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How to Read and Analyze a Poem…

Poetic Devices

1. Alliteration:  The repetition of consonant sounds at the beginning of words or within words.  Ex.  Shelly sells seashells by the seashore.

2. Allusion:  The passing reference to historical/fictional characters, places, or events for the reader to draw meaning from.

3. Apostrophe:  Calling out to an imaginary, dead, or absent person, place or thing.  Ex.  “Oh night, Oh dark storm”

4. Assonance:  The close repetition of middle vowel sounds.  Ex. Fade/Shade

5. Blank Verse:  Poetry written in unrhymed iambic pentameter (a type of meter).

6. Consonance:  The close repetition of identical consonant sounds before and after differing vowel sounds.  Ex.  Leave/Love  Short/Shirt
7. Couplet:  Two consecutive lines of poetry that rhyme and are written in the same meter.

8. Diction:  An author’s word choice—It is judged by clarity and appropriateness.

9. Figurative Language:  Language that contains figures of speech such as metaphor, simile, personification, and hyperbole.  In other words, they are comparisons and associations that are not meant to be taken literally.

10. Free Verse:  A type of poetry in which the poet omits the regular beat of meter.

11. Hyperbole:  An obvious or extravagant exaggeration that is not intended to be taken literally.  Ex:  These books weigh a ton.

12. Image:  A picture created by words that can be perceived sing the five senses.

13. Imagery:  The making of “pictures from words”—This is achieved through a collection of images which appeal to the senses.  The use of very descriptive words.  Ex.  “I love these skies, thin blue or snowy gray”  “The smell of morning rain”

14. Internal Rhyme:  The rhyming of two or more words in the same line of poetry—the middle or end of the line.  “I am the daughter of earth and water”

15. Literal Language:  Language that is to be interpreted exactly as it is written—there is no deeper meaning.

16. Metaphor:  A figure of speech where one thing is imaginatively compare to the other without using like or as.  An extended metaphor is a comparison that is sustained through the entire work.  Ex.  “I ate their hateful words”

17. Lyric:  A usually short, personal poem expressing the poet’s emotion and thoughts rather than telling a story.

18. Meter:  The fixed pattern of accented and unaccented syllable in lines of a poem that produce rhythm.

19. Mood:  The prevailing emotional attitude in a literary work.  Ex.  Dull, dreary, gloomy, uplifting, melancholy

20. Onomatopoeia:  The use of words whose sounds imitates the sound of the thing being named.  Ex.  Hum, clang, buzz, zoom

21. Oxymoron:  Two contradictory words or phrases are combined in a single expression.  Ex.  “A living death” or  “A wise fool”

22. Paradox:  A statement that appears contradictory but is essentially true.  Ex.  “Success is counted sweetest by those who never succeed”

23. Personification:  A figure of speech in which human characteristics are attributed to animas, plants, objects, forces, or ideas; essentially inanimate objects.  Ex.  “The trees screamed as the storm approached”

24. Point of View:  the vantage point from which the work is written.

25. Repetition:  The reappearance of words or lines of poetry.

26. Rhyme:  The similarity of sound between words.

27. Rhyme Scheme:  the pattern of rhymes in a stanza or poem signified by letters.

28. Rhythm:  The patterned flow of sound.

29. Simile:  A figure of speech which uses like or as to create a comparison.  Ex.  “Like a small gray coffee pot sits the squirrel”

30. Sonnet:  A fourteen line lyric poem in iambic pentameter.  William Shakespeare is famous for his sonnets.

31. Stanza:  A section or division of a poem; the grouping of lines.

32. Theme:  The central or dominating idea of a work.

“Mother to Son”

By:  Langston Hughes

1) “Don’t, don’t,” says the mother in the Hughes’s poem.  What is she really telling her son to do?

2) What kids of experienced do you think the other is talking about in lines 3-7?  


What kids of responses to these experiences is she describing in lines 8-13?

3) What do you think might have motivated this mother’s “speech” to her son?

“Courage”

By:  Anne Sexton

1) Do you agree that it’s in small things that people show the most courage?  Why?

2) In what acts does the speaker see courage in childhood?  How are these acts “small”?  

3) List the figures of speech (similes and implied metaphors? In the first stanza.  What comparisons make these small acts seem large and heroic?

4) The last three stanzas begin with the word later.  What progression does each stanza represent?  What acts of courage does the speaker praise in each?

5) How does the speaker personify sorrow in lines 32-37?  What seems to transform sorrow in the poem?

“We Real Cool”

By:  Gwendolyn Brooks

1) Describe the pool players.

2) Irony is the discrepancy between expectations and realty.  Do you think the poet believes the pool players are really cool?  Why?

3) Were you surprised at the last thing the pool players say?  Why do you think they believe they’ll die soon?

4) Are people like the pool players found in our world today?  Explain.

Ex-Basketball Player

By:  John Updike

1) In “Ex-Basketball Player”, look back at the opening description of Pearl Avenue.  How can this street be seen as a metaphor for Flick’s life?

2) In stanza 2 of Updike’s poem, find words personify the gas pumps.  Do you think Flick is similar to the pumps—why or why not?

3) In the last stanza of “Ex-Basketball Player”, what is the candy compared to, and who sees it that way?  What do you think this suggests about Flick’s fantasies—or dreams?

“Sea Fever”

By:  John Masefield

1) In what ways is the speaker of Masefield’s poem in a grip of a “fever”?

2) Given the intensity of his feelings, what do you think the life of the speaker of “Sea Fever” is like?

3) In the final line of “Sea Fever”, what metaphor describes life in terms of a sea voyage?  What sort of afterlife does this speaker dream of?

Heart We Will Forget Him

By:  Emily Dickinson

1) Dickinson personifies her heart by telling it to do things that only a person can do.  What does she tell Heart?

2) How would you paraphrase what she means by “warmth” and “light” (lines 3-4)?

3) Based on your interpretation of Dickinson’s poem, what do you think is more powerful; the mind or heart?
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