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Unit Overview

Poetry & Literature Through Film is an ideal way to teach contemporary poetry and literature to students through the accessible medium of film. These diverse selections of poems have been adapted to film by well-known filmmakers, who have interpreted the work or directly collaborated with the writer. 

Learning Objectives: 
After this unit, students will have: 
1. Explored poetry and literature through the artistic medium of film as a way to encourage discussion about social and cultural issues.  

2. Understood how filmmakers interpret literary imagery into their films.

3. Identified and examined the use of metaphor and rhyme schemes in poetry.

4. Used film to read and understand a poem.

Time Frame: Two sixty-minute class

Grade Level: 9 - 12 

Unit Length: 2 Class Periods
Resources and Materials: 

Pencils and Paper for students

Rattapallax DVD Issue 15
Copy of Billy Collins’ poem “Forgetfulness”

Copy of Billy Collins’ poem “Some Days”

Copy of William Blake’s poem “Tyger”

Film 1: Forgetfulness
Words by Billy Collins. Film by Julian Gray. Time: X minutes.

Read the poem and author’s bio, and then watch the film.

Billy Collins was born in New York City in 1941. He is the author of several books of poetry, including She Was Just Seventeen (2006), The Trouble with Poetry (2005); Nine Horses (2002); Sailing Alone Around the Room: New and Selected Poems (2001); Collins's poetry has appeared in anthologies, textbooks, and a variety of periodicals, including Poetry, American Scholar, and The New Yorker. About Collins, the poet Stephen Dunn has said, "We seem to always know where we are in a Billy Collins poem, but not necessarily where he is going. I love to arrive with him at his arrivals. He doesn't hide things from us, as I think lesser poets do. He allows us to overhear, clearly, what he himself has discovered.” In 2001, Collins was named U.S. Poet Laureate. He has conducted summer poetry workshops in Ireland at University College Galway, and taught at Columbia University, Sarah Lawrence, and Lehman College, City University of New York. He lives in Somers, New York.

Forgetfulness  
By Billy Collins

The name of the author is the first to go
followed obediently by the title, the plot,
the heartbreaking conclusion, the entire novel
which suddenly becomes one you have never read,
never even heard of,

as if, one by one, the memories you used to harbor
decided to retire to the southern hemisphere of the brain,
to a little fishing village where there are no phones.

Long ago you kissed the names of the nine Muses goodbye
and watched the quadratic equation pack its bag,
and even now as you memorize the order of the planets,

something else is slipping away, a state flower perhaps,
the address of an uncle, the capital of Paraguay.

Whatever it is you are struggling to remember,
it is not poised on the tip of your tongue,
not even lurking in some obscure corner of your spleen.

It has floated away down a dark mythological river
whose name begins with an L as far as you can recall,
well on your own way to oblivion where you will join those
who have even forgotten how to swim and how to ride a bicycle.

No wonder you rise in the middle of the night
to look up the date of a famous battle in a book on war.
No wonder the moon in the window seems to have drifted
out of a love poem that you used to know by heart.

· What human experience is the poem expressing? 
· How does the film illustrate that concept? 

· What visual imagery does the filmmaker use to illustrate this concept?

· As images of objects disappear in the film their outline remains. How is this symbolic of what the poem is expressing? 

· The poet is playing with the idea of memory and the process of forgetting. Notice what the speaker is forgetting: “the capital of Paraguay”, novels, “a famous battle”. What is the nature of the things he is forgetting (are they personal or public pieces of information) and how do they affect the poem’s meaning? 
Film 2: Some Days
Words by Billy Collins. Film by Julian Gray. Time: X minutes.

Read the poem “Some Days,” then watch the film.

Some Days
By Billy Collins

Some days I put the people in their places at the table,
bend their legs at the knees,
if they come with that feature,
and fix them into the tiny wooden chairs.

All afternoon they face one another,
the man in the brown suit,
the woman in the blue dress,
perfectly motionless, perfectly behaved.

But other days, I am the one
who is lifted up by the ribs,
then lowered into the dining room of a dollhouse
to sit with the others at the long table.

Very funny,
but how would you like it
if you never knew from one day to the next
if you were going to spend it

striding around like a vivid god,
your shoulders in the clouds,
or sitting down there amidst the wallpaper,
staring straight ahead with your little plastic face?

· How would you describe the tone of the poem and the film?

· What human sensation is the poem expressing?

· The filmmaker chooses to follow the poet’s image of dolls in the dollhouse so that there is a direct correlation between the poem and the film. How does this visual image clarify the poem’s meaning for you as a reader? 

· The poem flirts with the notion of control. How does the idea of human beings as “dolls” enhance this idea of control?

· Do you think the poem is about control? If so do you agree with the poet’s interpretation of the control one has over his or her life? 
Film 3: Tyger, Tyger
Original Poem by William Blake. Directed and animated by Guilherme Marcondes. Time: X minutes.

Read the poem and author’s bio, and then watch the film.

William Blake was born in London on November 28, 1757.  At age twelve, Blake began writing poetry. Blake's first printed work, Poetical Sketches (1783), is a collection of apprentice verse, mostly imitating classical models. The poems protest against war, tyranny, and King George III's treatment of the American colonies. He published his most popular collection, Songs of Innocence, in 1789 and followed it, in 1794, with Songs of Experience. Some readers interpret Songs of Innocence in a straightforward fashion, considering it primarily a children's book, but others have found hints at parody or critique in its seemingly naive and simple lyrics. Blake was a nonconformist who associated with some of the leading radical thinkers of his day, such as Thomas Paine and Mary Wollstonecraft.

The Tyger (from “Songs of Experience”)
By William Blake
Tyger! Tyger! burning bright 
In the forests of the night, 
What immortal hand or eye 
Could frame thy fearful symmetry? 

In what distant deeps or skies 
Burnt the fire of thine eyes? 
On what wings dare he aspire? 
What the hand dare sieze the fire? 

And what shoulder, & what art. 
Could twist the sinews of thy heart? 
And when thy heart began to beat, 
What dread hand? & what dread feet? 

What the hammer? what the chain? 
In what furnace was thy brain? 
What the anvil? what dread grasp 
Dare its deadly terrors clasp? 

When the stars threw down their spears, 
And watered heaven with their tears, 
Did he smile his work to see? 
Did he who made the Lamb make thee? 

Tyger! Tyger! burning bright 
In the forests of the night, 
What immortal hand or eye 
Dare frame thy fearful symmetry?

· Do you think the film’s interpretation stays true to the poem?

· The film does not incorporate the words of the poem. What is the effect of this choice?
· Are there thematic differences between the poem and the film?
· By the end of the film, the city is a jungle. Is this analogy of the city being a kind of jungle accurate? Why or why not?
Final Assignments:

Filmmakers have numerous techniques to interpret a poem or a short story on film including dramatizations or elements of real life (think of Tyger, Tyger and the transition of a modern city). To complete the lesson, select a poem from a renowned poet and assign it to the class to translate the work into dramatization i.e. write and enact a scene that encapsulates the sentiment or drama of the poem. Be creative. Perhaps the students will be the actors or perhaps they create props or puppets that enact the drama of the poem.  Or select a poem from a renowned poet and assign it to the class to translate the work through photography, video, or storyboards.
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