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Discovering A Voice: 
Reading Poems Aloud 

by 

David Brunet 

I have been doing a tutorial with Karen, a senior. We are reading poetry. 
Reading poems aloud, over and over, until they take on a vivid life as oral 
literature. 

I did similar study with Alex, another senior, last semester, working much 
the same way. And several others have asked me to do the same next year. 

It's remarkable what happens in these sessions. Karen chooses several 
poems that she finds interesting. One week she read Denise Levertov; the 
next week Elizabeth Bishop; another week Henry Taylor. (Last semester Alex 
began with Robert Frost, and then spent about eight weeks on Margaret 
Atwood.) 

The day Karen began reading Bishop's poems, I let her get most of the way 
through "Invitation to Miss Marianne Moore" before I stopped her and began 
to ask questions. Do you think she admires Marianne Moore? Where do you 
sense the admiration most strongly? She considered before answering, then 
she picked out the obvious incantation, "Please come flying," and then noted 
that Bishop invites the approaching Moore to pass "the glittering grandstand 
of harbor-water;" even, she thought, the mention of Moore's "slight censo
rious frown" may be a sign of how highly Bishop regards her. Then I asked, 
Do you think she feels herself as Moore's equal? Perhaps, or nearly so, Karen 
responded; she had had to look up the meaning of "two rivers, gracefully 
bearing / countless little pellucid jellies / in cut-glass epergnes"-and 
sensed that Bishop was using a private shared vocabulary that bound her 
and Moore. Okay, I said, what about the witch imagery in the third stanza? 
Should that seem dark and threatening? Can you.find that tone of voice? And 
so forth. Finally, after sampling several stanzas, she read the whole poem 
from start to finish. 

Part of the process is that I don't know in advance what poems the student 
will read, so we both have the distinct experience of discovery. Sometimes 
the student will read a poem so convincingly that I don't know how to begin 
to ask questions. Sometimes only a question or two makes us both want to 
move on to another poem. But then, sometimes we will spend an hour or 
more on a single poem. We discover the poem together, learning what the 
poem contains by noticing what it does to the reader's voice. 

Trusting one's own vocal cords to give weight and texture to the poem is 
disconcerting at first. I asked Karen to write a description of what happens, 
and she responded: 
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I am starting to have fun with what has always been a frightening thing 
to me: the irrevocability of the spoken word, the commitment to choices 
which must be made with the speaking of every word. I am gaining 
assurance in making these choices. It is good for the writer, too. The 
writer in me could use a little more courage and awareness about these 
kinds of choices .... Voice has always been presented to me as a written 
component of writing, though its name makes clear its origin in the 
spoken voice. How does a writer sound? In music, it is obvious that the 
marks on the page are only symbols and must be translated into the 
medium of air to be truly understood (though one can get good enough 
at reading music to hear it in one's head). Writing is more like this than 
I'd thought. It is important to remember that music and poetry used to 
be one thing, which split. Poetry still remembers, but do I? (Karen Anway, 
March 17, 1992) 

One has to find a sense of the poet's voice much the way an actor finds the 
voice of a character he or she is to play. Usually, I ask the student to focus 
on what Constantin Stanislavski calls the "given circumstances." I ask the 
student to imagine the situation of the poem. Why is the person in the poem 
saying this? 

It begins simply. In one session, after two other Bishop poems, Karen chose 
to read "Insomnia." I let her read the whole poem. Then I simply ask, Do you 
like the way that sounded? She looks quizzical. then says "No." I ask, Where 
do you imagine the moon? (reflected in the mirror, she says, pointing to an 
imaginary mirror), and Where is the moon coming from? (a window behind 
me, she says). Then, trusting that if the actor can find how the character 
moves, she will find the character, I ask Karen to take a second and more 
radical step. Read the first stanza, andjust let your hand gesture toward the 
moon. Think about the way you moved your hand: does it tell you anything 
about where you are? 

Then the remarkable begins. She says (imagining herself to be the woman 
speaking in the poem) I'm sitting up in bed in the middle of the night; I can't 
sleep; I'm staring at the moon, troubled because I think he doesn't love me. 
I ask: Is he out late and you are waiting up for him? 'No," she says, turning 
slowly to her right and looking down, "he is asleep beside me." I ask: As you 
say the first stanza, do you want him to hear you? "No". Show me. She 
whispers the stanza, full of the knowledge that she is talking about the man 
sleeping next to her. As she whispers the simple words "The moon in the 
bureau mirror/ . . . never never smiles," she charges them with static 
electricity. My hair stands on end. 

