Explicating a Poem

First Steps

· What happens in the poem (or, literally, what is being said)? Try putting the whole thing into your own words, word by word (paraphrasing) so you make sure you understand every word. We tend to read poetry like fiction (fast), and poetry has to be read slowly and understood on the literal level first. 

· Find out something about the poet, either by reading the front notes of your book or by Googling. When did this poet write, and what main concerns did he or she focus on?

· Is there a speaker? From the poem, the title, or what we can find out about the poet, do we have any sense if the speaker is the author or a character (if not, just say “the speaker”). Is there an implied audience?

· Can you describe the tone? Is it ironic, bitter, mournful, thoughtful? What makes you think so?
The four levels of poetry. Write down (quote) everything you notice about any of the following. To write about the poem, quoting actual passages is important. 
Typographical Level

· Stanzas or strophes (paragraphs)
· line breaks

· visual level of poem

· prose vs. verse
· Syntax (anadiplosis, asyndeton, parison, ploce, tricolon, antithesis, or paranomasia)
Sonic Level

· Rhyme and syllables

· Meter

· Repetition—consonance, assonance, alliteration, anaphora

· euphony and cacophony

Sensory Level

· Imagery and description

· Metaphor and other figures (symbol, simile, metonymy, synaesthesia, etc.)
· Rhetorical tropes (paradox, pun, wordplay)
Ideational Level

· Form and genre

· Theme

· Title

· References, quotes, allusions, etc. Does the poem resemble any other form, either by imitation, satire, or form (does it sound like a nursery rhyme? Does it sound like a march?)
· Influences and relationships to other texts (for example, Shakespearean sonnets play with Petrarchan forms and conventions. Donne’s sonnets (all religious) disrupt those conventions, especially their sonorous style and even line breaks. They also use elaborate conceits.  Herbert’s sonnet(s) and poems are improvisations on the form, and his conceits develop from riddles or puns in the title. Milton’s sonnets are characterized by difficult syntax and Spenserian form. 

Like fiction, poetry is usually a response to a problem, or an inner conflict, or it’s a surprising insight into something we all experience. What is the surprising insight, the conflict, the problem? 

Now that you have all this information, it’s time to start your explication. (reverse)

Theme: A theme is not to be confused with thesis; the theme or more properly themes of a work of literature is its broadest, most pervasive concern, and it is contained in a complex combination of elements. In contrast to a thesis, a theme is a generalization about the material that comes from the surprising insight or conflict. It should be central to the poem’s concerns, but it shouldn’t be a cliché (man vs. man). Here’s a theme for Hamlet that is central, yet supportable: “Hamlet is, among other things, a contest of competing world views. If religion is arbitrary and rightness is no longer knowable, even God, determining right action must engage the entire soul.” Here’s a theme for “Follower,” by Seamus Heaney: “As adults, we realize nothing reminds us how constantly we lose those we love than the memory of who they once were to us.” There are no right themes, of course, but there are wrong ones. A wrong one would have little to do with the central problem of the poem, or it would be a simplistic reading of a complex poem. 
Thesis: An explication should most definitely have a thesis statement. Do not try to write your thesis until you have finished the other steps, because a good thesis statement reveals in advance what your paper will be arguing. It gives away the ending.

· The thesis should take the form, of course, of an assertion about the meaning and function of the text which is your subject. It must be something which you can argue for and prove in your essay. 
· It might incorporate the theme: “In  ‘Follower,’ Heaney’s impatience with his ailing father brings vividly to life how powerful he seemed to him as a child, and argues that nothing reminds us how constantly we lose those we love than the memory of who they once were to us.” 

· Or it might relate the concerns of the poem to external factors of the time: “Although Donne’s ‘Go and Catch a Falling Star,’ it is more a covert game simultaneously at male friends and at a female patron. He seems to be arguing against fidelity in women, but his generalizations expose the absurdity of misogyny.” Another such thesis might put the work in the context of other works of the period: “Although Shakespeare’s sonnet 135 seems to address a single person, it follows the conventions of the period by alluding to a mysterious ‘Will; figure. This reference, the sonnets’ dedication, the syntactical games, and the puns on ‘Will reveal Shakespeare’s concerns with sensationalizing the poems to increase their sales.” [Note that I used single quotes to designate a quote inside another quote.]
Opening paragraph: Usually, this should contain some information about the author and date, if you know it, a one-line summary of the poem, and then the thesis. Some people also include the main poetic techniques they will analyze (a statement of organization). 

How should you support your thesis? You shouldn’t try to use all of the elements on page one. Rather, concentrate on the aspects of the poem that stand out and seem most supportable with your examples. Is there a form? Does the poem “look like something” on the page? If not, don’t concentrate on those elements. If there is a form, why was it used? That should definitely be one section. Group your examples into logical paragraphs (complete summary in one, form and sound in one, allusion in one, imagery and figurative language in one). Your topic sentences should be stated as arguments about why the techniques are used: “Heaney uses rough, earthy imagery to suggest his father’s former power.”
Note on Renaissance lit explications:

Your goal is to show that you know not only who wrote the poem but how the poem’s formal elements (line breaks, metrical patterns, elision, word choice, rhyme scheme, conceits or metaphors and other figurative and rhetorical tropes) are characteristic of the author and the age. Whenever possible, situate in the age by comparing it to other poems of the period. 

A Quotation of Up to Three Lines of Poetry 

Quotations of up to three lines of poetry should be integrated into your sentence. For example: In Julius Caesar, Antony begins his famous speech with "Friends, Romans, Countrymen, lend me your ears; / I come to bury Caesar, not to praise him" (3.2.75-76). Notice that a slash (/) with a space on either side is used to separate lines. 

A Quotation of More than Three Lines of Poetry 
  

More than three lines of poetry should be indented 10 spaces on the left. The line breaks should appear just as they do on the page, but you should not include a slash. As with any extended (indented) quotation, do not use quotation marks unless you need to indicate a quotation within your quotation. 

Example:  

Stevens's "The Snow Man," too, uses the Melville's imagery of whiteness to talk about the sublime experience.  

One must have a mind of winter 
To regard the frost and the boughs 
Of the pine-trees crusted with snow;  
And have been cold a long time 
To behold the junipers shagged with ice, 
The spruces rough in the distant glitter . . . .(1-6). 

General Punctuation of Quotations 
  

Place commas and period inside the closing quotation marks, but all other punctuation marks--such as semicolons, colons, exclamation points and question marks--go outside the closing quotation marks except when they are part of the quoted material. Cite line numbers(1-6), or section numbers and line numbers(3.1-6), or act, scene, and line numbers(2.1.1-6), but not page numbers). 

Use a 3-dot ellipse to show something left out. Use a 4-dot ellipse to show something left out that includes the end of a sentence. Do not use an ellipse if the part “left out” contains a paragraph break or is longer than the passage you are quoting. Instead, use two different quotes. 

Use bracket [ ] to show material that you changed so that it would make sense in your context (for example, Stevens argues that true poets must have “mind[s] of winter.”

Note about Quotations: 

Quotations are used to illustrate a specific point (Stevens uses a long, radically enjambed single sentence to show the difficulty of achieving a “mind of winter”) or to let the reader preview a short passage that you then analyze (In this passage Stevens uses winter imagery such as “frost,” “crusted with snow,” “shagged with ice” and “distant glitter” to evoke the inhuman chill of a world unaltered by human projections). You should not include lengthy quotes in the paper to make it longer. Don’t use any quotes that don’t illustrate a point; likewise, you should illustrate most points with quotes. 

