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"Introduction to Poetry"

Billy Collins

Found on Shmoop.com while searching for poems for this project

This poem is presumably about a teacher trying to get his students to learn how to interpret a poem. He wants them 
to have fun with it, listen to it, feel it, waterski across it, use their various senses to discover the true meaning of the 
poem. The students to not appear to listen, however, and Collins describes them as tying the poem to a chair and 
torturing it and beating it with hose.

This poem is about interpreting poems. I have never tried to interpret a poem about interpreting a poem before, but here 
it goes. This poem not only applies to interpreting poems, but interpreting everything in life. Every event that we deal 
with has meaning, and the theme of this poem is discovering it by poetic, fun, graceful ways rather than trying to force 
the meaning out of it. One will get more out of having fun in life than they will if they go about it with a cold heart 
trying seriously to discover the hidden meaning to everything.

This poem is divided into many stanzas, each describing different means that one could try to interpret a poem. The last two 
stanzas describe what the students try to do to interpret a poem, and it is very unpoetic. The students symbolize everyone with 
a rock hard heart in society. They refuse to change and they aren't open to imagination. The bright people in this world are the 
ones with imagination who can interpret poems by going on an adventure through the poem.

This poem is one of the most fun poems I've written about, because the poem is about what I am doing right now. The subject 
of the poem is interpretation of poems, and right now I'm trying to interpret a poem about interpreting poems. I love the means 
by which the author wants us to interpret poems. We need to interpret by seeing, touching, feeling, smelling, solving, rather than 
beating down the poem one word at a time to try to use its literal meaning to discover its figurative meaning. Oftentimes, the 
"students" in this poem are the people who take the poems too seriously and too closed-heartedly. The ways that the author 
wants us to interpret poems are definitely poetic because they make us use all of our senses and they engulf us in the poem. 




Introduction to Poetry

I ask them to take a poem   
and hold it up to the light   
like a color slide

or press an ear against its hive.

I say drop a mouse into a poem   
and watch him probe his way out,

or walk inside the poem’s room   
and feel the walls for a light switch.

I want them to waterski   
across the surface of a poem
waving at the author’s name on the shore.

But all they want to do
is tie the poem to a chair with rope   
and torture a confession out of it.

They begin beating it with a hose   
to find out what it really means.





