Explanatory Notes on CDA 1
As with any explanatory notes on the audio material, what follows is an attempt at highlighting as much as possible the content of the commentary to facilitate for you the use of the material in the class.  Please amend whatever you deem necessary (regarding language matters or content). 

Suggestion: Have copies of “Kubla Khan” to distribute to the classroom so that they can follow with the audio reading.
CD 1 opens with a song, a chant, and with poetry reading of lines from Coleridge’s “Kubla Khan” and then commences to discuss the problems people find in reading and writing about poetry, especially about Romantic poetry.  Then we have juxtaposition between lines from “Kubla Khan” and a nursery chant.  This mélange of poetry being read and performed may be recreated in your class by bringing different pieces of familiar commercial slogans or advertisement jingles that the students can respond to.  Arab students are very much tuned to sports games and they have their own jingles.  Ask them for one or two of the famous ones they know.  Trivial as it may sound, bring in instructions of a tin of beans or a manual of any electrical appliance and a chant. Let the students decipher the different roles of language prior to their encounter with RW.
The purpose of this juxtaposition is to emphasize the role of language in poetry, especially the poetic devices necessary for the appreciation and understanding of poetic language.
The language of poetry is ordinary; a child’s first words are rhythmic and children play games with language. They have pleasure in the sound of language and use words as toys as well as tools. However, one definitely feels that there’s a difference between the language games of the child and some of the poetry to be read in the course. But one needs to remember the joy of the sound of language.  Most likely, the earliest poetry in history was oral; it was spoken and not written.  Early Anglo-Saxon poetry was oral and often accompanied by a harp or lute to be sung; medieval poetry was often read aloud.  Most of the poems in chapter 1 are lyric poems. The original meaning of a lyric is that it refers to an oral performance; it can be sung to a lute or a harp. 

Then the commentary focuses on the prevalence of poetry in different contexts of our life stating that the tradition of oral poetry is still alive; it’s all around us and we can hear it in rap songs, in football games cheers. We are surrounded by poetry: all the devices of poetry are found in the jingles and advertisement slogans and songs; we respond to sound, to the pleasure of the rhyme, rhythm and meter.  We perhaps don’t think of it as poetry since we think that poetry is something we encounter in the classroom.  In the classroom, the childhood joy of language sounds becomes encumbered and our encounter with poetry is often an unhappy one. We tend to think that the language of poetry is a special language and it is closed to us and wants to keep its secrets from us and we retreat from it.  This is partly a matter of experience. The more poetry we read the more we get a feel for the rules and conventions of poetry, to get a feel for the way poems play with language.

1. How do we get a feel of the poem?

First we need to read it aloud to get the pleasure of language even if we don’t know exactly what it means. It’s better to ask what a poem does than what it means. A famously difficult poet, T.S. Eliot, once said: “good poetry can communicate before it’s understood.” 
*You may want to ask students to read parts of “Kubla Khan” and check if they enjoyed reading or listening to it and why.
2.  How is poetry ordinary?

The poetic devices are found in all sorts of other forms than in poems.  Yet it’s not the same of a news paper article.  It’s a performance that gives us pleasure, just like the child that plays with sounds and then with words for their own sake as well as for what they communicate. You may not like nor have to like all of what you read.  It’s important to remember that reading poetry is a pleasurable activity and not a sort of test. As children know, poetry is a language game and we get pleasure from the words themselves and the way they are put together. What the words point to may come second. One of the few definitions of poetry that seem to work is by W.H. Auden: “Poetry is memorable speech.”

The material of poetry is language; the same material that is available for us in every day, but it’s used in a special way.  Let’s use three analogies with painting, music, and dancing.

a) In painting: The way colour is used in a painting may be different than the one you use to paint something, but we cannot reject it.  The same principle applies with poetry whose medium is language and we all share it but we use it for different purposes (conversation, chatting on the phone or instructions on a tin of beans).  However, we seem to know the rules and conventions of these ordinary uses of language, but not the special rules and conventions of the use of language in poetry. 

b) In music: We cannot say that a piece of music refers to something; it doesn’t directly refer to anything in the world, not to butterflies or word processors; it’s not about hope, or death or love.  We can like or dislike a piece of music but to explain our response to it we have to use some technical terms.  The same is true of a poem: the way it uses vocabulary and grammar is different according to different ends or purposes.  Often it’s highly organized and concentrated: its meaning, like in a piece of music, comes from the relation of its parts to each other as from direct reference to the world; we respond to it as sound or rhythm, to the way it plays with words

c) In dancing: The French poet Paul Valery once said that the difference between prose and poetry is like the difference between walking and dancing (prose is like walking, poetry is like dancing).  We walk to get somewhere and when we get there, we stop walking.  Dancing, on the other hand, is formalized; it’s a series of certain steps. We use the feet for walking and dancing just as we use like language for talking and writing in all sorts of contexts as well as in poetry.  However, unlike waking, dancing is not to get you from point A to point B but to give you pleasure as you move around.   So all the Poetic devices might correspond to the steps of a dance.  Hence, the language of poetry is similar to everyday speech only in the sense that the dance steps that we take might be like the steps you take when we walk.  Many of the poetic devices deviate from the daily uses of language.  This deviation we call poetic license.
3. How do we talk about the special use of language in poetry? How do we explain our response to a poem? How do we write about a poem?

