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- I'm Mary Jo Bang. I'm going to talk today about sound and music in poetry.There's always been 

sound, of course: every time we say a word the word has sound. But of course when we read poetry 

the word is on the page, so theoretically it doesn't have any sound -- except the fact is we hear it 

even though it's not being said out loud. In our mind we imagine it, and I think that sometimes 

poets fail to understand that that sound is going to be communicated whether they're in the room 

reading it or not, and I'd like to look at a couple of poems in which sound is so integral that you 

can't ignore it, and it's there for a very particular reason: that it carries an expressive weight. The fact 

is that all sound carries an expressive weight, so poets who know that, and understand it, and can 

measure the weight of that sound can use it in order to communicate, and communicate in and of 

itself, apart from what the words say, the content of the poem. So I'm going to start with a poem 

that has a lot of sound and a lot of sonic momentum, it's Allen Ginsberg's "Howl." I'll just read a 

couple of lines from the beginning of it: "I saw the best minds of my generation destroyed by 

madness, starving hysterical naked, / dragging themselves through the negro streets at dawn looking  

for an angry fixed, / angelheaded hipsters burning for the ancient heavenly connection to the starry 

dynamo in the machinery of night, / who poverty and tatters and hollow-eyed and high sat up 

smoking in the supernatural darkness of cold-water flats floating across the tops of cities 

contemplating jazz.... " etcetera. So, you can hear both the kind of push of speech of the ongoing 

sentence, the sentence that refuses to stop. But there's also kinds of repetition that we find in very 

traditional poems, like alliteration. So we have the doubling of the consonants:"hollow-eyed" and 

"high". 

 

We have internal rhymes; we have assonance, the repetition of vowel sounds; and in this case there 

are so many sounds that there are bound to be repetitions. So it carries with it a kind of music, a 

very jumbled music, of lots of sounds, the sounds keep going forward, they take you just like a kind 

of manic rant, and that's of course what Ginsberg is creating here. So I'm going to look at another 

poem that's by someone who influenced Ginsberg, and that's Walt Whitman. Whitman's most 

famous poem, of course, is Leaves of Grass. 



 

 

This is part two of Leaves of Grass: "The smoke of my own breath; Echoes, ripples, buzz’d 

whispers, love-root, silk-thread, crotch and vine; My respiration and inspiration, the beating of my 

heart, the passing of blood and air through my lungs; The sniff of green leaves and dry leaves, and of 

the shore, and dark-color’d sea-rocks, and of hay in the barn; The sound of the belch’d words of my 

voice, words loos’d to the eddies of the wind." Totally different tone, and yet the same kind of 

inclusiveness, but here it's more kind of oracular voice -- a voice that is trying to include everything 

in it. And Whitman also uses a device called anaphora, where the beginning of the line repeats either 

a word or a phrase. 

 

So I'm going to jump down a little a bit. "Have you reckon’d a thousand acres much? have you 

reckon’d the earth much? Have you practis’d so long to learn to read? Have you felt so proud to get 

at the meaning of poems? Stop this day and night with me, and you shall possess the origin of all 

poems; You shall possess the good of the earth and sun—(there are millions of suns left;) You shall 

no longer take things at second or third hand, nor look through the eyes of the dead, nor feed on 

the spectres in books; You shall not look through my eyes either, nor take things from me: You shall 

listen to all sides, and filter them from yourself." 

 

So: you shall possess, you shall no longer, you shall not look, you shall listen to all sides -- it also 

becomes very biblical, so you have a kind of preacher who's telling you, but this preacher is 

subverting the usual Christian idea of God being at the helm, and instead you are at the helm: it's on 

you, and you and the poet are one, so that there's a kind of both responsibility and freedom that 

comes in that. Ok. 

