How To Read a Poem

Attitude:

· Reading poetry well is part attitude and part technique. Curiosity is a useful attitude, especially when it’s free of preconceived ideas about what poetry is or should be. Effective technique directs your curiosity into asking questions, drawing you into a conversation with the poem.

Assumptions:

· Don't assume you should understand the poem on your first reading, and if you don’t, that something is wrong with you or with the poem. 

· Don't assume that the poem is a kind of code, that each detail corresponds to one, and only one, thing, and unless you can crack this code, you've missed the point. 

· Don't assume that the poem can mean anything you want it to mean.

Approach:

· Engage the poem, converse with the poem, interact with it, be aggressive not passive - begin with these questions...

Who is the speaker? 

What circumstances gave rise to the poem? 

What situation is presented? 

Who or what is the audience? 

What is the tone? 

What form, if any, does the poem take? 

How is form related to content? 

Is sound an important, active element of the poem? 

Does the poem spring from an identifiable historical moment? 

Does the poem speak from a specific culture? 

Does the poem have its own vernacular? 

Does the poem use imagery to achieve a particular effect? 

What kind of figurative language, if any, does the poem use? 

If the poem is a question, what is the answer? 

If the poem is an answer, what is the question? 

What does the title suggest? 

Does the poem use unusual words or use words in an unusual way?

Your Rules:

