TIPS FOR ANALYZING POETRY

Obviously not every question will be applicable to every poem. Moreover, many questions will have to be revisited multiple times as your analysis of the poem proceeds
	1.
	Try to figure out the meaning of the poem.
Ask yourself questions like: What happens in the poem? What is the poet trying to say? How forcefully does he/she say it? Which lines bring out the meaning of the poem? Note that the last lines of a poem are usually important as they either emphasize or change the meaning of the poem. What is the theme of the poem? Is it directly or indirectly stated? Is there any title? Is it an appropriate title? How does it help to foreshadow the meaning?

	2
	Identify the type of the poem.
Is the poem rhymed or unrhymed (blank/ free)? What is the theme of the poem? Are there multiple themes? Is it an occasional poetry (aubade, ode, elegy, epithalamion, epitaph etc.)? Is it a sonnet? English or Italian one? Where is the volta? How does the structure of the poem help to reveal its main idea, its tone and perspective? Is it a villanelle, sestina? Does it represent an example of a concrete poetry? What is the effect of usage of the given type of poem?

	3
	Define the structural elements of the poem

Can the poem be divided in sections? How many sections? Where are the breaks? What are the formal sections (stanzas, stichic lines, etc.) of the poem? Do the formal sections match the poem’s thematic sections? What is the overall thematic structure of the poem (narrative, dramatic, discursive etc.)? Are there elements of other structures?

	4
	Define the setting.
Ask yourself: When and where does the poem take place? Is there any plot presented or does the speaker stress on his/her own thoughts, emotions or feelings? Define the setting: is there some close connection to physical or symbolic world, to specific time or does the speaker aim at universality/ timelessness? Is there any conflict involved? Is it resolved? What is the function of the setting: background for action/ antagonist/ means of creating atmosphere/ means of revealing character/ means of reinforcing theme? How are the functions of the setting fulfilled in this poem?

	5
	Determine the voice of the poem. What kind of an addresser is presented? Why? What feelings are expressed? Does the poet take on another persona? Does the speaker change in the course of the poem? How does the background of the speaker affect his perspective of the situation? What do the speaker’s thoughts and feelings towards the situation reveal about his character? Is he reliable as a speaker? (Does his personality, character or intellect affect his ability to interpret the situation or others correctly?) What do you think is the speaker’s function in this poem? How does the poet’s representation of the speaker colour your perspective of and feelings towards him/her/it?

	6
	Verify the type of the addressee. What kind of an addressee is involved? What is the poet's relationship with the addressee? Is the poet trying to persuade, to amuse, or is he/she reflecting on the state of the world? What kind of an addressee is presented? Why? Does the poem contain characters besides the addresser and the addressee? Do these characters have agency (i.e. they act and/or speak in their own right) or does the speaker report their actions and/or statements?

	7
	Identify the tone, perspective and mood of the poem. What is the poet's tone? Is the speaker involved or detached (uninvolved, unemotional?) How does he seem to feel about his subject matter? Is the speaker serious or joking, ironic or straightforward, condemning, approving or dispassionate, lighthearted or depressed, loving or angry? (somber/ joyous/ mournful/ sorrowful/ mocking/melancholic/ suicidal/ ardent)? Is the tone consistent throughout the poem? Is the tone mixed? For instance, is the speaker at once sad and apprehensive, happy and nostalgic, loving and angry? What words or images bring out the tone? What is the perspective (social, political etc.)? What is the mood of the poem like? How is it created? Does it coincide with the tone or not?

	8.
	Define the meter.
What meter is involved? What effect does it produce? Is there any deviation in meter? What is the effect of their introduction? Are there any run-on lines? What effect does the poet achieve by end-stopped lines/ enjambment? Does the author make use of caesuras?

	9.
	Look for a rhyme scheme.
What type of rhyme dominates in the poem? Are there any printer’s rhymes? What is the reason and purpose of their introduction? Define the rhyme scheme. Does the rhyme scheme have any significance? Does the rhyme scheme draw attention to certain words or ideas? Is it stable or does it change through the poem? Does this change in rhyming scheme mark alteration of the theme, subject-matter or element of the plot? 

	10
	Look at the poet's choice of words.
The poet's choice of words is usually very important. Try to determine why the poet used particular words and whether or not these words stand out. Determine how these particular words contribute to the meaning of the poem. Also, look for words that are repeated. What effect does this add to the poem? How would you describe the poet’s use of words – vivid, striking, brutal, effective or colourless and predictable? Is the language appropriate to the subject matter and/or theme?  What effect does the language have on the poems’ achievement?

	11
	Analyze poetic diction. 

What peculiarities of poetic diction are involved? What poetic words are used? Why does the author introduce them? Pay attention to the peculiarities of poetic grammar. Does the author use elision, diacritical mark? What effect does an inverted word order produce? Why is ellipsis used? How does poetic diction help to create a certain mood or tone, reveal the meaning of the poem?

	12
	Study the imagery.
(visual, auditory, olfactory, kinesthetic, taste and tactile images). How are these images created (by mentioning color or physical outline or introducing vivid epithets and onomatopoeic words)? Are they all related? Is there one overall image or are several different images used? Are the images literal or figurative, abstract or concrete?

	13
	Investigate stylistic devices in the poem. 

Does the poem have any significant sound features? Is it musical? Does the poet use onomatopoeia, alliteration, consonance or assonance? What are the effects of these features of sound on the achievement of the poem? What peculiarities of the figurative language can be noted on the word level and sentence level? Does the poet use figurative language, such as metaphor, simile, symbolism, imagery, irony, personification, antithesis, hyperbole, metonymy, synecdoche, allegory, paradox, understatement, or overstatement? Define the role of the used stylistic devices.


	14
	Summarize. How do the poem’s content, structure, style, and poet effects combine to create the meaning of the poem? What is the purpose of the poem? Persuasion? Catharsis? Entertainment?


