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20 Tips to Keep Poets Happy
Give them an Ivory Tower

We all know that poets die young — unless they’re
Wordsworth, so a good insurance policy might
be useful. However, there are poets and poets,
and not all of them are as depressive as
Coleridge, nor on laudanum (like Coleridge), nor
have difficult family circumstances (like

Coleridge), nor find themselves unappreciated

(like Coleridge!).

But every poet values their own Ivory Tower. It
may be a shed at the bottom of the garden, a
favourite chair, a room at the top of the house
(when it’s not the computer room, the guest
bedroom, the box room, the overflow
playroom...). It may not be a room at all. If you
are like Wordsworth, then booming loudly
around the Lakes (and scaring all passing
tourists) is your perfect opportunity to ‘sound

out’ your poems.
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Because all good poets love to read their work
aloud - even to themselves (quite often, only to
themselves). You would not object to a musician
practising out loud, nor an artist painting on a
beach somewhere, so why consider the tools of
the trade (pen and notebook) less ‘work’ than

other arts?

If you give them their Ivory Tower (space and
quiet) you may find they are much easier to live
with. Or you may find the silence has killed
their Muse.
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Doodle Bugs

It may have been fashionable in the 18th century,
for poets to use quill and parchment, but
nowadays they use pen and paper. Some of
them even use computers, laptops, MP3s and

social networking sites.

Poets don’t need an excuse to doodle, just give
them a little space, or grit, or disaster, and you
will find their fingers begin to twitch. This is a
serious affliction. There is no solution, except
by giving them the desired choice of recording

equipment.
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It is unfortunate that some poets are afflicted as
soon as their brain changes gear — by driving the
car — and then the only safe option is to pull into
a lay-by. Since writing poetry takes more
energy than using a mobile phone, it is advisable
to switch off the engine — and the heating -
because otherwise you could be delayed for

hours.

It goes without saying that most experienced
poets will leave a notepad and pen in every room
in the house - including the smallest. No, it’s not

to write shopping lists.

Most poets’ scribbles may resemble shopping
lists — do not be fooled —a list of unrelated objects
is the beginning of a genuine (even, a prize-
winning) poem. Quite honestly, no-one else has
the genius to see beyond a shopping list as broad

as the Encyclopaedia Brittanica.
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Feed and water regularly

Do not think, with such genius at work, that
poets can remember the simple things of life —
like tea, coffee, food, cooking dinner or doing

housework.

Although experienced poets may realise the
enormous potential of ironing or baking bread
to awaken the subconscious brain i.e: produce a
poem, many will need reminding. Do not assume
they have time (apart from sitting in an easy
chair and drinking the coffee you deliver,
without a pause in their scribbling) to make

their own.
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They are so besotted with their latest
masterpiece, that it would be inadvisable for a
General or a PM (or pilot) to be a poet. Poets are
often (not always) librarians, cleaners, teachers
and other literati. Those who win competitions
are those that break all the rules (they might

even be a social worker, or a dinner lady).

Since poets are frequently male (or female), this
takes an understanding spouse. Poets are
romantic enough to believe in all wildlife
(including children) and divine revelation
(rather than DIY books), so they are at a great
disadvantage in managing practical and busy
lives. They are probably out at the latest Poetry
Slam, of submitting their poems (which will be
rejected 9 times out of 10, and unpaid even when

accepted for publication).
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You are my sunshine

While poetic depression is legendary, bear in
mind that in this state they are unable to pick up
a pen and paper (so the Muse will not arrive for
a few hours). If you want sleep, or any benefits
of married life, it is best to ensure they are calm
and mildly enjoying life. If you begin to ask if
they’re happy, don’t be surprised if it produces
much soul-searching and an unphilosophical

answer.

Some things are sacrosanct, and most sensible
poets will realise it is an excellent opportunity
for further research. If they begin to tap your
shoulder in rhythm, beware, they are probably

beginning another poem.
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Since poets are at their happiest when writing
verse of gloom and despair, you are probably
best advised to back off, without sending them
into despondency about the inadequacies of
juggling modern life. Indeed, the more love you
shower on them, the easier it will be for them to
produce original despair. This should not be
taken personally — they will feel much better for
putting it all down on paper. And then you will
have an — almost — sane person for the rest of the

evening.
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I did it my way

Let’s face it, the role of Poet is hard to sell. No-

one would choose it as a career:

WANTED: A lifetime poet to write for little
money, no fame, no respect nor admiration, and
no position in society. To work unreasonably
long hours, to drop everything at a moment’s
notice, and to put your family on hold due to
isolation and personal issues. The poet must not
be a team player, nor an all-rounder. They must
take their work home with them nightly (and on
every holiday, commute and attempt to sleep).
Rewards are generally esoteric, pay abysmal,

perks nil.
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The only reward most poets ever receive is the
opportunity to read their work aloud. If they
cannot go to a Poetry Slam (or they were too late
on the list), this opportunity is only available
through family members (or weddings and
funerals, when most poets will be disappointed
to find the general public resorting to Auden,

not an unknown or living poet).

