Introduction to poetry

            This handout is designed to help you find your way into a poem by applying a series of steps and questions to guide you to an Approach, Access, and Explication of poems.

Ι.          Always begin by reading the poem silently once or twice. Then read it aloud.

Ask Two Major Questions: What and How?   What is being said and how is it being said?

           (What = wisdom or clarification of life or meaning)       (How = devices)

              Look for an access point into the poem’s life.  See analysis as refinement of your thought.  Use appropriate literary terminology.  Use a practical approach to an analytical essay: PPSSSTTT
                                (Paraphrase, Purpose, Structure, Shift, Speaker, Tone, Theme, Title)

П.         Steps and questions: Annotate the poem by using and responding to the following:
1. Any problematic vocabulary?  If yes, then define the words.
2. What is the dramatic situation? What is the Antecedent Scenario? What has been happening before the poem begins? What might have provoked the speaker to say these words? How has the previous equilibrium been upset or become unsettled? “What piece of life, private or public, is the poem concerned with and where and when is this life being lived?”         Helen Vendler      Poems, poets, poetry: Anthology
3. Who is speaking (persona) to whom (auditor) and under what circumstances? What is the demeanor of the speaker? “A poem makes more sense when you know who is talking and when and where the poem’s situation is supposed to be taking place. Where does the poem start?”
                                                              Don Johnson—Keables Chair, editor of Hummers, Knucklers, and Slow Curves
4. What does the structure tell you or suggest? Is there an internal structure? Are there breaks in meaning, voice, tone? Is there a climax, a moment, a line, a word where the intensity is of special significance? If so, why? Try to clarify the form of the poem and see how form might support meaning.
5. Can you categorize the poem by subject genre and by rules of content and form?

     By subject: a love poem, an anti-war poem, an aubade, a pastoral poem, a travel poem, a sea poem

      By form: sonnet, sestina, villanelle

6. What is the primary tone? (The speaker’s implied tone/emotion—attitude/judgment toward the subject)

Does the tone shift? If so, where and why? Is there a dynamic curve of emotional (changes in tone)?
7. What does the language poem tell you? Examine the context of diction, syntax, verb tense, word roots, rhyme, meter, parts of speech.

8. Can you analyze for meaning, from surface meaning to layers of meaning? Can you paraphrase in prose he general outline of the poem? What is literal and what is the figurative or metaphorical?

9. Is there a complexity at work? Embrace the Ambiguity. Explain how the literal statement of the poet’s feelings has been transformed. How is a theme being imagined? Clarify the emotional insight. Can you list three words that are central to the poems meaning.
10. What do you know about the poet’s life and the circumstances surrounding the writing of the poem? Is it necessary to know about the poet or will the poem stand on its own?

11. Can you make a personal connection with the poem? (Not in the analytical essay)

12. Can you draw an image that reflects the poem and that is central to the poem? “A poem begins in delight and ends in wisdom.”   “Poetry is a clarification of life”     “Poetry is a momentary stay against confusion”  
