



Strategies for Interpreting Poetry






Foundation Level



The following outline consists of nine steps or strategies that serve as aids in poetry interpretation.  At first, students may take brief notes for each step.  After several attempts, students will be able to practice poetry analysis without having to take written notes.  A sound practice is to emphasize certain steps of the outline according to the most important elements that each poem reflects. An important thing to remember is that the analysis of tone developed by diction, imagery, and figures of speech is central to understanding the meaning of the poem.   Therefore, steps one and five of the outline should be the focus of study and become the center of poetry analysis.

1.
Background facts about author
· not absolutely necessary, but helpful

· things to research

place and date of birth

education

historical events of importance during his/her lifetime

body of work

recurring subject matter or theme

2. A look at diction or let your eyes do the walking( before reading the poem)

· highlight or read aloud all nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs

· what do these words imply, suggest, or mean to you?  (connotation rather than denotation)

· questions to think about

any changes in connotation from stanza to stanza, division to division, idea to idea?

any changes in connotation from positive to negative or vice versa which might indicate any type of shift or change?

· any changes in connotation throughout might indicate multiple attitudes or tone

· word connotations that remain the same probably indicate one prevailing tone or attitude

3. Form and pattern of organization

· identify the type/category of the poem

tells a story

narrative (ballads, epics)

having the form of drama
dramatic (Shakespeare’s plays, blank verse)

personal views of poet
lyric ( “I’m Nobody,” “Like You”)

· identify the form such as

stanzas


couplets


quatrains

free verse

blank verse

· identify the poet’s plan of organization or development

· if divided into stanzas, which idea is developed per stanza?

· is there dialogue? between whom?

· does the poet talk directly to the reader or is there an additional speaker?

· does the poet use any methods of argumentation

· reminder:  the meaning of the poem never deviates from the form, e.g., 
ballads

quatrains


first and third lines rhyme

sonnets


fourteen lines


Italian



octave (eight lines) establishes  problem



sestet (six lines)comments on problem


English



three quatrains (three four- line stanzas)



one idea per quatrain



couplet (poet’s commentary on theme)

elegies

four divisions


mourning the death of  a person 


death as a fact of life


poet  meditates on his own death


poet resigns himself to the inevitability of death

free verse

reads like prose


must be read thought by thought rather than line by line

· reminder:

for better understanding, a poem must be read according to the plan or outline the poet presents

4. Denotation:  what does the poet say literally?
· use dictionary for unfamiliar words

· are there any archaic or dated words?

· summarize the poem in your own words

· understanding the poem in a literal sense paves the way for understanding the poem in a symbolic manner

5. Connotation of words, phrases, all poetic devices, and title

· find all literary devices
· establish what they suggest or imply
6. Syntax/Sentence Structure

· does the poet write mainly in simple, compound, complex, compound/complex sentences  or inverted order sentences?
· how many lines does it take to complete a thought?
· read the poem following the punctuation exactly
7. Attitude of the poem(Tone)

· look for poet’s attitude or feeling toward the subject
· look for the speaker’s attitude(other than poet’s) toward the subject
· look for multiple attitudes
· look for shifts in attitude
· look for a prevailing attitude
· reminder:
step 2 is an important strategy for the analysis of tone

8. Contrasts, stated and implied

· if there is any type of contrast among the literary elements, look for opposition between
poet and himself

poet and speaker (if applicable)

poet and society

poet and nature

poet and listener(reader)

poet and life

· contrast or antithesis is subtle more often than not
9. Universal message (theme)

· seldom about the poem’s subject matter

· larger than the parts (all poetic elements used by poet)

· an “umbrella of thought” that covers all devices, topics of poem and

                              applies to all peoples, all times

· the final step in poetry analysis; differs from the subject of the poem and should be stated in a sentence

The following is an analysis of the poem “Like You” by Roque Dalton using the nine step outline.    







Like You





Like you I





love love, life, the sweet smell





of things, the sky-blue





landscape of January days.




5
And by blood boils up





and I laugh through eyes





that have known the buds of tears.





I believe the world is beautiful





and that poetry, like bread, is for everyone.




10
And that my veins don’t end in me





but in the unanimous blood





of those who struggle for life,





love,





little things,




15
landscape and bread,





the poetry of everyone.

