Reading a Layered Text—Poetry

Since poetry is condensed thought, the poems students read should especially embody all the richness of language, replete with aptly chosen figures of speech, musical devices, imagery, surprising syntax, and crisp diction.  Teachers all over the world have used Shakespeare’s poetry and plays as perfect models of richly layered, complex, dense writing.  But in one of his plays, Shakespeare teaches us as much about what NOT to write or teach as he puts before us perfectly crafted language. 

 In A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Act I scene 1, Shakespeare makes fun of his workmen/actors—the “hard-handed men”—having them speak lines which break all of the rules of a layered text.  Shakespeare’s brilliantly bad lines mock the flatness and triteness of one-dimensional poetry that is composed using literary devices and techniques, but which is devoid of meaning and lacking in subtlety and depth.  Juxtaposed with the hilariously bad lines of poetry spoken by the workmen, though, are some of the most elegant and evocative lines of poetry ever written.

In the Prologue to the workers’ play, the alliteration is abundant to the point of ridiculousness:



Whereat, with blade, with bloody blameful blade,



     He bravely broach’d his boiling bloody breast;



And Thisbe, tarrying in mulberry shade,



     His dagger drew, and died.

But in the lines which follow the workers’ play, uttered by Puck in Act V scene 1,  rhyming couplets emphasize the dreaminess of the sylvan setting and the chanting of spells by the fairies.  The alliteration adds fluidity to the passage and a dream-like quality quite fitting to the tone of the play.



And we fairies, that do run



     By the triple Hecate’s team,



From the presence of the sun,



     Following darkness like a dream,



Now are frolic: not a mouse



Shall disturb this hallow’d house:



I am sent with broom before,



To sweep the dust behind the door.

Now note Pyramus’ hyperbolic bungling of the apostrophe:



O grim-look’d night!  O night with hue so black!



     O night, which ever art when day is not! [master understatement]


O night, O night! alack, alack, alack,



     I fear my Thisbe’s promise is forgot!



And thou, O wall, O sweet, O lovely wall,



     That stand’st between her father’s ground and mine!



Thou wall, O wall, O sweet and lovely wall,



     Show me thy chink, to blink through with mine eyne!

Shakespeare expertly uses apostrophes in Act I, scene 1 to express Hermia’s despair that her father forbids her union with Lysander, choosing for her Demetrius instead.  Her father’s ultimatum is either to marry Demetrius or go to her death.  Her true love, Lysander, has just uttered these words: “The course of true love never did run smooth”; and Hermia replies,



O cross!  too high to be enthrall’d to low….



O spite!  too old to be engaged to young….



O hell!  to choose love by another’s eyes.
Now note Pyramus’ delightfully silly metaphor to his fallen “love”:



O dainty duck!  O dear!

But no author can write metaphors as exquisitely expressive as Shakespeare. In Act III, scene 2, Hermia trades insults with Helena because her love Lysander now loves Helena:



O me!  you juggler!  you canker-blossom!



You thief of love!

And Helena replies to Hermia with these words:



You puppet, you!

Hermia then calls Helena another name which expresses her contempt for Helena’s tallness.  (Hermia is very short in height and sensitive about it.)



Thou painted maypole!

Lysander also insults Hermia, his former love, because Hermia is taunting Helena, using metaphors to emphasize Hermia’s short stature:



Get you gone, you dwarf;



You minimus [tiny creature]



You bead, you acorn.

And finally, Shakespeare comically illustrates the effect of silly diction in Pyramus’ dying lines:



     Out, sword, and wound



The pap of Pyramus;



     Ay, that left pap,



     Where heart doth hop: [“superb” alliteration again]



Thus die I, thus, thus, thus.



     Now am I dead,



     Now am I fled: [new heights of glory for the heroic couplet]



My soul is in the sky:



     Tongue, lose thy light;



     Moon, take thy flight:



Now die, die, die, die, die.   [repetition certainly reinforces the point]

In Act II, scene 2, Shakespeare’s diction and imagery offer a perfect model of complexity, meaning, and beauty to students.  Oberon is angry at Titania and plans to squeeze the juice of a flower on her eyes to cause her to fall in love with the first person she sees, who happens to be one of the workmen [whose “work” we have been admiring] wearing an “ass’s head.”  Oberon knows he will find Titania at this particular place:



I know a bank where the wild thyme blows,



Where oxlips and the nodding violet grows;



Quite over-canopied with luscious woodbine,



With sweet musk-roses, and with eglantine:…



And there the snake throws her enamell’d skin,



Weed wide enough to wrap a fairy in.

woodbine—a climbing vine like honeysuckle

eglantine—a European rose with fragrant leaves and pink flowers



weed—garments

The diction evokes the sense of smell in the fragrant flowers, vines, and herbs.  Shakespeare appeals to sight and smell in describing the wild thyme gentle swaying in the wind, wafting its redolent aroma, and the low-growing purple violet nodding as if in agreement with all of nature.  Over all rests a canopy of sweet-smelling vines.  Shakespeare invests even snakes with the beauty of fine jewelry and divests them of their sinister qualities: the imagery is of a beautifully-jeweled woman throwing her elegant cape onto the sofa.

What a challenge and a privilege for teachers, to immerse themselves in poetry such as this and then introduce it to a new generation.

