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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

This collection of seven letters was inspired by Rainer Maria Rilke’s famous 
sequence to the young poet Franz Xaver Kappus in Berlin (1903-8)1. Mine 
are addressed to a young performance poet I know well – myself, twelve 
years ago, when I began to write poetry in earnest. I had written one poem 
before this at school when I was a teenager for an English exercise. But it 
wasn’t until my gap year at college, when I was studying Fine Art at 
Coventry, that the Muse truly came to me – or rather I found her, when 
hitchhiking around the West of Ireland in the summer of 1991. I had 
visited Thor Ballylee and Coole Park, Yeats’ old haunts, and poetry was 
stirring within me when I met a young lady in Galway in Kennedy Park on 
a scorching ice-cream melting day. The encounter was brief, just one day 
together, talking, sharing dreams, but we stayed in touch. I wrote to her, 
sending her a poem our meeting had inspired, ‘Circle Dance’ – using the 
metaphor of the sun and moon only glimpsing each other at rare times. 
The idea was better than the finished piece. It was the first poem I had 
written for an audience, albeit of one. It was the beginning of a long lyrical 
correspondence and the start of my poetic career.   

 

 I focused on performance poetry, partly through a frustration about 
getting published, about getting the work ‘out there’, but mainly because I 
believed in the magic of the spoken word, the shamanic aspect of 
performance and became interested in the Bardic Tradition of the Celts. 
The Bards were:  

 

originally shamans who received messages from the Otherworld in a 
trance state, they found, in their reliance on memory, a natural ally to 
the art of poetry. What had come out of the visions in a torrent of 
words could more easily be remembered when patterned by metre 
and alliteration. So the craft of verse-making became intimately 
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associated with magical practise and Otherworld power; and has 
remained so throughout Celtic history. 2 

 

 So my poetry began with a series of letters to Ireland and so it is apt 
to reflect upon my development since then in the same format. These 
letters are ‘things I wish I knew then that I know now’ about the craft of 
writing to perform. If I’d had the benefit of advice that someone 12 years 
more experienced in the field could have offered me my learning curve 
would have increased immensely. Instead, I was an auto-didact, learning 
painfully through trial and error. Nothing can replace the value of 
experiential learning, but much time and embarrassment might have been 
saved with a few simple tips. I am not claiming to be the authority on the 
subject, but I certainly am the expert when it comes to myself, and these 
letters are pitched at someone I know inside out. I am not attempting to 
‘speak like Rainer’ – just in his pedagogical spirit - otherwise the letters 
would descend into pastiche. I will include quotations where appropriate, 
but the thrust of these letters will be what 12 years of performing poetry 
has taught me.  

 

    I will base the main ‘lessons’ on my Shining Word workshops, which 
I use to teach the craft of writing to perform. Their title alludes to Taliesin 
of Welsh myth, whose name means ‘shining brow’.  The young Gwion 
Bach accidentally sips from the Cauldron of Inspiration and after a shape-
shifting chase by the sorceress Ceridwen, he is ‘twice-born’ and becomes 
the master bard. Matthews suggests on one level Taliesin is: 

 

An initiate shaman who, by submitting to the tests of the Cauldron is 
made a fully-fledged practitioner of the shamanic arts.3 
 

 Yet it can also be interpreted as a poet’s rites-of-passage, for that is 
what Taliesin does indeed become. So I will refer to my younger self as 
‘Gwion’. The initiated bardic poet (one that remembers and performs his 
words) becomes a Taliesin – like the Merlin, it is a title, a mantle of office, 
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and there may have been more than one. I would have been familiar with 
this reference, but hopefully it is generic enough to allow others interested 
in these mysteries to relate to it (see The Cauldron-Born, for a fuller 
account of the Taliesin story).    

 

    Here is revealed the method I use to manifest a performance poem. 
It is a holistic arc – although my words always begin on the page in some 
form, often the poem is not finalized on paper until it has been performed 
several times. For me, the performance is part of the craft of writing it. It 
feeds back into the finished piece. So by exploring the whole cycle I offer 
an insight into my techniques of composition and revision.  

 

    I have included a ‘tool-kit’ of techniques in the appendices. Perhaps 
these ‘letters from the future’ will be of use to other fledgling bards. May 
they make fewer mistakes than me! They are written with the benefit of 
what Coleridge calls the ‘lantern at the stern’:  

 

‘If men could learn from history what lessons it might teach us. But 
passion and party blind our eyes, and the light which experience gives 
us is a lantern on the stern which shines only on the waves behind 
us.’4 

 

     In the hope that others may benefit from my limited hindsight 
(merely one of many lights in the darkness) I have composed these letters. 
It has helped me assess how far I have come and to what extent is my 
knowledge (and ignorance). It is an audit of knowledge and an ordering of 
thought. Reflecting upon my methodology will hopefully improve my 
current practise, if nothing else. If others gain anything from them, that is a 
bonus. I just wish I had received them all those years ago – yet of course 
learning is about assimilating and evaluating experience. If someone hands 
‘the Truth’ to you on a plate it is often unpalatable. One has to come to it 
through cognitive processes. Yet if good things are placed before us, 
occasionally a chord is struck, because it echoes something we have felt but 



SPEAK LIKE RAIN                                                             Copyright © Kevan Manwaring 2017 

5 

been unable to articulate. We are half way there already. This is the power 
of words that call to you, unlocking the dormant wisdom within: 

 

It comes through the written and spoken word; sometimes a word, a 
sentence or a poem or a story, is so resonant, so right, it causes us to 
remember, at least for an instant, what substance we are really made 
from and where is our true home.5   

 

    By writing these letters of the craft I have defined the stuff that my 
poems are made of. I hope they inspire you to write and perform your 
own. 

 

Notes 

1. Rilke, R. M. . Letter to a Young Poet. Translated by Stephen Mitchell. (WWW) 
<URL:http://www.ellopos.net/education/writersword_rilke_letter.htm 

2. Kondratiev, Alexei. Celtic Rituals. Scotland. New Celtic Publishing. 1999: 10 

3. Matthews, John. Taliesin – the last Celtic shaman. Rochester. Inner Traditions. 2002: 
14-18 

4. Coleridge, S.T. The Poetical Works. London. Frederick Warne. 1921: 357 

5. Pinkola Estes, Clarissa. Women Who Run With the Wolves. Rider 1992: 7 
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1 

 

April Fools Day, 2003 

 

Dear Gwion, 

  

It’s been raining heavily and I am drenched, hair wet rat-tails, skin 

glistening, clothes damp, as I sit on the train home writing this. It’s like 

someone’s turned on the taps today, in two ways. Instant April showers, 

after weeks of unseasonal sunshine. And a breakthrough with my ‘craft of 

writing’ essay that I’ve worked on for a whole month. After ten thousand 

words and reaching saturation point, the waters have burst today – I had a 

brainstorm to write this hard-won advice to you, my younger self. To the 

fool I was then from the fool I am now, twelve years ‘wiser’. Yet at 33 I 

claim to be no wise elder. All I can offer you is the benefit of my 

experience, the knowledge I have found from my studies, and point you in 

the right direction.  
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I know you don’t like taking advice and you certainly don’t like being told 

what to do, but for your own benefit I urge you to read on – if you want to 

become a better poet sooner. 

 

It can only improve your poetry, and it will always be your voice. If you 

cannot listen to anyone else, listen to me. Why do I know what I am talking 

about? Well, I have been a qualified adult education teacher for the last 

three years and I’m now studying on the MA in the Teaching and Practise 

of Creative Writing at Cardiff University. I know I never thought I would 

be a teacher, but I’m not talking about full-time teaching thirty noisy kids 

in a comprehensive: I’m teaching different ages in different community 

settings, from Primary to OAP, teaching them to enjoy words and express 

themselves. 

 

Just think how you would have benefited from a visiting poet back at 

school. Although you enjoyed doing your English Literature ‘A’ Level 

immensely, the poetry taught was generally grim (e.g. the War Poets) and 

generally dull (Poets of the Thirties) – light years removed from your 

reality. I knew it was good, and ‘good for me’, but only now am I beginning 

to fully enjoy reading some of it. It would seem you had to be dead to be a 

poet, and write about serious things.  
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No one told you poetry can be fun, poetry can be passionate, poetry can be 

like rock ‘n’ roll – that reading it out loud could give you a ‘rush’ better 

than any drug, that performing it could be the most exhilarating experience.  

 

Can you have imagine performing to thousands in Trafalgar Square a 

protest poem off the top of your head, unrehearsed, unexpected? Or being 

regularly on the bill at Glastonbury Festival? Being paid to perform and run 

workshops? Winning the Bardic Chair of Bath? Or being flown to the 

States to recite? No? Well, all these things have happened to me in the 

decade or so since I dedicated myself to this path. I’m not saying that I’m 

rich or famous or ‘made it’ at all – if you want to make money do 

something more practical – only successful in following the path of my 

heart (after many dead-ends and diversions).  

 

If you could have learned how to perform poetry back in Mereway it would 

have improved your self-esteem and communication skills immensely. You 

would have gained confidence, eloquence and enhanced self-image when 

you badly needed it. Instead it took you years. 

 

With this in mind, I intend to share some of my experience on the subject 

of writing to perform poetry. It will be a workshop in letter form, with 

‘hand-outs’ about techniques of writing and performing to show how I and 

others go about it. I will refer to people I have learned from or admire. 

Those who know better than me.  
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By embarking upon this path, you are becoming part of a tradition, a 

tradition you must learn from and honour. Listen to the masters of the 

craft, respect their wisdom. We walk in the footsteps of giants – they have 

made the way easier for us. 

 

I know you want freedom in your performance poetry – to ‘have the gag 

removed from one’s mouth’ as Walt Whitman says in ‘One Hour of 

Madness and Joy’ 1 – but the more adept you are at it, the clearer your 

voice will ring out. You can only do this by mastering the form. Don’t be 

afraid to learn the traditional rules of poetry – it will only improve your 

poetry.  

