Source: Laurence Perrine, Literature: Structure, Sound and Sense.

READING POETRY

While reading a poem always remember the following:

m%wmf—»

Read the poem more than once.

Keep a dictionary by you and use it.

Read so as to hear the sounds of the words in your mind.
Always pay careful atiention to what the poem is saying.
Practice reading poems aloud.

UNDERSTANDING POETRY

To aid you in the understanding of poetry, ask yourself the following questions:

14,
15.

16.
17.

18

Who is the speaker? What kind of a person is the speaker?

Who is the addressee? Is there an identifiable audience for the speaker? What can we
know about it (him, her, or them)?

What is the occasion/situation?

What is the setting in time (hour, season, century, etc.)?

What is the setting in place (indoors/cutdoors, city/country, land/sea, region, etc.)?
What is the central purpose of the poem?

State the central idea or theme in a sentence.

What is the tone of the poem? How is it achieved?

Outline the poem so as to show its structure and development.

. Paraphrase the poem.

. Point out words that are particularly well chosen and explain why.

. Discuss the imagery of the poem. What kinds of imagery are used?

. Point out and explain examples of metaphor, simile, personification and explain their

appropriateness.

Point out and explain symbols.

Point out and explain examples of paradox, overstatement, understatement and irony.
What is their function?

Point out and explain any allusions. What is their function?

Point out examples of sound repetition and explain their function.

. What is the meter of the poem?
19.
20.

Discuss the adaptation of sound to sense.
Describe the form or pattern of the poem.
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Here, for example, is a famous poem by Robert Frost, followed by 2
student’s concise explication. (The assignment was to explain whatever in

“Design” seemed most essential, in not more than 750 words.)
g 5
-

Robert Frost (1874 — 1963)*

Desion 1936

I found a dimpled spider, far and whire,
On 2 white heal-all, holding up 2 moth
Like a white piece of rigid sarin cloth —
Assorted characters of death and blight
Mixed ready to begin the morning right, 5
Like the ingredients of a witches’ broth —
A snow-drop spider, a flower like a froth,
“And dead wings carried like a paper kite.

What had that flower to do with being white,

The wayside blue and innocent heal-all? 10
What brought the kindred spider to that heigh,

Then steered the white moth thither in the night?

What bur design of darkness to appall? —

If design govern in a thing so small.

An Unfolding of Robert Frost's "Design”

"I always wanted to be very observing,” Robert Frost once
gaid, after reading his poem "Design” to an audience.
Then he added, "But I have always been afraid of my own
obgervations® {Cook 126~27). What could he have chserved
that could scare him? Let's observe the poem close up.

Starting with the title, "Design,” any reader of this

poemwill find it full of meaning. As Webster's New World
Dictionary defines @mwwmg the word can dencte among
other things a plan, or "purpose; intention: aim.” Some
arguments for the existence of God (I remember from
Sunday School) are based on the :mnmﬁamwﬂ. from design”:

that because the world shows a systematic order, there

must be a Designer who made it. But the word design can
also mean "a secret or sinister scheme"” — such as we
attribute to a "designing person." As we mwmww see,
Frost's poem Muoemmuammﬁmm all of these meanings. His poem
raises the old philosophic question of whether there is a
Designer, an evil Designer, or no Designer at all. Frost
probably read William James on this question, as a critic
has shown convincingly (Poirier 245-50).

Like many other sonnets, the poem is divided into two
parts. The first eight lines draw a picture centering on A
the spider, who at first seems almost uuww%ﬂ Itisdimpled

and fat like a baby, or Santa Claus. It stands on a wild -

flower whose name, heal-all, seems an .M..H.UEX & heal-all
iz supposed to cure any disease, but it certainly has no
power to restore life to the dead moth. {(Later, ,,ws. line
ten, we learn that the heal-all used to be blue.
Presumably it has died and become bleached-looking.) In
this second line we discover, too, that the spider has
hold of another creature. Right away we might feel sorry
for the moth, were it not for the simile applied to it in
line three: "Like a white piece of rigid satin cloth,®
Suddenly the moth becomes not a creature but a piece of
fabric—1lifeless and dead—and yet satin has
00Smommwwowm also beautiful. For me satin, used in rich
ceremonial costumes such as coronation gowns and brides®
dresses, hag a mamamwwﬂ%.mma luxury about.it. Besides,
there is great accuracy in the word: the smooth and :
slightly @wﬁmy surface of satin is like the povwder-smooth
surface of moths' wings. But this "cloth,® rigid and
white, could be the lining to Dracula’scoffin.

In the £ifth line an wsﬁ»mwwwm hand enters. The
characters are "mixed” like ingredients in an evil

potion. Some force doing the mixing is behind the scene.