Unlike meeting an editor (where ‘I have a
collection of poems, and will you publish them?
My family says they are brilliant.’), poets will be
delighted to hear you also have a secret and
unproductive hobby. However, their interest
will drop rapidly (mercury-style) if you then
spend the next ten minutes talking about YOUR
work — they were interested, because they
thought it was an opportunity to mention their

own latest project.
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Give them readers

You may not be the editor of your parish
magazine (if you are, then you’ve found someone
who will write for nothing, as often as you wish,
for nothing more than the glory of seeing their

name in print), but everyone is a reader.

Whether you read eBooks online (probably for
free), or buy the daily newspaper, you are a
potential reader of their work. If you find a
subject you can live with, then give them the
benefit of the doubt and read their work.
Skimming comes in handy here, since you may
not be able to stomach the full collection.
However, even a vague appreciation of the
‘effort’ they put into their work, and ‘Keep on

trying’ will be sufficient for most poets.
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However, an experienced poet will soon
recognise your lack of poetic knowledge and

inability to produce a sensible critique.

Amazingly enough, most poets prefer readers to
literary critics. Since most writers wallpaper
their walls (or the entire house) with rejection
slips, even simple appreciate will have them

basking in a rosy glow for days.

Like starving men (no gender differential

intended), they will wolf down your comments
whole. And though they may later regurgitate
or dismiss banal comments, you can guarantee
their appreciation every time they meet you in

future.

Do support the poor (starving poet) and read
their work. Better still, buy a copy occasionally.
You might even find you enjoy the experience -

silence is precious (and rare) in modern life.
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Greeks bearing gifts

I am not suggesting you give a poet a full Trojan
horse for Christmas, they would be too busy
working out the significance of it being empty or
full. But poets already have all the poetry books
they want. There’s a big difference between a
Ferrari and a Rolls Royce (let alone a Ford
Fiesta), so do not assume you are giving them
the perfect present — by remembering they read

poetry.

Everyone has a latest wish list, so unless you
know the market, it is better to produce a gift
that encourages calm and relaxation. Poets may
love aromatherapy oils, candles, light chasers...
or they may not. Anything that helps them to
relax and so write a poem (in the bath, when
driving, in the middle of cooking dinner?) is

good - isn’t it...
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Poets may research endlessly, and while there
are many software programmes to assist (the
Web is your oyster, sort of), there is nothing like

a simple moment’s inspiration.

This can be achieved by a careful choice of card,
postcard, double entendre, or book of rhyming
words or quotations. You don’t need to be a poet
to inspire a poet - let’s face it, a piece of urban
junk will inspire some poets. It may even mean

a saving on pricy gifts.

What do poets need? Water. Light. Fresh air.
Cup of coffee. Glass of wine (laudanum is not
recommended nowadays). A walk in the

country. Or: the opposites of everything above.

It’s amazing how inspiring a holiday postcard
can be, or your throwaway comments in an

email.
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Room with a view

Many poets have discovered the art (!) of
ekphrastic poetry. Take them to an Art Gallery
(or even a display of children’s pictures) and you
will find them grabbing for that proverbial pen
and paper, scribbling an incongruous shopping
list that only a savage or genius would recognise
as useful to produce a cave painting (or prize-

winning poem).

Although a picture is worth a thousand words,
most poets have learnt to economise. Some can
even manage to include the whole universe,
nature and god, compressed into 5-7-5 (three

lines).
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You will never regret sending a poet a postcard.
The very worst that can happen is that it does
not inspire them - it will decorate the
mantelpiece and produce not a word. It may, of
course, be that the poet is overawed by your
magnanimity (or with your genius as a poet,

they would not dare write on the subject).

Or it could produce something of eternal merit
(like publication in the parish magazine). You
may even bask in the reflected glory of the poem
that you inspired - so choose what you send
carefully. No-one wants to be the inspiration for

a poem about a 5,000 year old turd.
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Let them out

No poet can produce inspiring work, stuck in
their Ivory Tower for months. Outings lead to

inspiration.