 

Sheer enthusiasm will only get you so far. Passion transcends ability, for 

sure, but you don't want to be writing doggerel, do you? You want to be in 

control of what you write and how you sound. To do this you need to 

master the techniques and be fully conscious of everything that is 

happening in the poem. Ignorance is no excuse. You must learn the rules 

before you can break them. As Yeats said in ‘Under Ben Bulben’ 2: 

 

Irish poets, learn your trade, 

Sing whatever is well made, 

Scorn the sort now growing up 

All out of shape from toe to top, 
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Their unremembering hearts and heads 

Base-born products of base beds. 

 

You wouldn’t want your poetry to be all ‘out of shape’ now, would you? 

Master the form, young man. Craft your words with loving care – your 

effort will pay off.  

 

It is one of the few things in life that does reciprocate the energy you put 

into it. Writing for me has been the one constant in my life, the one sure 

thing that I have been able to rely on through ‘weal or woe’. It is your staff. 

It will help you live your truth, by following the path of the heart. That is, 

of course, if you are serious about this, if you are willing to make the 

commitment and accept the responsibility of your words. Robert Graves 

said in The White Goddess; ‘I do not even know that you are serious in your 

poetic profession.’ 3
 

 

Well I know, with hindsight, that you are, but you still must rise to this 

challenge. Take your ‘craft and sullen art’ 4 seriously, as Dylan Thomas calls 

it, and others will begin to. It is a labour of love. If you are willing to slave 

away at your words with little or no gain except the satisfaction ‘saying 

what you mean, and meaning what you say’ may bring – finding the precise 

phrase, which expresses perfectly what you intend – then carry on.  
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The title of this series of letters I will send to you over the next six months 

comes from a quote by Isak Dinesen describing the response of African 

Kikuyu boys to his sing-song nonsense poetry 5. To tribal Africans, rain is a 

welcome thing, it brings life, it refreshes and nourishes. This is what 

performance poetry can be like at its best, for both speaker and audience. 

To ‘speak like rain’ can be the best feeling in the world. It is a joy to do and 

it is a joy for others to hear. This is when the awen comes – the Welsh word 

for inspiration, meaning flowing spirit. As an ‘awenyddion’ 6(inspired one) 

you become enthused (en theos – in God) and the Divine (or Higher 

Self/Power) speaks through you, like rain from Heaven. The goal is to step 

out of the way as much as possible – as Julia Cameron describes: 

 

 ‘I learned to get out of the way and let that creative force work 

through me.’ 7  

 

In my letters I will provide some ways of doing this. They are based upon 

the German poet Rainer Maria Rilke’s Letters to a Young Poet, Franz Xaver 

Kappus, who said of them; ‘And when a great and singular voice speaks, 

the lesser have to keep quiet. 8 ’ I believe that ‘great and singular voice’ is 

the Higher Self, and the lesser is the Ego – we have to put aside our petty 

concerns, kill the darling, to let the genius of the poem emerge, the genius 

being the spirit of the piece. We must strive; ‘to seize the inmost form’ 9, 

like Blake and cut the wheat from the chaff. This is achieved through 
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rigorous editing. We have to be our own worse critic. Find the critical voice 

before it finds you!  

 

Yours in Awen,  

   /|\  Tallyessin 

 

Notes 

1.Whitman, Walt. Complete Poetry and Selected Prose. Ed. Miller, J.E. Boston: Riverside 

Editions, 1959. pp.79-80 

2. Yeats, W.B. The Collected Poems. Wordsworth Poetry Library, 1994. p.303 

3. Grave, Robert. The White Goddess. London: Faber, 1961. p.15 

4. Thomas, Dylan. Omnibus - poems, stories & broadcasts, London: Phoenix, 2000. p.91 

5. Goia, D & Kennedy, XJ: eds. An Introduction to Poetry, 9th Edtn, Longman, 1997. 

p.157 

6. Matthews, John. Taliesin – the last Celtic shaman. Vermont: Inner Traditions, 2002. 

p.192 

7. Cameron, Julia. The Artist’s Way. Pan Books 1995. Intro. xiv. 

8. Rilke, ibid. 

9. Blake, William.  Complete works, Wordsworth poetry library, 1995.  p. 126 
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2 

 

Dear Gwion, 

                   

I am going to make you a star. A five-pointed star, to be precise. Like 

Gawain’s shield pentagram, representing for him the five Christian virtues, 

this star represents five qualities I consider necessary for great performance 

poetry. They are Breath, Passion, Compassion, Earthing, and Silence and 

they relate to the four traditional elements; air, fire, water and earth – with 

the fifth being spirit (see The Shining Word). It is this we are to consider 

today, here, at the start of things.   

 

In the beginning was the Word, but before the beginning there must have 

been Silence. I believe our job as poets, paradoxically, is to let the silence 

speak, as clearly as possible –between the gaps of our words. I call it the 

Endless Sound, identifiable with the Buddhist mantra A-U-M – the fourth 

unspoken syllable being Silence. It underpins everything else. It is the voice 

of the universe. We must learn to listen to it. What does it want us to say?  
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Before we speak we must learn to listen. This is the first lesson. We must 

sensitise ourselves to life, fine-tune our senses, become as clear a lens as 

possible, to receive every detail, every impression, every sensation, every 

emotion, as vividly as we can – then we are ready to write. This is my 

‘Poet’s Prayer’: 

 

 

In silence can poetry be found, 

At peace listen to the world’s sound, 

In stillness sense its motion, 

In humility offer devotion. 

To honour Creation, 

Make sacred the air – 

This is the poet’s prayer.  

  

 

We receive inspiration from spirit and we receive spirit in silence. Practise 

meditation in whatever form you find most suitable; sitting, chanting, 

walking, dancing, running – any repetitive action that bypasses the 

conscious brain. We want to access the subconscious, where the good stuff 

comes from -–the stuff that dreams are made of. The strange associations 

found there will circumvent cliché, will outshine anything you can think of 

logically. As Rilke says to Kappus: 
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 Allow your judgments their own silent, undisturbed development, 

which, like all progress, must come from deep within and cannot be 

forced or hastened. 1
 

 

As with meditation, the harder you force inspiration, the less likely it is to 

happen. Yet there are plenty of exercises to loosen us up, for instance, hot-

penning – the automatic writing of the Dadaists. Write for twenty minutes 

without taking the pen off the page anything that comes into your head; 

last night’s dream, shopping lists, what you saw on telly, foolish fears, 

impossible notions – anything.  

 

Eventually, from the psychobabble, some pearls may emerge.  But it 

doesn’t matter if they don’t – it purely serves to download what’s rattling 

around in your head, turn down that white noise, lessen the internal 

dialogue.  

 

It is said that every twenty minutes there is a natural lull in conversation – a 

Hermes pause, presumably because the winged messenger needs a breather 

now and again! That is the silent moment when spirit speaks.    

 

Julia Cameron has her own version of this exercise; the morning pages 2. 

Three pages at the beginning of every day, failure on pain of death. Like 

literary oblutions, once they are done, you are ready to work.  
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And to make work your prayer. ‘All work is empty save when there is love’ 

3    as Kahlil Gibran says in ‘The Prophet. ‘And what is it to work with love?’ 

4 he asks. ‘ It is to weave the cloth with threads drawn from your heart, 

even as if your beloved were to wear that cloth.’ 4  

 

The Prophet Speaks of Prayer 

    
I cannot teach you how to pray in words. 
   God listens not to your words save when He 
Himself utters them through your lips. 
   And I cannot teach you the prayer of the seas 
and the forests and the mountains. 
   But you who are born of the mountains and 
the forests and the seas can find their prayer in 
your heart, 
   And if you but listen in the stillness of the night 
you shall hear them saying in silence. 5 

 

 

 

With performance poetry we are returning to something primal, to 

shamanic utterance, to gramarye, to word magic. You must use words 

responsibly, sensitively and imaginatively – return their meaning to us, or 

play on their meanings, by re-presenting them to us in unusual ways. And 

the power of your message is expressed just as forcibly by what is not said 

as well as what is. The negative spaces between the words. Tell by absence. 

W.S. Merwin describes this brilliantly in his poem, ‘The Child’: 
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This silence coming at intervals out of the shell of names 

It must be all of one person really coming at 

Different hours for the same thing. 6
 

    

 

So when we perform our poetry we must make room for the silence. It 

allows the audience to digest what they have just heard, allows room for 

them – otherwise you are in danger of blocking them out with a 

bombardment of words, projecting out and not letting them in. It is a 

dance between the two – you need to project, physically and psychically, 

but see this as a fisherman casting out his line. With your poem-bait, you 

want to reel them in. Hook your audience with eye-contact, with your body 

language, tone of voice and rhetoric, but allow them enough slack to make 

their own connections. Give them space to breathe.  

 

This leads on to our next letter-lesson – on air. Until then, keep listening. 

    

Yours in Awen, 

   Tallyessin /|\ 

 

 

Notes 

1. Rilke, RM. Ibid. p.1 

2. Cameron, Julia. Ibid.  p.9 

3. Gibran, Kahlil. The Prophet. Pan 1980. p.33 
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4. Gibran, K. Ibid. p.34 

5. Gibran, K. Ibid. p.81 

6. Jacobs, Alan. Ed by. The Element Book of Mystical Verse 1997, p.506 
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Dear Gwion, 

                     

Let us take the air together. Breathe deep, fill your lungs, exhale. Feels 

good, doesn’t it? In many cultures, breath is the essence of life – and some 

believe we had life breathed into us by a Creator. And we give our words 

life with breath.  ‘There is no better way to understand a poem than to 

effectively read it aloud.’ 1
 

 

It is thought bad luck to blow a candle out in the magical tradition because 

you are ‘killing’ the flame with life – literally wasting your breath. We 

should be careful not to do this in a performance, for our words to be 

merely hot air, ‘full of sound and fury, signifying nothing.’  This can be 

avoided by carefully crafting your words, so they are the most economical 

and elegant you can make them. As William Blake says in ‘The Crystal 

Cabinet’, ‘(strive) to seize the inmost form.’ 2 Like Michaelangelo’s block of 
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marble, dormant within your rough hewn first draft is the perfect form, 

your ‘David’.  