The characters in themsalvas are i nnmamant ammueh ek
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It might seem that to work through a poem line by line is a lockstep task;
and yet there can be high excitement in it. Randall Jarrell once wrote an
explication of “Design"” in which he managed to convey such excitement. F
the following passage tallen from it, see if you can sense the writer's joy in his
work, (Don't, incidentally, feel obliged to compare the n:m:nw. of your own
 insights with Jarrell's, nor the quality of your own prose. Be fair to yourself:
uinlike most students, Jarrell had the advantage of being an-excellent poet and
a gifted critic; besides, he had read and pondered Frost for years before _'ﬁ wrote
his essay, and as a teacher he probably had taught “Design” many times.)

Frost's details are so diabolically good that it seems criminal to leave some
unremarked; but notice how dimpled, fat, and white (all _u..:.o:nn all but
" one) come from our regular description of any baby; notice Tos__ the
heal-all, because of its name, is the one flower in all the world Enw.x.“_ to
be the altar for this Devil's Mass; notice how holding up the Eo...m.a wﬂmwu
something ritual and hieratic, a ghostly, ghastly formality, to this priest
and its sacrificial victim; notice how terrible to the fingers, how full of the
stilling rigor of death, that white piece of rigid satin moﬁr.w. And assorted
chardcters of death and blight is, like so Mﬁa things in a._.:m m,cna.m-wrmnwﬁhw
iguous: a mixed bunch of actors or diverse representative signs. The
M—mﬂn_w.n phrase assorted nrhqaﬂﬁwa of death and blight is beautifully developed
in the ironic mnnmrmﬁ?n_cw.&jnﬁnma Radio-Kitchen wnmabmmmm_om
ixed veady to begin the moming right (which assures us, so unreassuringly,
HMHTW Mﬂ.n”ﬂ. sort of Strindberg mvocrvwgﬂ.s. but r“& fact), and
oncludes in the ingredients of the witches' broth, giving the soup a sort
Mm cuddly shimmer that the cauldron in Macbeth never had; the broth,
even, is brought to life — we realize that witches' broth is broth, to be

supped with a long spoon.!

Evidently, Jarrell's cultural interests are broad: ranging from August Strind-
berg's ground-breaking modern classicdown to the Breakfast Club (a once-
popular radio program that cheerfully exhorted its listeners to march around
. their tables). And vet breadth of knowledge, however much it deepens and

enriches Jarrell's writing, isn't all that he brings to the reading of poerry. For

him, an explication isn’t a dull plod, but a voyage of discovery. His prose — full
of figures of speech (diabolically good, cuddly shimmer) — conveys the apparent
delight he takes in shiowing off his findings. Such a joy, of course, can't be
acquired deliberately. But it can grow, the more you read and study poetry.

ANALYZING

An analysis of a poem, like a news commentator's analysis of a crisis in .nrn
Middle East or a chemist’s analysis of an unknown fluid, separates its subject
into elements, as a means to understanding that subject — to see what com-
poses it. Usually, the writer of such an essay singles out one of those elements

v N emd shie Ame M Viaek: Bannd 1083

for attention: “Imagery of Light and Darkness in Frost’s ‘Design’”; “The
Character of Satan in Paradise Lost.”

Like explication, analysis can be particularly useful in dealing with a short
poem. Unlike explication (which inches through a poem line by line), analysis
often suits a long poem too, because it allows the writer to discuss just one
manageable element in the poem. A good analysis casts intense light upon a
poem from one direction. If you care enough about a poem, and about some
perspective on it — its theme, say, or its symbolism, or its singability — writing
an analysis can enlighten and give pleasure.

In this book you probably have met a few brief analyses: the discussion of
connotations in John Masefield’s “Cargoes” (page 65), for instance, or the
examination of symbols in T. 8. Eliot's “The Boston Evening Transcript'" (page
206). In fact, most of the discussions in this book are analytic. Temporarily, we
have separated the whole art of poetry into elements such as tone, irony, literal
meaning, suggestions, imagery, figures of speech, sound, rhythm, and so on. No *
element of a poem, of course, exists apart from all the other elements. Still, by
taking a closer look at particular elements, one at a time, we see them more
clearly and ‘more easily study them.

Long analyses of metrical feet, rime schemes, and indentations tend to
make ponderous reading: such formal and technical elements are perhaps the
hardest to discuss engagingly. And yet formal analysis (at least a little of it) can
be interesting and illuminating: it can measure the very pulse beat of lines. If
you do care about the technical side of poetry, then write abou it, by all means.
You will probably find it helpful to learn the terms for the various meters,
stanzas, fixed forms, and other devices, so that you can summon them to your
aid with confidence. Here is a short formal analysis of “Design” by a student .
who evidently cares for technicalities yet who manages not to be a bore in
talking about them. Concentrating on the sonnet form of Frost's poem, the
student actually casts light upon the poem in its entirety.

