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Poetry and Marriage
Wendell Berry’s Standing by Words includes the essay “Poetry and Marriage: The Use of Old Forms” within its collection, wherein a comparison between poetry and marriage is proposed. The word “metaphor” seems utterly appropriate for this essay, for the connection is explicitly clear: a poem is a contract formed between two lovers, man and wife or text and reader. Both involve a joining of words, the giving of one’s word in a specified form and placing them in an unknown world. The parties are signing themselves up for something and they might get hurt, thus there is a responsibilities and obligation to protect oneself and the other from as much harm as possible, for you have chosen to be in this relationship, one which should have lasting and profound effects on both parties. Within all of the wonderful, life changing ideas he discusses, I will delve into his concepts of form in love and poetry and the journey taken as a result. The poet or the love is involved in creative love, of kinds not too dissimilar.

Reading a poem and marriage both involve a journey similar to Joseph Campbell’s discussion of the hero’s journey: there is a call to adventure and a step from the self-controled known world, into an unknown, uncontrolled world of others. In Berry’s words:

Because the condition of marriage is worldly and its meaning communal, no one party can be solely in charge.  What you alone think it ought to be, it is not going to be.  Where you alone think you want it to go, it is not going to go.  It is going where the two of you--and marriage, time, life, history, and the world--will take it.  you do not know the road; you have committed your life to a way. In marriage, as in poetry, the given word implies the acceptance of a form that is never entirely of one’s own making. When understood seriously enough, a form is a way of accepting and of living within the limits of creaturely life." (92-93).

This idea of form is important, for a form is prescriptive, telling how something should be, thus relationships and poems are compared and judged against the expressed form. In this way, there is an objective, or at least agreed upon standard by which progress in a poem or a relationship can be measured. Is the relationship or poem delivering what it has promised to on the outset? However, Berry argues that 

these forms are also initially arbitrary, because at the outset they can always be argued against. Until the wedding vows are said, the argument that one might find a better spouse has standing because there is no argument or evidence that can be produced against it. . .Similarly, before the poem, there is no necessity governing the choice of form. Why The Faerie Queene should have been in written in Spenserian stanzas is an unanswerable and probably a pointless question. All we can do is acknowledge that it is  so written and go on to questions that are answerable.” (94)

Form is a starting place, it bridges the realm of the known and unknown. You seek to pick a spouse or a poetic convention that best matches your needs. Blonde or brunette: Brunette. Iambic pentameter or blank verse: blank verse. Fellow teacher or computer programmer: fellow teacher. Haiku or prose poem: prose poem. Carefree or intellectual: an intellectual, who is carefree. Lyric or narrative: narrative, using lyric elements. Pain and misery or love and joy: love and joy. Sestina or sonnet: sonnet.  Even though we make these choices, the form in and of itself does not remove the unknown possibilities of where the relationship or poem can go in the future: Form does not say whether the poem/love will be good. A tidy evangelical wedding doesn’t mean that it won’t end in sadness or abuse; a bachelorette party, could be nothing more than “I’ll be divorced in two years!” party; one can write a terrible haiku or sonnet.
Failure is real and it is the risk we take at the beginning, or what keeps us from entering into creative endeavors, of the heart or the pen, to start with. As Berry puts it, “it is the possibility of failure, together with the formal bounds, that turns us back from fantasy, wishful thinking, and self-pity into the real terms and occasions of our lives" (97). However there is also the boon of the unknown, being surprised by joy and how amazing a poem or a love can turn out if we stick around long enough to find out, which Berry also acknowledges: "The faith, rather, is that by staying, and only by staying, we will learn something of the truth, that the truth is good to know, and that it is always both different and larger than we thought" (98). The issue comes down to the lover/poet’s devotion to work at the creative task at hand. Love is hard. Really hard. Really freaking hard and requiring a lot of work. Thus "They must come prepared to stay; if they mean to stay they will have to work, and they must learn the difference between good and bad work" (ibid). 

There are times when the work is simple: the moments when we sit to write, the words flow and the revised final product has not changed much from the first writing; the person we meet in a classroom who we know will be beside us forever, and the rest of life is just learning and making minor adjustments which make that time even better. These moment happen, but they are not devoid of form. The poem/love can come almost effortlessly, but they still fit within a form: this may have been a simple form, or a form that went unnoticed because it was not painful, endlessly slaved over for seven years, but it still fits a certain form, and it did require purposeful work to make it better. 

“At some point the poet ceases to be an experimenter or innovator and begins a life's work" (105). This is the cornerstone for the foundation between form and creative love, for form is not a restriction of expression, but a prescriptive set of guidelines that may be established by the writer for his poem, or between the couple. Whether writing a villanelle or in free verse, or deciding when and where to get married, the creative lover is making choices about how the love will proceed in an purposefully way. The creative effort requires intent: choices must be made to stay, to overcome the fear of failure, to enter into a binding contract of love, to see things through to the end, wherever and whatever that end might be. The element of the unknown is overcome as we find "a way of accommodating our minds to something new [and] . . . finding out what it is we are doing or about to do" (105). This is part of the boon of creative love and the unknown and it is co-cooperative. 
As quoted earlier, “in marriage, as in poetry, the given word implies the acceptance of a form that is never entirely of one’s own making” (93). Both parties need to bring their liabilities and benefits to the table, which will be worked out with their particular brand of love. While a traditional sonnet must be about love, that love could be for a puppy, a car, or a song, not just a human being. While love needs to be in a marriage, this does not necessarily mean that the man must love all of the woman’s friends and family, though it might certainly help. If they are able to work out an arrangement that is amicable for them, life is good, opposed to a relationship which becomes homicidal whenever the issue is raised. The form of the relationship must be intentionally established by its members, in a positive way, or no progress will be possible. In such cases, while painful, a parting of ways may be in order. This could require the crumpling of paper or banishment to a writer’s notebook, a breakup and promise to be friends, or the burning of the other’s image in effigy on their lawn. 
The poet and the lover are engaged in biblical endeavors, creating a union of one flesh: form and content, man and wife. It is here that Berry ends his essay and I mine, with the belief that “[t]he work of poetic form is coherence, joining things that need to be joined, as marriage joins them – in words by with a man or woman can stand, words confirmable in acts . . . Thus, for a couple, marriage is an entrance into a timeless community. So, for a poet (or a reader), is the mastery of poetic form.”(105) This writer seeks to continue to find the manner in which he will gain that purposeful mastery of form while entering the unknown of every poem, though he is quite confident that he has been blessed with the one, with whom he will continue to create a form within to operate and practice creative love.  We are still learning and teaching each other, but, to paraphrase Berry, do understand seriously enough, the ways we of accept and wish to live within the limits of our creaturely life.
