As Many Suggestions As I Can Fit On One Page

There are many kinds of poems: lyric, narrative, surreal, confessional, mythic. When you encounter a new poem, especially one which seems strange to you, relax your expectations, read a number by the same writer, and get a feel for that writer’s voice and style. Enjoy the language for its own sake,  and let your intuition do much of the “work” of understanding.
There are many kinds of poets: the bard, the visionary, the maker, the private lyricist…

There are many “purposes” of poetry and any art: to entertain, to provoke, to console, to disturb…to mirror reality, to change reality, to discover reality, to create reality…
Some kinds of poetry affirm what the reader already thinks and feels; some kinds of poetry unsettle what a reader thinks and feels.
There is no “deep hidden meaning.” The meaning of a poem is the poem. Poets may “talk funny” sometimes, and it may take a little patience to acclimate yourself to their language, but they don’t intentionally hide what they mean.  Don’t tear your hair out trying to “understand.”
A lot of poetry lingers over and luxuriates in THE WORD. It digs the word. It is a clown and magician and priest and lover of the word.  
If you’ve forgotten what it feels like to love and enjoy language, think back to the first books you read or heard as a kid.  Think back to what it felt like learning to talk. Remember? IT WAS A BLAST!
Some poems ask you to be very, very, very quiet, and very, very, very attentive. Many of us aren’t used to this expectation, because we are SO bombarded with the speed and spectacle of political sound bytes and advertising. Images and language in a TV commercial often go by so fast you can’t possibly FEEL or THINK anything. You are deprived, in fact, of the CHOICE to pay attention. Which of course is the whole point: advertisers don’t want you to think or feel; politicians don’t want you to think or feel. They want you to buy.  
Lyric poetry asks you to slow down a bit and let the full resonance of words and images work on you.
Reading poems isn’t like reading newspaper articles, business memos, or expository essays. Relax your cranky and domineering RATIONAL AWARENESS and let your OTHER FACULTIES—YOUR INTUITION, YOUR IMAGINATION, YOUR BODY—wake up. 

If you find that you don’t get much out of a particular poem, read it again. And again. Let a week go by, then read it again. Read it out loud. Read it silently. Have someone else read it.  Read it sober and read it drunk. Then read it again. Let a month go by. Read it again. Let ten years go by—really—then read it again. Copy the whole poem on a piece of paper by hand. Memorize the poem. Write a poem yourself which imitates that poem. Let another ten years go by. Read it again. 
If you encounter lines in a poem which don’t “make sense” to you, DON’T SWEAT IT. Just focus on lines which do.

Have you ever been moved by music? Then you are capable of “understanding” poetry.

Write, write, write. 

Watch the film, Il Postino. Watch Pecker. Watch Kurosawa’s, Rhapsody in August.  
Read poems from every century and every country.  Read poems from 400 BC Greece and 2006 Fargo, ND.
Go to poetry readings held in coffee shops. Go to poetry readings held at universities. Go to poetry readings sponsored in public libraries.
Shun all poetry readings.
Write, write, write.
Poems don’t tell you what you already know. They tell you what you didn’t know that you know.
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