Applying the “Reading a Poem” Handout
1. Title: what might the poem be about, what associations do you make with the title.  Be sure to read the title before and after you read the poem; different ideas may become illuminated after reading the poem.

2. What you do and don’t understand: underline or highlight problem areas.

3. First impressions: think about or make notes about what you think the main idea(s) or theme(s) of the poem may be.

4. Patterns: what reoccurs (words, images, phrases, etc).  How do these patterns help convey the main idea(s).

5. Changes: note any changes in tone, patterns, structure, focus.  What do these changes emphasize, what purpose do they serve?

6. Speaker: is there an identifiable narrator; who or what is it (male, female, death, animal, etc.).
7. Poetic devices: metaphor, similes, allusions, DICTION (key in poems) etc. what do they add to the poem?

8. Poets use line breaks for a variety of purposes.  The first two listed below are the simplest; the last three are more sophisticated.

1. To replace punctuation:

( Dorothy’s Livesay's “The Uninvited” replaces punctuation:

I walk beside you

trace

a shadow’s shade

skating on silver

hear

another voice

singing under ice

2. To indicate a thought or end of a phrase:

( T.S. Eliot’s “the Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”

In the room women come and go / Talking of Michelangelo

The line break after the word “go” occurs after elements of the simple sentence “women come and go”

3. To create suspense

( By ending a line strategically so the reader’s eye does not immediately see the completion of a phrase, the poet makes the reader eager to know the next part:

For example, Harrison’s first line—“Even the greatest player in the world asks What”—makes the reader wonder what the greatest player in the world might ask.

4. To create ambiguity and suspense

( Sometimes a line ending may seem to occur at the end of a thought phrase, but when readers look at the beginning of the next line, they discover when the phrase continues, a second meaning is implied.

Consider the lines: “…when the war / has begun, and bombs become the Thousand / Points of Light…” Since “Thousand” is the last word in “bombs become the Thousand”, Harrison emphasizes the number of bombs dropped.  However, the completion of the phrase “Thousand / Points of Light” changes the perspective.  The addition of the words “Points of Light” reveals that the narrator sees the bombs only from a distance and does not see the devastation that accompanies them.    

