Elements of Poetry

Reading the Poem

#1

To aid us in understanding a poem…Two of the most important questions are Who is the speaker? and What is the occasion? 

A cardinal error of some readers is to assume that a speaker who uses first-person pronouns is always the poet. However, caution is not prohibition. Sometimes events or ideas in a poem will help us understand episodes in the poet’s life. More importantly, knowledge of the poet’s life may help us understand a poem. 

A third important question upon reading any poem is What is the central purpose of the poem? Only by relating various details of the poem to the central purpose or theme can we assess the value of the poem and determine whether it is a good one or a poor one. 

Once we have answered the question What is the central purpose of the poem? We can consider another question, equally important to understanding: By what means is that purpose achieved?
~

A. E. Housman, Is my team plowing 
From A Shropshire Lad (1896)
"Is my team plowing,

      That I was used to drive

And hear the harness jingle

      When I was man alive?"

Ay, the horses trample,


5
      The harness jingles now;

No change though you lie under

      The land you used to plow.

"Is football playing

      Along the river shore,


10
With lads to chase the leather,

      Now I stand up no more?"

Ay, the ball is flying,

      The lads play heart and soul;

The goal stands, Up, the keeper

15
      Stands Up to keep the goal.

"Is my girl happy,

       That I thought hard to leave,

And has she tired of weeping

      As she lies down at eve?"

20
Ay, she lies down lightly,

      She lies not down to weep:

Your girl is well contented.

      Be still, my lad, and sleep.

"Is my friend hearty,


25
      Now I am thin and pine,

And has he found to sleep in

       A better bed than mine?"

Yes, lad, I lie easy,

      I lie as lads would choose;

30
I cheer a dead man's sweetheart,

       Never ask me whose.

~

1. How many actual speakers are there in this poem?  What is meant by “whose” in line 32?

2. Is this poem cynical in its observation of human nature? Explain.

3. The word “sleep” in the concluding stanzas suggests three different meanings. What are they? How many meanings are suggested by the word bed?
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The most important preliminary advice we can give for reading poetry is to maintain always, while reading it, the utmost mental alertness. 

Its purpose is not to soothe and relax but to arouse and awake, to shock us back into life, to make us more alive.

~

Willliam Blake, The Clod and the Pebble (1794)
From: 'Songs of Innocence and Experience'
"Love seeketh not itself to please,


Nor for itself hath any care,

But for another gives its ease,

And builds a heaven in Hell's despair."

So sung a little Clod of Clay,


5
Trodden with the cattle's feet,

But a Pebble of the brook

Warbled out these metres meet:

"Love seeketh only Self to please,

To bind another to its delight,


10
Joys in another's loss of ease,

And builds a Hell in Heaven's despite."

(rhyme: abab)
~

1. Who are the speakers? Why are they suitable for carrying out this debate?

2. Paraphrase lines 4 and 12. What do “Heaven” and “Hell” have to do with this debate?

3. The Pebble gets the last word. Does that mean that its philosophy belongs to Blake?

