
 

Marvin Bell Transcript 

 

I'm Marvin Bell, I'm sitting at the dining table in my house and I've been asked to speak briefly 

about the poetic line. For dessert, I'll tell you how to be a poet everyday. First in the matter of lines: 

I can't teach you meter in a brief video, or show you enough examples of the many ways that lines 

can be shaped in free verse. So this will have to be about how to think about lines, in particular 

about free verse lines. That's because meter, and sometimes rhyme, can define a line, whereas free 

verse has to find a line as it goes. In other words, you will have to search out examples on your own. 

Find poems that knock your socks off because of how they were written, not solely because of what 

was written about it. When reading free verse, hesitate ever so slightly at the end of each line. Again, 

while meter and rhyme identify the beginnings and ends of lines in more formalist poems, free verse 

has to do it in other ways. That's why I like to say that every free verse writer needs to reinvent free 

verse. 

 

Now there are many sorts of free verse; I don't think of free verse as simply an absence of a metrical 

pattern, or as a form, but as a method for finding new forms. We can't talk about the line without 

talking about syntax, as well as about rhythm. This is true for metered verse too, but it's true with a 

vengeance in free verse. Syntax is the secret to free verse. Syntax provides the opportunity for lines 

that are usually end-stopped, usually by means of a punctuation mark, and for lines that are 

enjambed because the sentence runs to the next line. Most free verse writers like to mix end-stopped 

and enjambed lines so as to create an individual sound, and to provide surprise and reward in the 

text. Syntax provides the opportunity for changes in pitch, pace, and tambour. Syntax and rhythm 

define a tone of voice far more than do vocabulary and lining. Line holds hands with syntax, and 

syntax holds hands with rhythm. The more kinds of sentences one can write, the more various can 

be one's poetry, whether metered or free. Syntax creates grammar and logic too, though in the end, 

music always wins. Thinks of those popular songs one likes in which the words, apart from the 

music, are not much of anything. 

 

A word about tricky enjambments: You don't want them to be cheap fireworks or one-time tricks 



 

that are only surprising the first time through. You may find, for example, that breaking a line  

between an adjective and a noun doesn't fare well. But there are no rules about this; and if there 

were, it would be fun to break the rule in a new way. My mantra for young poets goes like this: 

Learn the rules, break the rules, make up new rules, break the new rules. Why does an attention to 

line, or at least an intuitive feel for the line, matter so much? It's because poems--a poem is about 

what's happening while you write it, or read it, and that depends, in part, on its handling of lines. Of 

course I'm talking about poems that are worth rereading, poems that are as fresh the tenth time as 

the first. I'm not talking about free verse as little more than chopped prose. It would be better that 

one's lines be eccentric or ragged than lay on the page like the dead fish of chopped prose. Poetry 

can be more than heightened prose. It can be a way of expressing what cannot be expressed 

otherwise. 

 

The poet William Stafford said, "An artist is someone who lets the materials talk back." Because 

many poets like a poem to look like a column, much free verse has the feel of accentual verse, in 

which one is counting the number of stresses in each line. These poems often are a conversational 

three-, four-, or five-beat line, with an occasional line a beat shorter or longer. Free verse at its most 

free verse-like is elastic: Some lines are noticeably shorter or longer than others, and each is 

embedded in the syntax of the moment. Here are some short excerpts from poems that show 

different sorts of lines. I'll try to show the lining with my hands. As a young poet, I sometimes 

follow the early example of William Carlos Williams and the later example of Robert Creeley, for 

example, enjambing short lines in jazzy syncopation. Thus, it seemed important to hesitate slightly at 

the end of each line. These are a few lines from a poem entitled, "The Admission." 

 

If you love me, 

Say so. 

Snow piles, bridges burn 

Behind me I 

Imagine 

That I'm alone 



 

And have not 

Turned toward you so 

Before I forget 

Openings I had not though of 

Turning toward 

To tell you and to tell you 

To tell me. 

So those are short lines with a little bit of syncopation in them. So then I try a longer line, containing 

what is thought of as a memory of meter. And here are a few lines from another early poem called, 

"Things We Dreamt We Died For." And again I'll try to indicate the line length with my hand.  

 

Flags of all sorts, 

The literary life. 

