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A CLOSE READING OF “RINGWORK,”
A POEM BY SEAN WANG

THE SPUR OF MEANING

PROSODY AS IMPULSION IN “RINGWORK,”
A POEM BY SEAN WANG

In “Ringwork,” a poem by Sean Wang, prosody replaces formal
meter and rhyme with pressure, pacing, and tactile sound, so that
rhythm itself enacts “ringwork.” Rather than organizing meaning
through a regular foot or predictable pattern, the poem relies on
weighted stress, sonic friction, and syntactic control. These elements
create a working cadence in which rhythm functions as directed
energy rather than ornament. Free-verse stress patterns cluster
around references to gear and tackle of the trade, horse physiology,
and practices of horse handling, while dense internal sound—
abrasive consonance, muted assonance, and a repeated lexicon
physical contact—binds the poem robustly where end rhyme is
absent. Syntax alternates between short, end-stopped statements
and long, enjambed accumulations, regulating speed the way trained
hands on the reins regulate impulsion and the pace of routine
ringwork. When moments of dialogue appear, the rhythm briefly
flattens into plain speech, interrupting the textured harmonies of
language devoted to observation. The tonal movement from
agrarian cacophony to quiet euphony marks a practical boundary
between unmoderated instinctive behavior of the horse and
disciplined logical action of the rider. Taken together, these choices
make prosody the poem’s argument: meaning emerges not through
lyric flourish, but through how sound, breath, and delay model the
attentive, restrained energy of ringwork.

METER
(STRUCTURE/FRAME/WAY OF GOING)

“Ringwork” is written in free verse with strong stress-based echoes
rather than a fixed metrical scheme. There is no sustained foot—
iambic, trochaic, or otherwise—but the poem relies on recurring
weighted stresses that gather around labor, touch, and pressure. This
empbhasis on stress rather than count enacts the rhythmic action of
the horse moving in the ring. Prose-like line lengths dominate,
particularly in the long descriptive sequences, but these lines are
rhythmically controlled rather than casual. Their accumulation
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generates pressure—and controlled impulsion-- in the same way
repetitive physical labor generates its own unique rthythm. Stresses
cluster recur around nouns closely associated with work and
anatomy—cannon bone, tendon, fetlock, backside, buckles, pad—
giving the poem a muscular density. When speech appears, as in “A
saddle is for sitting, I say,” the rhythm deliberately flattens into
conversational prosaic beats, interrupting the denser, more
emotionally charged cadence of observation. Meter here is
functional rather than decorative: its lack of formal regularity
mirrors apprenticeship and manual repetition, competencies learned
not by rule but by rote and the thythm of practice, and parallels the
ridet’s consistent use of rein, leg, spur, and seat as leverage to regulat
the energy of forward motion and to guide the horse’s performance
under saddle.

RHYME AND SOUND
(INTERNAL HARMONIES)

The poem employs no end-rhyme scheme, rejecting closure and
symmetry in favor of an ethic of work-in-process. This absence
reinforces the unavoidable inconsistency and repetition of ring work
for both horse and ridet. In place of thyme, the poem relies on dense
internal soundwork. Hard consonants dominate moments of labor,
as in “gag bit has chewed the paint to flakes,” where g, b, t, and k
sounds grind against one another, or in “cold letters of metal,”
where compressed 1, t, and m sounds convey weight and chill.
Repeated plosives enact impact, pressure, and even the forceful
exhalations of the horse under strain. Assonance, by contrast, slows
time during observation: long "o" and "a" vowels in lines such as
“No one mounts. On the rail...” and “same ring, same dust” stretch
duration and invite attention. Lexical repetition—pressure, touch,
hold, mark—creates a form of semantic rhyme, binding the poem
through echo rather than symmetry. Sound thus replaces thyme as
the primary cohesive force, just as routine replaces spectacle in the
poem’s value system.

SYNTAX AND SCANSION
(BREATH/GAIT/MOTION)

Syntactically, the poem alternates between short, end-stopped
declaratives and long, enjambed accumulations. Simple statements
such as “No one mounts” compress breath and suspend motion,
while extended sentences—most notably the passage beginning

O:JA&L Pamphlet Series




A CLOSE READING OF “RINGWORK,”
A POEM BY SEAN WANG

“Half my life I shined their buckles...”—build momentum through
accretion. This pattern produces a rhythm of compression and
release that mimics physical exertion and mirrors the rider’s
application of aids to regulate the horse's impulsion, gait, and
direction. Caesurae appear as heavy mid-line pauses created by
commas and semicolons, as in “The rider swings down; leather
speaks, one word, then quiet.” These pauses function as checks of
pace and balance rather than lyrical rests. High enjambment during
technical description increases speed and forward drive, while
end-stopping reappears in moments of belief or assertion, such as
“A saddle is for sitting,” slowing the poem into argument. Syntax
here enacts training itself: repetition, correction, and continuation,
analogous to the disciplined progression of walk, trot, and canter.