 

Writing poetry you are sculpting sound. Basil Bunting suggests taking a 

‘chisel to write.’ 3 Chip away the excess by constant redrafting. Hacking 

back, I call it. Yet however brutal the process of composition and revision, 

the final piece should seem effortless and ‘music to your ears’. I find by 

saying the poem over and over again the words fall into place and any 

‘burrs’ are smoothed out, until it ‘scans to the ear’.  

 

At this stage do not worry how it looks on the page, except in suggesting 

pacing and stresses by lineation. It is this musicality that is primary in 

performance poetry. As T.S. Eliot says in his 1942 essay ‘The Music of 

Poetry’; ‘the music of poetry is not something which exists apart from the 

meaning.’ 4 Eliot refers to ‘page poetry’, but this is common ground. As 

Pope once said ‘The Sound must seem an Echo to the Sense.’  

 

This onomatopoeia echoes back to what anthropologist Mircea Eliade calls 

‘participation mystique’ – sympathetic magic. By knowing the name of a 

something you have power over it, and by naming it you are conjuring it in 

the air before the ‘tribe’, the audience. Speak with authority, but also 

wonder, as if you were saying the word for the first time. As if the words 

you have said you have just thought of, rather than learned by heart.  
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In Zen in the Art of Archery Eugen Herrigel offers a brilliant metaphor for 

life in the discipline of archery that can be applied to performance poetry. 

He says: 

 

Instead of reeling off the ceremony like something learned by heart, 

it will then be as if you were creating it under the inspiration of the 

moment, so that the dance and the dancer are one and the same. 5
 

    

How do we re-access that inspiration? At this stage through breath. 

Controlled breathing, or awareness of breath, are common techniques in 

meditation. It circulates energy through your body, but also can open you 

up, via a kind of self-hypnosis, such as induced by mantras, to heightened 

states of consciousness where you may receive wisdom. In the Welsh 

bardic tradition this is called ‘awen’, which means inspiration or ‘flowing 

spirit’. John Matthews in Taliesin extrapolates further: 

  

The old Irish word uath, ‘poetic art’, is clearly of archaic origin. 

Awen, its Welsh cognate, is linked, in a text quoted by Watkins, with 

seis, ‘musical art’, cluas, ‘hearing’, anal, ‘breath’. Thus at least two of 

the primary senses, breath and hearing are seen as forming an integral 

part in the experience of inspiration; the poet breathes in the awen, 

hears it and gives it forth in musical speech  or song.’ 6 
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We receive awen by asking for it, humbly, from the Muse. Bards call it 

down by intoning it three times, imagining its light entering the pineal 

gland of the third eye, opening up a channel between the brow and throat 

chakras, so that they speak with spirit.  

  

It is an excellent way of warming up the voice before a performance, but it 

can be used whenever you want words to flow – on page or stage. It 

should be used as a respectful invocation or blessing by the Muse. I believe 

it’s no coincidence that it sounds like ‘amen’. 

 

The Irish mystic AE (AKA George Russell) wrote of what he called ‘That 

Lordly Utterance’ in The Candle of Vision:  

 

I look on the poet as prophet though too often they have not kept 

faith with the invisible…But at times they receive the oracles, as did 

the sibyls of old, because in the practice of their art they preserve the 

ancient tradition of inspiration and they wait for it with airy uplifted 

mind.’ 7 

 

 

So let us presume you have gained inspiration from the mountain peak of 

your imagination with ‘an airy uplifted mind.’ Now you have to capture 

that poem on paper: what I call mapping sound.  
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Wordsworth famously described poetry as ‘emotion recollected in 

tranquillity’. I suggest performance poetry is a recreation of that emotion. 

The moment is captured like a genie in a bottle to be let out at each 

performance, to be lived again.  

 

AE suggests; ‘The poem seemed like an oracle delivered to the waking self 

from some dweller or genie in the innermost.’  8
 

 

Let’s get technical for a minute. Ezra Pound suggests there are two sorts of 

poetry: 

 

1. ‘Music…forcing itself into articulate speech.’ 

    2.  ‘Sculpture or painting forcing itself into words.’ 9
 

    

He saw an axis of the aural imagination and an axis of the visual 

imagination. However he breaks this down further into three categories; 1. 

Melopoeia – music, 2. Phanopoeia – visual and 3. Logopoeia – meaning. 

It’s interesting that J.R.R. Tolkien talked of what he termed Mythopoeia 10 

– what I would consider the spirit of the piece, it’s mythic dimension and 

archetypal power. Coleridge defined these as poetry of the ear, poetry of 

the eye and poetry of meaning. 11 Northrope Frye termed them Melos, 

Opsis and Lexis and saw the first two contributing to the third, that 

meaning emerges from the sound and visual quality of a piece.  
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We are concerned primarily with the first category – poetry of the ear. This 

was the focus of Greek, Provencal and Celtic poetry – but not exclusively. 

We are dealing with Pound’s ‘language in colour’, as Basil Bunting nails it; 

‘lines of sound drawn in the air’ 12, or, as I like to put it, painting in 

sound. I consider it to be a modern continuation of the oral tradition – it is 

about the spoken rather than written word, and if there is a text then it is 

the script for a performance – not a substitute for engaging with the 

audience. It exists in the negative space between poet, poem and audience. 

It is created in the moment, unique and transient. A sound mandala similar 

to the Buddhist sand mandalas, made with loving detail as an act of 

devotion, then swept away to remind all of the impermanence of existence 

and to defy the ego and commodification – in the ethos of avant-garde 

performance art. However, the selling of tapes and pamphlets at gigs 

negates this somewhat, although it is often an essential boost in 

renumeration for the performer.  

 

The performance has brought the words alive and they will now resonate 

with the poet’s voice in the memory of the reader.   

 

Yet when live, a performance poem is only as good as its audience – the 

sentences are given sentience in their minds and imaginations. They bring it 

alive and are as much participants in its creation as the poet – through their 

presence, reciprocity (e.g. full attention, heckling or applause), receiving of 

sound, recreation of visual imagery in their imaginations, and empathy. 
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I would define performance poetry, whether it begins life in a book or not, 

as ‘the remembered and recited word’, to distinguish it from conventional 

poetry readings. They have their place but do not concern us here. Although 

it is possible to have entertaining readings, these are the exception. So 

many poetry readings are incredibly dull because the work is not being 

performed – there is little or no awareness of audience or stage presence, 

projection or microphone techniques. Shyness aside, this shows a laziness 

on the part of the poet – for they are simple enough techniques to learn.  

 

When a poem is performed it should become something else, in the same 

way a film adaptation of a novel should, otherwise what is the point? It 

should not simply be a cold reading of the text aloud. The audience cannot 

share in the delight of the printed word like the reader. You have to make it 

come alive with breath, feeling and energy, making ‘feral poetry’ as 

Australian poet Les Murray calls it – all the audience has to go on is the 

sound of your words and any visual qualities, so body language and eye 

contact help immensely.  It makes sense to use all the techniques of the 

medium that you can master. 

 

If the poet makes the effort to learn his or her poems off by heart, it 

improves the quality of the performance, and the audience appreciate the 

effort made – they are impressed and you are on to a winner straight away. 
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In ‘By Heart’ Ted Hughes describes different techniques for remembering 

poems. I never thought I could remember poems at your age, having had 

no drama training or inclination. Yet through years of developing my 

‘memory muscles’ I have been able to perform whole shows without text, 

for instance, my 9 page cyber-punk version of Beowulf, ‘Bio*Wolf’. Having 

increased my repertoire through storytelling over the last 3 years I now 

know about a 100 stories and poems by heart. Yet this pales in comparison 

to the graduate bards, who were expected to know 350 after 12 years 

training!  

 

Do not be daunted by this. There are methods – learning by rote is reliable 

but tedious. Yet there are other ways. Using images engages the 

imagination and creates links through a train of association. By breaking 

down the poem or story into key images, the more grotesque or absurd, the 

more memorable they are, then:  

 

if each image is ‘photographed’ mentally as on a screen, it will not be 

forgotten easily. And each image will bring on the next which has 

been connected to it.’ 13  

 

You are never remembering more than one connection: this makes it 

possible to learn long pieces. You just have to trust in your memory to 

make that association – the more you practise the more readily that link 

will snap in.  
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However; ‘In many people, the audial memory is much stronger than the 

visual. It is wide open to any distinct pattern of sounds.’ 14 In verse, this 

pattern of sound is created by the ‘interwoven texture of syllables’ 15, the 

alternation of vowels and consonants, the rhythm and overall inflection. 

‘The stronger the pattern is, the more memorable the line will be.’ 16 ‘It 

roots itself directly in the nerves of the ear’ 17.  

 

Of course, other mnemonics, such as tried and trusted alliteration, are good 

stalwarts – allies of the open mic that will not let you down. Your tongue 

slots into place at the beginning of each word, a kind of muscle memory 

akin to the musician’s dexterity.  

  

This is the great secret Tristan Tzara reveals in Part iv of the Dadaist 

Manifesto when he writes: ‘Thought is made in the mouth.’ The flow of 

sound can suggest paths for the meaning to manifest – whatever rolls off 

the tongue, sometimes to our regret! This irresistable force Huidobro in 

Canto 1 of ‘Altazor’ calls; ‘the wind that’s trapped in your voice’. Each 

vowel provides a gate, each consonant a filter – like the logic pathways of a 

computer programme.  

