Name: ____________________________________________________
Describing Poems
Adapted from Poems, Poets, and Poetry: An Introduction and Anthology (2nd ed.) by Helen Vendler
1. Meaning: Can you paraphrase in prose the general outline of the poem?


2. Antecedent scenario: What has been happening before the poem begins? What has provoked the speaker into utterance? How has a previous equilibrium been unsettled? What is the speaker upset about?


3. Division into parts: How many parts make up the poem? Where do the breaks come?


4. The climax: What is the high point of the poem, the moment of special significance, or the turning point? How do the other parts fall into place around it?


5. Find the skeleton: What is the emotional curve on which the whole poem is strung? (It even helps to draw a shape—a crescendo, perhaps, or an hourglass-shape, or a sharp ascent followed by a steep decline—so you’ll know how the poem looks to you as a whole.)


6. Language: What words seem important? What are the chains of significant relation (groups of works that comprise a theme)? What parts of speech predominate in the poem? What are significant sounds, images, metaphors, or sensory words?


7. Tone: Can you name the pieces of the emotional curve—the changes in tone you can hear in the speaker’s voice as the poem goes along?


8. Agency and its speech acts: Who is the main agent in the poem? Who is being addressed? What is the main speech act of the agent? Below are some types of speech acts.
	ACKNOWLEDGEMENT
	DEFINITION
	PLEA

	ADMISSION
	DIALOGUE
	PRAYER

	APOLOGY
	EXCLAMATION
	QUESTION

	APOSTROPHE
	EXHORTATION
	REBUTTAL 

	BANISHING
	GENERALIZATION
	REMINISCENCE

	BLESSING
	IMPRECATION (CURSE)
	REQUEST

	BOAST
	INVOCATION
	RHETORICAL QUESTION

	CELEBRATION
	LAMENT
	SCORN

	CLAIM
	NARRATION
	SELF-BLAME

	COMMAND
	OATH
	VOW






9. The imagination: What has it invented that is new, striking, memorable—in content, in genre, in analogies, in rhythm, in a speaker?



Summary: How do all of these elements work together to create meaning? Revisit, revise, and expand, your initial paraphrase (Question 1).
