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Reading a poem is not unlike
reading a needlework pattern. The poet
uses widely recognized symbols— letters,
words, language— to create an image that
exists within the mind as well as formally
on a page.
A written pattern (Figure 1) is the most
tedious type of pattern from which to work.
The reader, should they desire to create a
mental image of what will occur within the
work, needs to have an intimate
knowledge of every line. Moreover, the
reader needs an understanding of how

those lines, visually strung together like
beads down a single string, will wrap
together upon themselves into a nebulous
whole. This is no easy task, and is not
strictly necessary to accurately complete a
pattern physically. However, should the
reader not undertake the time to visualize
the finished work as a whole, it becomes
vastly more difficult to improvise within the
given pattern, and vastly more likely that
error should occur as the reader cannot
see how the stitch they complete connects
to every stitch around it.

convention on which to fall back. The
reader is expected to look at the poem
more so as an object or simultaneous
experience than as a linear sequence of
events. In this way a concrete poem is
much closer to the complexity of reality
than a linear poem: life is not a singular
chain of events that follow one another in
a logical manner, but rather a
conflagration of innumerable
incomprehensible happenings all at the
same time.
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When poems follow stylistic conventions—
such as aligning to the left, breaking into
stanzas, or moving line by line vertically
down the page— it is like reading a
knitting pattern line by written line. The
reader follows the poem from its given
beginning to its given end, rather than
seeing the poem as a whole unit, with
multiple possible beginnings and endings.
The reader is not permitted improvisation
beyond minor inconsistencies in the
meaning of the text.
A concrete poem, on the other hand, can
be likened to a constellation: “an
arrangement, and at the same time a playarea of fixed dimensions”1. A whole made
up of components, but these components
do not have rigid boundaries between
them. A concrete poem employs form to a
much more dramatic and visible degree
than a ‘conventional’ poem. Rather than
relying on peculiarities within convention,
a concrete poem has no hard-and-fast

This ability to document as a whole rather
than linear parts can be seen in visual
lace patterns (Figure 2). The reader is
presented with a choice of options, all of
which come together, read
simultaneously, into something greater
and more intricate than the lacework that
would be produced by following the
pattern. The reader gets not only an
object, but also the experience of piecing
it together physically and mentally. To
understand a pattern is to understand the
pieces and the whole all at once.
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However, the image-like nature of
concrete poetry has led to it being labeled
experimental, and not given the same
standing as more conventional poetry.
Concrete poets face a challenge of being
perhaps internationally known within
concrete poetry circles, but unknown
within their own country.2 It is perhaps
because poetry is not only a visual art, but
a narrative one as well—poetry has a
millennia-long tradition of being an oral
art, and comparatively few centuries of
being widely available written down. In the
case of Mary Ellen Solt’s Forsythia,
(Figure 4) the reader has no convention
rely upon to read or speak the poem. It
must instead be experienced as an art
object: a macramé curtain rather than a
single strand of beads. As is evident in
figure 3, a macramé pattern can be
approached from multiple—though not
every— angles.
Forsythia bears remarkable similarities to
a cross-stitch pattern depicting a flowering
plant (Figure 5). Why, then, is the crossstitch pattern so straightforward,
compared to Forsythia? The pattern even
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employs letters in its design. Perhaps it is
not just the problem of how to read-andspeak the poem that makes Forsythia less
accessible, but also the fact that the crossstitch uses lettering in very narrow,
specific ways—a “T” will always represent
a different color from a “Q”—though the
only difference between the pattern and
poetry is convention. Concrete poetry, on
the other hand, does not have a set stitch
key. The different ‘stitches’ of concrete
poetry are so many and so varied that
they cannot be catalogued; each ‘stitch,’
or formal decision, compounds upon the
others to create something that lives on
the page, rather than being a twodimensional pattern-ghost of an object
that does not yet exist.
Concrete poetry walks the boundary
between image and text. It takes words
(symbols standing in for images) and
breaks them apart, creating a symbol of a
new image. Like a needlework pattern,
concrete poetry is a herald of what is
going to be created and the energy within
that creation rather than an object that
begins and ends with itself.
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