 

However, do not forgot the metaphorical undercurrent of the poem – by 

constructing a poem with a mythic logic, a ‘mythopoeic structure’ if you 

like, an inner reality and consistency, you have a trusty guide through the 
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linguistic maze. If it makes sense in your mind, it will make sense in your 

mouth, for ‘the hidden patterns are…much the stronger’ 18 . Combined, 

these qualities create an unforgettable poem, with its own dramatic 

impetus:  

 

We feel them almost as a physical momentum of inevitability, a 

current of syntactical force purposefully directed like the flight of an 

arrow in the dark. 19     

 

Yet we must not let the poem take us over so completely we lose control – 

because this is when the performance deteriorates and it becomes a rant. It 

sounds ridiculous, but always remember to breathe when performing 

poetry. It’s easy to get swept along and become breathless. Then you start 

to stumble and slur, or find it difficult to finish a line or give it enough 

power because you’ve run out of steam. And let the poem breathe and 

speak for itself. They are your arrows – but let them find their own targets, 

by their own merits. Less is more, but don’t undersell yourself; always 

reach beyond. The Zen Master observed: 

 

 Your arrows do not carry because they do not reach far enough 

spiritually. You must act as if the goal were infinitely far off. For the 

master teaches it a fact of common experience that a good archer can 

shoot further with a medium-strong bow than the unspiritual archer 

can with the strongest. It does not depend on the bow, but on the 
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presence of mind, on the vitality and awareness with which you 

shoot. In order to unleash the full force of this spiritual awareness 

you must perform the ceremony differently: rather as a good dancer 

dances. If you do this, your movements will spring from the centre, 

from the seat of right breathing. 20
 

    

So breathe your prayers and you shall speak with presence and eloquence. 

This can be achieved by following Bunting’s advice to ‘compose aloud – 

poetry is sound.’ Train your ear to ‘scan’ by becoming familiar with verse 

forms, with good poetry – hone your palette by imbibing the finest you can 

find. Learn to listen to the poem on a number of levels. Books such as 

‘Close Listening’ have in-depth critical dialogue on these matters.   

 

Breathe in the best, until like a piano-tuner you can tell when something is 

‘off-key’ and know how to fine-tune it by adjusting the subtle internal 

tensions of the piece, tightening a metaphor here, trimming a line there.  

 

Speak each phrase several times and let your tongue be your tuning fork: 

 

I want to rediscover the secret of great speech and of great burning. I 
want to say storm. I want to say river. I want to say tornado. I want 
to say leaf, I want to say tree. I want to be soaked by every rainfall, 
moistened by every dew. As frenetic blood rolls on the slow current 
of the eye, I want to roll words like maddened horse like new 
children like clotted milk like curfew like traces of a temple like 
precious stones buried deep enough to daunt all miners. The man 
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who couldn’t understand me couldn’t understand the roaring of a 
tiger. 21

 

   

Yours in Awen, 

   Tallyessin /|\ 
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4 

 

Dear Gwion, 

                   

Let us now turn to the fire, to the passion of the piece. You have 

something burning in your breast – you want to share it, you want to light 

up the world with your vision. Let’s face it, it needs it. We now live in 

dismal times, in the shadow of the second Gulf War. In response to this, 

Clarissa Pinkola Estes, author of Women Who Run With the Wolves, wrote:  

 

One of the most calming and powerful actions you can do to 

intervene in a stormy world is to stand up and show your soul. Soul 

on deck shines like gold in dark times. The light of the soul throws 

sparks, can send up flares, builds signal fires, causes proper matters to 

catch fire. To display the lantern of soul in shadowy times like these – 

to be fierce and to show mercy towards others, both, are acts of 

immense bravery and greatest necessity. Struggling souls catch light 

from other souls who are fully lit and willing to show it. If you would 
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help to calm the tumult, this is one of the strongest things you can 

do. 1  

 

 

This resonates deeply and reminds me of a poem I wrote in 1999 called 

‘Candle Sun’: 

 

In the loam of darkness 

plant a seed of light. 

With spark Divine rekindle 

Those whose glow falters. 

 

 

To shine in the darkness – to be truly, fully, yourself. The fire in the heart, as 

I call it (after Yeats’ ‘fire in the head’ 2) forces you to speak, but you must 

harness it. Discipline it. You don’t want to be a ‘fire and brimstone’ 

preacher – threatening your audience with Hellfire and damnation if they 

don’t buck their ideas up. It has to be used in moderation. Like the young 

men taken off by the tribal shaman to be initiated into the mysteries of fire, 

you must learn to respect it and respect them.  

 

Listen to any teachers you are lucky enough to come across. As Yann 

Martel said in his Booker prize-winning novel Life of Pi; ‘It was my luck to 

have a few good teachers in my youth, men and women who came into my 
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dark head and lit a match.’ They will inspire you and perhaps, perhaps, your 

words will inspire others.  

 

In an ideal performance there is a transference of energy between the 

performer and the audience, as Charles Olson says: ‘a poem is energy 

transferred from where the poet got it…it is a high-energy construct and, 

at all points, an energy discharge.’ 3
 

 

James Fenton, poet and Oxford professor of poetry, talks of writing into 

the dark: ‘‘When you are actually engaged in the process of writing you 

must always be writing into the dark’ 4 . Although I think he was referring 

to the nebulous process of interacting with consciousness and the 

unconscious, I would like to take the statement more literally and propose 

as an alternative writing with the lights on – to illuminate the process of writing 

as much as possible by self-reflection and critical appraisal, but also to write 

with an awareness of audience. Writing into the dark works fine as a 

method for composing page poetry, but for the stage the ‘lights on’ 

method is more appropriate. With an eye turned to the ‘ideal audience’ as 

opposed to the imaginary ‘ideal reader’. You may have a specific audience 

in mind if you know where it’s going to be performed – and you may pitch 

it accordingly (i.e. select appropriate material or alter your delivery) but you 

have to be careful about ‘playing to the crowd’. It is impossible to second 

guess an audience accurately. You don’t want to be writing just what you 
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think ‘they’ want to hear – it has to come from the heart, if it’s going to be 

worth its salt.  

 

As the old man of the mountains, Chinese philosopher, Lao Tzu says;  

 

Seek to find the core of your life-force 

in the sacred flame of the soul. 5  

 

 

It is the energy of the piece and the chi of the performer. The former you 

want to trap inside the lamp of your poem, ready to be released at will. Use 

that breath to feed the flames. Walt Whitman in his ecstatic ‘One Hour to 

Madness and Joy’ questioned;  

 

(What is this that frees me so in storms? 

What do my shouts amid lightnings and raging winds mean?) 6
 

 

 

When performing you are in the eye of the storm. It is exhilarating and 

intoxicating - but be careful it doesn’t make you tongue-tied or egotistical. 

A tight form will keep this energy in check – channelling it through metre, 

rhythm and rhyme - and a bit of humility will restrain the hubris. 

Remember the fate of Prometheus and Icarus – both punished for their 
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audacity, echoed in Blake’s ‘The Tiger’: ‘What, the hand dare seize the fire?’ 

7
 

 

In my ‘Prophets of Los’ poem – named after Blake’s God of the 

Imagination, I dare the poet ‘to burn with a stolen fire.’ In my ‘Wicker 

Man’ poem, the poet himself is ablaze:  

 
 
I am the Wicker Man, burning up inside, 
hollow shell, nothing to hide. 
I want to be the fuel of my own bonfire. 
Let my life by my pyre. 
 
Not to have lived fully 
is the only death. 
I want to burn brighter 
with my every breath. 
 
Leaves these wooden bones in a heap, 
Like wild flames I want to leap. 
 
[middle stanza] 
 

 

This has two important qualities for performance poetry: rhythm and strength. 

Rhythm – the longest word in the English language with no vowels and 

Strength – the longest word with only one.  

 

Rhythm in a poem is like the rubbing of the firebow or the beating of a 

drum. The faster you go the hotter it gets. Your words are kindling, you fan 
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the flames with your breath, and as the fire gets going, it begins to suck it 

in – until you become breathless.     

 

Lemn Sissay, whom I would call the Jimi Hendrix of performance poetry, 

is a maestro of  this breath-rhythm, as in his high-octane rap with the 

chorus ‘I’ve got the rhythm.’ When he’s in full-flow he’s like a human 

combustion engine – or should that be composition. Internal composition.  

 

In a recent radio interview on Radio 4  Sissay talked about angry youths 

such as he; ‘having miniature explosions in their heart’. He was angry at 

being adopted and deprived of his cultural inheritance until later in life. 

Does the ‘storm that rages around your youthful head’ as he put it sound 

familiar? By putting it into words with rhythm and strength you can 

exorcise your demons and entertain.  

 

One performance poet whose work exemplifies these qualities is Benjamin 

Zephaniah: 

 

Dis Poetry 

 

‘Dis poetry is like a riddim dat drops 
de tongue fires a riddim that shoot like shots 

Dis poetry is designed fe rantin 
Dance hall style, Big Mouth chanting, 

Dis poetry nar put yu to sleep 
Preaching follow me 
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Like yu is blind sheep, 
Dis poetry is not Party Political 

Not designed fe dose who are critical[…]’ 8
 

 
 

You want to be a lean, mean rhyming machine – no flab, just the gift of the 

gab. ‘Cerdd Dafod’ is the Welsh name for poetry and literally means tongue 

or mouth music. Dormant for centuries, this accenuated verbal quality to 

poetry came alive again with the Beats. Charles Olson was their ‘leading 

strategist and thinker’. He set out their unofficial manifesto in his seminal 

essay; ‘Projective Verse’ where he talks of the performative qualities of 

poetry. He ‘reconnected poetry to the body…For Olson, each line of 

poetry was both idiosyncratic and “necessary” as a result of a speaker’s 

particular breath.’ 9
 

 

Your poems should be pared down to the bare essentials. Brevity is the 

soul of wit after all, to cut a long story short, to cut to the chase, to the 

quick, better read than dead. Your poem should be living, breathing, alert 

and street smart. It should be able to walk down the street with its head 

held high - you don’t want a staring-at-your-shoes poem, a naval-gazing 

bedsit blues kind of poem. Never apologize for your work – for its 

existence. Say it loud and proud. London-based Patience Agbabi is a diva 

of this kind of empowering performance poetry – full-throttle, full-frontal, 

confrontational, yet controlled as a laser beam.  
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Give me a stage and I’ll cut form on it 

Give me a page and I’ll perform on it. 10
 

 

 She successfully straddles the spoken and written word, untangling the 

conundrum of form and performance, i.e. in her ‘Seven Sisters’ sequence 

of sestinas and the eponymous poem from her Transformatrix collection – a 

sonnet with attitude – which shows how traditional metric forms, many of 

them based on song forms, can aid performance when used imaginatively.    

