
UNDERSTANDING A POEM

1. Read the poem.

2. Determine the literal meaning.

3. Determine speaker. What kind of person is the speaker?

4. Form an overall impression of tone and mood. How do you feel after you have read this poem? Is the mood cheerful or depressing? Were you surprised or stimulated in any way? Were you confused in any way?

5. Reread the poem again aloud.

6. Break the poem into parts: stanzas or groups of lines. Look at each group of lines and determine what is being said (SUMMARIZE). After you have determined what the meaning of each group is, break the groups down into specific lines. Determine the meaning of each line (PARAPHRASE).

7. Pay particular attention to word choices and word combinations. Ask yourself why the author would have chosen that particular word or combination of words.

8. Look at the imagery created by the poet. How does the imagery contribute to the tone or mood? What other contributions to the poem does the imagery make?

9. Look for other literary devices. Are there any metaphors, similes, alliteration, assonance, personification, onomatopoeia, etc. (SEE LIST)? Are there any allusions to other works by the same author or to works of another author? What is their function?

10. Read the poem again.

11. Try to fit all the pieces you have figured out about this poem all together. What is the overall theme? Is there any symbolism?

12. Format an emotional reaction to the poem. Do you agree with the statement made by the author? Why or why not? If the purpose of the poem is simply to evoke an emotion in the reader, does the poem accomplish its purpose?

In general, understanding a poem requires several readings, with increased understanding and awareness at each reading. Move from the general (#1-4), to the specific (#5-9), to the general again (#10-12). Following these guidelines should greatly improve your ability to understand a poem. If you wish, you may add other steps to your technique which help you to understand the poetry you are studying.

LITERARY DEVICES & MORE

1. Voice

          Speaker

          Tone

2. Diction

          Denotation

          Connotation

          Idiom

3. Imagery

          Visual

          Auditory

          Tactile

          Olfactory

          Gustatory

4. Figures of Speech

          Literal Language

          Figurative Language

                    Metaphor

                    Simile

                    Hyperbole

                    Litotes

                    Oxymoron

                    Synecdoche

                    Metonymy

                    Personification

                    Apostrophe

                    Paradox

5. Symbolism and Allegory

6. Syntax

          Enjambment

7. Rhyme

          End

          Internal

          Exact or Perfect

          Slant

8. Sounds

          Alliteration

          Assonance

          Consonance

          Onomatopoeia

          Pun

9. Rhythm and Meter

          Foot (Iambic, Trochaic, Anapestic, Dactylic, Spondee, Pyrrhic)

          Meter (Dimeter, Trimeter, Tetrameter, Pentameter, Hexameter, Heptameter)

10. Form

          Sonnet (Shakespearean or Petrarchan)

          Villanelle

          Free Verse

                    Stanzas (Couplet, Tercet, Quatrain, Cinquain, Sestet, Septet, Octave)

          Blank Verse

WORDS THAT DESCRIBE TONE

Below is a list of words commonly used to describe tone. With the exception of the words matter-of-fact and objective, the words below reflect a feeling or judgment.

	admiring
	cheerful
	excited
	loving
	sorrowful

	affectionate
	conceited
	forgiving
	playful
	sympathetic

	amused
	critical
	frightened
	praising
	threatening

	angry
	cruel
	grateful
	respectful
	tragic

	ashamed
	curious
	humorous
	self-pitying
	warm

	calming
	doubtful
	insulting
	serious
	worried

	caring
	encouraging
	joyous
	
	


	ambivalent
	uncertain about a choice
	objective
	not influenced by feelings or personal prejudices

	arrogant
	full of self-importance; conceited
	optimistic
	looking on the bright side of things

	bewildered
	confused; puzzled
	pessimistic
	looking on the gloomy, unfavorable side of things

	bitter
	angry; full of hate
	pleading
	begging

	compassionate
	deeply sympathetic
	prideful
	full of pride or exaggerated self-esteem

	depressed
	very sad or discouraged
	remorseful
	guilty over a wrong one has done

	detached
	emotionally uninvolved
	revengeful
	wanting to hurt someone in return for an injury

	disbelieving
	unbelieving
	sarcastic
	sharp or wounding; ironic

	distressed
	suffering sorrow; misery, or pain
	scheming
	tricky

	hypocritical
	FALSE
	scornful
	looking down on someone or something

	impassioned
	filled with strong feeling
	self-mocking
	making fun of or looking down on oneself

	indignant
	angry about something unfair or mean
	sentimental
	showing tender feelings; romantic; overly emotional

	instructive
	teaching
	solemn
	involved with serious concerns

	ironic
	meaning the opposite of what is expressed
	straightforward
	direct and honest

	lighthearted
	happy and carefree
	superior
	looking down on others

	matter-of-fact
	sticking to facts; unemotional
	tolerant
	respectful of other views and behavior; patient about problems

	mocking
	making fun of an/or looking down upon something
	uncertain
	doubting

	nostalgic
	longing for something or someone in the past
	
	