What happens in the second stanza? Is there a shift in attitude? "Yes," she 
says, "Bishop is imagining how the moon might respond to a cold lover;" 
there's an edge of anger in her voice that wasn't there in the first stanza. (" ... 
deserted she'd tell it to go to hell") Karen reads the poem again, pushing right 
on into the third stanza. I ask, why does the poem shift to a new stanza Tight 
in the middle of the sentence? What changes? 
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This is a hard question. I ask her, show me what she does in the middle of 
that sentence. She looks at the man beside her in the second stanza, and then 
in the middle of the sentence, her voice catches, and as the third stanza 
begins, she turns again to look at the moon, speaking directly this time to 
"that world inverted." 

It has become a beautiful poem. 

The process helps the students to create a powerful sense of how a poem 
works. My assumption in working this way is that the voice and the body 
respond to the language patterns at a level that is sometimes unconscious. 
The tone of voice, the physical attitude, the gesture that precedes the word 
are all part of the body's attempt to come to terms with the language, yet I 
don't believe I have ever seen a critic pay attention to that part of the 
meani?g-making process. Reading a poem aloud invites the reader to pay 
attent10n to many cues that are easily ignored. 

Many of these cues are, I believe, connected to the poet's process. Don't rush! 
I say over and over. if the line is hard to say, slow it down; the difficulty may 
be intentional - maybe the poet is trying to get you to separate the words, to 
try to get you to separate the words, to isolate them. if the shift in idea or tone 
sounds abrupt, try to imagine what must happen to you in order for you to 
make such a shift. 

* * * 

A week later, Karen brings Sharon Olds' book Satan Says, and reads several 
poems. Then we tum to "Portrait of a Daughter." 

PORTRAIT OF A DAUGHTER 
by 

Sharon Olds 

You get so soft when you get sick. 
Your cheeks glisten, the red tinfoil 
they wrap poinsettia plants in. 

Your body becomes white and limp as dough 
that has not been cooked. 
Your eyes get dark and bright 
maple syrup boiled down. 

When you get sick you become an edible thing. 
Knocked out with fever as if with sex, you lie on the bed 
shining like a long loaf stuck with glazed fruit. 

The house seems 
to circle around you slowly. I circle around you, a wild 
animal near a fire. I remember 
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I would kill for you. I remind myself 
it won't be necessary. 

Karen admires this poem, remarking "I suddenly had a flash of insight, that 
I knew what time of year this poem was written. All the images are Christmas 
images. The girl is sick at Christmas time." 

She reads the poem as though it were Christmas time, festive and sad. But 
no. Placing it in time is a start, but it is not enough to make the poem work 
. So we go back to the first stanzas. She notices two images: the color of red 
tinfoil, and the texture of unbaked bread. It is the bread she finds most 
immediate: the flaccid weight of it in the hand. Do you think she is touching 
her daughter? I ask. "Yes," she says. What part of her would feel like bread? 
"Her arm, probably." 

I draw our attention back to the first stanza . . She says her daughter is soft 
in the first line, yet in the second line she likens her daughter's face to tinfoil, 
not soft at all. How can she have both images? Show me how she knows these 
things. Karen begins to reach out for the girl's face, but in the last instant 
holds back. "The heat," she says, the brittleness. So there is a tension 
between wanting to touch her face and holding back at the same time. a 
broken gesture. 

But in the second stanza she is touching the girl, probably stroking her arm. 
The girl must open her eyes at the touch, Karen suggests, because it is only 
now that the mother notices her eyes. And maybe she leans over to kiss her, 
and the kiss leads to the idea that the sick girl is "edible." Then, inevitably. 
Karen comes to the line that she finds the most unsettling, "Knocked out 
with fever as if with sex, you lie on the bed." 

Her voice is tentative: 'This is a disturbing image to her. She is leaning over 
her daughter, and suddenly it brings back to her an image, maybe from her 
own childhood, of being molested." Karen shivers with the thought. She 
pauses for a moment. I let her think. Then I focus on the movements that are 
a part of the moment. Do you think the child is in a crib or a bed? Well, she 
uses the word "bed" in this line, so a bed, then. So to lean over and kiss her 
does she sit on the bed? Yes. And what does she do when the sexual idea 
strikes her? She straightens up, pulling back, and sees the full length of the 
girl's body. That's where the Christmas bread image comes in, long and thin 
and edible. 

By now, Karen is clearly haunted by the tension between simultaneous 
opposing impulses. She reads the first three stanzas full of pity and 
sensuality and love. It is a more interesting poem now, and the girl becomes 
real for me as she reaches for the girl and touches her arm. 

Now it is time for the last stanza. What is the mother doing in the last stanza? 
She's walking around the bed, closing the blinds, turning off the light, 
adjusting the covers. Why is she a "wild animal"? I can imagine a dog 
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standing by its sick master, ready to kill anything that threatens her. But 
why a "wild animal"? This gives her pause. Then she says, "because there 
is a danger. She is tom between protecting her and devouring her." It's a 
terrible moment. Luckily, the mother reminds herself that it won't be 
"necessary" to do either. But poet and reader both seem to be terrified by the 
moment. There is an awful tension in the poem that wasn't there before. 