Whether your poet returns home and writes
about the tramp begging in the subway, the
spring flowers dancing like little Wordsworths,
or the dribbles on their saucer of a half-finished
coffee, it doesn’t matter. Every poet is unique.
If you want to encourage a different type of
poetry, start waxing lyrical about a GOOD poet
(you have read) and how you wish you could

write like them.

It may, or may not, have the desired effect. Your
poet may begin scribbling furiously — and

produce a poem about 5,000 year old dung. Well
done - treasure the moment — next time you may

have to resort to saying what you hate!
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Paper planes, boats and
automobiles

For a poet, there is nothing more holy than a
virgin page. If you want a poet to produce their
best work, provide them with luxury paper or
notebooks. The range nowadays is excellent,
and you can make new discoveries anywhere

you travel.

Your poet will be delighted - it takes a lot of
paper, to leave notepads in every room. As for

pens — better pens produce greater inspiration.

If your poet resorts to a used envelope, postage
stamp or chip wrapper, do not assume this is
their preferred style. Let’s face it, a poet would
tattoe themselves, rather than wait until the
inspiration has vanished, and those glorious

words have ebbed back into their subconscious.
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Even Coleridge could never return to a
laudanum-induced sleep and redream his

Xanadu.

If you drive a car, then you can drive any car
even if it is not your preferred make, or you
wouldn’t be seen arriving in the office with it.
Poets will use any pen or paper available, they
may even use a laptop. It is probably wise to
send them on a bus, train or plane, if that is
where inspiration strikes — or ensure they don’t

need to do all the driving.

But whether the paper produces a paper boat, a
paper plane, or a shopping list, poets are
resourceful and ingenius - the back of an
envelope may be the most inspired (and prize-

winning poem).
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Read yourself fit (to write)

Surprisingly, poets are entirely gregarious -
when we are talking about books. They are also
cosmopolitan, new age, archaeologists and very
green. Well, maybe not green -they would much
sooner take a tree to bed with them, than a

mouse (electronic, anyway!)

No book is wasted on a poet — indeed, the only
thing to suffer from poets’ book-buying habits, is
the size of house and strength of attic beams

needed to take the weight of hefty tomes.

Books will be endlessly recycled amongst other
starving poets, who will leave their Ivory Towers
in order to visit a library, a book shop, or a
charity shop. This does not mean they have

earned any money by selling their work.
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This is why poetry-lovers must also be book-
lovers. The way a poet learns depends entirely
on the way a book LOOKS and FEELS. Do not
assume any edition will do (limited edition, or
preferably first edition will send shivers down
their spines, the sort of shiver reserved for that
moment the Muse arrives). If in doubt, buy
books with beautiful pictures, goldleaf edges,
perfect bound with a sturdy spine (the poor

tomes will also be overworked!).

And while all poets will give a token nod to

‘sustainable rain forests’, ‘resourced locally’, and
‘No trees were injured during the making of this
book’, most would murder a forest or two rather
than be deprived of books - real books, books to

touch, scent, see and...
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No, poets don’t want talking books — or cards
that speak when you open them. Poets may be
of an age that plays-down new inventions (like
tape recorders and CD players...) and will not
appreciate the sound of anything less than a
professional actor (preferably classically

trained).

So poets will read anything — in absence of
anything better. However, it is best to inspire
them with GOOD poetry. They will read every
genre, it may even improve their breadth of
knowledge — and you can guarantee that
whatever goes into their subconscious will also

emerge: again and again and again!

Take pity on future readers — feed them quality.
It doesn’t matter whether its fact, trashy fiction,
DIY guides or the latest T S Eliot Prize-winner.
All poets Muse in a cathartic and transformative

way. Their poetic creations are pure alchemy.
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Minute traces of medicine

Poets are a sensitive lot. If you want them to
produce any work at all, medicine should be
carefully measured and kept to minimal dosage.
Overdose a poet on well-intentioned criticism
and you will have to order a lorry-load of

tissues... chocolates, wine, food, romantic films...
Less is definitely more.

Some critics make their name from beheading
and displaying all foul poets on the end of a
stake at Tower Bridge. This well-meaning

approach works - like the Spanish Inquisition.

Sadly, it does not stop poets writing poems.
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For some poets, they can be restricted simply by
keeping them happy. Indeed, there is one
famous poet that turned to crime when happy,

and poetry when sad.

