
Exploring Our Poems Through the Lens of Pablo Neruda: Tupelo Press 
Writing Conferences, Bay Area, California

• January 17-18, Portola Valley

• January 21-22, San Francisco (new mid-week session!)

• January 24-25, San Francisco

Here we are, a little more than nine weeks away from our Bay Area Poetry 
Conferences: the first weekend, in a gorgeous private home in Portola Valley, CA, the 
second weekend (and new midweek session) in the heart of San Francisco, one of the 
world’s great cities. I'm so very excited about our upcoming work together! 

Here’s so pre-conference information and assignments. If you have any questions, 
please don’t hesitate to email me (or Kirsten Miles). More particulars (housing, times, 
directions, etc.) about the conferences will follow in plenty of time.
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What We Will Do:

As there is almost no more productive method for making important leaps to the next 
level (or two) as a writer than having the experience of exploring the creative process, 
real-time, we will spend two full days doing just that: exploring the creative process, 
real-time, in ways that make the gifts of Pablo Neruda, one of the greatest and most 
inventive (and imaginative) poets who ever lived, accessible and useful to your own 
writing. 

In this conference, working with an intimate group of participants from 
Saturday morning to Sunday evening, we will begin each morning with a 
guided period of generative writing that will incorporate and weave together 
examples and insights from the poetry of Pablo Neruda; 
We’ll practice integrating Neruda’s strategies and inventions and exception 
sense of language into your own writing;
We’ll learn now to re-create language in the style of Neruda through the 
pathways of metaphor and “complex” associative leaps;
We’ll practice entwining the world outside of our doors (historical, 
contemporary, family, cultural, natural, political, etc.) with our inner lives and 
visions;
We’ll explore Neruda’s methods for achieving intensity in meaning and 
tone, and practice translating those methods into our own work;
Later in the day, we’ll proceed to a close reading and analysis of your 
newly-created drafts, and of the more polished work you will have brought 
with you;
We’ll explore methods of revision, incorporating a set of tools to figure out 
the most useful and transformative methods of applying the “Neruda 
lessons” to your drafts;
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The emphasis will be on understanding various elements of craft, both 
basic and advanced, that appear in Neruda’s poems, and that you can 
learn to incorporate into your own poems.

How to Prepare So That You’ll Get the Most Out of the Conference(s):

Pre-Conference Assignments:

A.  Preparing and Bringing Copies of Your Own Work:
	

1. Select (and bring with you) 5 poems. You may select from among the poems 
you feel most successful, or mid-revision (or even previously published), 
but whatever your selection process, please be sure that you are prepared 
to re-enter and to work on and with these poems. (Please bring at least 10 
packets, each one consisting of copies of all five of your selected poems, 
and please number those pages.) For our purposes it’s best to bring shorter 
poems, so no poem longer than two pages, please, and even better, one-
pagers.

2. Identify as best you can in each poem where you have made discoveries: i.e., 
where the speaker of the poem has led you to learn something you didn’t 
know when you started writing the poem. In other words, be on the lookout 
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for poems that made a discovery you didn’t expect to find when you began 
writing it.

3. Identify as thoughtfully as you can where you have incorporated any of the five 
senses into the poems, and where you have used images to enhance those 
sensory moments. 
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B.  Preparing for the Poetic Mind and Creative Spirit of Pablo Neruda:

This is all optional, of course – except the part about bringing with you a copy of 
Neruda’s “Full Woman, Fleshly Apple, Hot Moon: Selected Poems of Pablo Neruda,” 
Harper Collins, NY 1998 (trans. Stephen Mitchell), but you’ll get far more out of the 
conference if you dig into these assignments and get as far as you can in the 
next three months.
	

1. Prior to the conference, please spend some thoughtful time with a blog 
entry I’ve published called How Resonant Diction and Correspondence 
Propel a Poem. 
It can be accessed here:
http://jeffreyelevine.com/2011/11/16/how-resonant-diction-and-
correspondence-propel-a-poem-part-1-in-what-we-look-for-at-tupelo-
press/

2. In our Neruda explorations, we’ll be diving headfirst into the master’s use of 
resonant diction as a key to his poetry, and how he uniquely ties his 
metaphorical world to his inner life. (The blog entry was posted during a 
Tupelo fund-raising period, so please ignore the little fund-raiser ad.)

C.  After reading through and thinking about that blog entry in light of your own 
poems, and  keeping it in mind, I’m asking you now to prepare with and for 
Neruda in the following ways:
	

1. Purchase (and bring with you) a copy of “Full Woman, Fleshly Apple, Hot 
Moon: Selected Poems of Pablo Neruda,” Harper Collins, NY 1998 (trans. 
Stephen Mitchell)

2. Read the odes (from the “Elemental Odes” section). Read them out loud, in 
English, of course, and also (and regardless of whether or not you speak 
Spanish) try to read several of the odes in Spanish, and listen closely the 
music.
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3. Read (online or hard copy) “Ode to a Nightingale” by John Keats. 

4. Pay special attention to Neruda’s “Ode to My Socks,” list as many 
differences as you can between Keats’s and Neruda’s odes. Consider at 
least the following categories: formal properties (line length, use of poetic 
meter, rhyme, poetic form, etc.); consider their different decisions as to type 
and level of language (level of diction, word order, complexity and length of 
sentences, etc.); poetic-ness (for example: use of symbols, allusions, 
figures of speech, etc.): mood (for example: tone, seriousness or lightness 
of images, language, etc.): the relationship between the poet and the object 
being praised. Then consider who is the intended audience for each poem 
and what each poem’s “purposes” might be.

5.  Focus Activity: Choose either “Ode to the Artichoke,” “Ode to the Lemon” 
or “Ode to the Cat.” Then do the following: (1) make a list of all the images 
in the poem; (2) consider the connection, if any, between the images 
throughout the entire poem; in other words, what do lemons and 
planetariums have in common that licenses Neruda to move from one to 
the other?; (3) What central conceit or idea runs through the poem, and 
how does this invite us to see the celebrated object or creature anew? 

6. Writing Assignment. Write an ode per the directions below.

Here’s how to write the ode: As to the form or shape of the poem, write your ode in 
skinny lines that imitate Neruda’s. When you read through the “Elemental 
Odes” (within Full Woman, Fleshy Apple, Hot Moon), you’ll begin to get a feel for 
Neruda’s line. Writing shorter lines also allows you poet to control the length of the line 
more easily, and since we don’t have rhyme or meter to help us out here, keep the 
lines short! It’s also easier to “see” the images in the poem when the lines are skinny 
ones; their “thingness” has more of a direct impact on the reader’s eye and mind and 
feelings. 

Your ode should be about things or people or places that excite you—that you want 
everyone to know about and to celebrate along with you. Make your ode at least 
three to five pages, meaning, really “get into” it. Go as deep into the object or person 
or place that you have chosen, as deep as Neruda goes. Write in short lines, the way 
that Neruda does, and make sure that you double-space. Yes, you may write poems 
that are more than three to five pages long if you wish. The best rule is, if the poem is 
going well as you are writing it, don’t worry about its length; keep going. You can 
always trim it back (or add more material) on a subsequent draft. 

If you have any questions about how the poem should appear on the page, follow the 
format of the poems that you have before you. They show you how your poem should 
look. Do not center your poem on the page using the “center” control of your word-
processing program. 

Please bring 10 copies of your ode with you to our Conference. 
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I so very much look forward to working with you!
Jeffrey Levine, Tupelo Press
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