8th Grade Syntax Mini-Lesson 1 

The Naming of Cats by TS Eliot

Objectives

· Identify author’s purpose in poetry

· Examine structure of a poem and connect to meaning

· Write a complete summary and revise as needed as the learner deciphers meaning

Suggested Time Frame—2 regular class days (40-50 minutes each)

Assignment

1. Syntax Analysis
· Summarize the main ideas of the poem in paragraph form

· Why is this poem arranged in complete syntactical units?


(Eliot seems to be telling a story to his reader and the complete 
syntactical unit helps him achieve a more narrative purpose.)

· How does it differ from other poems you have studied?


(Many other poems have gaps in thoughts, repetition, and shorter 
lines.  This poem almost reads like a Dr. Seuss book.)

· Why has the poet chosen to include an adjective with almost every noun in the poem (line 1—difficult matter; line 2—holiday games; line four—three different names)? What does the addition of the adjective add to the meaning of the poem?


(The addition of the adjective extends the poet’s description of the 
different nouns from the poem.  It adds more depth to the syntax 
which then extends to diction.  

· Why doesn’t the poet modify cat with an adjective? 


(Cat is one of the few nouns in the passage that has no 
modifiers—this is probably because all of the names are the 
modifiers already and he does not need any extraneous adjectives 
to weigh him down.)

· Comment on the arrangement of the lines of the poem.  Why do they go back and forth, in and out to different tab stops?

(The arrangement of lines mirrors the sing-song nature of the 
poem when read aloud, or it resembles how the cat goes back  It 
can also and forth from name to name until finally settling on the 
name he knows.  The arrangement also mirrors the actions of a 
skittish cat who runs back and forth when chasing objects.)

2. Eliot plays with words within lines as well.  For the following pairs of words, read the line in which they appear and describe how the words differ but also how they  relate to each other in the context of the poem.

a. line 9—fancier, sweeter

(Fancy denotes something that is rich, or even wealthy.  It can apply as 

Eliot makes it to a “fancy” name, but it seems at odds with sweeter.  We 
don’t usually associate a taste word with a name.  But the reader sees the 
similarity because both have to do with what you call somebody.  You can 
be both fancy in name-calling and also sweet.)

b. line 14—peculiar and dignified

(How can something peculiar or strange be dignified.  It seems as if Eliot 
has deliberately placed two opposing adjectives next to each other to 
distinguish the different names a cat can have.)

c. line 31—inscrutable and singular

(How can something that is inscrutable—hard to read; difficult to 
understand be something that stands out—something singular.  It sees as if 
Eliot, by juxtaposing theses words in the last line followed by a capital 
“N” in name, says the differences are important but so is the Name.

3.
Writing Activity:  Try to think about why authors make the syntactical choices they do.  If an author or poet could convey his ideas with loose sentences and short, clipped sentences, then why don’t they?  Why do the even sometimes change the rules of grammar?  They do all of the above to achieve a specific rhetorical purpose. 

