 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1How to Read A Poem
Look at the title – While some titles (e.g. “Sonnet 17") offer the reader no insight, others (e.g. “The Road Not Taken”) may offer some early clues as to the poem’s central theme(s). Ask yourself, “Based on the title, what might this poem be about?”

Read the poem all the way through (without stopping) – Even if you don’t completely understand a word, phrase or line, keep going. A complete reading will still give you a “feel” for the poem, in terms of content, context, tone, rhythm and theme. (Reminder: When you read a poem, follow the punctuation–just as you would when reading prose–as a guideline of when to pause or stop; in other words, if there isn’t any punctuation at the end of a line, keep going until you find some that indicates you should pause or stop...even in the middle of a line.)

Start with what you know – In a single sentence, try to answer the question, “What is this poem about?” You may want to start with a broad focus (e.g. love, death, relationships, loss), and then get more specific: “This poem is about the conflicts common to father-son relationships.” “This poem is about an old man visiting a graveyard at sunset.” Identify the basic information that you are given about setting, time, context, etc.

Identify the speaker – Who is the “voice” in this poem? What information are we given about him/her (e.g. age, race, gender, job, family life, etc.)? What don’t we know? Is this “missing” information important–in other words, are we the readers meant to ponder the “gaps” about the speaker’s identity–or are we not given this information because it isn’t relevant? (Remember: Even if the poem is written in the first-person, it does not mean the speaker is the poet.)

Examine the figurative language in the poem – Identify and “dissect” the figurative language in the poem (i.e. simile, metaphor, personification, allusion); ask yourself, “Why does the speaker make these comparisons (i.e. what do the two things being compared have in common)?

Look for the “key moments” in the poem –Where and when are there “shifts” and changes (in tone, detail, focus, imagery, etc.) in the poem? What is the significance of these changes? Keep in mind, these “shifts” can be obvious or subtle, so close reading (and re-reading) is important. (In more “structured” poems, stanza breaks will often indicate a shift.) Look for key words that indicate pivotal shifts in the poem, such as but, yet, and however.

Look for patterns and repetition – Are any words, lines or images repeated? What might be the significance of this repetition (i.e what does it make we–the readers–focus on)?

Consider the form (i.e. structure) of the poem – Look at how the poem is physically written on the page. Is it structured and rhythmic, or written in a “free verse” style? Is there any unusual (or missing) punctuation? Does the poet follow all, some, or none of the grammatical rules of written English?

Read it again – Once you have followed all of the guidelines above, read the poem again. See what new information, analysis and interpretation you can add to your first reading. 

Remember: You may not “get” every word or line, and that’s perfectly acceptable. It is unlikely that you will ever be required to offer an in-depth analysis of every aspect of a poem. It is important, however, that you are able to identify specific words and lines as evidence for your analysis and interpretation.

