A Brief Guide to New Poetic Forms

Cascade

The Cascade form was inspired by the pattern by which jugglers keep three balls in the air.
Despite distorted illustrations, the actual pattern is not a circle, but resembles an infinity-sign. In
the poetic form, I have taken the idea of each line maintaining a discrete path through the poem,
yet giving the appearance of being seamlessly connected to the lines before and after.

So in the poem entitled “Cascade 1 (Test)” the poem can be read in two ways.
Cascade 1 (Test)

Up in the air

looks like a night
where can I go

there is a place

made for mistakes
that [ haven't been
I've only dreamed
too bad I'm out
nobody knows

made of satin and lace
at least for your sakes

the depth of my sin.

The poem is meant to be read from top to bottom, giving no hint of its internal construction
(other than the title). But if one connects the first, fourth, seventh, and tenth lines, a complete
sentence emerges: “Up in the air/ there is a place/ I’ve only dreamed/ made of satin and lace.”
Similarly, the second, fifth, eighth and eleventh lines compose another sentence: “looks like a
night/ made for mistakes/ too bad I'm out/ at least for your sakes.” Finally, the third, sixth,
ninth, and twelfth lines compose a third sentence: “where can I go/ that I haven’t been/ nobody
knows/ the depth of my sin.”

The result is a double-poem, a poem that can, and perhaps, must be read in two different
ways to be fully appreciated. If one does not recognize the poem that makes up the internal
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structure of the work, nevertheless it influences the way the external poem has been written. It
might even be possible to create two texts that contradict one another and yet are bound together.

To my mind, the poem is only a success if each track, as well as the complete poem,
makes logical sense.. While this test version, the first Cascade I ever wrote, is a little rough,
especially around lines 10-12, it still maintains a tenuous logical structure. It is possible to infer
that the speaker is saying ‘“nobody that, for your sakes, is made of satin and lace, knows the
depth of my sin.” Not a great poem, but it suggests that the form can work.

Canon

This form was my attempt to emulate the great musical canons of Mozart. A canon is a single
musical line that can be sung by more than one voice, with each entering at a different time. The
example most people know is “Row Row Row Your Boat.” You can sing the whole song start to
finish and it sounds just fine. But if someone sings, “Row, row, row your boat,” and as they
begin the word “Gently,” a second person starts “Row, row, row your boat...” you end up with
two musical lines that go together. Up to four people can sing the song this way, each a half-
verse behind the next person. Other such canons, known as “rounds,” are “Three Blind Mice,”
“Make New Friends, But Keep the Old,” and “Frere Jacques (Are You Sleeping).”

I wanted to create a poem that would have some kind of “harmony” based on added lines.
Unfortunately there is nothing in literature that is equivalent to harmony. Simultaneous spoken
words cannot be understood by most listeners, or perceived when typed over one another.

To solve this problem, I created a poetic form in which one takes the first line of a poem
and intersperses a second line into it. The added words must make sense on their own, so that
each line can be read independent of the other, but the combined words must also make sense
(hence, harmony).

The shortest of my canons shows how the form works.

Canon 7

In God we trust

Trust in God. We trust God

Do you trust in God? We trust God.

Do what you will. Trust in God. We trust God.

Each line of the poem consists of a readable sentence. Taking the first line, “In God we
trust” and adding the words “Trust God” to it, we end up with the second line, “Trust in God.
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We trust God.” We can add a third sentence to this line: “Do you?” The resultant third line of
the poem is “Do you trust in God? We trust God.” Finally, we add the question “What will?”
(i.e. — an expression of doubt as to the deterministic nature of a supreme being, or a question
about the uncertainty of the future) to line three, resulting in the final line of the poem: “Do
what you will. Trust in God. We trust God.”

