English 20/Seward

Guidelines for Reading a Poem

The following directives and questions are designed to help you read a poem attentively and intensely.  They do not add up to an automatic formula which will guarantee your total appreciation and understanding of any one poem.  They are intended to help stimulate and organize your thinking about the poem so that you will be prepared to discuss and write about it in detail.  Not all of the guidelines are relevant to every poem: your ability to detect this will further develop your critical skills.

The Grammatical Level

1. Read the poem once, preferably aloud.  This first reading should provide a general impression of what the poem is about and how its ideas are structured.  What problem does it pose for interpretation?

2. What is the literal message?  What aspects of its message (vocabulary and context) are unclear?  Use a dictionary and look up the meaning of any unfamiliar words.  Do their meanings fit the context?

3. Take note of the sense appeal which the poem incorporates (imagery).  Does one sense dominate?

4. Observe the diction (way the words are written) of the poem.  Is it awkward, stilted, trite, and vague?  Or is it natural, original, energetic and appropriate?

5. Does the syntax (word choice) aid in communicating the “message” of the poem effectively?  Is the syntax strained and forced or balanced and varied?

6. Read the poem again in order to determine any parts of it that are unclear on the literal level.

The Rhetorical Level – The way the language is used

1. Examine the theoretical situation in the poem, its dramatic structure.

A. What does it reveal about the speaker and the person spoken to (the addressee)?

B. What are the purpose and the occasion for the address (or speech)?

2. Be attentive to the emotional appeal, the power of suggestion, of certain words (connotations).

3. What manipulation of meaning (use of rhetorical devices) does the poem engage in to attract attention to itself: figures of speech, antithesis, ironies, parallels, paradoxes, etc.?

4. What manipulation of the readers’ emotions or reason does the poem include?  Does the poem build on genuine sentiment and sincerity or is it sentimental, forced, and melodramatic?  What is the mood which it conveys?  Is it logical and insightful, or fallacious and didactic?  What is its tone?  What is its theme?

5. What manipulations of sound patterns does the poem use: rhyme, rhythm, assonance, alliteration, etc.?