Each time we dreamt we'd done 

The gentlemanly thing 

Covering our causes 

In closets full of bones 

To remove ourselves forever 

From dearest possibilities 

The old armies reinjured us 

The old armies conscripted us 

And we gave in to getting even 

A little less like us 

If a lot less like others. 

I confess that I am partial to that seemingly organic free verse that remembers meter and employs 

an elastic line. Thus, the beginning of a later poem titled, "White Clover," and again, I'll try to do it 

with my hands: 

Once when the moon was out about three-quarters 

And the fireflies or the stars 



 

Of backyards 

Where out about three-quarters 

And about three-fourths of all the lights 

In the neighborhood 

Were on because people can be at home. 

I took a not so innocent walk 

Out among the lawns 

Navigating by the light of lights 

And there, there were many hundreds of moons 

On the lawns 

Where before there was only polite grass.  

 

These are just some small examples of subtle differences in the handling of free verse lines. One can 

be far or extreme to good effect. What about spaces within lines? What about eccentric punctuation, 

or none at all? What about indentations of individual lines and the placement of lines on a page? 

What about using capital letters, or no caps at all? All such maneuvers help define a line. What about 

poems written in paragraphs? I think of prose poetry as a form of free verse. Keep in mind the long 

line can have parts. A short line tends to speed up. And keep in mind that there is no limit to the 

elasticity possible to free verse lines. What if one writes sentence by sentence without enjambments? 

The sentence becomes the line, the line is the sentence. 

That's what I did in a form that came to be known as the dead man poems. Here are a few lines 

from an early poem in the Book of the Dead Man titled, "About the Dead Man, Ashes and Dust." 

There are no commas in the first two lines. Now when the line is this long, sometimes it will doubleup, 
even triple-up, and those run-overs will always be indented. It's what people using a computer 

call a hanging indent. Here we go: 

The dead man is slag ash soot cinders grime powder embers flakes chips slivers snippets lava and 

sand--I have to do that again, ready? 

The dead man is slag ash soot cinders grime powder embers flakes chips slivers snippets lava and 

sand. 



 

He is fumes fog smoke and vapor. 

Do not mistake the exhausted dead man for the mangled, dissolved or atomized. 

His mark is not a blemish on the earth but a rising tide of consciousness. 

His tracks are not footprints in the foyer but thoughts brought to bear. 

The letter of the dead man impedes, but the letter and the spirit of the dead man together animate. 

The dead man is not the end but the beginning. 

To conceive of the dead man is the first act of birth, incipient. 

The dead man was first. 

 

Writing poetry is do-it-yourself and learn-by-doing matter. Hunt down poets of individual styles that 

engage both your ear and brain. It will be money in your pocket. Okay here's the dessert I promised: 

You don't have to cooperate with writers blocks, this is how to avoid them and how to be a poet 

everyday: If you write on a computer, say, create a document on your computer desktop--I call mine 

"The Dailies." Every day you scroll to the bottom of the document without looking back, type the 

date if you like, and start writing--anything at all, in any form. If all you have to say at the moment is: 

My coffee is cold--fine, start there. Write with abandon, associate freely, put pressure on your 

vocabulary and syntax, let the materials talk back, and do it under the influence of poems by others 

that have knocked your socks off. Do this and you'll sometimes surprise yourself, writing what could 

not have been foreseen, which is the great thrill in poetry. And if not that day, well the good stuff 

and the bad stuff are all part of the stuff--no good stuff without bad stuff. The trick is to leave 

everything in the scroll. Everything. The abandoned poems, the unused lines and titles, the recipe  

you happen to type there--everything. You will grow as a poet. A daily scroll can be wonderfully 

productive, not to mention addictive, if it does nothing more than get the critic off your back. You 

have a time every day when you add to the scroll. Maybe you can't go to bed until you do, or you 

can't have breakfast until you do. You intend to write on the scroll every day. Maybe you will miss a 

day sometimes, and that's okay, but you intend to add to the scroll every day. In other words, you 

don't have to boogie everyday as long as you turn on the music. With a daily writing scroll you will 

always have poems to choose from when poems are called for. And of course, back it up. And 

remember this: On the one hand, it's poetry--it can save your life. On the other hand, it's only 



 

poetry. So read the most individual poets you can find. Absorb them. Read like a thief, and then 

write with abandon. 