 

So, we've looked at those two poems, and we've seen how sound is working both differently and yet 

the same. The same in that it's carrying something with it. It's carrying meaning and it's carrying 

tone. So I'm going to look at another poem now that uses a lot of sound and tonally is very very 

different. And it's a poem by Gerard Manley Hopkins. Hopkins was a Jesuit priest, and he wrote a 

series of sonnets that chronicled a kind of crisis of faith and what probably today we'd call clinical 



 

depression. So this one has been titled Carrion Comfort. "Not, I'll not, carrion comfort, Despair, not 

feast on thee; Not untwist — slack they may be — these last strands of man 

In me ór, most weary, cry I can no more. I can; 

Can something, hope, wish day come, not choose not to be. 

But ah, but O thou terrible, why wouldst thou rude on me 

Thy wring-world right foot rock? lay a lionlimb against me? scan 

With darksome devouring eyes my bruisèd bones? and fan, 

O in turns of tempest, me heaped there; me frantic to avoid thee and flee?" Now this is such a 

tangled skein of sound that it's hard to unpack it, listening to it for the first time, but the best way to 

read it is to read it out loud, and to see that there's an expressive element in it, and that is the excess. 

And this excess is an excess of feelings, and so how would one if one were in the depths of despair, 

how would you ever despair except by heightening the mood of the poem. And in doing that, this is 

out of ordinary, and I think all three of these poems that we've looked at so far, are out of the 

ordinary, and they're using sound. It's not way they say, it's the sound they're using that makes them 

outside of normal discourse. 

 

Now, that's not to say that a poem can't use normal speech, colloquial speech, and still have 

something very particular about it. And now you could say, I know, but what about content? Well, 

content is always suggestion: so there's suggestion in everything that's said. It's up to us to make 

meaning out of what's being said. So we can think about the fact that looking at this language, how 

we listen to it all the time, and we never pay attention to the fact that it is language, we never pay 

attention to the fact that we're all tied together -- I mean isn't that what lyric poetry is, is the thread 

that ties us together as human beings. The poem is a social space in which we're sharing certain 

common elements, and some of them are very serious, and have a lot of gravity; and others, not so 

much. "The Owl and the Pussy-cat went to sea / In a beautiful pea-green boat" -- that too is a poem 

-- you can say well that's not very grave, so that poem is for children. Well maybe, maybe if we 

examine the words of that, and think about it, we'll actually find some meaning in that one too. But 

the words are suggestions, the words are associative, the associations -- some associations have taken 

place in the mind of the poet, but others will take place in the mind of the reader. 



 

 

There are actually studies that show that when we read certain words that have a sensory association, 

the parts of our brain are activated have to do with how it is to experience those in real life. For 

instance, they showed people who were wired to an MRI machine, they showed them the phrase 

"the suede glove". And that part of the brain that experiences texture, lit up. So we don't even know 

that that's happening. But when we read "the suede glove" our mind is saying "What is it like, what 

is suede like" and then is remembering times that we've touched things. So the sound of that, "the 

suede glove," on the page, which is theoretically silent, is actually making us experience suede-ness, 

and that is a sound. So every sound that we're experiencing in a poem, our brain is lighting up all 

over the place. And again, one can use that to direct where you want people's brains to light up. 

Now, when there is no cultivation or curating of the sound of the poem, some poets want to 

privilege what's being said over how it's being said. But the fact is, there is always that element of 

how it's being said. So you might want to think about how it's being said in terms of sound, how it's 

being said in terms of those sensory words. The great critic Marjorie Perloff has a term called "the 

formal fallacy" -- what she refers to is the idea that it's a poem just because the lines are broken. And 

that's a fallacy. That doesn't make it a poem. Well -- it does. It makes it a poem, because part of our  

experience of poem-ness is that it has broken lines. But it doesn't necessarily make it a good poem, 

or it doesn't make it a poem that realizes the poet's ambitions for the poem. 

 

And I think that if we begin to be sensitized to sound and what it does, we have a better chance of 

realizing those ambitions, and communicating something in a poem, in the format of a poem; what 

we communicate is still completely open, and has a lot of potential, but the attention to sound, the 

attention to repetition of sounds, which is what music is, and which is what poetry is, can be a 

tremendous asset to the poem. 