1.        
Background facts about author

Roque Dalton 1935-1975

San Salvador, El Salvador

educated at Jesuit schools

political activist

revolutionary poet

imprisoned for trying to overthrow military dictatorship 

escaped from prison when earthquake destroyed jail cell

writes about the intensity of life and love

2.         A look at diction or let your eyes do the walking
Title:
“Like You”

“Like”
implies a comparison

“You”
implies a closeness between speaker and listener

stanza one


 Title:
“Like You”

“Like”
implies a comparison

“You”
implies a closeness between speaker and listener

stanza one


“Title:
“Like You”

“Like”
implies a comparison

“You”
implies a closeness between speaker and listener

stanza one




“you” “I” “love”v. “love”n. “sweet” “sky-blue”



“landscape”  “January days”

implication



positive, affirmative, loving, beautiful side of nature

stanza two



“blood” “ boils” “laugh” “buds”  “tears”

implication



contrasts, positive and negative suggestions, possibly a glimpse



of the reality of life with both the good and the bad

stanza three



“believe” “world” “beautiful” “poetry” “bread” “everyone”

implication 



return to positive connotations and affirmations of stanza one

stanza four



“veins” “don’t end” “unanimous” “blood” “struggle” for “life” 



“love” “little things” “landscape” “bread” “poetry” for “everyone”

implications



contrast of “blood’ “don’t end” “blood” “struggle” with


“love” “little things” “landscape” “bread” “poetry” for “everyone”



suggests once again both the negative and positive forces of life,



but ultimately optimism is the attitude one should have about the



beauty of life

By focusing on the diction and all its implications before reading the poem,

students have basically identified the nuances of tone, the subtle contradictions, and the theme giving them an insight into the poem as a whole.

3.     Form and pattern of organization

type of poem
lyric, the poet gives his personal views about life

form

four stanzas




free verse




one complete thought per stanza




one sentence per first three stanzas, complicated fragment 




for last stanza

stanza one

establishes the personal or lyrical mood




importance of love, life, and nature

stanza two

contrasts the serenity evoked in stanza one




contradictions of life

stanza three
reiterates the serenity of stanza one




poetry as food for the soul

stanza four

unifies the stanzas by repeating key words which symbolize




all that unites human beings

4.      Denotation:  What does the poet say literally?
Dalton gives the reader an inside view of his outlook on life through the eyes of love and nature (stanza one); however, life comes with both positive and negative elements (stanza two).  Despite these two forces, poetry is the food or nourishment for all (stanza three).  Ultimately, the positive aspect of life prevails and makes life worth living (stanza four).

5.     Connotation of words, phrases, and all poetic devices

stanza one



imagery, olfactory and visual


“sky-blue” “landscape” “January days” connote a new beginning


alliteration


the “l” produces a lilting effect and stresses the importance of life and love

stanza two


hyperbole


“blood boils”


connotes strong emotion


oxymoron


“buds of tears”


shows the contrasts of life in general


alliteration


the “b” sound


used to emphasize the strong emotion once again

stanza three


alliteration 


the “b” sound connects with stanza two


simile


“poetry like bread”


connotes the universality of poetry, food for the soul

stanza four


metaphor and repetition


“struggle for life” “love” “little things” “landscape” “bread” “poetry”


could represent different types of struggles:


political, religious, physical, emotional, spiritual


could also symbolize the simple things that make life precious:


love

relationships


things

simple enjoyments  


landscape
nature


bread

sustenance, nourishment


poetry

essence of life, the universal factor, the soul

See step two for analysis of diction

 6.         Syntax/Sentence Structure

Each stanza is comprised of one main idea (three sentences and a fragment)

stanza one             simple 

stanza two             compound/complex

stanza three           complex

stanza four            fragment with twists and turns ( dependent clauses) and 

                              prepositional phrases (explicit, implicit) and appositives    
      


As the ideas get more complicated, as life, so does the sentence structure.

 7.          Attitude of the poem
                  The prevailing tone is one of affirmation toward life, an exultation that life

is beautiful although stanza two connotes some sadness.

See step two.

8.
 Contrasts, stated and implied

Stanza two is central to the poem’s meaning because it establishes both the positive and negative aspects of life mainly through hyperbole and oxymoron. 

See step two.

9.
Universal message (theme)


      subjects



life’s struggles



love of life



brotherhood of man



immortality



nature



poetry

theme


Life is precious.  Enjoy it.


Humanity is resilient and can overcome adversity.


The world has much to offer and worth the struggle.


Life is precious and worth the struggle.


Life is worth living if one has passion for the physical as well as the 


spiritual.


Life continues in those who overcome adversity.


The struggle for life unites all humanity.


Living life with passion overcomes adversity.

reminder:

Students need to have freedom in identifying the theme. Teachers should be flexible in allowing a valid answer as long as students can refer to the text and find proof to back up their statement.

