GUIDANCE –SOME THOUGHTS ON POETRY ANALYSIS

 Avoiding the extremes in critical approaches
[This document has been deliberately made inaccessible, for use in the training resource, ‘The Pool’, at the English Subject Centre.]
There are a lot of different ways of analysing poems, and people like to approach them in different ways. Here are a few ideas on how your analysis may appear.

1. At one extreme -- Chronological Line by Line Approach.

Some people seem to imply this is too simple, but I think that if you are looking at a short poem like a sonnet, or at a speech from a Shakespeare play, it is a very good approach, allowing you to show how the impact of the text is built up, moment by moment, which is after all how the reader/listener absorbs it. I would recommend it, in fact, for short texts in exams.

Danger: You can expect the reader to know the poem, so line by line certainly does not mean paraphrasing the content ‘first he says that … then in line 2 he explains that … After that in line 3 he describes ..’ This is giving another version in different words, and is not analysis.

However your reader wants to know how you see and interpret the ideas being expressed, so you should first give an overview – in no more than one sentence, normally – of what you think the development of the poem expresses – in other words, your view of the key points and how they unfold. You can then relate your more detailed discussion of the text to this over-all direction of the poem. Thus we don’t get bogged down in one line after another, and there is a sense of progression e.g. ‘In this line he uses alliteration of the s sounds in “hissed the pressing tide” to reflect the sound of the water, increasing the over-all suspense about the coming flood’. 

2. At the other extreme --Analysis According to Types of Techniques Used

This has the advantage of making you think about the language and analyse properly.

Danger: As I warn when offering my guide to techniques, these should NOT be just worked through as a check-list. This would tend to obscure the over all meaning of the poem as a whole. It has a dry, confusing ‘catalogue’ effect! 

You lose marks for giving a ‘catalogue answer’!

a)  of course we should not just list techniques without any effects (‘there are five examples of alliteration; the vocabulary is learned and uses mainly polysyllabic words; the rhythm is iambic pentameter throughout; there are ten caesurae’) and hopefully nobody would do this.! 

b) we should also avoid a partial check-list effect by suggesting the effect on the reader without actually saying anything about the meaning: e.g.‘there is endstopping here which makes the reader pause and think. Then in line 10 we have alliteration which emphasises the words used. Immediately afterwards there is enjambement, which encourages the reader to move on rapidly to the next line. The final line of the verse is short, which has a completing effect’.  

Do you see what I mean? These words could be applied to dozens of poems, couldn’t they -- but say nothing about the unique meaning of any of them!

 c) equally, however,  dotting about the poem picking up one technique plus effect and meaning here, and another technique plus effect and meaning there, does not help your reader to get an over-all sense of how you think the meaning builds up.

To focus on techniques meaningfully, and if you want to avoid the line by line approach, one solution is to divide the poem into sections, comment on the specific meaning, feeling, atmosphere etc of that section, and then go on to show how the range of techniques contribute to this defined meaning, atmosphere etc. This is better than going through the whole poem, even with good attention to meaning, showing how the alliteration builds up, then back to the beginning and through the whole poem again looking at the rhythm, then back to the beginning once more and ….! (And it is definitely better than picking out isolated examples in random order!)

3. Leaving the Analysis to the End.

 From the above, you can see that integrating discussion of meaning and technique has many virtues. Therefore there are problems with the approach which discusses the meaning of the poem at great length first, then in a final rushed paragraph, adds a brief list of techniques, or refers to only one or two. You may be tempted to discuss the meaning at great length initially, to get it established, but that is probably not what the question wants. So this approach is not recommended.

Integrating meaning and technique is a skilled task – this is why it is part of a university course, and nobody should expect it to be perfectly easy at first attempt: practice is necessary to give a clear, informative analysis.

4. Picking out one aspect as the dominant one

This might be another possibility according to the specific passage – some Shakespeare passages are dominated by imagery, and you might want to focus on this, just leaving a smaller amount of space for other techniques. Danger: of course the obvious pitfall would be if you were ignoring something else that was also very important!

5. Possibly the tone rather than a theme or technique might be dominant

For Byron, often humour and comedy is the key point, rather than the ‘message’ or plot events, and many techniques will be used to achieve comic results. 

Conclusion

So, there are many possible ways of dealing with analysis, but I would emphasise that you should always bear in mind both the actual meaning and development of the poem – it should be the backbone of the total effect.

