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The Interpretation of Poetry

Concentration and intensity (of meaning, cp. dictionary and contextual meanings) are two of the qualities that distinguish the poetic treatment of a subject from its treatment in prose.

Elements: form, shape, time, sound, language ... see below.

1. 

How to approach a poem

· Be open-minded and receptive! 

· Do not be put off by the difficulty after a first reading - some poems are hard to grasp. 

· Do not comment on every word or poetic device but only on those that contribute to the total effect. 

· When you formulate your thoughts do not try to be a poet yourself but say what you mean in plain English.

2. 

How to analyse a poem
2.1 general understanding: Read the poem two or three times, look up all the unknown words, answer some of the first questions:

1.
sort of poem (The speaker describes/narrates/reflects on ...)
2.
situation? (speaker?, addressee?)
3.
the poem's theme? (The poem deals with/treats...)
4.
the author's main intention? (to stir/arouse/excite/appeal...)
5.
tone/mood? (sad/grave/solemn/critical/matter-of-fact/joking at/showing/revealing the speaker's attitude towards...)
2.2 detailed analysis

2.2.1 vocabulary

· speech level? (colloquial/abstract/learned/obsolete...)
· word field/theme/area (nature(sea/religion/war...)
· word classes? (nouns/adjectives/verbs)
· repetition? (contributes to stress/emphasise)
· contrast?

2.2.2 syntax

1) mainly long/complex or short/simple sentences?

2) statements/questions/exclamations? any marked changes in syntactical structure?

3) striking irregularities (inversion/omission of subject...)

4) repetition/parallelism/antithesis?

5) relation of syntactical structure to metrical and rhythmical pattern? (run-on-lines caesuras?, give a flowing movement to/a special emphasis to ...

2.2.3 composition (rhythm, rhyme, sound effects): Read the poem again and identify the interrelation between content and poetic composition. (If possible, read it aloud!)


The stressed syllable (ictus) is marked as “/”, the unstressed (remiss) as “_”. 

A. rhythmical pattern? type of metre? (any variations?)

rising meter = strong stress at the end

· iambic
-   -   -   -   -   -
recall, Gesang
(commonest English foot)

· anapaestic
-   -   -  -  
interrupt, unterbricht

falling meter = strong stress at the beginning

· trochaic
-   -   -   -   -   -
older, ewig (force of a command)

· dactylic
-   -   -   -   -   -
openly, herrliche

occasional variants from the standard feet

· spondaic
-   -   -   -   -   -
heartbreak, Weltschmerz

· pyrric

-   -   -   -   -   -
(the top) of the (morning)

A short poem by Coleridge to memorise the meter:

Trochee trips from long to short.

From long to long in solmen sort

Slow Spondee stalks, strong foot yet illable

Hardly to come up with Dactyl trisyllable,

Iambics march from short to long;

With a leap and a bound the swift Anapaests throng.

duple meter 
= iambic and trochaic, having two syllables

triple meter 
= anapaestic and dactylic, having three syllables

The rhythm of a poem is composed of more than its metrical pattern: is "the sound movement which is produced by the - often irregular sequence of actually stressed and unstressed syllables according to natural speech... It depends on

· the stress which is determined by the meaning of the words of the sentences

· on the pauses and

· on the speed with which the line or poem is to be spoken.

So two poems can have the same metre, but different rhythm

B. Rhyme scheme? (The correspondence of the last accented vowel and all  succeeding consonants, when they occur. Any rhymes at all? Merely ornamental or giving special emphasis to essential words?). Rhyme = an aspect of sound-parallelism.

· approximate rhyme: two rhyming units have different degrees of stress 

· exact rhyme: both rhyming units have primary stress (rhyme proper)

· imperfect rhymes? (hill - full, sees - weak)

· internal rhymes? (rhyming units in a line)

· epiphora: word repetition in final position in palce of a rhyming unit

aa

bb
Paarreim / rhyming couplet

ab

ab
Kreuzreim / cross rhyme

ab

ba
umschließender Reim / quadrate rhyming or envelope stanza

aab
ccb
Schweifreim

aaa
bbb
Dreireim

Waise

Verse ohne Reim

C.
Length of lines? Special effect of longest or shortest line? Regular stanzas (couplets, tercets, quatrains)? Free verse (no regular metre or rhyme)?