As we end the session, Karen volunteers that she would like to memorize the 
poem for next time, so she can concentrate on the physical relationship 
between mother and daughter without the interruption of the printed page . 

* * * 

Surely, I am including what Robert Frost called the "vocal gesture," but I am 
talking about the physical, muscular clues as well. When I ask the student 
to approach a poem physically, to re-live the poem in her muscles and her 
eyes and her skin, the poem becomes alive with tension. Donald Hall has 
said "a happy poem sleeps in the sun." (32) As we read the poems aloud over 
and over again, finding the deep sources of the voice in the poem, we wake 
up the poem. It does not sleep happily. 

Although Karen is an exceptionally fine student, I am convinced that it is 
useful to teach careful oral reading to students of any ability. For example, 
I am using oral performance in my sophomore literature class now. In each 
of the last three semesters, I have asked them to prepare a poem for a class 
reading day. The class cannot read the poem while it is being presented, but 
must encounter it by listening. Several times in the class period I ask one of 
the students to read a poem again, first calling attention to some musicality 
I heard, and asking a question about a line or a phrase or an image. I don't 
give such an oral critique of all the readings (though I write a critique for 
each); but I always try to comment on several, so the students have a sense 
of what I want them to do. All of the readers are nervous, but afterwards I 
get comments that in doing the assignment they really learned what poetry 
is about. And in their papers they are talking with a new confidence and 
clarity about the poet's voice, about sound, and about rhythm. 

Eventually it comes back to that, an attention to how the poem sounds. 
Karen said it best when she wrote that "beyond these things, and more 
simply than these things, we are learning about song. We are singing, that's 
all." 



6 

Works cited: 

Bishop, Elizabeth. Poems: North & South - Cold Spring Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin, 1955. 

Frost, Robert. " ... getting the sound of sense." Robert Frost Poetry and 
Prose Edited by Edward Connery Lathem and Lawrance Thompson. 
New York: Holt. Rinehart & Winston, 1972. 

Hall, Donald. "Goatfoot, Milktongue, Twinbird: the psychic origins of 
poetic form." A Field Guide to Contemporary Poetry and Poetics New 
York: Longman, 1980. 

Olds, Sharon Satan Says Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 
19??0. 

Stanislavski, Constantin. Building Character: Translated by Elizabeth 
Reynolds Hapgood. New York: Theatre Arts Books, 1949. 

Jewett's "A White Heron" 
As Fairy Tale 

by 
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Fairy tales, based on the oral folk tale tradition, blend elements of 
fantasy, romance, and didactism, among others. Interpretations of tradi
tional fairy tales, most notably those gathered and revised by Jacob and 
Wilhelm Grimm in the first half of the 19th century, have labeled the stories 
at times nationalistic, sexist, and racist, and while suggestions of these may 
in fact be present, these interpretations prove the importance of the moral 
message of fairy tales. Fairy tales are recognized to be a powerful medium 
to influence readers. The amount of scholarship devoted to fairy tales 
illustrates their recognized impact on society. Fairy tales rooted in the oral 
tradition, which were passed from generation to generation and shared by 
an entire community, tend to reflect the standards of the community, but 
those tales individually composed for print often display more individualistic 
ideals. Recent fairy tale authors continue to employ conventions of the 
genre, often retelling classic tales from a different perspective; feminist fairy 
tales appear to be most prevalent. However, this reliance on fairy-tale 
conventions to emphasize morals and messages, including those of a 
feminist perspective, is not new in American literature: Sarah Orne Jewett 
adapts and alters conventional themes, most notably those of "Little Red 
Riding Hood" and "Sleeping Beauty," to create a 19th century feminist fairy 
tale in "A White Heron." 

With traditional fairy tales, writes Marcia K. Lieberman, in addition 
to the surface-level plot, readers "learn behavioral and associational pat
terns, value systems, and how to predict the consequences of specific acts 
or circumstances" (187). More specifically, traditional fairy tales "present a 
picture of sex roles, behavior, and psychology, and a way of predicting 
outcome or fate according to sex" (187). What distinguishes women in 
traditional fairy tales is their complaisant fulfillment of domestic duties and 
eventual rescue by a prince or other male authority figure. (It must be noted 
that these characteristics fit only the heroine of a tale and not other women 
characters - i.e., the "wicked" stepmother, et. al. As Lieberman illustrates, 
"Those women who are either partially or thoroughly evil are generally shown 
as active, ambitious, strong-willed and, most often, ugly" [ 197] .) "Cinderella" 
is the classic, most obvious fairy tale that illustrates both these factors: 
Cinderella accepts the abuse and demands of her stepmother and stepsis
ters without complaint, and Prince Charming is the one who rescues her 
from the situation - something even her fairy godmother did not do. 

Another key characteristic of many traditional fairy tales builds 
upon the relationship between the heroine and her prince. The male often 
serves as both a source of financial wealth and sexual awakening for the 


