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Ten Questions to Ask About a Poem

(and a few additional ones)

Sonnets, like all poems, are simply and essentially words on paper. I hope in these meetings we will be able to focus on what those words mean and how they affect us as readers or listeners. I hope, too, that we can explore a little the form, history, and effect of the sonnet on poetry itself.

To that end, I propose that we approach our poems mainly with these questions in mind:

 1.
What do all the words mean, in the context of the rest of the poem as well as the usage at the time in which it was written?  What words or phrases are unusually interesting in context or meaning?

 2.
 What is the poem literally saying? What is a reasonable paraphrase of the whole or any part?

 3.
What references does the poem make to historical events or to people, places, or other works of art, including other poems?

 4.
Who is speaking? Does the speaker seem to be the poet him/herself, or a created or historical character?

 5.
Who is addressed? Does the one addressed seem to be the reader in general, or another person, named or unnamed? 

 6.
What, if any, are the dramatic circumstances suggested by the poem; for example: Have the speaker and the addressee been lovers? Are they friends? What is their present relationship? Is there a war going on? Where is the speaker (in bed? overlooking the ocean?)

 7.
What is the form of the poem, including its poetic form, logical sequence and  rhetorical structure? 

 8.
What sound devices make the poem more effective or more pleasurable?

 9.
What images are presented in the poem, both directly and as tropes? How do these images contribute to the poem's effectiveness or meaning?

 10. Does the poem fit into any larger tradition, such as pastoral verse  or poems of religious meditation?

Sometimes, readers and their teachers want to turn away from the work of art itself to notice matters other than the words on the paper. These matters are sometimes useful to understanding, and we should consider them as they may be useful:

 11.
The biography of the poet.

 12.
The historical context of the time when the poem was written (beyond what is necessary in #3).

 13.
I'm not planning to have much to say about the supposed literary era to which the poet or the poem belongs. This can become a matter of labeling (“transcendental,” “metaphysical”) that I hope we can largely avoid. Poets don't sit down to write and say, “Am I a naturalist or a realist, today, or possibly a romantic?” They write something that they hope will move, inspire, or please a reader.
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Thomas Wyatt

1503-1542

Who so list to hunt I know where is an hinde;

But as for me, alas, I may no more:

The vain travail hath wearied me so sore

A am of them that farthest cometh behind.

Yet may I by no means my wearied mind

Draw from the deer: but as she fleeth afore

Fainting I follow; I leave of therefore,

Sithens in a net I seek to hold the wind.

Who list her hunt I put him out of doubt,

As well as I may spend his time in vain:

And graven with Diamondes in letters plain

There is written her fair neck rounde abowte:

“Noli me tangere, for Caesar's I am,

And wilde for to hold, though I seem tame.”
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Edward Arlington Robinson

1869-1935

Reuben Bright

Because he was a butcher and thereby

Did earn an honest living (and did right),

I would not have you think that Reuben Bright

Was any more a brute than you or I;

For when they told him that his wife must die,

He stared at them, and shook with grief and fright,

And cried like a great baby half the night,

And made the women cry to see him cry.

And after she was dead, and he had paid

The singers and the sexton and the rest,

He packed a lot of things that she had made

Most mournfully away in an old chest

Of hers, and put some chopped-up cedar boughs

In with them, and tore down the slaughter house.
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William Shakespeare

1564-1616

#20

When in disgrace with Fortune and men's eyes,

I all alone beweep my outcast state,

And trouble deaf heaven with my bootless cries,

And look upon myself and curse my fate,

Wishing me like to one more rich in hope,

Featured like him, like him with friends possessed,

Desiring this man's art, and that man's scope,

With what I most enjoy contented least;

Yet in these thoughts myself almost despising,

Haply I think on thee, and then my state,

Like to the lark at break of day arising

From sullen earth, sings hymns at heaven's gate;

For thy sweet love rememb'red such wealth brings

That then I scorn to change my state with kings.
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Edna St. Vincent Millay

1892-1950

Pity me not because the light of day

At close of day no longer walks the sky;

Pity me not for beauties passed away

From field and thicket at the year goes by;

Pity me not the waning of the moon,

Nor that the ebbing tide goes out to sea,

Nor that a man's desire is hushed so soon,

And you no longer look with love on me.

This have I known always: Love is no more

Than the wide blossom which the wind assails,

Than the great tide that treads the shifting shore,

Strewing fresh wreckage gathered in the gales:

Pity me that the heart is slow to learn

What the swift mind beholds at every turn.
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Edmund Spenser

1552-1599

#67

Like as a huntsman after weary chase,

Seeing the game from him escaped away,

Sits down to rest him in some shady place,

With panting hounds beguiled of their prey;

So after long pursuit and vain assay,

When I all weary had the chase forsook,

The gentle deer returned the self-same way,

Thinking to quench her thirst at the next brook.

There she beholding me with milder look,

Sought not not to fly, but fearless still did bide;

Till I in hand her yet half trembling took

And with her own goodwill her firmly tied.

Strange thing me seemed to see a beast so wild,

So goodly won with her own will beguiled.

