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results may take as many words as the original, if not more. A paraphrase,
then, is ampler than a summary, a brief condensation of gist, main idea, or
story. (Click the “Info” button on your TV remote control, and you'll get a
movie summary such as: “Seientist seeks revenge by creating giant man-eating
cockroaches.”) Here is a poem worth considering line by line. The poet writes
of an island in a lake in the west of Ireland, in a region where he spent many

summers as a boy.

William Butler Yeats (1865-1939)
The Lake Isle of Innisfree 1892

1 will arise and go now, and go to Innisfree,

And a small cabin build there, of clay and wattles made:
Nine bean-rows will I have there, a hive for the honey-bee,
And live alone in the bee-loud glade.

And I shall have some peace there, for peace comes dropping slow, 5
Dropping from the veils of the morning to where the cricket sings;

There midnight’s all a glimmer, and noon a purple glow,

And evening full of the linnet’s wings.

1 will arise and go now, for always night and day

1 hear lake water lapping with low sounds by the shore; 10
While I stand on the roadway, or on the pavements gray,

I hear it in the deep heart’s core.

Though relatively simple, this poem is far from simple-minded. We need to
absorb it slowly and thoughtfully. At the start, for most of s, it raises problems:
what are wattles, from which the speaket’s Jream-cabin is to be made? We
might guess, but in this case it will help to consult a dictionary: they are “poles
interwoven with sticks or branches, formerly used in building as frameworks
to support walls or roofs.” Evidently, this getaway house will be built in an
old-fashioned way: it won't be a prefabricated log cabin or A-frame house,
nothing modern or citified. The phrase bee-loud glade certainly isn’t common-
place language, but right away, we can understand it, at least partially: it’s a
place loud with bees. What is a glade? Experience might tell us that it is an open
space in woods, but if that word stops us, we can look it up. Although the linnet
Joesn’t live in North America, it is a creature with wings—a songbird of the
finch family, adds the dictionary- Burt even if we don’t make a special trip to the
dictionary to find linnet, we probably recognize that the word means “bird,” and
so the line makes sense to Us.

A paraphrase of the whole poem might go something like this (in language
casier to forget than that of the original): “I'm going to get up Now, go to
Innisfree, build a cabin, plant beans, keep bees, and live peacefully by myself
mid nature and beautiful light. I want to because I can’t forget the sound of
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that lake water. When I'm in the city, a gray and dingy place, I seem to hear
it deep inside me.”

These dull remarks, roughly faithful to what Yeats is saying, seem a long
way from poetry. Nevertheless, they make certain things clear. For one, they
spell out what the poet merely hints at in his choice of the word gray: that he
finds the ciry dull and depressing. He stresses the word; instead of saying gray
pavements, in the usual word order, he turns the phrase around and makes gray
stand at the end of the line, where it rimes with day and so takes extra empha-
sis. The grayness of the city therefore seems important to the poem, and the
paraphrase tries to make its meaning obvious.

Theme and Subject

Whenever you paraphrase, you stick your neck out. You affirm what the poem
gives you to understand. And making a paraphrase can help you sce the central
thought of the poem, its theme. The theme isn’t the same as the subject,
which is the main topic, whatever the poem is “about.” In Yeats's poem, the
subject is the lake isle of Innisfree, or a wish to retreat to it. But the theme is,
“I yearn for an ideal place where I will find perfect peace and happiness.”

Themes can be stated variously, depending on what you believe mat-
ters most in the poem. Taking a different view of the poem, placing more
weight on the speaker’s wish to escape the city, you might instead state the
theme: “This city is getting me down—I want to get back to nature.” But
after taking a second look at that statement, you might want to sharpen it.
After all, this Innisfree seems a special, particular place, where the natural
world means more to the poet than just any old trees and birds he might see
in a park. Perhaps a stronger statement of theme, one closer to what matters
most in the poem, might be: “I want to quit the city for my heaven on carth.”
That, of course, is saying in an obvious way what Yeats says more subtly,
more memorably.

