Elements of Poetry

Denotation and Connotation

#6
The primary distinction between the practical use of language and the literary use is that in literature, especially in poetry, a fuller use is made of individual words.

The average word has three component parts: sound, denotation, and connotation.

The basic part of…denotation or denotations…the dictionary meaning or meanings. The connotations are what it suggests beyond what it expresses: its overtones of meaning. 

Connotation is…one of the means by which the poet can concentrate or enrich meaning.

~

William Wordsworth, The World Is Too Much with Us (1807)

The world is too much with us; late and soon,

Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers;

Little we see in Nature that is ours;

We have given our hearts away, a sordid boon!

This Sea that bares her bosom to the moon,
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The winds that will be howling at all hours,

And are up-gathered now like sleeping flowers,

For this, for everything, we are out of tune;

It moves us not.--Great God! I'd rather be

A Pagan suckled in a creed outworn; (1)
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So might I, standing on this pleasant lea, (2)

Have glimpses that would make me less forlorn;

Have sight of Proteus (3) rising from the sea;

Or hear old Triton (4) blow his wreathed horn.

  (1) Brought up in an outdated religion.

  (2) Meadow.

  (3) Greek sea god capable of taking many shapes.

  (4) Another sea god, often depicted as trumpeting on a shell.

~ Type all answers ~
1. What is the poem’s central meaning or theme?

2. Identify and explain how connotations in this poem concentrate and enrich the poem’s meaning?
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Dictionary of Literary Biography

John Donne is now recognized as one of the great originals in the history of English poetry and as an equally accomplished master of English prose. The twentieth century has restored him, in fact, to a place in the literary pantheon much like the one he held in his own time.

John Donne from Encyclopedia of World Biography. ©2005-2006 Thomson Gale, a part of the Thomson Corporation. All rights reserved.

T. S. Eliot

One of the characteristics of Donne which wins him, I fancy, his interest for the present age, is his fidelity to emotion as he finds it; his recognition of the complexity of feeling and its rapid alterations and antitheses. A change of feeling, with Donne, is rather the regrouping of the same elements under a mood which was previously subordinate: it is not the substitution of one mood for a wholly different one.

Our appreciation of Donne must be an appreciation of what we lack, as well as of what we have in common with him. What is true of his mind is true, in different terms, of his language and versification. A style, a rhythm, to be significant, must embody a significant mind, must be produced by the necessity of a new form for a new content.... The dogmatic slumbers of the last hundred years are broken, and the chaos must be faced: we cannot return to sleep and call it order, and we cannot have any order but our own, but from Donne and his contemporaries we can draw instruction and encouragement.

Eliot, T. S., "John Donne," in The Nation and the Athenaeum, Vol. XXXIII, No. 10, June 9, 1923, pp. 331-32.

Sound and Sense

In 1601, John Donne at 29 secretly married Anne More, age 17, infuriating her upper-class father, who had him imprisoned for three days. Because of the marriage, Donne lost his job as private secretary to an important official at court, and probably ruined his chances for the career…that he desired. It was, however, a true love match. In 1615 Donne entered the church. In 1617 his wife, then 33, died after bearing twelve children. In 1621 he was appointed Dean of St. Paul’s Cathedral in London and quickly won a reputation for his eloquent sermons. The foregoing poem [A Hymn To God The Father] as probably written during a severe illness in 1623. 
Elements of Poetry

Denotation and Connotation

#7

John Donne, A Hymn To God The Father 

I.
WILT Thou forgive that sin where I begun,

Which was my sin, though it were done before?

Wilt Thou forgive that sin, through which I run,

And do run still, though still I do deplore?

When Thou hast done, Thou hast not done,
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For I have more.

II.

Wilt Thou forgive that sin which I have won

Others to sin, and made my sin their door?

Wilt Thou forgive that sin which I did shun

A year or two, but wallowed in a score?
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When Thou hast done, Thou hast not done,

For I have more.

III.

I have a sin of fear, that when I have spun

My last thread, I shall perish on the shore ;

But swear by Thyself, that at my death Thy Son
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Shall shine as he shines now, and heretofore ;

And having done that, Thou hast done ;

I fear no more.
~ Type all answers ~

1. What is the poem’s central meaning or theme?

2. Identify and explain how connotations in this poem concentrate and enrich the poem’s meaning?

3. Do facts about Donne’s life provide any value to the reader of the poem?

4. How does repetition concentrate and enrich the poem’s meaning?

