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Writing About a Poem

I love being a writer. What I can’t stand is the paperwork.

—peter devries

Many readers—even some enthusiastic ones—are wary of poems. “I don’t know anything about poetry,” some people say, if the subject arises. While poems aren’t booby traps designed to trip up careless readers, it is true that poetry demands a special level of concentration. Poetry is language at its most intense and condensed, and in a  good poem, every word counts. With practice, though, anyone can become a more confident reader—and critic—of poetry. Remember that the purpose of poetry isn’t intimidation but wisdom and pleasure. Even writing a paper on poetry can occasion a certain enjoyment. Here are some tips.

Getting Started


¦
Choose a poem that speaks to you.  Let pleasure be your guide in choosing the poem you write about. The act of writing is easier if your feelings are engaged. Write about something you dislike and don’t understand, and your essay will be as dismal to read as it was for you to write. But write about something that interests you, and your essay will communicate that interest and enthusiasm.


¦
Allow yourself time to get comfortable with your subject. As most professors will tell you, when students try to fudge their way through a paper on a topic they don’t fully understand, the lack of comfort shows, making for muddled,  directionless prose. The more familiar you become with a poem, however, the easier and more pleasurable it will be to write about it. Expect to read the poem several times over before its meaning becomes clear. Better still, reread it over the course of several days.

Reading Actively

A poem differs from most prose in that it should be read slowly, carefully, and attentively. Good poems yield more if read twice, and the best poems—after ten, twenty, or even thirty readings—keep on yielding. Here are some suggestions to enhance your reading of a poem you plan to write about.


¦
Read the poem aloud. There is no better way to understand a poem than to effectively read it aloud. Read slowly, paying attention to punctuation cues.  Listen for the audio effects.


¦
Read closely and painstakingly, annotating as you go. Keep your mind (and your pencil) sharp and ready. The subtleties of language are essential to a poem. Pay attention to the connotations or suggestions of words, and to the rhythm of phrases and lines. Underline words and images that jump out at you. Use arrows to link phrases that seem connected. Highlight key passages or take notes in the margins as ideas or questions occur to you.

Robert Frost (1874–1963)
Design
1936 

I found a dimpled spider, fat and white,
On a white heal-all,  holding up a moth

Like a white piece of rigid satin cloth—

Assorted characters of death and blight

5
Mixed ready to begin the morning right,

Like the ingredients of a witches’ broth—

A snow-drop spider, a flower like a froth,

And dead wings carried like a paper kite.

What had that flower to do with being white,

10
The wayside blue and innocent heal-all?

What brought the kindred spider to that height,

Then steered the white moth thither in the night?

What but design of darkness to appall?—

If design govern in a thing so small.

Rhyme Scheme:

abba, abba, acaa, cc    A Sonnet?


¦
Look up any unfamiliar words, allusions, or references. Often the very words you may be tempted to skim over will provide the key to a poem’s  meaning. Thomas Hardy’s “The Ruined Maid” will remain elusive to a reader unfamiliar with the archaic meaning of the word “ruin”—a woman’s loss of virginity to a man other than her husband. Similarly, be sure to acquaint yourself with any references or allusions that appear in a poem. H. D.’s poem “Helen” will make sense only to readers who are familiar with the story of Helen of Troy.

Thinking About a Poem

Before you begin writing, take some time to collect your thoughts. The following steps can be useful in thinking about a poem.


¦
Let your emotions guide you into the poem. Do any images or phrases call up a strong emotional response? If so, try to puzzle out why those passages seem so emotionally loaded. In a word or two, describe the poem’s tone.


¦
Determine what’s literally happening in the poem.  Separating literal language from figurative or symbolic language can be one of the trickiest—and most essential—tasks in poetic interpretation. Begin by working out the literal. Who is speaking the poem? To whom? Under what circumstances? What happens in the poem?


¦
Ask what it all adds up to. Once you’ve pinned down the literal action of the poem, it’s time to take a leap into the figurative. What is the significance of the poem—the “So what?” of it all? Address symbolism, any figures of speech, and any language that means one thing literally but suggests something else. In “My Papa’s Waltz,” for example, Theodore Roethke tells a simple story of a father dancing his small son around a kitchen. The language of the poem suggests much more, however, implying that while the father is rough to the point of  violence, the young boy hungers for his attention.