The reader will no doubt notice that I have taken some liberties with punctuation. The
sentence (or sentence fragment) “What will?”” does not actually have a question-mark anywhere
near it. So, without explicit guidance from me, a reader would have to infer a meaning from the
two words. If anyone objects to this lack of mathematical rigor in my construction, let me argue
that this is neither music nor mathematics, but poetry. The form is meant to inspire but not
imprison the work. A reader is not only privileged but obligated to reach into a poem and
determine if that work has any meaning for them. In explaining the use of the fragment here,
I’ve given some of the interpretations I think are possible, but I wouldn’t dream of insisting that
my interpretation is the best or the only one. I enjoy the vagaries of language, the accidents that
can arise when you throw words together, and something about combining strictness with
fuzziness really turns me on. Allowing some freedom in punctuation was my way of breathing
life into what was only an exercise in cleverness.

Fugue, Invention, Sinfonia

These poems operate in the same way as the Canon, only with a looser construction. In a fugue,
a single musical line is superimposed over itself after an interval, with or without some slight
alteration. This may occur in two voices (i.e. — Bach’s Two-Part Inventions), three voices
(Bach’s Sinfonia), or four voices (Bach’s The Art of the Fugue).

Two-Part Invention Number One

The nines are gone; the trumps are up
SO we
shuffle the nines through the deck until, exhausted we

overturn the

tricks we are
SO certain have gone.
Tossed, wasted

in the final piles, trumps are smoldering, flames

of fate flare up to tickle the heavens

There is no “harmony” in the preceding poem until the entrance of the “second voice.”
So the first voice of the poem begins, “The nines are gone; the trumps are up, so we shuffle...”
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At this point, the second voice enters. One can find the text of the first voice embedded in the
poem as it continues:

The nines are gone; the trumps are up
SO we
shuffle the nines through the deck until, exhausted we

overturn the

tricks we are
SO certain have gone.
Tossed, wasted

in the final piles, trumps are smoldering, flames

of fate flare up to tickle the heavens

According to my own strictures for a valid poem of this type, the second voice must be readable
without the first voice. Here, if we take out the first voice and repunctuate, we end up with
“...through the deck until, exhausted we overturn the tricks we, so certain, have tossed, wasted in
final piles. Smoldering flames of fate flare to tickle the heavens.”

Again, to those who consider it sloppiness to ask the reader to determine the proper
punctuation of the missing lines, I offer this defense: In music, a secondary voice should be
listenable, but it need not be the same caliber as a true melody. The harmony of any single
voice, much like the punctuation of certain sentences, may contain points where several
decisions might be made. Only when the primary and secondary voices are together can one be
certain how the music is to sound.

If anyone is still not satisfied with my explanations, I can only say that music and poetry
can emulate, but not replace, one another. I found that making an attempt, however imperfect, to
create a kind of music with words led me to create sentences that I would not have written
otherwise. This is my true goal.

Hyperbola, Cube, etcetera

I’ve made several attempts to represent mathematical ideas in poetry. My aim here is not to say
something profound about math with words, but to use concepts from math to bring out
something in language. As I am a musician and not a mathematician, my efforts in this realm are
much more rudimentary.

The hyperbola is a curve which gets closer and closer to the two opposing axes in a right
angle.
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rectangular nvperbala

The curves in these pictures could be extended further and further, but they would never cross
the dotted lines. Something about the idea of infinity intrigues me, and I wanted to explore it
briefly in poetry.

The cube is a convoluted poem which rhymes and has logical meaning along a number of
different vortices. I don’t really think I succeeded with this form, but I offer that as an
explanation of my explorations along those lines (no pun intended).

Other forms in Hofstadter’s Grandchildren and Distant Hofstadters are either more established
(sonnet, villanelle) or are freer in inspiration (“Prelude”). The reader is invited to explore the
question of construction with these poems, but my ultimate aim is always to create a work that
transcends its form. In the case of Hofstadter’s Grandchildren I often attempted this
transcendence by referring to the form itself, biting the hand that feeds me to see if it will let me
go. You can decide if that effort had any meaning for you. I hope you’ll share with me if it did.
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