Reading Poetry

Here are some questions you might ask when you are faced with the task of reading and writing about poetry. 

1. Who is the speaker?
What does the poem reveal about the speaker's character? In some poems the speaker may be nothing more than a voice meditating on a theme, while in others the speaker takes on a specific personality. For example, the speaker in Shelley's "Ozymandias"  is a voice meditating on the transitoriness of all things; except for the views expressed in the poem, we know nothing about the speaker's character. The same might be said of the speaker in Hopkins's "Spring and Fall To a Young Child"  but with this important exception: we know that he is older than Margaret and therefore has a wisdom she does not.

2. Is the speaker addressing a particular person?
If so, who is that person, and why is the speaker interested in him or her? Many poems, like "Ozymandias," are addressed to no one in particular and therefore to anyone, any reader. Others, such as Donne's "A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning" , while addressed to a specific person, reveal nothing about that person because the focus of the poem is on the speaker's feelings and attitudes. In a dramatic monologue", the speaker usually addresses a silent auditor. The identity of the auditor will be important to the poem.

3. Does the poem have a setting?
Is the poem occasioned by a particular event? The answer to these questions will often be "no" for lyric poems, such as Frost's "Fire and Ice". It will always be "yes" if the poem is a dramatic monologue or a poem that tells or implies a story, such as Tennyson's "Ulysses" and Lowell's "Patterns".

4. Is the theme of the poem stated directly or indirectly?
Some poems, such as Frost's "Provide, Provide"  and Owen's "Dulce et Decorum Est" , use language in a fairly straightforward and literal way and state the theme, often in the final lines. Others may conclude with a statement of the theme that is more difficult to apprehend because it is made with figurative language and symbols. This difference will be readily apparent if you compare the final lines of the Frost and Owen poems mentioned above with, say, the final stanzas of Stevens's "Sunday Morning".

5. From what perspective (or point of view) is the speaker describing specific events?
Is the speaker recounting events of the past or events that are occurring in the present? If past events are being recalled, what present meaning do they have for the speaker? These questions are particularly appropriate to the works in the section "Innocence and Experience," many of which contrast an early innocence with adult experience.

6. Does a close examination of the figurative language (see "Glossary of Literary Terms") of the poem reveal any patterns? Yeats's "Sailing to Byzantium" may begin to open up to you once you recognize the pattern of bird imagery. Likewise, Thomas's attitude toward his childhood in "Fern Hill" will be clearer if you detect the pattern of biblical imagery that associates childhood with Adam and Eve before the Fall.

7. What is the structure of the poem?
Since narrative poems, those that tell stories, reveal a high degree of selectivity, it is useful to ask why the poet has focused on particular details and left out others. Analyzing the structure of a nonnarrative or lyric poem can be more difficult because it does not contain an obvious series of chronologically related events. The structure of Thomas's "Fern Hill," for example, is based in part on a description of perhaps a day and a half in the speaker's life as a child. But more significant in terms of its structure is the speaker's realization that the immortality he felt as a child was merely a stage in the inexorable movement of life toward death. The structure of the poem, therefore, will be revealed through an analysis of patterns of images (biblical, color, day and night, dark and light) that embody the theme. To take another example, Marvell's "To His Coy Mistress" is divided into three verse paragraphs, the opening words of each ("Had we...," "But...," "Now therefore...,") suggesting a logically constructed argument.

8. What do sound and meter (see "Glossary of Literary Terms") contribute to the poem?
Alexander Pope said that in good poetry "the sound must seem an echo to the sense," a statement that is sometimes easier to agree with than to demonstrate. 
9. What was your response to the poem on first reading?
Did your response change after study of the poem or class discussions about it? 
Poetic Devices
simile a comparison using "as" or "like" 
alliteration the deliberate repetition of consonant sounds 
assonance deliberate repetition of identical or similar vowel sounds 
apostrophe an address to a person absent or dead or to an abstract entity 
diction poet's distinctive choices in vocabulary 
echo repetition of key word or idea for effect 
hyperbole exaggeration for dramatic effect 
metaphor a comparison not using as or like when one thing is said to be another 
onomatopoeia "sound echoing sense"; use of words resembling the sounds they mean 
oxymoron a seeming contradiction in two words put together 
paradox seeming contradiction that surprises by its pithiness 
personification attribution of human motives or behaviours to
impersonal agencies 
rhyming couplet a pair of lines which end-rhyme expressing one clear thought 
rhyme repetition of same sounds 
rhythm internal 'feel' of beat and metre perceived when poetry is read aloud tone, mood feelings or meanings conveyed in the poem
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