~ The Design of "Design"®

For "Design," the sonnet form has at least two
advantages. First, as inmost strict sonnets, the argument
of the poem falls into two parts. In the octave Frost draws
his pale still-life of spider, flower, and moth; then in the
sestet he contemplates the meaning of it. The gbstet deals
with a more general idea: the possible existence of a
vindictive deity who causes the spider to catch the moth, and

no doubt also causes other suffering. Frost weaves his own

Tittle wah Tha nnuare vasdAaw ie 1ad Tmbm Lhc mcae e £4 o
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later than Frost’s poem). By comparing and contrasting the two poems for :.u
their language and (2) their themes, this student shows us reasons for his

evaluation.

"Wing-Spread" Does a Dip

The midge spins out to safety
Through the spider’'s rope;
But the moth, less lucky,

Has to grope.

Mired in glue-like cable . 5
See him foundered swing

By the gap he opened

With hiswing,

Dusty web enlacing
All that blue and beryl. 10
In a netted universe
Wing-spread is peril.
—Abbie Huston Evans

"Wing-Spread, " quoted above, is a goed mxuma. but it is not
in the same class with "Design." Both poets show us a
Buwmmuocw spider and an unlucky moth, but there are two
reasons for Robert Frost's superiority. One is his more
suggestive use of language, the other is his more memorable
theme.

Let's start with language. "Design" is full of words and
phrases rich in suggestions. "Wing-Spread," by comparison,
contains few. To take just one example, Frost's "dimpled
spider, fat and white" is certainly a more suggestive

description. Actually, Evans doesn't describe her spider;

she just says, "the spider's rope."” (I have to hand Evans the

palm for showing us the spider and moth in action. In Frost's

view, they are dead and petrified —but I guess that is the

i L

u..avnmm.w...rou he is after.) In snwmwan. " the spider's dimples
show that it is like a chubby little kid, who further turns
out tobe a kite-flier. This seems an odd, almost freaky way
to look at a spider. I find it more refreshing than Evans's
view (although I like her word cable, suggesting that the
spider's web is a kind of suspension bridge). Frost's
word-choice —his harping on white —paints a more striking
scene than Evans's slightly vague "All that blue and beryl."

Except for her personification of the moth in her second
stanza, Evans doesn't go in for any figures of speech, and
even that one isn't a clear personification—she simply
awﬁmm the moth a sex by referring to it as "him. " Frost's
striking metaphors, similes, and puns (right, appall) show

him, as usual, tobe a master of figures of speech. He calls
the moth's wings "satin cloth" and "a paper kite"; Evans just
refers in line 8 to amoth's wing. As far as the language of
the two poems goes, you might as well compare a vase full of
flowers and a single flower stuck in a vase. (That is a poor
metaphor, since Frost's poem contains only one flower, but I
hope you will know what T mean. )

In fairness to Evans, I would say that she picks a pretty
good solitary flower. And her poem has moe.wﬂmcw‘ sounds:
short lines with the riming words coming at us again and
again very frequently. In theme, however, "Wing-Spread"
seems much more narrow than "Design." The first time I read
Evans's poemall I felt was: Ho hum, the moth too was wide and
got stuck. The second time I read it, I figured that she is
saying something with a universal application. This comes
out in line 11, in "a netted universe." That is the most
w:nmﬂmwf..:m. phrase w_.._ her poem, one that you cam think about.
Netted makes me imagine the universe as being full of nets
rigged by someone who is fishing for us. Maybe, like Frost,
Evans sees anevil plan operating. She does not, though,

Hﬂ_dﬂmﬁwrabﬂm it. she says that the midae escapes beranss i+ ie
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Again, to write well is 2 matter of engaging vour feelings. Writing to a Qmmamwwﬂ

on an assigned topic, vou easily can sink into a drab, éowwmmg style, especially

if you regard the poet as some uninspired builder of nwwnwg\no,cmm %To ham-

mers themes and images into place, and then slaps the whole thing with a coat

of words, Cerrain expressions, if vou lean on them habirually, may tempt you

to think of the poet in that way. Here, for instance, is a discussion —by a
: plodding writer —of Robert Frost’s poem.

The symbols Frost uses in "Design” are very

successful. Frost makes the spider gtand for Nature. He
wante us to see Nature as blind and cruel. He also employs
good sounds. He uses a lot of 1's because he is trying to
make you think of falling rain.