TONE AND TEXTURE
(MUSCLE/COLLECTION/EXTENSION/MOOD)

The poem’s dominant texture blends grace and euphonious
precision with agrarian grit. Cacophony surfaces in environments of
exertion, friction, or bravado, with words such as "chewed,"
"flakes," "dung salts," and "iron-sour" roughening the sonic field.
Euphony emerges instead in moments of focused attention and
restrained exercise of skill, where phrases like “careful, exact” and
“the touch before force” soften the sound. Tonally, the poem moves
from dry observation to sardonic dialogue, then toward reflection
and a quietly reverent close. The final image—a faint raised line—is
hushed, nearly sacred. Throughout, sound texture becomes ethical
texture: how one touches matters more than what one claims.

SYNTHESIS
(PROSODY AS ARGUMENT/NEGOTIATION)

Taken as a whole, the poem’s prosody can be understood as an
intentionally designed interaction between meter, sound, syntax, and
tone. Meter provides pressure without symmetry (as the riding aids
provide adaptable, well-regulated pressures to guide the horse’s
movements and direction); sound supplies cohesion through
friction and echo (as the friction between horse and rider—the
horse’s instinctive resistance and the rider’s patient insistence—is
echoed in collaborative unified action); syntax controls pace (like the
consistent and skillful application of aids shapes and balances and
encourages the horse’s performance in ringwork); and tone encodes
values of restraint, attentiveness, and disciplined effort (by both
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horse and rider acting successfully as a team). Meaning emerges,
then, not from explicit statement but from where rhythm tightens,
where sound resists, and where breath pauses. Prosody thus
becomes, in this context, a guiding energy for the rider/readet, a
gentle but irresistible pressure that directs attention, regulates
energy, imposes limits on impulse, and reveals rather than forces
open a track to the writer’s constructed meaning.

ABOUT SEAN WANG:

SEAN WANG is a poet and PhD student. His recent work appears
or is forthcoming in Cerasus Poetry Magazine, Remington Review, Stone
Poetry Quarterly, Eunoia Review, and others.
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PAMELYN CASTO

“Pamelyn Casto’s Flash Fiction: Alive in the Flicker is insightful,
comprehensive, and brimming with inventive prompts and exercises
to make your flash truly leap off the page.”

~ Dinty W. Moore
co-editor of the Best of Brevity: Twenty Groundbreaking Years of Flash
Nonfiction

“Pamelyn Casto has been the most useful person in flash for years.
This “portable workshop” proves it. Flash Fiction: Alive in the Flicker
is an amazing flash compendium of everything for anyone who is
interested the form. It’s also a writers’ workshop from prompts to
where to send flashes. What’s not to like?”

~ Robert Shapard

co-editor of many Flash and Sudden Fiction anthologies, the latest
are Sudden Fiction Latina: Short Stories from the United States and Latin
America (2010) and Flash Fiction International: Very Short Stories from
Avround the World (2015)

“Pamelyn Casto’s valuable book Flash Fiction: Alive in the Flickeris an
astonishing illumination—a total history of the form with essays,
strategies and exercises; lessons, examples, how-to’s, markets,
marketing, contests, anthologies, prompts, advice from pros, new
directions (flash filml), reader psychology even—it is all here, with
hundreds of internet links. There will never be a fuller single
resource, with a good teacher’s encouraging tone about it, to boot.
You can say flash fiction begins with Aesop; with Casto you can
begin anew.

~Kent H. Dixon
translator of The Epic of Gilgamesh (2018) and co-editor of Stone Wall
Book of Short Fictions (1976)
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“Pamelyn Casto is a deep font of flash knowledge, and this portable
workshop is a thorough, indispensable resource for writers and
instructors who want to know more about what this thing called
"flash" is, how to wrtite it, and more important, how to read and
understand it.”

~ Tara Lynn Masih
editor of The Rose Metal Press Field Guide to Writing Flash Fiction (2009)
and founder of The Best Small Fictions (founded 2015)

Buttonhook Press titles on Amazon
avatlable now

Like a flash of lightning between the clouds, we live in the flicker.”

—Joseph Conrad

FLASH FICTION
ALIVE IN THE FLICKER

APORTABLE WORKSHOP

PAMELYN CASTO
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for Pamelyn Castos’s FILASH FICTION: Alive in the Flicker

Daniel J. Nicholas
Reviewed in the United States on August 26, 2024
Verified Purchase

If T were to teach a class, this book would be required reading or a
course outline for discussion. Bravo, Pamelyn! In addition, I look
forward to your monthly blog to start up again.

David Lignell
Reviewed in the United States on November 23, 2022
Verified Purchase

Pamela Casto's new text, Flash Fiction: Alive in the Flicker, is a must
have "portable workshop" workbook for anyone who desires to
learn and practice the many forms of flash fiction.

W.R. Rodriguez
Reviewed in the United States on October 5, 2022
Verified Purchase

An authoritative overview of the genre, combined with practical
advice on the writing process and an abundance of writing prompts.

Norman Jensen
Reviewed in the United States on April 2, 2024

Reading is great but hands-on prompts are even better.

- \
, 3 =
il
BUTTONHOOK PRESS

AN IMPRINT OF OPEN: JOURNAL OF ARTS & LETTERS

Supporting artists and writers worldwide

OJA&L’S 2025 PAMPHLET SERIES
$4.95 (USA) $7.95 (Canada)

O:JA&L Pamphlet Series



https://www.amazon.com/Flash-Fiction-Flicker-Pamelyn-Casto/product-reviews/1737774240/ref=cm_cr_dp_d_show_all_btm?ie=UTF8&reviewerType=all_reviews
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