It is a crime if a poet is destroyed by criticism
and never pens another line. Can you think of a
cheaper way of reducing the prison population?

Or Psychiatric wards?

Everyone should write. Not everyone should be
published - at least, not without a very good
copy editor (which is beyond the budget

nowadays) or ghost writer.

Did I say Ghost Writer? Poets don’t need scaring
out of writing — it is scary enough to make some
celebrities publishable, to have a best-seller in

print without your own name on the cover.

But it’s not all bad news. You might even get

paid for it.
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That’s what friends are for

Every poet will know that poetry friends may be
the proverbial vultures awaiting their next meal.
And while these friends may be considering how
much meat is on their future carrion (you), you
could hardly accuse them of being fair-weather

friends.

The one thing guaranteed to keep them friends
is to ensure that you are not the next meal. If
your friends become critics... perhaps you

should join them (for lunch).

True friends are above this. They will share in a
poet’s successes, commiserate over their
disappointments. They may even share some of

their less reportable moments.
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But don’t ever think they are not considering the
poet’s eternal qualities (will they be
immortalised? will they be immortalised by
association, like Southey with Wordsworth and

Coleridge?)

But don’t expect them to be secretly pleased,
when they came in 2nd, where you achieved 1st
Prize. They will use all their creative skills to

appear delighted with the results.

Your best friends when you win a competition
are... your editors (remember, those who have
been cultivating your talent for months, even
years). They will sing your praises from the
rafters (or, better still, on their editorial page),

because - really — good publicity reflects well.
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However, if successes are rare (or non-existent),
you are better to share with your friends. But
remember, friends are there for the bad times
and they will repay you by returning the favour

(when the commiserations are on them).
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If you can’t beat them... don’t join
them

Sometimes, poets realise they will never be the
latest new discovery, the next Poet Laureate (the
free sherry must be over-rated if it’s given away

anyway!).

At these times of crisis, it is tempting to try
reviewing work — a guaranteed way of getting
your name in print, regularly. Writers will love
you (until your first criticism of their work).
Editors will love you (until your copy is delayed
by a minor family crisis, like the suicide of your

cat while you are on holiday).
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It is satisfying that a limited number of words
can be guaranteed to appear in print with your
name attached. Since many magazines are also
deposited in key universities of the UK, or the
Poetry Library, for copyright purposes, you are
assured at least one reader — the librarian that

processes and files the magazine.

If you are lucky — or become a future celebrity or
mass-murderer — a student in some future
university (if they secure funding) may even
choose you as the subject of their doctoral

thesis.
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Dream on. But you have ready-made Christmas
(or Winter Solstice) gifts for years to come — a
free copy of the magazine where your work
features. If you also have a pet project (The
Complete and Unabridged Works of Will-he
Won’t He Shake and Appear), you also have

regular free advertising space (for a one-liner).

The life of a reviewer is not an easy one — but
there is some compensation: free books (here’s

hoping they’re the books on your wish-list!)
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Time to celebrate

If you send your poet, or accompany them, on
writers’ weekends, away days, retreats, festivals
or poetry slams, they will return enthused to the

lonely task of writing.

It may even help to ensure that when they - of
course — win a prize in a competition, editors or
other poets will at least stand a chance of using
the correct photo beside their one-line award
mention in a magazine. Those who stay in their
Ivory Towers too long (with the possible
exceptions of Gerard Manley Hopkins, RC
Priest, and Emily Dickinson, Almost-Hermitress)
tend to miss out on potential readers, even

buyers, for their books.

A poet can be depressive enough to write a
masterpiece; they will have forgotten their

celebration in a few days anyway.
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Meal times

It is a truth universally acknowledged (!) that a
man (r woman) with a small fortune (of
creativity) is in want of a wise... friend to take

them out for a meal.

It is impossible for the more practical friend to
understand how creativity can come before a
good meal. The poet will always stagger for the
bottle — it will either spark the Muse, or leave
them happily in despair. A mug of steaming
coffee is never far from the writer’s elbow, desk,
easy chair, shed, garret, spare room or garden

arbour.
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The experienced writer will plan their day
around the routines of the household, food and
regular exercise. Not so the poet — the serious
poet can stare into space for hours — a blank
page at the ready. The reason for notebooks in
every room is not because the poet has a bad
memory, nor avoids the exercise of searching the
entire house to scribble down their fledgling
thought. However, overloading the senses with
new ideas for poems will leave the poet
impossibly lost wherever they happen to be. It is
no wonder, then, if poets are not good time-

keepers.