Compare the Petrarchan (Italian) sonnet: 

5a 5b 5b 5a



two quatrains (= one octet) and

5a 5b 5b 5a

5c 5d 5c
or
5c 5d 5e
two tercets (one sestet)

5c 5d 5c

5c 5d 53

and the Shakespearean (Elizabethan) sonnet:

5a 5b 5a 5b



three quatrains and

5c 5d 5c 5d

5e 5r 5e 5r

5g 5g 




one couplet

D.
Special sound effects? (assonance, consonance, alliteration, euphony, onomatopoeia?)

2.2.4
Imagery

· various connotation of key-words? (The poet connects... with the idea of .../The word ... is associated with/implies ...)

· animation or personification? (The ... is presented as if it had a life of its own/as a human being)

· The meaning of metaphors or similes (e.g. "fars" stands for/represents/symbolises love (in a metaphor "!love" is not explicitly mentioned) or: the speaker compares love to a rose/life to a journey - "Love is like a red red rose" -  simile names the point of comparison) / The images are all connected with the central message, namely ...)
Further definitions of some useful phrases:
meter: recurrence of regular units in a line, determined mainly by the relations of stronger and weaker stresses in the component syllables (verse = composition in meter). Poems  rarely  conform  to a single,  absolutely  regular  metre. Usually there is a basic metre subject to occasional  variations, the latter sometimes introduced for deliberate effect.  Sometimes there may be a consistent alternation of different metres. Example: alternation of iambic and anappestic feet ( Novalis
Hinüber wall ich 
/ 
und jede Pein

wird einst ein Stachel 
/
der Wollust sein.

To describe a meter of a line we name: The number of feet it contains and the predominant foot. A metric line is named according to the number of feet  composing it:

MONOMETER
one foot      

DIMETER
two feet [Anapestic dimeter: Hölderlin ( Wie mein Glück, ist mein Lied)

TRIMETER
three feet

TETRAMETER
four feet [sounds archaic, still survives in traditional children's rhymes. Trochaic tetrameter: Goethe ( 
Spät entschlummert unter Scherzen,

Früh erwacht nach kurzer Rast,

Findet sie an ihrem Herzen

Tot den vielgeliebten Gast.
PENTAMETER
five feet [blank verse: lines of iambic pentameter which are unrhymed; heroic or elegiac quatrin, iambic pentameter; see rhyme]

HEXAMETER
six feet; [alexandrine: a line of six iambic feet; Gryphius ( 

Du siehst, wohin du siehst, nur Eitelkeit auf Erden.

Was dieser heute baut, reißt jener morgen ein;
Dactylic hexameter: Goethe ( Hab ich den Markt und die Straßen doch nie so einsam 





gesehen!
HEPTAMETER
seven feet

OCTAMETER
eight feet

line: accents: word accent + rhetorical accent + metrical accent
foot: combination of a strong stress and the associated weak stress or stresses which make up the recurrent metric unit of a line
end-stopped lines: the pause in the reading / the end of a clause or other syntactic unit coincides with the end of the line 
run-on lines: (French: enjambement = "a striding-over")
substitutions: variations on a basic foot
inversion: change of meter (mostly on the initial position in iambic verse)
cesura: a strong phrasal pause within a line
endings: feminine ending = light ending; masculine ending = stressed ending
free verse: can follow the shape of an utterance, the movement of a thought, and the pursuit of an idea, with total freedom from metrical control.
Language: cp. special paper on “metaphor” (conceit (elaborate and striking parallel between dissimilar things), synecdoche (part which represents a whole), personification, ...), public (convention) and private (variation) imagery,
approximate rhymes:

· consonance-rhyme    final  consonant sounds of the  stressed rhyming  units  agree, the vowel   sounds are different (ridge – edge)

· eye-rhyme: spelled alike but pronounced differently (dive – live)

· contrast-rhyme: assonance of the vowels in the  stressed rhyming  units; final consonants with a voice/voiceless contrast (enough – love)

· vowel-rhyme: no final consonant + vowel sounds differ (he – eye)

· mosaic-rhyme: disyllabic or trisyllabic rhyme - one word - more than one word (take it – naked)

· weak-rhyme: primary stress - weak stress (on polished floors... - ... of our ancestors)

Rhyme and Meaning:
Compare Pope: “Essay in Criticism”

True ease in writing comes from art, not chance,

As those move easiest who have learned to dance.

'Tis not enough no harshness gives offense;

The sound must seem an Echo to the sense:

Soft is the strain when Zephyr gently blows,

And the smooth stream in smoother numbers flows;

But when loud surges lash the sounding shore,

The hoarse, rough verse should like the torrent roar:

When Ajax strives some rock's vast weight to throw

The line too labours, and the words move slow;

Not so when swift Camilla scours the plain,

Flies o'ver th' unbending corn, and skims along the main.
