English 10: The Body in Literature, Freudenthal
How to Read Poetry, Easy as 1-2-3


Don’t let poetry intimidate you!  Here is a guideline for digging deeply into a poem and coming up with gold, or at least a thesis argument.  Try these questions, writing down as many answers as you can think of.  The more details you notice, the better you can understand a work.  Try returning to earlier questions once you get deeply into later questions; the more you examine a poem, the more ideas you’ll get about it.  Individual poems might beg their own, more specific questions.  Eventually, a set of themes and connections ought to emerge from your answers—those connections are the dough you can bake into a delicious critical essay.  As often as possible, mark up the poem’s specific words and phrases that inspire your answers. These notes will provide evidence for your thesis argument. Be as speculative as you can, but be sure your speculations are based on evidence inside the poem.    
1. What does the title make you think of? 

2. Is there a speaker of the poem?  If so, what are his or her character traits, concerns, desires?  If not, is there a narrative voice?  How might you describe it? 
3. Can you tell to whom he or she is speaking? If so, what is that person, idea or thing like? Underline words that describe him or her. Does the speaker’s mood change over the course of the poem? 
4. What act, event or experience does the poem describe? Paraphrase the poem in your own words, start to finish, to be sure you understand every line.
5. Where in space and/or time is the poem set?  Does this setting change?
6. What kind of language and tone does the poem employ?  What words especially contribute to the poem’s effect?

7. What images does the poem describe?  What themes occur in the poem?  Are there important contrasts among different images or themes? 
8. What does the poem look like?  What do the lines and stanzas look like?  Do the stanza shapes and white spaces connect to anything you’ve observed about the poem so far? 

9. Where are the line breaks in each sentence?  Why might the sentences break up in those places? 
10. Read the poem out loud; what are the dominant sounds?  Do you associate those dominant sounds with any particular emotion? (are they soothing, angry, etc.)
11. Are there words or allusions you don’t know? Try to figure out possible meanings of them, based on their contexts.  Look them up at home.