Those that are mathematical geniuses may also
be punctual. A scribbled verse will delay the
average poet by at least half an hour. Save
yourself, and them, take them out for a meal

before the Muse strikes again.
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You may even find that a national coffee chain
can produce the desired Muse - you will find
most writers spending hours inside coffee shops.
Recognising them is easy — they are on their
own, appear spaced out, AND are scribbling
with that proverbial pen and notepad as if their

lives depended on it.



20 Tips to Keep Poets Happy
With the jet set

Have you ever wondered what could spark the
Muse of your Poet in Residence? It could be a
fortnight in the Caribbean (although it is never
from the proceeds of their poetry). It is just ask
likely to be the coffee stains in the empty cup, in

a comfy seat of a national coffee chain.

Don’t dream of travelling abroad with a poet — or
even to Cornwall — without their essential DIY
Kit: pen and notepad! Sun cream only makes the
paper sticky and, guaranteed, they will be too

busy scribbling to notice the sunburn.
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Other essentials are wet wipes — for those sticky
fingers. A walker’s travel pad - for the hours
spent seated in inappropriate places. Travel
guides — even poets pile hours of research into
every poem (although you may only see the
traces in one or two words). MP3 (or other
personal music device) — for the hours spent
experiencing trains, planes and boats, when no-

one in sight has a pen or notepad.

You may think you are taking the poet on a well-
earned rest. Think again. They will be writing
about their experiences for years to come...
however, every trip is a busmen’s holiday to a

writer.
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The observant poetry friend will have realised
that to be a poet is a permanent and lethal
condition. No poet has returned from the
afterlife, cured of their need to write a poem.
However, even death is seen as a poetry-
enhancing experience. However, hell hath no

fury like a poet without pen and notepad.
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Inebriated by the Muse

It is a risky business: plying a poet with alcohol.
They may produce the second (unfinished) half
of Kubla Khan, or Twinkle Twinkle Little Star.
Ensuring your poet is visiting Lavenham, or
Nether Stowey, at the time, may indeed

guarantee it!

But every poet is different. Some will go to sleep
after a drink and wake with vivid nightmares
which must, of course, be recorded for posterity
— no matter if their partner is working shifts.
Others will giggle over their own jokes and
poems for hours, and barely pause for breath. If
you think they will grow tired — or run out of
their own poems to read — think again. Unless
you know your poet produces one poem a year,
it is not worth finding out when the bottle’s

empty.
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In this way, a poet is like any other human
being. Laudanum may have been lauded in the
18th century, but remaining below the legal limit

is advisable nowadays...

After all, there are plenty of other occasions
when the golden brew/nectar of the gods/Elysian
powers/divine principles are called for. Every
poet — and every artist, musician or architect -
will also follow the fibonacci principle. This
means they will either make or break the rules
of perfect proportions. And every reader — may
or may not — recognise divine symmetry in the

work of art.

When the poet’s work has been rejected — again.
When someone else has won the competition.
When their favourite editor is having a bad day,
and takes it out on them.

When - the choices are endless.
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Bigger picture

Encourage your poet to read about other writers
— it will invariably cheer them up that their
rejection is less than that suffered by the most

famous names of history.

If not, they will be cheered to visit historic
houses and places renowned by a John Betjeman
or Keats. They may buy postcards of William
Wordsworth or Shakespeare, to take back to

their Ivory Tower.

If all else fails, an art gallery (for that ekphrastic
poetry) or concert hall (Benjamin Britten or
Mozart should do the trick), should inspire the
fading poet. But never, ever, take them to the

cinema - it’s too dark to scribble!
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And finally...

And finally, if you have read this far then your
are a true poet’s friend. Your poet will treasure
you by immortalising you in verse. But don’t
ever be concerned if you inspire Ode to a
Screwdriver, or Ballad of the Sugar Plum Fairy.
It is impossible to control the Muse. If the poet
attempts to write PC verse (politically correct,
whether they use a computer is entirely their
choice), you may find yourself facing a writer’s

worst nightmare: Writers’ Block.
If your poetry friend begins to have twitchy
fingers — relax — (s)he is creating his/her next

masterpiece. Go off and make the coffee.

THE END
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FURTHER HELP

http://www.norfolkpoets.blogspot.com

eTIPS is available free by email monthly.
Tips for Writers is published bi-monthly and
celebrates 10 years (in 2011).

Email: wmwordsworth1850-tips@yahoo.co.uk
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