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No one can give you a method that will offer you total experience of all poems. But
because individual poems often share characteristics with other poems, the following
guidelines can prompt you to ask the right questions:

1. Read the syntax literally. What the words say literally in normal sentences is only a
starting point, but it is the place to start. Not all poems use normal prose syntax, but
most of them do, and you can save yourself embarrassment by paraphrasing accu-
rately (that is, rephrasing what the poem literally says, in plain prose) and not simply
free-associating from an isolated word or phrase.

2. Articulate for yourself what the title, subject, and situation make you expect. Poets
often use false leads and try to surprise you by doing shocking things, but defining
expectation lets you be conscious of where you are when you begin.

3. Identify the poem’s situation. What is said is often conditioned by where it is said
and by whom. Identifying the speaker and his or her place in the situation puts what
he or she says in perspective.

4. Find out what is implied by the traditions behind the poem. Verse forms, poetic
kinds, and metrical patterns all have a frame of reference, traditions of the way they
are usually used and for what. For example, the anapest (two unstressed syllables
followed by a stressed one, as in the word Tennessee) is usually used for comic
poems, and when poets use it “straight” they are probably making a point with this
“departure.”

5. Bother the reference librarian. Look up anything you don't understand: an unfamiliar
word (or an ordinary word used in an unfamiliar way), a place, a person, a myth,
an idea—anything the poem uses. When you can’t find what you need or don't
know where to look, ask for help.

6. Remember that poems exist in time, and times change. Not only the meanings of

words, but whole ways of looking at the universe vary in different ages. Conscious-

ness of time works two ways: your knowledge of history provides a context for
reading the poem, and the poem’s use of a word or idea may modify your notion
of a particular age.

Take a poem on its own terms. Adjust to the poem; don’t make the poem adjust to

~

you. Be prepared to hear things you do not vx{ant to hear. Not all pogmsbarte ;aebrzru\t
your ideas, nor will they always present emotions you want t.o feel. Lth e orse‘f
and listen to the poem’s ideas, not only to your fiesure to revise then;] or y%tnd .A

8. Be willing to be surprised. Things often h:.:lppen in poems that turnft. em angite .Or

poem may seem to suggest one thing at flr.st,' then persuade you of its opp ,
f a significant qualification or variation. '

9. zxslsilar:eotheregis a reaso?w for everything. Poets do make mistakes, but whhen ;\ potce)r;t
shows some degree of verbal control it is usually gafest to assume that the pme_
chose each word carefully; if the choice seems peculiar, you may be missing so1ake
thing. Try to account for everything in a poem, see what kind of sense yéou cann
of it, and figure out a coherent pattern thaF .exp.lams the text as it st:?n s. e 00

10. Argue. Discussion usually results in clarlf\ca‘uon and keep§ you .rolm : evegn 0
dependent on personal biases and preoccupations that sometlmgsllm\s ea e
best readers. Talking a poem over with someone else (especially someone

thinks very differently) can expand your perspective.

’Eb_ Norton I ntedueton %?&if‘r‘i \ Bthog Ed.

e

© T Tl Hunter. New \ork: Nocton, 200Z.
| 4-)5




