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* First impressions are unreliable

* Consider the poem as a whole

* Understanding, reading many times

ACCOUNT OF MEANING

* Sympathetic and imaginative readers

* Decide the nature of the theme: universal or restricted

(also ironic, satirical, trivial, fantastic, humorous, etc...)

STYLE

* Versification: metre and rhythm, must be read aloud

* Diction:  the obvious word is unpoetical

* Imagery and figures of speech: appeals to the senses

What is poetry? Art, sublimation of feelings

And its raw material? Language, association of ideas

PLAN FOR A SOUND ANALYSIS
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EXAMS AND ASSESSMENT DEPARTMENT

How to Approach Poetry: Elemental Tools for Learning Through Enjoyment

· What is poetry?

Poetry is a branch of Literature together with fiction and drama. Basically speaking, poetry is Art.

· What does poetry involve?

As any branch of Art, poetry involves the expression of feelings and ideas through a process called “sublimation”, i.e.: the material outcome of human thoughts and feelings in the purest and most abstract possible way. The purest and the more abstract, the more artistic it is and also the more difficult to understand and this is the case of poetry.

· What is the raw material of poetry?

Language, words and the association those words arouse in the reader’s mind. But, in order to have some rudimentary knowledge about literary criticism, let us start establishing a critical plan.

When judging a poem we should work to a plan. Our aim here is to enable you to see that plan and its purpose clearly and to learn to work with it.

A rough summary of this plan would be as follows:

1) Statement of the theme and tone (the poet’s attitude) of the poem as a whole.

2) A detailed account of meaning of the poem and intention (the development of the poet’s thoughts from the beginning to the end). It is essential also to differentiate what kind of theme it is (universal or restricted)
3) The style of the poem which involves: a) versification, b) diction and c) imagery and figures of speech.
1) Statement of the theme and tone

As one reads a poem for the first time, impressions and reactions are constantly forming in the mind. A word stands out from its context by reason of the associations –pleasant or otherwise, and of differing degrees of intensity- which it has for the individual reader. First impressions differ widely and are notoriously unreliable. The word with the unpleasant associations for reader A may have pleasant ones for reader B.

   To begin with, we should not fall into the prevalent mistake of forming our opinion on details, considered separately, and not on the poem as a whole. Detail is of enormous importance to us but it must always be subordinated to the whole. No one detail can make a poem which is the sum of the details that compose it.

   Secondly, we should not judge too hastily. Sound judgment can never precede full understanding, so the next step to take after the first reading of a poem, is to read the poem again and again. In this way we will have clear the matter of a poem, and the poet’s attitude to it. So patiently and carefully, the true reader works, informed always by a desire for truth, animated by a love of poetry, guided by imagination and common sense, and working with purpose and method.

2) Meaning and Intention
After establishing a general statement of the poem and the poet’s attitude to it, we are ready to undertake the line-by-line examination of the development of the theme. We have to be sympathetic and imaginative readers. The words of a poem are the means whereby a poet seeks to arouse in the reader thoughts and emotions as nearly as possible identical with those that filled the poet’s mind as he wrote. They are the symbols of things and ideas, and the reader understands the mind of the poet, only by allowing those symbols to re-create in his mind the appropriate things and ideas.

   Once the meaning of the whole and of the parts has been clearly established and the reader is quite sure that he is working in full imaginative sympathy with the poet, he is in a position to decide the nature of the theme with which the poet is dealing.

According both to its theme and the poet’s attitude to that theme, a poem may be classed in one of two groups, which may be called “universal poetry” and “restricted poetry”. Themes either have a universal application and “come home to all men´s business and their bosoms”, or they are restricted in their appeal, satisfying an age, a mood, a group, a temperament, they are fanciful rather than imaginative. So it is that a poem dealing with love or hate, fear or courage, or any of the other major and eternal human emotions or attitudes to life, may or may not be universal in its appeal, depending entirely on whether the poet has succeeded in achieving that vivid generalization of ideas and emotions (and expressing this in imperishable language) which ensures an appeal to imaginative readers in ay age and under any circumstances. So it is too, that a theme which at first sight seems merely egotistic and personal, may be so enlarged by the poet’s vision, fired with his passion, and shaped by his artistry, as to have relevance and meaning for all men.

   In the final judgment everything depends upon the poet’s execution of the task that he has set himself: his preservation of harmony between means and his ends. It is when the poet’s theme and his treatment of it are in marked disharmony that the poem –whether intended to be universal or restricted- is an artistic failure.