¦
Consider the poem’s shape on the page, and the way it sounds. What patterns of sound do you notice? Are the lines long, short, or a mixture of both? How do these elements contribute to the poem’s effect?


¦
Pay attention to form. If a poem makes use of rime or regular meter, ask yourself how those elements contribute to its meaning. If it is in a fixed form, such as a sonnet or villanelle, how do the demands of that form serve to set its tone? If the form calls for repetition—of sounds, words, or entire lines—how does that repetition underscore the poem’s message? If, on the other hand, the poem is in free verse—without a consistent pattern of rime or regular meter—how does this choice affect the poem’s feel?


¦
Take note of line breaks. If the poem is written in free verse, pay special attention to its line breaks. Poets break their lines with care, conscious that readers pause momentarily over the last word in any line, giving that word special emphasis. Notice whether the lines tend to be broken at the ends of whole phrases and sentences or in the middle of phrases. Then ask yourself what effect is created by the poet’s choice of line breaks. How does that effect contribute to the poem’s meaning?

Preparing to Write: Discovering Ideas

Now that you have thought the poem through, it’s time to let your ideas crystallize on the page (or screen). One or more of the following prewriting exercises could help you collect your thoughts.


¦
Brainstorming. With the poem in front of you, jot down every single thing you can think of about it. Write quickly, without worrying about the value of your thoughts; you can sort that out later. Brainstorming works best if you set a time limit of ten or fifteen minutes and force yourself to keep working until the time is up, even if you feel as though you’ve said it all. A new idea might surprise you after you thought you were done. A list that results from brainstorming on “Design” might look something like this:

white spider

heal-all/flower

dead moth like a kite

white = innocence?

death/blight

begin the morning right=oddly cheerful

irony

witches’ broth/scary

white = strangeness

heal-all usually blue

flower doesn’t heal all

design = God or nature

design of darkness = the devil?

maybe no design (no God?)

God doesn’t govern small things


¦
Clustering. If you are a visual thinker, you might find yourself drawn to clustering as a way to explore the relationship among your ideas. Begin by writing your subject at the center of a sheet of paper. Circle it. Then write ideas as they occur to you, drawing lines linking each new idea to ones that seem related. Here is an example of clustering on “Design.”


¦
Listing. Make a list of information that seems useful. Feel free to add notes that will help you to remember what you meant by each item. Headings can help you to organize related concepts. A list might look like this:


Odd Coincidence
Questions

white spider
Accidental or by design?

white flower (not blue,
Whose design?

innocent)
Nature or God?

white moth (stiff, dead)
Does God care?

characters of death/blight


morning (hopeful) = ironic
Form of Poem

witches’ broth
sonnet (strict, orderly)


form of universe =


 not so orderly?


¦
Freewriting. Another approach to generating ideas is to let your thoughts pour out onto the page. To freewrite, give yourself a time limit; fifteen or twenty minutes will work well. Then write, without stopping to think, for that whole time. Keep your hand moving. Don’t worry about grammar or spelling or even logic; your task is to come up with fresh ideas that might evade you if you were writing more cautiously. Keep writing even (or especially) if you run out of ideas. New and surprising thoughts sometimes arrive when we least expect them. Here is a sample of freewriting on “Design.”

The scene seems strange. Spiders aren’t usually white, and heal-alls are supposed to be blue. Moths are white, but this one is described as being like a rigid satin cloth or a paper kite. It’s dead, which is why it is rigid, but the images seem to focus on its stiffness--its deadness--in a creepy way. The poet seems surprised at all this whiteness. Whiteness usually represents innocence, but here he says the flower would ordinarily be blue and innocent, so maybe it’s not innocent now? I think he’s saying this is a kind of deathly pageant; he calls the three things assorted characters though a flower can’t be a character. The second part of the poem is all questions, no answers. What does he mean by “design of darkness”?

Design seems to mean plan. It sounds like he’s saying something sinister is going on. Like someone (God?) put the scene there for a purpose, maybe for him to notice. But then he seems to say no, God doesn’t care about small things which maybe means he doesn’t care about us either. I just noticed that this poem is (I think) a sonnet. It has rime and fourteen lines. It seems funny that a poem about there being no order to the universe is written in such a strict form.


¦
Journal writing. A journal of your reactions to the works you read can be  an excellent place to look for raw material for more formal writing. If your  instructor has assigned such a journal, page through to remind yourself of your first reactions to a poem you plan to write about.