 

Be disciplined but never let anyone put out your fire. Shine and be true to 

yourself. Your integrity and vision will shine through. Blaze and be 

glorious. Enthusiasm is infectious (as is rhyming!) Be bright, sparky, warm 

and good humoured and people will gather around you. Where there’s a 

hearth there’s a performance space – wherever two or more are gathered in 

poetry’s name… but don’t bash people over the head with it. Don’t force it 

in on them, or forget to listen to them. So, as Lao Tzu said: ‘Be bright but 

not blindingly so’ 11   

 

Be aware of your energy – don’t burn out. Raise your chi through warm-up 

exercises – then spend it wisely. It is the sacred breath. Blackwood and 

Skelton in the introduction to Earth, Air, Fire, Water say:  

 

There are many verses, poems and songs, and even hymns, which 

could be labelled spells because they command a change in the 
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physical world, rather than intercede for it, or because they assert, or 

imply, the magical authority of either the speaker, or the spiritual 

powers of the natural world.’ 12   

 

 

A powerful example of this is by Hemans, a neglected 19th century female 

poet, in her evocation of ‘The Druid Chorus on the Landing of the 

Romans’:  

 

By the dread and viewless powers 

Whom the storms and seas obey, 

From the Dark Isles mystic bowers, 

Romans! o’er the deep away! 

 

Think ye, ‘tis but nature’s gloom 

O’er our shadowy coast which broods? 

By the altar and the tomb, 

Shun these haunted solitudes! 

 

Know ye Mona’s awful spells? 

She the rolling orbs can stay! 

She the mighty grave compels 

Back to yield it’s fettered prey! 
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Fear ye not the lightning- stroke? 

Mark ye not the fiery sky? 

Hence! – around our central oak 

Gods are gathering – Romans fly! 13
 

 

 

Rhetoric, repetition, alliteration, exclamation, an up-tempo rhyming 

scheme, like a quickening heartbeat – all contribute to the sound drama and 

make it very performable.  

 

Of course, it is written as direct speech, and emulates the heightened 

emotion of the situation – the righteous anger of the persecuted. 

 

In my poem ‘The Child of Everything’ I adopted this defensive approach, 

creating a pallisade of poetry to protect my chosen subject – in this 

instance, DNA – the essence of life, being tinkered with by geneticists in 

GMOs (genetically-modified organisms), one of the nightmares we live 

with in this modern world. I based the poem upon the incantatory ancient 

Irish ‘Song of Amergin’, updating it to the 21st Century: Here’s the chorus:  

 

I am the Child of Everything, 

Do not play with my fire! 

I defy your modifications, 

mutations not in isolation, 
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their consequences will be dire…  

 

My notion of the secret name of things could be seen as their D.N.A., their 

genetic blueprint. The African concept of ‘nommo’ – the magic name of 

things – I think relates to this. As does Adam’s naming of the animals in 

Eden. By defining them it is suggested he called them into being, like a 

sorcerer summoning demons.  

 

I believe it is part of the poet’s job to rediscover those lost names, or to 

invent new ones. With poetry we have the secret language of words – their 

inner workings, their quintessence. 

 

Every poem saves a little bit more of life from extinction.  

 

To paraphrase what Roy Batty says in the climax of Blade Runner; ‘I’ve seen 

ships on fire off the shoulder of Orion…All of this will be lost, like tears in 

the rain…’ Unless it is captured by you in poetry and shared with art and 

heart. ‘Because what should move people has to come from the heart’ says 

Goethe in ‘Faust’. 

 

Your words are the tinder – you want them to be as bone dry as possible. 

Avoid sogginess by cutting out the excess. Place them carefully together, a 

letter at a time, allowing them space to breathe, for the oxygen to get to it. 

Now strike a spark with your tongue and teeth, cradle it, caress it, blow on 
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it and build it. Watch the flames rise higher and higher. Feed it with well-

seasoned words. Enjoy the glow. 

 

PROLOGUE 

Give me a word 
any word 
let it roll across your tongue 
like a dolly mixture. 
Open your lips 
say it loud 
let each syllable vibrate 
like a transistor. 
Say it again again again again again 
till it’s a tongue twister 
till it’s meaning is in tatters 
till it’s meaning equals sound 
now write it down […] 14

 

 

Keep the fire, 

   Yours in Awen, 

   Tallyessin /|\ 
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5 

 

Dear Gwion, 

                    

after the fire, we need the water: passion must be balanced with 

compassion. To much ‘hellfire and damnation’ and we are in danger of 

losing our audience, as Brian Patten captures amusingly in ‘Spiritual 

Awareness’ 1 ; 

 

And when the doomy prophet says 

Yourejustavoidingtheissueyoupoorblindfools 

Yourejustavoidingthetrapsthepitsthechasms 

Theboilstheterribledarkawfulfuturethewaste 

Isunbelievablechildrenofsodomyoursmallsoul 

Isareinimmortaldangerandperilrepent 

 

Forgetting to mention a lot more, 

Let’s just stretch out on the grass and smiling say 
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OK for one day longer? 

 

After the intensity of the breathless rant in the first stanza, the second 

comes as a relief. Most of the time, the general audience just wants to ‘sit 

on the grass’ – it doesn’t want to be beaten over the head with your dogma. 

Don’t proselytize: just recreate that shining moment and let it speak for 

itself.  

 

Imagine you are painting a watercolour – what kind of picture do you want 

to paint with your words? Each sound is a brush-stroke. With delicate 

precision, you build up the picture in the mind of the audience. Use silence 

like the watercolourist uses the white of the page. Every word matters – let 

it have its space - don’t muddy the waters. 

 

The effect of each phrase is like dropping a pebble in a pond – you want its 

impact to be registered before you cast in the next one, otherwise you get 

interference.  

 

This cacophony can be used for effect when you want to jar people, but 

too much can be grating – unless that’s your intended purpose, as in 

Adrian Mitchell’s ‘Autobahnmotorwayautoroute’2, where phrases such as 

‘Citreonjaguarbugattivolksagenporschedaf’ simulate the bumper-to-bumper 

traffic jams, noise and visual pollution. Yet even in this there is the refrain 

‘slowly revolving’, at one point in its own stanza, providing a contrast, and 



SPEAK LIKE RAIN                                                             Copyright © Kevan Manwaring 2017 

47 

suggesting the sluggish movement of the traffic. If you want something to 

stand out, then use a caesura or change of tact. 

 

Yet ideally, you should strive for euphony, for a lyric harmony. Being aware 

of the ripples in the pond means you can still make them, but you should 

be able to control them – like a conductor with his orchestra. As I say in 

my poem, ‘Canals of the Heart’;  

 

Taking responsibility for the ripples we make. 

Leaving only shackles and goodwill in our wake.  

 

 

You want your words to flow. This can be achieved by making sure they 

scan, that you have removed all ‘burrs’. Then the awen flows like a stream 

over smoothed pebbles – your words have fallen into place, become 

rounded, solid. Think of your Green Man poem, ‘One With The Land’ – 

one of your first, which I still perform. In fact, it became something of an 

anthem. I have lost count of how many times I have performed it and I 

know it off pat: 

 

I ‘ve been around since times began 

And I may have lent a hand. 

Y’see, my forte is creation, 

Making real what She has planned. 
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Your poem should provide the path of least resistance for your tongue – it 

should slide along with fluidic logic. Assonance and alliteration help – a 

similarity of sounds enable things to flow. 

 

Yet most importantly: ‘Karuna, Karuna’ (the Buddhist concept of 

compassion quoted from the beginning of Huxley’s Island). No man is. You 

should have a compassion for your audience and subject and yourself.  

After being sensitized for inspiration, you now need sensitivity to your 

surroundings. 

 

There is a level of trust involved in listening – you are opening yourself up. 

You don’t want to be screamed at. The performer must remember this. 

Respect your audience and they may respect you. Like the shaman you are 

(ideally) taking them on a healing journey – your duty is to bring them back 

in one piece. This perhaps applies more to storytelling but there is an 

element of this with performance poetry.  

 

A bittersweet example of this kind of ‘healing journey’ is in London bard 

Francesca Beard’s contemporary epic ‘Photosynthesis’  –  it is almost 

Joycean in scope, but there is a sense of closure at the end, a kind of 

summarizing and return to life with what we have learned.  This is the 

envoi – your farewell message. What do you want to leave the audience 
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with? Despair, hope, indignation? Where have you arrived? What 

conclusions can be drawn, if any – or do you choose a ‘weak’ ending, as 

opposed to a ‘strong’ one, an ambiguous tone suggesting a quantum 

uncertainty, or a symphonic resolution that hums in the brain? 

 

There is enervating quality in performance poetry or any great art for that 

matter – meaning is found and value is restored to modern life (or the non-

sense and ugliness is mirrored). This is akin to the elixir the hero returns 

with from his quest- he has journeyed into the otherworld and now returns 

with a healing vision for the tribe, such as Parsifal, the holy fool, the ‘freer 

of the waters’ – by finally asking the Grail question to the suffering Fisher 

King, ‘What ails thee, my Lord?’3 And the wounded king is healed and the 

Wasteland restored.  

 

A powerful example of this is recorded in Gillian Clarke’s ‘A Miracle on St 

David’s Day’ based upon a real experience she had in a care home where 

she was doing a reading – a perpetually silent patient was triggered by her 

poems to stand up and recite a whole speech learnt at school off by heart, 

surprising everyone there. Her words made the dumb speak. 

 

If performance poetry has no other value, it at least enables people to have 

a voice. By crafting our words we are able to ‘say what we mean and mean 

what we say’ and then others are more prepared to listen. There is cathartic 

value in just ‘getting something of your chest’- and plenty of poetry 
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readings seem to be serve for just that – a kind of ‘poets anonymous’ 

support group. Survivors Poetry is specifically set up for this, and that is 

fine, but ultimately, if you want people to listen for long then you really 

need to talk about something other than yourself (the irony of writing 

letters to you, to myself, does not escape me, but I am hoping these may 

have value to other fledgling bards). 

 

I try to write about more universal subjects, although a particular 

experience may trigger it. The personal may act as a metaphor, but with 

performance poetry my gaze is always turned outwards. This is in common 

with a lot of Gaelic poetry, which often uses the landscape as a cipher. 

