How to approach a poem systematically

1. General understanding

· What sort of poem is it? (descriptive, narrative, reflective) 

· What kind of event or situation is presented?

· Who is speaking?

· Is he/she addressing anybody in particular?

· What is the poem's theme? (one sentence only)

· What has the title to do with the subject matter of the poem?

· What do you think is the author's main intention?

· What response is he/she trying to evoke in the reader (feelings, reflection etc.)

· What the prevailing tone or mood?

2. Vocabulary

· Is there anything remarkable about the vocabulary? speech-level

· Do the words mainly belong to one area, field or theme?

· Look at the word-classes (nouns, verbs, adjectives) Is one of them predominant? Why?

· Does the poet repeat certain words to give special emphasis to them?

· Are some words contrasted with others?

3. Syntactical structure and syntactical figures of speech

· Are most sentences long and complex or short and simple? intended effect?

· What kind of sentences - statements, questions, exclamations - are mainly used? Are there any marked changes in the syntactical structure?

· Are there any striking irregularities, such as inversions or omissions of subject or predicate?

· Which phrases, ideas, images have been emphasized by means of repetition, parallelism, antithesis (i.e. contrast)?

· Does the metrical or rhythmical pattern coincide with the syntactical structure?

4. The composition of the poem: rhythm, rhyme and sound effects

Is there a regular rhythmical pattern?

Are there any rhymes, is there a rhyme scheme?

Are all lines of the same length?

Do you recognise a traditional type of poetry and a regular stanza form (sonnet, heroic couplet)?

Are there special sound effects such as assonance (identity of vowels in two or more words) consonance (identity of consonants in two or more words) alliteration (repetition of similar sounds, often consonants, at the beginning of words)?

5. Emotive language and imagery

Are there various connotations of the key-word(s) in this poem? What associations are aroused in the reader's mind?

Does the poem contain any instance of animation or personification? i What kind of images are used - similes, metaphors, symbols?

What do the images suggest?
