Seeds of Change: Food, Culture, and Work

On Interpreting Poetry

First, get your bearings.  Before you do anything else, read the poem out loud.  Be open to whatever the poem has to tell you.  Try to hear and feel and smell and intuit the poem’s message.  Pay attention to how the sounds feel as you say them, what flows and what halts the rhythm, what feels sharp and curt or lush and full.  After you read aloud, go back to notice and mark details that intrigue you, words and images that are repeated, patterns of visual cues-- even if you are uncertain at this stage about why they are important. 

Then, think more systematically about how the elements of the poem “add up” to the overall theme expressed by the poem as a whole.  You might have an idea what the theme is before you start, or it might become clear to you only through the process of further analysis and discussion.  In either case, ask questions along the following lines to understand how the parts contribute to the whole:

1. What words does the poet choose, and why does s/he choose them?  (Remember a poet’s true lovers are words, and that poetry is about evoking meaning rather than simply stating it).

· Notice the words or phrases that “stick out”—why are they especially important to the poem?

· Notice words you should look up in the dictionary, either because you don’t know the meaning or because they have multiple meanings.

· Notice whether the key words are nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs, pronouns, etc.  What difference does the part of speech have on the meaning of key words, and on the relation of those words to the theme?

· Notice when words seem to be missing.  If you don’t understand the sense of the poem, try to add missing words to see what meanings you might establish.

· If some words are in Spanish, and you don’t know Spanish, view the words as sounds, as part of the rhythmic structure of the poem (see question 5 below).  But also try to guess at possible meanings, given the rest of the poem.  What might this section be about?  Why did the poet choose Spanish for this part of the poem?  What effect does the shift between languages have on the poem’s meaning, and on you as a reader?

2. How does the poet arrange her/his words, and why?

· Try to read the poem as a sentence or set of sentences, filling in the gaps that might exist.  Where do you see more or less complete sentences?  Where do you see gaps?  What effects do the gaps have on the meaning of the poem?  When are you forced to pause—and why?

· Once you have “reconstructed” the poem in sentences, ask yourself: What does the poet gain by altering “normal” syntax, or by putting words in her/his own order?

· While paraphrasing the ideas of a poem, or turning a poem into sentences, may help you form some impressions of the work, you should also beware! Not every line or poem works as a sentence.  Sometimes the meaning of the verse accrues through juxtaposition of key words and key ideas, and through imagery, metaphor, tone, rhythm, etc.  Consider these possibilities for the poem you are analyzing.

3.   What images spring to your mind as you read?

· Images can arise from individual words or groups of words.

· Images may be visual, or may appeal to other senses (taste, touch, smell, sound).  However, images may also appeal more abstractly to the intellect or to a sense of movement, and may be difficult to visualize.

· How does the imagery contribute to the overall meaning of the poem?

4.   What comparisons does the poet make?

· Look especially for metaphors and similes—comparisons in which one thing is described in terms of another.  These comparisons can be explicit or implicit.

· Are there symbols (objects, people, places that represent an abstract quality) in this poem?

· How do these comparisons contribute to the poem’s overall meaning?

5. How does the sound of the poem shape its meaning?

· Read the poem aloud once more.  Notice the sounds that repeat, sounds that rhyme, sounds that almost rhyme.  Is there a pattern to the repetitions, rhymes, and near-rhymes?

· Notice the rhythm of the syllables.  Is the meter regular or irregular? 

· What overall effect is produced?

6. What is the tone of the poem?  

· Does the poem express a sense of emotion?  How?  Which words help express emotion?   Which images express emotion?

· Does the poem contain elements of irony, contract, contradiction, tension, ambiguity?

· Does the poem express a tone that can’t be characterized as “emotional” or “unemotional”?  If so, describe the tone and look for the elements of the poem which produce it.

7. How does the overall structure of the poem help produce the poem’s meaning?

· Pay special attention to the first line or lines and to the last line or lines.  Often, the beginning and the ending express special meaning, or carry an emphasis.  

· Pay attention to the placement of words on the page.  Is there a visual message conveyed by how the words are placed spatially?

· Is the poem broken into stanzas?  If so, is there a logic to the breaks?  Does each stanza have a “mini-message” that helps add up to the poem’s overall meaning?  Does the poet carry words across visual breaks or stanzas?  If so, why?

· Notice whether the structural pattern reinforces the poem’s meaning.  For example, a three-part structure might emphasize a beginning, a middle, and an end.  A two-part structure might emphasize a comparison or a pairing.  Think creatively about these connections between form and content!

After you have completed these reflections, you should be able to state the poem’s theme in your own words, and to mention how certain key formal elements work to help produce the poem’s meaning.

We will do this with at least one poem during the workshop, and ask the small groups to report their findings to the large group.

During week nine, you will be reading Gloria Anzaldúa’s Borderlands/La frontera, a book that combines creative essays (first half of the book) with poetry (second half of the book).  We should ask ourselves why the book is structured in this specific way.  Then, as with any collection of poetry, consider the following as you analyze the book’s second half: 

· Why did the poet put the poems in this particular order, do you think? 

· Do the poems in each subsection of the collection work together to produce a common theme? What similarities and differences do the poems in each subsection contain?  Why do you think the poet grouped them together?  Do the subsections add up to an overall thrust to the collection, or an overall theme? 

· What relationship do you see between the title of the collection and its themes?

· What similarities and differences can you identify among a few poems, taken together?  Look at the following: images, irony, language, thematic contrasts or contradictions.

 

The remainder of workshop today will be dedicated to stimulating ideas for writing a poem connected to your experiences (any length, but your words should be extremely well-selected).  The poem is due Monday Feb 18 (President’s Day holiday) to Alice by 3pm; you may email the poem to � HYPERLINK mailto:nelsona@evergreen.edu ��nelsona@evergreen.edu� or deliver to my office in Sem 2 E3112.