Thomson, in his Introduction to Gaelic Poetry said: 

 

Gaelic poetry, broadly speaking, is not strangely introspective…Even 

if he puts his verse to therapeutic uses he must not opt out of 

society.’ 4
 

 

You must accept responsibility for your words. Use them to heal, reveal 

and honour.  

 

I was asked to write this poem for two friends getting married in a Scottish 

castle. It was performed during the ceremony in front of about a hundred 

—  a great honour: 
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THE WHEEL OF THE ROSE 

 
From the ocean of the heart 
let Venus rise. 
See her dawning in your lover’s eyes. 
In sighing chest she cannot hide - 
flow to the rhythm of her tide. 
Follow her season’s about the Earth – 
who weathers them all shall prove their worth. 
Through weal and woe true love learns – 
thus the wheel of the rose turns. 
Who can say when love begins? 
It is a circle that always spins - 
around and around it our lives rotate.  
Repeating the past is often our fate. 
The arrows of Eros shall be your thorn, 
until you worship Aphrodite’s throne. 
Offer yourself; mind, body and soul, 
and she shall heal you and make you whole. 
Water this rose with the joy of your tears 
and it shall blossom all of your years. 
She this chalice with humanity 
and your life will be filled with harmony. 
 

 

The rhyming couplets are an excellent mnemonic, and were chosen to 

emulate union – a marriage of form and content.  

 

I advocate poetry from the heart. Sure, sometimes it is necessary to write 

words that hurt (i.e. political satire) but there is too much suffering in the 

world a there is – why create more? Better to create beauty, I think – old-
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fashioned as this may seem. Call me a Modern Romantic if you like. 

Anything but the ‘death-by-irony’ of post-modernism, please!  

 

Sincerity shines out – if you are willing to stand up there and speak your 

truth, from the heart, then people will listen. Of course, without art, they 

won’t listen for long, so the key is to combine both. Art with heart. Use 

your gifts to help others to shine. Share the treasures you find. Sanctify 

with your words, bless, heal and give hope. For the ripples you make will 

return to you threefold. 

 

 

Yours in Awen,    

Tallyessin /|\ 

 

Notes 

1. Patten, B. The Mersey Sound. Revised Edition Penguin.1983. p58. 

2.Mitchell, Adrian. Quoted inThe Rattle Bag. p52 

3. Clarke, Lindsay. Ibid. p204.   

4. Thomson, Derrik, Introduction to Gaelic Poetry. Edingburgh U.P. 1989. p. 88 
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6 

 

Dear Gwion, 

                     

now it is time to ground our vision in structured verse. You want a good 

house for your awen to inhabit – made with love and solid lines. As Gibran 

says; ‘build a house with affection, even as if your beloved were to dwell in 

that house.’ 1
 

 

Whether open or closed form, that is free verse or traditional forms, there 

is no excuse for poor workmanship. Even if the poem is purely to be 

performed, a full awareness of what the words are doing is essential. The 

piece must be disciplined and rigorously edited. The best place to do this is 

on the page before it is performed – compose by the ear, for sure, but edit 

by the eye. In the cold hard light of a workshop. Others can see faults that 

you will be blind to. You will have little critical distance, unless you have 

left it alone for a month or so. I write several drafts before getting it right. I 

could fill this pamphlet with just the versions of one poem alone.  
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We have baptized the poem by each of the elements, and the final rites of 

passage is through earth. After the arc of inspiration, it is necessary to earth 

the current, to manifest it through a polished draught, rehearsal and 

performance. Time to get practical.  

 

1.   What form will the poem inhabit? 

2.   How can you best bring it alive? 

3.   Where will it be performed? 

  

 

Firstly, what form will the poem inhabit? If you must use rhyme – for it is 

an excellent mnemonic – then do so with the utmost caution. It is easy to 

slip into the ABAB quatrains of the ballads – the most popular folk verse 

form. Such songs use rhyme in a rough and ready way – fine if you have 

music to compensate and complement. But with naked verse you cannot 

afford to be so slipshod. (Notice how abysmal many pop lyrics look on the 

page without music). You only have the spoken word – unless you want  to 

get gimmicky with multi-media. Your job is to make your words as superb 

as possible. 

 

A traditional metre is fine, if you can think of inventive rhymes, but why go 

for the obvious – lazy rhyme schemes may make people nod off (i.e. 

rhyming couplets have an especially lullaby quality), but more unfamiliar 
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ones (i.e. terza rima) will credit their intelligence and make them pay 

attention.  

 

And if you can pull them off then it shows you know your trade and you 

are not a charlatan, a doggerelist. If you have to use any kind of rhyming, 

then make sure it scans! If you use an irregular rhythm then do so 

consciously and carefully. Traditional forms provide elegant rhyme 

schemes with established metres – the work is done for you. Why reinvent 

the wheel? When you have learnt the rules, then you can bend or break 

them – with awareness, skill and invention.  

 

In his seminal work on structure, Story, Robert McKee says:  

 

 ‘Anxious, inexperienced writers obey rules; rebellious unschooled 

writers break rules;    an artist masters the form.’2 

 

Speaking from personal preference, I let the poem find its own form – 

sometimes it may rhyme, sometimes it doesn’t. I like to play with the 

expectations of the ear, with assonance and dissonance, establishing 

patterns, then breaking them – to make things stand out.  

 

I believe poems have an innate music and it is the poet’s task to find it and 

fine-tune his words, until the poem sings. Some aspiring poets seem tone 

deaf – they have the idea, they can perhaps put it into words, technically it 
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may even be proficient, but the poem is flat, it is out of tune. A ‘piano-

tuner,’ such as a creative writing teacher, can fix it, but isn’t better to 

develop the ear oneself? 

 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning conveys this musicality superbly in ‘A Musical 

Instrument’:  

 

‘This is the way,’ laughed the great god Pan. 

(Laughed while he sate by the river.) 

‘The only way, since gods began 

To make sweet music, they could succeed.’ 

Then, dropping his mouth to a hole in the reed, 

He blew in power by the river. 

 
Sweet, sweet, sweet, O Pan! 

Piercing sweet by the river! 

Blinding sweet, O great god Pan! 

The sun on the hill forgot to die, 

And the lilies revived, and the dragon-fly 

Came back to dream on the river. 3
 

     

 

If you choose ‘composition by field’ then you really need as wide a palette 

of poetry techniques at your disposal as possible – not to use them all, like 

a child with a crayon-box, but to be selective as a mature artist, discerning 

in the effects you employ. 
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So, having created your masterpiece, how do you best bring it alive in 

performance? Well, through the five elements – to make a fully rounded 

piece. Let the poem perform you – recite it over and over again and you’ll 

find your body starting to move in rhythm to it, body language develop, 

expression and feeling emerge.  

 

Watch yourself in a full-length mirror, record yourself on video if possible 

– cringe-worthy as it seems – it is invaluable in noticing any personal blind 

spots: bad repetitive postures, any ticks of gesture or voice. Iron these out 

– not to stop being yourself, but to use them consciously.  

 

You have laboured long and hard over your words – why screw it up with a 

sloppy performance. Edit yourself. Revise until your performance is the 

‘best version’. Of course, it varies each time, and so it should – that is the 

beauty of live performance – but you want to achieve a certain plateau of 

quality before you go public.    

 

Which brings me to my final point – awareness of venue. This is where 

your performance poem comes ‘down to earth’ – in this physical space. 

Walk around it, sense the energy of the place, its genius loci – respond to 

this in your performance, express it even. If it’s a festival, then get into the 

swing of things.  
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You want to synchronize with your audience, you want to be on their 

wavelength, or at least have a good idea what it is. Just before you perform, 

gauge the atmosphere – this is crucial. Alter your set if necessary. Don’t be 

oblivious to what state of mind the crowd is in – otherwise you are likely to 

get heckled, or die on stage.  

 

Once, I performed a poem about 9/11 (a major tragedy that I wish I could 

warn you about, but the laws of causality prevent me) at the end of an 

open-mic cabaret night in a pub. The crowd was merry – it was nearly last 

orders. I hadn’t expected to go on, but my friend offered me some of his 

slot. So on I want with my doom-and-gloom rant. It brought the house 

down, for sure – but not in the way I intended. Tumbleweed city…I 

managed to shut up a whole drunken pub, but it was insensitivity on my 

part to kill the bonhomie like that. Be warned!     

 

Use the space – the stage or performance area. Make the most of the actual 

physicality of your surroundings, using stage furniture as impromptu props 

(i.e. once I used a chair as a gallows for a story, standing on it and jumping 

off at the dramatic moment). Make the stage yours – don’t stand in the 

corner, almost apologetic for your presence. This is not the time to be a 

wallflower. Stand up there and be counted. Be confident. In control. As 

Lao Tzu would say: ‘Husband your space and power’ 4 . 
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If you have to use a microphone, then make sure you know how to use it – 

it’s not as straightforward as speaking into it. Is it at the right height and 

angle? Is there feedback? Is it switched on? Don’t shout but don’t stand 

too far away – speak into it, but be careful with the plosives of ‘p’s’. If 

possible, practise beforehand – have a sound check. Other-wise, ask the 

audience how you sound – can you hear me at the back? This is even more 

essential if you are performing without P.A.  

 

Learn how to project – breathe from the diaphragm so as not to strain your 

throat and fill the room with your voice. Direct it like an arrow of sound. Pick 

people out of the audience to target key phrases at – make eye contact with 

as many of them as possible. Always direct your words at them, otherwise 

the dramatic force of what you are saying is lost. Reach out to the audience, 

with gesture and tone of voice – draw them in, don’t bombard them.  

 

The Celtic God of eloquence, Ogma-father of the Ogham alphabet, was 

said to have chains running from his tongue to the ears of his listeners. 