   Before the reader can judge the artistic merit of a poem, it is now clear, he must decide whether the theme (and the poet’s attitude to it) is universal or restricted, and further and in greater detail, whether being one or the other, it is ironic, satirical, trivial, fantastic, humorous, allegorical, symbolic, descriptive, narrative, lyrical, and so forth. (You will find more about the kinds of poetry in the Appendix). To discover the nature of the theme and the poet’s attitude towards it, he should ask himself questions such as these. What relevance has this poem for me? Is it a pleasant trifle dealing lightly with an idle theme, or is it an attempt to reveal a truth about life as the poet sees it? Is it concerned with the external features of a way of life  long since dead, or with a merely personal outburst of interest solely in so far as it reveals the personality of the poet –and is that personality worth revealing? - or is it concerned with the emotions and motives that the poet, and I, and every man have in common? Are the emotions expressed valuable and compelling, or are they artificial and in excess of the stimulus? Does this poem touch the whole of my life, or only a part of it? Does it profoundly modify my sensibilities or appeal strongly to a mood and a moment? Is this poem what its writer means it to be, or has he aimed too high and missed his mark?

3) Style: versification

The only sound way to consider style is to regard it as something functional. In trying to distinguish between good and bad style, remember what was said about the supreme importance of harmony between the task that the poet has set himself, and the means by which he seeks to accomplish it; in other words, look constantly for a proper relationship between means and ends. What is the poet saying? What is his intention in saying it? Does his method of saying it help or hinder that intention? Are the means suitable to the ends?

   Even before you begin to read a poem, you are conscious by the very look of it that it is of particular style. But there is very much more in reading poetry than merely looking. Poetry is meant to be read aloud, and sound, far more than sight, gives it its form. Test this for yourselves.

  Rhythm is a fundamental phenomenon of life, and it is poetry’s dependence upon it that helps to make poetry so powerful and influence in the lives of men. The word sequences of poetry have a regular pattern of rhythm. Rhythmic satisfaction is aroused in poetry, as in music, both by the perception of recurring patterns of rhythm, and by variety within those patterns. (It is important to be clear about the relationship between meter and rhythm, for these terms are not synonymous. Poems written in the same meter may have very different rhythm).

   English scansion is based on stress (or accent). Unstressed syllables are also called “slack” syllables (see Appendix).

   Our task is to remind ourselves of the purpose of rhythm in poetry. Rhythm helps to give heightened emotion, increased excitement, dignity, solemnity, light-heartedness, speed, languor, or whatever particular effect the poet is aiming at. That is its function.

   Versification is an auxiliary, a subtle ally of the poet, helping him by its music to arouse in the reader emotions similar to those that stirred him as he wrote. The first appeal of poetry is to the ear, and versification is one of the means whereby beauty of sound is achieved.

Style: diction

Poetry is much more compressed and intense than prose, and so demands a highly imaginative use of language if the feelings aroused in the reader are to be those which excited the poet as he wrote.

   A successful use of diction appeals swiftly and commandingly to the imagination; in a flash we begin to see the pictures, and think the thoughts that the poet intended.

   While the simple word is often the best, the obvious word is unpoetical. The poet’s task is to reveal life at its most intense; to do this he must seize on the essence of a thing, his eye must catch the significant detail, and reveal it by the significant word.

Style: Imagery and Figures of Speech

Imagery in poetry is an appeal to the senses through words. We must be clear first of all, that imagery, diction, and versification alike, are an expression of the way in which a poet conceives his theme. In reading a poem, however, we avoid such an abstraction, and try to see each as a part of the poet’s expression of his theme, and to observe the interrelationship of each with the others.

   Imagery can be classified according to the sense to which they are directed: sound; sight (colour or shape images); taste; smell; touch (thermal or tactile images); movement (kinesthetic images). 

   Imagery is used to move emotion. To do this, it employs two different methods; description and symbolizing. Descriptive imagery works both by simple representation of the thing described and by suggestion.

   The symbolic use of imagery reaches its zenith in metaphor, the most intense form that imagery can take. Metaphor identifies two distinct objects and fuses them unforgettably in a white heat of imagination.

Final Judgment

   There can be no last word in criticism just as there can be no last word in history. Every great piece of criticism is a product of the personality of the reader as modified by the work of art with which he is dealing, and each great reader is to some extent a product of his own age.