 We have to consider a poem as a poem, that is, to pay attention to the features that make it different from other ways of using language.  Once we’ve read instruction as to how to open a tin of beans, we probably don’t have to go back to these instructions again. However, we can return to those poems and enjoy different things about them. 

We may feel that we don’t know the rules and conventions of poetry, yet we often do because it is all around us.  Even in the poems we are to read, we are aware of its conventions though we may not know that we know them. Ex. When we read Burns’s line “My love is like a red red rose,” we know that he’s attributing qualities of natural beauty, freshness, so on to his love.  Very few of us who read that line think that the poet’s love is about four feet tall and has thorns.  We recognize the special use of language in a poem and expect certain things the line from Burns.  His rose is a simile and we read it the right way because of repetition that is used a lot in poetry.  

A more difficult opening line is from Keats’s “Ode on a Grecian Urn”:  “Thou still unravished bride of quietness”.  This line forces us to make several decisions.  The poet is addressing a piece of pottery, but in what sense can it be a bride, a bride of quietness?  What sort of language is used? Ex: the word “unravished” means not yet ravished; just like the word unused means not yet used. The word “still” is equally problematic: does it refer to time, meaning not yet, or to movement that is motionless or immobile? We have to read the rest of the poem to know the answers to these questions. Though we may not know what it means, we do feel that the use of language here is different from the language used on a tin of beans.  It’s a metaphor: one thing talked about in terms of another. This is not to say that it is a puzzle or a series of puzzles. There are no right answers for these questions. They are, however, good questions to ask because they help us to understand the poem.

*The above commentary on the special use of language of poetry is exemplified in the close reading of Coleridge’s “Kubla Khan.”   What follows is an attempt at capturing the main points of this close reading by listing the questions asked or the issues raised in investigating the meaning of the poem.

*you may want the students to have another listening to  get a feel for the sound of the poem, then have another listening after which they may try giving a meaning to what they’ve heard. As Bygrave recommends, the following is not a prescriptive formula.  Some items may be more important than others depending on the nature of the poem itself.
1. What kind of poem is it? It’s a narrative but we couldn’t retell its story because it’s largely a descriptive text till the last verse paragraph.  It’s an attempt to represent an imaginary landscape.
2. What does it talk about? It talks about STRANGE LANDSACPE of Xanadu. 
*Here you may use one of the many ppts on Kubla Khan available on the internet that attempt a visual representation of the landscape. You may even ask the class to draw what they visualize from listening to the poem.
3. Who or what is speaking? The poem begins in the third person as many novels do. But the last verse paragraph is in the first person; the speaker here seems to be a poet speaking. 
4. Form? The poem isn’t in stanza form and it’s irregular. Not one continuous piece; it’s in 4 verse paragraphs. It has an iambic meter and lines of different length. The rhythm varies considerably between short and long lines 17- 18 and even between the longer ones.   EX: 24-25:  we do not have regular rhyme scheme. A reading of the poem demonstrates sound is important particularly because of the strange or exoticism of the names: xanadu, kubla khan, alph: 
Listen again to the beginning of the poem.
5. Figurative language or imagery: the commentator prefers figures to image because some images cannot be seen; for example, “caverns measureless to man” we cannot imagine them; we also have figures of containment and enclosure (6-10): are the walls to keep something out or in?  Then, in the second paragraph, we also have figures of energy and struggle set against images of stagnation and immobility: chasm, tumult, and lifeless.

6. Music figures in the poem culminating in the symphony and song of the Abyssinian maid with her dulcimer.

7. Repetition (of lines, ideas, or words): Khan is named 2 times (at the beginning and at the end of second verse paragraph); alph 2 (24 called the sacred river); caverns 2 (4, 27); dome 5; tumult 2(repeated in the second verse paragraph); the poet draws our attention to their strangeness. Listen again to lines 25-36.
8. Title: Kubla Khan: it shapes the way in which we read the poem: Kubla Khan remains mysterious and as mentioned before he is named twice: first time we hear of his power and the second time we learn of a distant threat to him; but what’s the relationship between him and the landscape?  When the poem was published, it had a Subtitle A visionary dream, fragment (it sounds apologetic, as if Coleridge did not want to see it a complete poem) 

9. Ending: last verse paragraph redirects us rather than summing up; the subject of the poem seems to shift: we’re no longer with the Khan and his Xanadu but with the poet and his creation.  