You want your audience to be equally hooked. In the Welsh story of ‘Bran 

and Branwen’ from the Mabinogion, the Company of the Blessed Head’ 

listen enchanted by the severed oracular head of their fallen leader, mighty 

Bran, for eighty years without ageing, within a chambered room on an 

island, forgetting all of their grief. Entertained by their chief, as if he was 

his former self, they lost track of time until one of their number opened the 

forbidden door, out of curiosity, and the spell of the blessed head was 
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broken. All that had befallen them returned in grim detail, and they had to 

return to the real world. Let your words create such a sanctuary, holding 

the audience enchanted until it is time to go home. As Taliesin says in his 

bardic lore:  

 

Whoever shall hear my bardic books 

Shall obtain sanctuary in the Otherworld. 5  

 

I call this stage of the poetic process ‘bringing the word home’. You have 

travelled through the elements and received their gifts, and now it is time 

to shine. 

 

Stay in touch,   

Yours in Awen, 

   Tallyessin /|\ 

 

Notes 

1. Gibran, K. Ibid. p.34 

2. McKee, Robert, Story, p3 

1. Hughes, T. By Heart.. pp135-136 

2. Tzu, L. Ibid. p36 

3. Matthews, J. Ibid. p128 
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7 

 

Dear Gwion, 

                     

I have taught you five points I consider important for performance poetry. 

Implement them all and your words will shine. A light will seem to pore 

out of you as you perform, as if you were on fire with spirit. This I call the 

Taliesin Effect: ‘Behold the Radiant Brow!’ 1
 

 

When I started to work with the master bard I found my performance 

transformed – I became more fluid, mirroring the metamorphoses he went 

through. His creation myth was the first story I told unscripted at a party – 

it was a success. After that, I identified strongly with him; he became a 

projected higher self. By ‘channelling’ him, I became a more confident 

performer. I believe confidence is like an overcoat, or cloak – it can be put 

on as and when necessary. I was never a natural performer – it is 

something I have learned to do. I put on an act – I become that ‘self-

assured extrovert’. I learnt to craft my words so people would listen. The 
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stage persona is a useful vehicle. One has to be careful though, once this 

ego-construct has been created, that it does not get out of hand – 

remember your humility and sense of humour. Don’t take yourself too 

seriously. Always strive to let the words come through you, not from you. 

Know the limits of your knowledge. And know when to shut up.  

 

Yet if you listen to the silence, make sacred the air, speak with fire, free the 

waters, and bring your words back home then the star will glow upon your 

brow and you will truly shine. 

 

After the hours, days, months, even years of hard work, comes the 

reflected glory of the finished piece. As Aime Cesaire chants in variants 

throughout Return to My Native Land; ‘At the end of these small hours, my 

virile prayer’. 

    

What wins over an audience more than anything is a performers ‘energy’; 

their attitude, charisma and personal vitality. This is what people ultimately 

respond to – if you have this then you can say almost anything, because the 

audience is in the palm of your hand. You can see this with successful 

performers, who have merely to pull a face, or say a stock phrase, to get a 

good response. They have an infectious personality – the audience gets 

high on their energy, have a good laugh or cry and feel better. They are 

spellbound.     
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This directly relates back to the shamanic origins of performance. The 

medicine man or woman performs their healing dance and song for the 

‘subject’, but the whole tribe benefits. 

 

So always be aware of what it is you are actually doing. Jay Ramsay in his 

1985 manifesto Psychic Poetry pinpoints this when he said;  

 

see through poems, see their value as energy, as signal, as depths of 

reaching: the poem means light, it means to release meaning back 

into life. 2  

 

Come from the heart, craft your words until they crackle, create beauty by 

speaking your truth, celebrate your existence and those around you.  

 

In Julius Caesar, Shakespeare’s Antony famously said ‘Lend me your ears’ 

(Act 3, Scene ii). We need to write performance poetry with the ‘ears of the 

audience’ – imagining how it will be for them, hearing it fresh for the first 

time. And when performing we must always remember to listen – to our 

words, to the silences and to the audience. And finally to feedback. 

 

Rilke said to Kappus ‘No one can advise or help you — no one.’ 3 I have to 

disagree with the maestro on this point – even though his advice was to ‘go 

into yourself’, it is always advisable to get your work read by others before 

going public. When you have immersed yourself in something so deeply 
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you lose your critical distance and begin to develop blind spots. Get it 

critiqued by the best you can find. But I would whole-heartedly say that no 

on can tell you what to write. No one. Some may try – out of altruism or 

because of their own agendas. Heed Blake’s ‘Words of Los’: 

 

I must Create a System, or be enslav’d by another Man’s; 

I will not Reason and Compare: my business is to Create. 4
 

 

Etch this with acid into your life. If you do not dream hard enough you will 

end up living in someone else’s dream. Creative writing is one of the few 

freedoms we have left – yet even this can be controlled. Write to express 

your true nature, to defend what you believe passionately in – do it well 

enough and others may to. Yet your goal is not to convert everybody to the 

‘one truth’ but to just speak your own grain of it. To nail your colours to 

the mast. Even if it is in the midst of a storm – indeed it is essential to 

stand one’s ground when beset by those who would test your beliefs, as 

Mandelstam points out so well in ‘Last Poems’5: 

 

If our antagonists take me 
And people stop talking with me; 
If they confiscate the whole world – 
The right to breathe & open doors 
And affirm that existence will exist 
And that the people, like a judge, will judge; 
If they dare to keep me like an animal 
And fling my food on the floor – 
I won’t fall silent or deaden the agony, 
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But will write what I am free to write, 
And yoking ten oxen to my voice 
Will move my hand in the darkness like a plough 
And fall with the full heaviness of the harvest… 

 

Write what you are free to write, then yoke those ‘ten oxen’ to your voice 

and speak with power. If you do what you do with integrity and courage no 

one can hold a candle to you – you are being true to yourself.  As hoary-

headed Polonius says to Laertes; ‘This above all, - to thine own self be 

true.’ (Act 1, Scene iv) Never try to please others by being false to who you 

are – the truth will out. Strive for emotional honesty in all your dealings 

with the world. The poet’s grail is to express the truth of life – the raw 

quick of existence. Let your words be like Parsifal’s lance and ‘pierce 

through the middle’.6 

 

All of life is a learning experience: never stop asking the questions. 

Recognize the people who cross your path as teachers. See their light and 

let them see yours; never hide it under a bushel. Otherwise, what’s the 

point in being here?  

    

Remember: (s)he who does not shine, will never be a star. 

 

I am finding the best way to learn is to teach. You never stop learning – 

and the older I get the more I discover I don’t know. Gone are the 

certainties of youth – the arrogance of ignoring those who have been 
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before. Let them guide your way though they cannot choose it. Learn from 

them all you can, the better to make informed choices. Out of respect 

comes respect. Write out of a consideration for your audience, be gentle 

but truthful with them and give freely of yourself.  

 

Let the thunderheads descend, the bright bolt fall and speak like rain.  

 

Yours in Awen,  

Tallyessin  /|\ 

 

Notes 

1. Matthews, John. Taliesin. p.16 

2. Ramsay, J. Psychic Poetry – a manifesto, Diamond Press 1985 pp 10-71 

3. Rilke, R.M. Ibid. p1 

4. Blake, William. Ibid. p293 

1. Mandelstam, quoted in Poems of the Millennium. p.396 

2. Clarke, Lindsay. Ibid. p.24 
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THE SHINING WORD 

 
‘He whose face gives no light will never be a star’, William Blake 
 
Make your performance shine with this 5-point method 
 

 

 
1. Silence. Listen to your heart, to the Earth, to Spirit, to the Universe. 

What does it want you to say? Meditate. Invoke the Awen & ask for 
inspiration. Consider the Endless Sound: the silence between the words. 

2. Breath. Breathe from below (diaphragm).Warm-up the vocal chords 
with voice exercises, eg humming, toning, chanting. Deep breaths to 
relax and to keep your lungs filled. Speak slowly and clearly. Project. 

3. Fire in the Heart. Speak from the heart and say it loud and proud, with 
passion, with sincerity, with energy, but do not ‘scorch’ – temper with… 

4. Ripples in the pond. After passion comes compassion. Be sensitive to 
your audience, your words and yourself. Imagine dropping pebbles in a 
pond with your words – let each one have its impact. Be aware of the 
energy you are raising/atmosphere you are creating.  

5. Bringing it down to earth.  Make sure your message reaches home by 
manifesting it fully. Use body language, movement, props, costume, 
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drums. Establish and use the space. Use humour and spontaneity. Take 
the audience on a magical healing journey there and back again. 
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THE CAULDRON-BORN 

 
Stories offer us an insight into the mysteries of this land, or from wherever 
they originate. Knowing the tales of a place help us to access its genius loci, 
and the psyche of its people. They let us get under the skin, and they get 
under our skin – working on our subconscious with the language of 
dreams, bypassing logic to access wisdom.  
 
So it is with the Welsh cycle of stories known as the Mabinogion. Recorded 
by monks in the 12th or 13th century, but dating back far earlier, they are a 
body of teachings from the native tradition, miraculously surviving the 
ravages of time and man – by hiding in plain sight as a bunch of ‘harmless’ 
tales for the young. Yet within them are contained bizarre and dark images, 
brutal truths, and archetypes unmitigated by political correctness. Primal 
and powerful, these stories may at times seem raw, crude or convoluted – 
but, like Chinese whispers, they have been told many times before being 
transcribed by monks with perhaps little inkling of their original 
significance. What we get is a degenerated copy of the original, but by 
meditating upon the symbolism, it is possible to tap into the inner 
teachings and consequently enjoy the tales with fresh insight. 
 
For me, the tale of Taliesin was the key that unlocked these mysteries. It 
was the first tale I told as a story – without script, on request, at an 
Arthurian party : my first bardic commission. It has become my ‘signature 
tale’, as I related more and more to the lore and legend of Taliesin. He was 
the master bard and I was his apprentice. I strive to honour his name and 
what he stands for: the bardic tradition of Britain. Although this has druidic 
roots, I believe it is non-denominational and of use to people of all paths. 
It is about speaking with spirit – saying what you mean and meaning what 
you, and ‘making sacred the air.’ It is gramarye - word magic. You can use it 
to cast a spell, a circle, hold a ceremony, celebration, bless, curse, seduce, 
and heal. But, as with all magic, bear in mind the three-fold effect. Words 
are powerful things, to be used wisely, carefully, and sensitively. I would 
not advise using words to curse, or for any negativity. I once incorporated 
a curse into a short story – it won me the Bath Ghost Story prize, but it 



SPEAK LIKE RAIN                                                             Copyright © Kevan Manwaring 2017 

70 

was censored, and was pulled from the local newspaper for being 
potentially libellous!  
 
