may come and go, but the aspects that define contemporary poetry serve to make it accessible to anyone. Those aspects include using concise language, incorporating a lyrical quality, and adapting traditional forms for modern usage. No longer are poets required to employ, as Wikipedia explains, “traditional formalism and ornate diction.” Instead, Wikipedia continues, contemporary poetry is characterized by “technical innovation through the extensive use of free verse.”
Ezra Pound exhorts modern poets to “use no superfluous word, no adjective, which does not reveal something” and to “know assonance and alliteration, rhyme immediate and delayed, simple and polyphonic, as a musician would expect to know harmony and counter-point and all the minutiae of his craft.” Contemporary poets aim to make every word count; there is no point in words that are not necessary. However, poets would also do well to be aware of the techniques that are consistently part of good poems: alliteration, assonance, consonance, different types of rhyme, lyricism, metaphor, enjambment. When a skilled poet incorporates these techniques into a poem, the end result is that the poem is easier to read and comprehend by a reader untrained in literary criticism. Quite simply, the poet makes it look easy. As a result, the average reader can join in the analysis, easily comprehending the message in the poem. A good example of this concise language is evident in Billy Collins’ “An Introduction to Poetry”:
	I ask them to take a poem
and hold it up to the light
like a color slide

or press an ear against its hive.

I say drop a mouse into a poem
and watch him probe his way out,

or walk inside the poem's room
and feel the walls for a light switch.

I want them to waterski
across the surface of a poem
waving at the author's name on the shore.

But all they want to do
is tie the poem to a chair with rope
and torture a confession out of it.

They begin beating it with a hose
to find out what it really means. (16)
The speaker urges his students to look at a poem in different ways, making several unexpected comparisons to help urge his students along. Instead, the students just want to beat the poem into submission. The students are determined to find the hidden meaning, when in reality the poem is just what it says it is. We can look to T.S. Eliot for the definitive quote: According to Wikipedia, when Eliot was asked about the meaning of the line “Lady, three white leopards sat under a juniper tree in the cool of the day,” he replied, “It means 'Lady, three white leopards sat under a juniper tree in the cool of the day.’”
	Pound also compares poets to musicians several times throughout his “Imagiste” essay: “There is … in the best verse a sort of residue of sound which remains in the ear of the hearer and acts more or less as an organ-base.” Pound goes on to say that contemporary poetry should not “stop dead at the end [of each line], and then begin every next line with a heave. Let the beginning of the next line catch the rise of the rhythm wave.” Contemporary poetry often has a lyrical quality; the American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language defines lyricism as “the quality or state of being melodious; melodiousness.” This is another technique that lends itself to comprehension for a reader untrained in literary criticism. The reader can feel and hear the lyricism inherent in the poem, and as such can experience the emotion much the same way he or she experiences the emotion in a song. A lyrical quality helps make the poem more relatable.
	Contemporary poets still use traditional forms such as sonnet or sestina, whether by following the structure dictated by the form or by making their own rules. For example, the sestina “captured the interest of contemporary poets perhaps because the form emphasized the repetition of words at a time when full rhyme and intricate verse patterns were felt to be too constraining” (Bishop 292). There are many other forms about which we could reach a similar conclusion: terzanelle, terza rima, villanelle. Traditional forms are adjusted to suit contemporary poets’ needs, and as a result, forms that initially appeared daunting to an untrained reader can now be enjoyed for the pure beauty of the poem. Molly Peacock’s “Desire” illustrates a contemporary use of the sonnet form:
		It doesn’t speak and it isn’t schooled,
		like a small foetal animal with wettened fur.
		It is the blind instinct for life unruled,
		visceral frankincense and animal myrrh.
		It is what babies bring to kings,
		an eyes-shut, ears-shut medicine of the heart
		that smells and touches endings and beginnings
		without the details of time’s experienced part-
		fit-into-part-fit-into-part. Like a paw,
		it is blunt; like a pet who knows you
		and nudges your knee with its snout—but more raw
		and blinder and younger and more divine, too,
		than the tamed wild—it’s the drive for what is real,
		deeper than the brain’s detail: the drive to feel. (Bishop 317)
Contemporary techniques help expand the audience for poetry by reminding one that poetry does not have to be scary. Many of today’s readers recall the fear of reading Shakespeare or Milton in school, necessitating many trips to the footnote section and the hand-holding of a patient teacher to arrive at an understanding. Contemporary poets counteract that fear by using concise language, ensuring their words have a musical or lyrical quality, and adapting traditionally daunting forms so that the average reader can understand them. After all, “part of contemporary poetry’s concern [is] to rearrange the conventions of reading, to challenge and freshen our expectations” (McClatchy xxix). Contemporary poetry is written for many reasons, not least of which is the poet’s wish that the reader truly enjoy the poem. By using simple techniques, poets ensure that any reader can be part of the beauty of contemporary poetry.
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