{Underscored words are worth questioning.) What's wrong with that noﬁ.amﬁm
While understandable, the words uses and employs seem to lead %w writer to
see Prost only as a conscious toobmanipulator. To be sure, mgm.m ina wmnmm
“yses” symbols, but did he grab hold of them mznm.mm% them into his poem! For
all we know, perhaps the symbols arrived quite unbidden, and used the poet.
To write a good poem, Frost maintained, a poet himself has to me surprised.
{How, by the way, can we hope to know what a poet S@sa. to do! And there
isn’t much point in saying that the poet is trying to do mﬁﬂmmgﬁm. He has mmn,wmm@
done it, if he has written a good poem.} At least, it is likely that Frost w@v t
plan to fulfill a certain quota of i-sounds. Writing his poem, not Hwé mﬁ.umoﬁ.wm
a blueprint but probably by bringing it slowly to the surface of his BS% {like
Elizabeth Bishop’s hooked fish), Frost no doubt had mﬁwcmw _8 do éﬁwoa.m
trying to engineer the reactions of his possible audience. Like all true mﬁnvom,w
Frost’s spider doesn’t stand for anvthing. The writer would be closer to the trut
#o say thar the spider suggests or reminds us of Nature, or of certain forces in
the natural world, {Symbols just hint, they don't indicate.)

. 1 o
After che student discussed the paper in a conference, he rewrote the first

two sentences like this:
The gymbols in Frost's "Design” are highly effective.
The spider, for instance, suggests the blindness and
cruelty of Nature. Frost's word-sounds, too, are part of
the meaning of his poen, for the 1's remind the reader of
falling rain.

, C e , .
Not every reader of “Design” will hear rain {alling, but the student’s nmﬁwsmou
probably comes closer to describing the experience of the poem most of us

H
know.
In writing about poetry, an occasional note of self-doubt can be useful: now

and then a perhaps or a possibly, an it seems or a modest [ suppose. Such

expressions may seem timid shilly-shallying, bur at least they keep the writer
from thinking, “I know all there is to know abour this poem.” .

Facing the showdown with your empty sheaf of paper, however, you can't
worry forever about your critical vocabulary. To do so is to risk the fate of the
centipede in a bit of comic verse, who was running along efficiently until
someone asked, “Pray, which leg comes after which?,” whereupon “He lay
distracted in a ditch/Considering how to run.” It is a safe bet that your
instrucror is human. Your main task as a writer is to communicate to another
human being your sensitive reading of a poem.

SUGGESTIONS FOR WRITING

Torics ror Brier Papers (250 — 500 WORDS)

1. Write 2 concise explication of a short poem of your choice, or one suggested by your
instructor, In a paper this brief, probably you won’t have room to explain everything

in the poem; explain what you think most needs explaining. (An illustration of one

such explication appears on page 478

Write an analysis of a short poem, first deciding which one of its elements to deal

with. {An illustration of such an analysis appears on page 483.) For examples, here
are a few specific topics:

“Kinds of Irony in Hardy’s “The Workbox’

“The Attitude of the Speaker in Marvell’s “To His Coy Mistress’”
“The Theme of Pastan’s ‘Ethics.’

g

“An Extended Metaphor i Years’s ‘Long-Legged Fly." " (Explain the one main
comparison that the poem makes and show how the whole poem makes it. Othet
likely possibilities for a paper on extended metaphor: Baca's “Spliced Wire,”
Chappell’s “Skin Flick,” Dickinson’s “Because [ could not stop for Death,” Dove's

“Daystar,” Frost’s “The Silken Tent,” Lowell's “Skunk Hour,” Rick’s “Aunt
Jennifer’s Tigers.” :

“The Rhythms of Plath’s ‘Daddy’

{To locate any of these poems, see the Index to Authors, Tides, and Quorations at
the back of this book.)

3. Belect a poem in which the main speaker is a character who for any reason incerests
you. You might consider, for instance, Betjeman’s “In Westminster Abbey,” Brown-
ing’s “Soliloquy of the Spanish Cloister,” Dove's “Daystar,” or Eliot’s “love Song

of . Alfred Prufrock.” Then write a brief profile of this character, drawing only on

what the poem tells vou {or reveals). What is the character’s approximate age?

Situation in life? Attitude roward self? Artitude roward others? Ge

neral personaliry?
Do you find this character admicable?

4. Although each of these poems tells a story, what happens in the poem isn’t necessar-

ily obvious: Cummings's “anyone lived in a pretty how town,” Eliot’s “Love Song
of J. Alfred Prufrock,” Digges's “For The Daughters of Hannah Bible Class . . | S
Stafford’s “At the Klamath Berry Festival,” Winters’s “At the San Francisco Air-
port,” James Wright's “A Blessing.” Choose one of these poems and in a paragraph
sum up what you think happens in it. Then in a second paragraph ask yourself: what,
besides the element of story, did you consider in order to understand the poem?
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