Listen to the last verse paragraph again.
Once the poem is read with attention to the use of language, we can move on to check its meaning in relation to its context.  In other words, once we familiarize ourselves with the play of language, of sounds, of words, of imagery, we cover one stage of reading the poem.  The other stage is when we look at the extrinsic context of the poem.  In the case of this poem we can get a lot of information from the Preface to the poem and from different questions we can get from the imagery, allusions, and perspective.  Often we find such material outside the poem.  In the case of this poem, Coleridge leaves a lot of clues in the preface he gives and in the imagery and allusions he incorporates in the poem.

 10. More questions related to contexts outside the poem: 

1) Coleridge himself: he attached a long note on how the poem was composed. Hundreds of lines came to him in an opium dream which he tried to transcribe its lines but as a visitor came he later on couldn’t remember the lines. This doesn’t answer many of our questions about the poem.  This piece of information does not answer our questions; it seems that the author does not know what to make of it. 
2 ) The long interval between writing it and publishing is another indication that the poet was unsure of it: it was first published 1816 (along with Christable and Pains of Sleep ) 20 years after writing it.   He also subtitled it as: a visionary dream, a fragment. He also adds another more apologetic note when he says that it is a “psychological curiosity” than the grounds of any supposed poetic merit. Accordingly, some critics try to interpret it psychologically , while others see it as wholly reflexive, i.e,  they see the poem is about itself or about the process of writing poetry ( the Khan can be seen as a poet or maker) and the poem is a made object, a miracle of rare device.


3). Coleridge notes that he was reading a travel book, Purchase’s His Pilgrimage, as he fell asleep. The poem is full of echoes of this and other books he knew.  One of the more apparent sources for the dream landscape is Milton’s Paradise Lost. Book four of Paradise Lost there’s a description of paradise as Satan first sees it.  The description includes a river flowing through Eden —Milton lists a lot of false paradises that can be compared with Eden, the last of them is mount Omara.   Compared with Xanadu, then Xandadu may be a false paradise; how is it coming into being? Unlike to true paradise, it is being produced rather than created; it’s artificial rather than natural. It is brought into being by an oriental monarch; the false paradise has come into being at his decree.  
4). Alph, the sacred river, some critics have seen it as a symbol for the imagination : but the imagination is not the root to the place of pure escapist pleasure; it’s a place that can be sublime  “caverns measureless to man”; but what is being built it also a savage place;  its values are ambivalent: forces of attraction and repulsion are held together in phrases like “ a sunless sea” and “a demon lover”;  and most of all in  “a sunny pleasure dome with caves of ice.” The two are potential threat to this paradise as they prophesy war.   The imagination, then, builds a false paradise.  Does this mean the Khan too is an artist, is he, too, a Napoleon of the imagination (the kind Coleridge called the man of commanding genius who can subject people and things to his will)? Is Kubla Khan a poet?
5). 4th para is in the first person; after the first creation come doubts as to the possibilities of the creation. In the final verse paragraph come the modal verbs “could,” “would,” and “should,” which are verbs of possibilities that abound in the poem:  if the vision could be revived, the false paradise could be regained and the poet and not the monarch could build that dome in air.  But the ending doesn’t add to the representation of  Xanadu; it talks about the vision of it is lost;  how it survives only in fragment.   So the poem contains a sort of commentary upon itself; but if there’s regret in the first few lines of this passage, the figure with which it is represented at the end seems terrifying.  The line “weave a circle around him thrice” is first spoken by Shakespeare’s witches in Macbeth and here they are in reference to the poet. Here if these lines celebrate the powers of the imagination, they also suggest its dangers and terrors.  

The commentary concludes with general remarks that sum up what it had tried to illustrate regarding poetry and in particular regarding Romantic poetry and some of its characteristics, for example, its preoccupation with the imagination and the mysterious power of creation.  The imagination produces nightmares as well as dreams. Romantic poetry is often disturbing; often a poetry of questions. Each of us is likely to understand this poem in different ways, we may different contexts as important, but all of our readings have to be grounded in the text 

Band 2 of the CD offers readings of Wordsworth’s “Anecdote for Fathers” (Anthology Vol. 1), Anna Barbauld’s “The Rights of Woman” (Anthology Vol. 1), Wordsworth’s The Prelude Book XIII, lines 1- 119 (Anthology Vol. 1), and Smith’s ‘Sonnet XXXII.T o Melancholy’ (Anthology Vol. 2).

*You may want to ask students to identify some of the poetic devices in one or two of these readings so as to practice their understanding of the special language of poetry, Or to have students attempt reading a passage that simulates a poet’s reading so as to feel that poetry reading does not follow the end of the verse line, rather the thought or the idea or the emotion expressed. 
