Poem Analysis 101: Donee
Before you can write an interpretation of a poem as a whole, you must be sure that you understand it thoroughly. To do this, you must analyze the poem and consider each of its parts separately.  Then you can assess the meaning of the entire poem.  The following steps will guide you in analyzing a poem:

1. Read the poem silently.  To make sure that you understand its literal meaning, look up any words or allusions that you do not know in a dictionary or in another reference work.  Then paraphrase the poem line by line, restating the literal meaning in your own words.

2. Read the poem aloud several times, listening to the sound of the words as you read them.  Ask yourself what effect is created by the sound of the poem.

3. Read the poem silently again.  Then make a copy of the poem and mark on the copy any examples of figures of speech and images that you can find.

Answer the following questions in your own pre-writing notes:

· Author: Who is the author of the poem?

· Title: What is the poem’s title? Does the title suggest the poem’s subject or theme?

· Genre: What type of poem is it? Is it a lyric poem?  A narrative poem? A dramatic poem? If it is a lyric poem, what emotion(s) does it express? Who is the speaker? What is the situation? If it is a narrative poem, what is the plot of the story it tells? What is the setting? Who are the characters? If it is a dramatic poem, what dramatic techniques—such as monologue or dialogue—does it use?  What is the plot? What is the setting?  Who are the characters?

1. Form: Is the poem divided into stanzas? If so, how many lines are there in each stanza?  Does each stanza express a complete thought, like a paragraph in prose writing?

Is the poem written in any traditional form, such as quatrains, sonnet form, or haiku form?  Is the poem written in free verse? What does the poem’s form contribute to its meaning?

2. Imagery: What images or sight, sound, touch, taste, and smell are used in the poem?  What do these images describe?  What effect is created by these images?

3. Figurative language: Are there any examples of apostrophe in the poem? Of hyperbole? Of irony? Of metonymy? Of oxymoron? Of paradox? Of personification? Of simile? Of synecdoche? Of understatement? What symbols, if any, does the poet make use of allusion? Is the poem an allegory?

4. Devices of sound: What is rhyme scheme of the poem, if any? What examples of alliteration can you find in the poem?  Of assonance? Of consonance?  Does the poet use euphony, cacophony, parallelism, repetition, or a refrain?

5. Other Elements: What is the overall mood of the poem?  What literary devices create this mood?  

What is the theme of the poem?  How is this theme revealed?
Mr. Jordan’s English teacher asked the class to select a poem and write an explication/analysis.  Mr. J. chose Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s “The Tide Rises, The Tide Falls”.
“The Tide Rises, the Tide Falls” 
by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow
(1807-1882)


The tide rises, the tide falls, 
The twilight darkens, the curlew calls; 
Along the sea-sands damp and brown 
The traveler hastens toward the town, 
And the tide rises, the tide falls. 

Darkness settles on roofs and walls, 
But the sea, the sea in the darkness calls; 
The little waves, with their soft, white hands, 
Efface the footprints in the sands, 
And the tide rises, the tide falls. 

The morning breaks; the steeds in their stalls 
Stamp and neigh, as the hostler calls; 
The day returns, but nevermore 
Returns the traveler to the shore, 
And the tide rises, the tide falls.
Prewriting: Mr. J began by reading the poem several times, both silently and aloud.  Then he made the following notes about the elements of the poem:
· Title:  “The Tide Rises, The Tide Falls”

· Author:  Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

· Stanza form:

3 stanzas, 5 lines in each

First stanza introduces the traveler at dusk.


Second stanza tells of the traveler’s disappearance.

Third stanza suggests that the traveler is not to be seen again.

· Images of sight:

“The tide rises, the tide falls”

“Darkness settles on roofs and walls”

“The little waves with their soft, white hands”

· Images of sound:

“The tide rises, the tide falls”:

“the steeds in their stalls stamp and neigh, as the hostler calls”

· Images of touch:

“sea sands damp and brown”

· Personification

“waves with their soft, white hands” 

· Rhyme scheme: aabba aacca aadda,...
· Alliteration:

“sea sands”

“steeds in their stalls stamp and neigh”

· Euphony/repetition:

“the tide rises, the tide falls”

· Mood:

Inevitability of tides

Acceptance of cycle of life

· Theme: The cycle of life and death is as inevitable and as predictable as the

 rising and falling of the tides.

Drafting and Revising


Mr. Jordan. used his prewriting notes to write a draft of his composition.  In the first paragraph, Mr. J. stated his thesis, or main idea:


Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, in his poem “The Tide Rises, The Tide Falls,” portrays the cycle of life and death as the comforting ebb and flow of the tide.

In his second paragraph, he discussed the three stanzas of the poem.  He explained how the poet suggests the cycle of life and death through the use of rhyme, repetition of phrases, and imagery.


In his third and final paragraph, he analyzed the theme of the poem and explained the value of the poem to readers.


Mr. Jordan wrote several versions of his draft. Then he revised the best of these drafts, turned it in and received an A!
A Basic Approach to Reading Poetry Ask the following questions:
1. What is the DRAMATIC SITUATION?

What is the occasion?

Give a plot summary.

Who is the speaker?

2. Identify the FIGURATIVE LANGUAGE.

Identify figures of speech.

Explain their purposes and significance.

3. Identify the IMAGERY

Discuss the use of evocative language.

Discuss the poet’s purpose in using that language.

4. Describe the FORM

Explore the physical shape and structure.

Look for punctuation and capitalization.

Discuss the poet’s purpose in using these techniques.

5. Finally, form an opinion about the poet’s CENTRAL PURPOSE.

What is the reader’s response to the poem?



How has the poet created this response?