APPENDIX

Technical Terms

Here are the four commonest feet in English poetry.

1- Iambus                 X /  (tee-tum)

2- Trochee               /X   (tum-tee)

3-Anapaest              XX/ (tee-tee-tum)

4- Dactyl                 /XX (tum-tee-tee)

The meter of a poem depends on the number of feet to the line and the pattern of the stanzas as well as the kind of feet used.

A line containing one foot is called a monometer

A line containing two feet is called diameter

A line containing three feet is called a trimeter

A line containing four feet is called a tetrameter

A line containing five feet is called a pentameter

A line containing six feet is called an hexameter

A line containing eight feet is called an octameter

Kinds of poetry

A) Lyrical Poetry: Short and intensely personal and passionate poems (e.g.: sonnet, ode, elegy, song)

B) Dramatic Poetry: comedy, tragedy, monodrama. All these have in common the use of characters and an attempt to represent the speech and actions of human beings.

C) Narrative Poetry: poetry which tells a story (e.g.: short tales in verse, epic, romance)

D) Didactic Poetry: poetry which teaches. Allegory and satire.

E) Descriptive Poetry: direct description of scenes and places as well as Pastoral: poetry dealing with a “golden age” in which the main characters are idealized shepherds and shepherdesses. Eclogue: consisting of dialogues between “pastoral” shepherds. Idyll: smooth and idealized description of rural or domestic life.

F) Humorous Poetry: Burlesque: poetry which ridicules ideas or things; mock-heroic. Parody: poetry which imitates the style of another poet with the intent to poke fun at it.

PRACTICAL WORK:  According to what you have understood try to analyze, but mainly to “enjoy” the following poems. You can follow the guiding chart at the end of this paper.

POEMS FOR ANALYSIS

1)   I met a traveler from an antique land

      Who said: two vast and trunkless legs of stone

      Stand in the Desert. Near them on the sand,

      Half sunk, a shattered visage lies, whose frown

      And wrinkled lip and sneer of cold command

      Tell that its sculptor well those passions read

      Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless things,

      The hand that mocked them and the heart that fed;

      And on the pedestal these words appear:

      “My name is Ozymandias, king of kings:

      Look on my works, ye mighty, and despair”!

     Nothing beside remains, round the decay

      Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare

      The lone and level sands stretch far away.

                                                                           Shelley

This is an example of “universal poetry”, we can roughly state its theme as “the transient aspect of things”.

2)      Ah God! To see the branches stir                    kineasthetic

         Across the moon at Grantchester

         To smell the thrilling –sweet and rotten,

         Unforgetable, unforgotten                                smell
         River-smell, and hear the breeze

         Sobbing in the little trees.                                sound

         Say, do the elm-clumps greatly stand,

         Still guardians of that holy land?                      shape-suggested

         The chestnuts shade, in reverend dream,

         The yet unacademic stream?

         Is drawn a secret shy and cold

         Anadyomene, silver-gold?                                 colour and thermal

         And sunset still a golden sea

         Form Haslingfield to Madingley?

         And after, ere the night is born,

         Do hares come out about the corn?

         Oh, is the water sweet and cool,

         Gentle and brown, above the pool?

         And laughs the immortal river still

         Under the mill, under the mill?

         Say, is there Beauty yet to find?

         And Certainty? And Quite kind?

         Deep meadows yet, for to forget

         The lies, and the truths, and pain?…oh! yet

         Stands the Church clock at ten to three?

         And is there honey still for tea?                           taste-suggested

                                                              Charles Kingsley

 In this poem we find plenty of examples of different kinds of images.

3)                   John Anderson my jo, John,

                             When we were first acquent

                        Your locks were like the raven,

                             Your bonnie brow was brent;

                        But now your brow is beld, John,

                             Your locks are like the snow;

                        But blessings on your frosty pow,

                              John Anderson my jo.

                       John Anderson my jo, John,

                             We clamb the hill thegither,

                       And mony a canty day, John,

                             We´ve had wi´ ane anither:

                      Now we maun totter down, John,

                             But hand in hand we´ll go,

                      And sleep thegither at the foot,

                             John Anderson, my jo.                      Robert Burns

 This is an example of “restricted poetry” since the writer is talking of a particular experience.

Please feel free to contact me for any commentaries, doubts of feedback.

Note: there are no printing mistakes in Robert Burns´poe since the version has been fully revised. The words that “look” strange are in original Scotish language.
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