A bard does not have to have a beard! Or play a harp. He or she can be a 
storyteller, poet, or musician – although traditionally the bard was all these 
things, as well as genealogist, journalist, historian – in short, a walking 
library! A bard’s training would take 12 –20 years, depending on the school, 
and the bard would be expected to learn 350 tales by the end! Yet in 
modern times, although I encourage people to remember  
 
and perform their material, rather than read out, I would suggest anyone 
who uses the sacred word to entertain and enchant, is a bard of sorts – 
although I don’t think it is something you can call yourself in all modesty. 
The proof of the pudding is whether folk like what you do, are willing to 
listen, and better still, invite you back to do more. If you are fulfilling that 
niche in that community, then you are bard of that 
tribe/clan/coven/order/moot. 
 
Yet I encourage everyone to have a go at storytelling, or performance 
poetry – try it out at local ‘open mic’. Story circles have sprung up all 
around the country – and they are great sharing spaces, whatever your faith 
or path. In Stroud I founded and host Stroud Out Loud! - a monthly 
creative showcase at the Little Vic, Queen Victoria, Last Sunday of the 
Month, 7.30pm. Pop in if you’re in the area, otherwise check out the 
Society for Storytelling. They produce Storylines magazine & have an events 
diary. Their website is: www.sfs.org.uk 
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The ‘Grave’ of  Taliesin, Bedd Taliesin, Ceredigion, Wales, Kevan 
Manwaring 2004 
 
Taliesin walks between the world, inhabiting like Arthur both history and 
myth. Their was a Sixth Century Welsh bard called Taliesin, whose praise 
poems to his Lord are still extant. Then there is the Taliesin of legend, with 
his own creation myth – the archetypal shaman-bard, who journeyed with 
King Arthur into the Underworld to win the fabled cauldron of plenty. Yet 
it was from ‘another’ cauldron (surely all cauldrons are one, as one chalice 
represents the Chalice) the Cauldron of Inspiration, that Taliesin received 
his poetic gift. It belonged to Ceridwen, the wisest woman in Wales, the 
witches witch… 
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The Initiation of Taliesin  
 
Ceridwen had given birth to an ill-favoured son, Avagddu. To compensate 
for his ugliness, the Woman of the Craft decided to concoct a potion of 
inspiration for him. She collected the ingredients and cooked them in her 
cauldron. She got Gwion Bach, a boy from the nearby village,  to stir the 
cauldron, and an old man to stoke the fire – for a year and a day. Alas, 
when the task was nearly complete, Gwion became sleepy and dropped in 
the spoon – splashing his hand in the process. He quickly put his burnt 
fingers in his mouth and – Euraka! – received the distilled wisdom meant 
for Avagddu. The rest of the potion was poisonous, and split the cauldron. 
Gwion knew Ceridwen would have his guts for garters – so he high-tailed 
it out of their, in the form of a hare. With the potion coarsing through his 
veins he had the power to shape-change! So off he dashed, but when 
Ceridwen discovered the disaster, she changed herself into greyhound and 
gave chase. Soon she was snapping at his heels, so Gwion jumped into a 
stream, his fur fell away, and turned in a fish. Ceridwen would not be 
outwitted and turned herself into a otter-bitch. She had almost caught him, 
until he leapt into the air, the scales fell away to reveal feather – he had 
become a wren, king of the birds. But the sky would not protect him from 
Ceridwen, who turned from otter to hawk. In a flash she had him within an 
inch of his life, so Gwion became smaller – turning into a germ of wheat 
and falling below, onto the threshing floor of a farmyard. Hawk-eyed 
Ceridwen dropped down to, and became a hen. She plucked Gwion up in 
her beak and swallowed him. Nine months later she gave birth to a baby 
boy so beautiful she could not kill him – but because of ugly Avagddu she 
could not keep him, for the boy shone with the wisdom meant for him. So 
Ceridwen wrapped him up in leather and cast him out onto the sea in a 
coracle. It was May Eve by now and Elphin was out fishing at a weir. He 
wasn’t having much luck, and was just about to give up when he spotted 
the coracle. He pulled it ashore and was astounded to see something move 
in it. He unwrapped the bundle, see the baby boy and cried, ‘Behold, the 
Shining Brow!’. And that was how Taliesin got his name. The boy shone 
with an intelligence beyond his years, and immediately began to prophesy 
good fortune for Elphin and his family. And so, wisely, Elphin took the 
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child home to show Gywddno, his father, and he was adopted. With his 
praeternatural knowledge the Elphin and his father prospered. One day, at 
the court of his Uncle, King Maelgwyn, Elphin drunkenly boasted he had a 
bard better than any there. He was clapped in irons for his insolence and 
the boy-bard was sent for – now thirteen in body. Taliesin came and pitted 
his wits against the court bards, winning the bardic duel by setting a riddle 
none could answer. With Elphin’s claim vindicated he was released from 
the dungeon, but released Taliesin from his service – he was a bard to great 
for one man: he belonged to the nation, and so Taliesin became the Royal 
Bard of Camelot and the Greatest Bard Albion has ever known.  
 
This amazing story offers us an insight into the bardic mysteries – like all 
good stories it works through symbolism, and is worth meditating upon. 
Taliesin, as Gwion Bach, is the initiate. Ceridwen, a form of the White 
Goddess no less, is the initiator. He drinks of her cauldron, enters her and 
becomes ‘twice-born’ (in Christian terms ‘born again’). The awakened 
Taliesin receives The Shining Brow – the star of his opened third eye, as we 
all can, by asking for Awen (flowing spirit). Thus can be done by chanting 
‘awen’ three times, and imagining your third eye opening. Shine and you 
will be a star! 
 
We can all be Cauldron Born and sup of its inspiration by reading these old 
tales, or better still – listening to actual storytellers tell them. And by 
visiting the ancient sites and landscape associated with them I find the 
stories come alive – and by taking the journey new stories are often 
discovered along the way. We take from the pot and add to it anew. Like 
the 3 Celtic Cauldrons of Plenty, Inspiration and Rebirth, it fills us with 
spiritual nourishment, awen, and healing.  
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PERFORMANCE POETRY TIPS 
 
1. Find the fire in your head – the spark to set the poem alight. 
2. Use rhyme, rhythm and alliteration as mnemonic devices. 
3. Say it out loud until it ‘scans to the ear.’ 
4. Consider what is the core emotion or message. Does it come across? 
5. Keep it simple – complication leads to alienation. Be clever between the 

lines. Communication is about being understood – it’s up to you.  
6. Listen to the audience. Let the silences speak. 
7. Remember the effort spent crafting your words – don’t throw them 

away. Speak them with respect. Say them like they’re newly-minted. 
8. Don’t undersell yourself, apologise or mumble your words.  
9. Keep pre-ambles to a minimum. Cut out altogether if possible. Go in 

with a bang! 
10. Look sharp & sound sharp. Dress to impress. Wear your confidence 

overcoat.  
11. Remember to breathe! Don’t speak too fast…Pause…Let the 

audience in.  
12. Make eye contact as much as possible.  
13. Learn your words off by heart if possible. It’s more entertaining and 

more impressive. Audiences appreciate the time and effort spent 
learning your words. 

14. Passion transcends ability, but honing your craft can only help. 
15. Sincerity shines through. Take your efforts seriously and others will 

to, but humour wins over an audience, circumvents the hecklers and 
criticisms of pretension.  

16. Use body language consciously. Practise your stage presence.  
17. If you use a persona still be fully present and real. 
18. Get there early. Practise in space if possible. Warm-up voice before. 
19. Practise with microphone if using a PA, or projecting if not. Sound 

check. 
20. Use the performance space. Be aware of energy of room/audience. 
21. Performing poetry is a buzz – enjoy it. Stand up there and shine! 
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PERFORMANCE POETRY DEVICES 
 
● Alliteration – Beowulf, OE, anonymous,  
● Dialect/slang – Benjamin Zephaniah’s Rastafarian patois  
● Group performance – ‘the Last Poets’ or ‘4 For More’. 
● Humour, a good way to get the audience on your side - Roger McGough 

& John Hegley. It can be simply in the voice, even if the subject is 
serious. 

● Imagery – WB Yeats, ‘The Lake Isle of Innisfree.’  
● Multi-media – Video projection, audio loops, installations etc 
● Music – Linton Kwesi Johnson with backing band, instruments or 

backing track. 
● Persona – Rachel Pantechnicon, poet in drag. 
● Props –  i.e. Tallyessin’s silver branch. 
● Repetition/refrain – William Blake, e.g. ‘Tyger, tyger…’ 
● Rhetoric – ‘What immortal hand or eye dare frame thy fearful symmetry?’ 

Blake 
● Rhyme – John Hegley makes a joke of it, exaggerating the end rhyme. 
● Rhythm – Lemn Sissay’s ‘I’ve got the rhythm.’ 
● Satire – Attila the Stockbroker’s ‘Mr Social Control’  
● Shock – scatalogical language/taboo subjects. 
● Tone – e.g. wryness of Wendy Cope. 
● Venue – selecting and making effective use of the venue is crucial.  
● Verbal Transformations – Francesca Beard’s ‘The poem that was really a 

list.’ 
● Voice – e.g. Robin Williamson’s Gaelic/Glaswegian accent. 
● Xtravagance! Don’t be a wallflower. Put on a show with pizzazz! 
● Yodelling – only kidding. But practise in a canyon if you can. Open those 

chords! 
● Zen – be fully present. The more centred, relaxed and aware you are, the 

better. 
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I hope you have enjoyed this early work of mine. If you have you may want to check out my later 

stuff (see my website). But let me know how you get on with your bardic path.  

/|\ 

May the Awen flow for you. 

 

Twitter: @bardicacademic 

Blog: https://thebardicacademic.wordpress.com/ 

Website: www.kevanmanwaring@yahoo.co.uk 