Limits of Paraphrase

A paraphrase never tells all that a poem contains, nor will every reader agree
that a particular paraphrase is accurate. We all make our own interpretations,
and sometimes the toral meaning of a poem evades even the poet who wrote
it. Asked to explain a passage in one of his poems, Robert Browning replied
that when he had written the poem, only God and he knew what it meant;
but “Now, only God knows.” Still, to analyze a poem as if we could be certain
of its meaning is, in general, more fruitful than to proceed as if no certainty
could ever be had. A useful question might be, “What can we understand from
the poem’s very words?”

All of us bring personal associations to the poems we read. “The Lake
Isle of Innisfree” might give you special pleasure if you have ever vacationed
on a small island or on the shore of a lake. Such associations are inevitable,
even to be welcomed, as long as they don’t interfere with our reading the
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words on the page. We need to distinguish irrelevant responses from those
the poem calls for. The reader who can’t stand “The Lake Isle of Innisfree”
because she is afraid of bees isn’t reading a poem by Yeats, but one of her
own invention. A

Now and again we rfeet a poem—perhaps startling and memorahle—
into which the method of paraphrase won't take us far. Some portion of any
deep poem resists explanation, but certain poems resist it almost entirely.
Many poems by religious mystics seem closer to dream than waking. So do
poems that purport to record drug experiences, such as Coleridge’s “Kubla
Khan” (Chapter 22). So do nonsense poems, translations of primitive folk
songs, and surreal poems. Such Poetry may move us and give pleasure (al-
though no, perhaps, the pleasure of intellectual understanding). We do it
10 harm by trying to paraphrase it, though we may fail. Whether logically
clear or strangely opaque, good poems appeal to the intelligence and do not

So far, we have taken for granted that poetry differs from prose; yet all
our strategies for reading poetry—plowing straight on through and then
going back, isolating difficulties, trying to paraphrase, reading aloud, using
a dictionary—are no different from those we might employ in unraveling a
complicated piece of prose. Poetry, after all, is similar to prose in most respects.
At the very least, it is written in the same language. Like prose, poetry shares
knowledge with us. It tells us, for instance, of a beautify] island in Lake Gill,
County Sligo, Ireland, and of how one man feels abour it,

LYRIC POETRY

kind of printed poem we now call a lyric is usually something else, for over
the past five hundred years the nature of lyric poetry has changed greatly.
Eversince the invention of the printing press in the fifreenth century, poets
have written less often for singers, more often for readers. In general, this
tendency has made lyric poems contain less word-music and (since they
can be pondered on a page) more thought—and perhaps more complicated
feelings.

What Is a Lyric Poem?

boem expressing the thoughts and feelings of 3 single speaker. Often q poet
will write a Iyric in the first person (“I will arise and go now, and go to
Innisfree”), bur not always. A lyric can also be in the first person plural, as in
Paul Laurence Dunbar’s “We Wear the Mask” (Chapter 17). Or, a lyric might
describe an object or recall an experience without the speaker’s ever bringing
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himself or herself into ir. (For an example of such g lyric, one in which
the poet refrains from saying “L,” see Theodore Roethke’s “Root Cellar” or
Gerard Manley Hopkins's “Pied Beauty,” hoth found in Chapter 13.)
Perhaps because, rightly or wrongly, some people still think of lyrics
as Iy‘re—strummings, they expect g lyric to be an outburst of feeling, some.
what resembling a song, at least containing musica) elements such as rime,
thythm, or sound effects. Such €xpectations are fulfilled in “The Lake Isle of
Innisfree,” that impassioned lyric ful] of language rich in sound. Many con.-
temporary poets, however, write short poems in which they voice opinions
or complicated feelings—poems that no reader would dream of trying to sing.

But in the sense in which we use it, lyric will usually onnl s oo Qe
of DOem vou rom cxmmade SOOI e, f,('ere, for instance, are two IYI']:CS. They‘

difter sharply ip subject and theme, byt they have trajts In common: both
are short, and (as you will find) both set forth one speaker’s definite, unmis-
takable feelings,