¦
Outlining. To think through your argument before you begin to flesh it out, make an outline (a list of points arranged in a logical order). Not all writers work from outlines, but some find them indispensable. Here is a sample outline.


1.
Italian sonnet (define)

two parts

octave draws picture

sestet asks questions


2.
Rime

“ite” sound stresses whiteness


3.
Sonnet form = order

poem’s subject = order

irony/no order in universe


4.
Design of poem is unpredictable

looks orderly but isn’t


5.
Design of universe is unpredictable

Writing a First Draft

When your prewriting work has given you a sense of direction, you will be ready to begin forming your thoughts and writing a first draft of your essay. Reread the section “Developing a Literary Argument” on page 2058 for help getting started.


¦
Review your purpose and audience. Begin by referring back to the exact  assignment you have been given. No matter how crystal clear your prose or  intriguing your ideas, an essay that fails to respond to the assignment is likely to flop. As you begin your first draft, consider how best to focus your essay to fulfill the instructor’s requirements. Whatever the assignment, you need to keep your purpose in mind as you write. You also need to consider your audience’s needs, whether that audience is your professor, your fellow students, or some other hypothetical set of readers.


¦
Define your thesis. To keep you focused on the task at hand, and to signal your intentions to your reader, you will need, first of all, to come up with a thesis. Like the rest of your first draft, that thesis sentence can be rough around the edges; you can refine it later in the process. For now, though, the thesis gives you something to work toward. You need to make a decisive statement that offers an insight that isn’t entirely obvious about the work under discussion. In the final paper your task will be to convince readers that your thesis is sound. Here is a working thesis sentence for an analytical essay on Frost’s poem “Design.”

working thesis
The poem “Design” both is and isn’t formal.

This rough thesis defines the essay’s focus—the poem’s form. But the statement is still very vague. A later, sharper version will clarify the idea, and show what the author means by the claim that the poem both is and isn’t formal. The revision also will push this idea further by connecting the poem’s form to its meaning.

revised thesis
Although Frost’s sonnet “Design” is a well-designed formal poem, the conclusions it presents are not predictable but both surprising and disturbing.

In its revised form, this thesis makes a stronger and more specific claim. Because the revision says something specific about how the poem works, it is more compelling than the vaguer original.


¦
Supply evidence to prove your point. Once you’ve settled on a working thesis, your next task is to decide what evidence will best prove your point. Be sure to quote from the poem to back up each point you make; there is no evidence more convincing than the poem itself.


¦
Organize your argument.  You will need to make clear what each bit of evidence illustrates. Tie your argument back to the thesis as often as it takes to  clarify your line of reasoning for the reader.


¦
Concentrate on getting your ideas onto the page. Later you will go back in and revise, making your prose clearer and more elegant. At that point, you can add information that seems to be missing, and discard passages that seem beside the point. For now, though, the goal is to spell out your argument while it is clear in your mind.

Checklist

Writing a Rough Draft


¸
What is your assignment? Does the essay fulfill it?


¸
Who is your audience?


¸
Identify your thesis.


¸
Is your thesis thought-provoking rather than obvious?


¸
Have you provided evidence to support your thesis?


¸
Does anything in your essay undercut your thesis?


¸
Have you quoted from the poem? Would more quotations strengthen your argument?


¸
Is your argument organized in a logical way?

Revising


¦
Have a reader review your paper. Once you have completed your rough draft, consider enlisting the aid of a reader, professional (a writing center tutor) or otherwise (a trusted friend). The author of the paragraph below used her  instructor’s comments to improve her paper’s introduction.

draft of opening paragraph
Robert Frost’s poem “Design” is an Italian sonnet, a form that divides its argument into two parts, an octave and a sestet. The octave, or first part of the poem, concentrates on telling the reader about a peculiar scene the poet has noticed: a white spider holding a dead moth on a white flower. The sestet, or second part of the poem, asks what the scene means. It doesn’t really provide any answers.

revised opening paragraph
For Robert Frost’s poem “Design,” the sonnet form has at least two advantages. As in most Italian sonnets, the poem’s argument falls into two parts. In the octave Robert Frost’s persona draws a still life of a spider, a flower, and a moth; then in the sestet he contemplates the meaning of his still life. The sestet focuses on a universal: the possible existence of a vindictive deity who causes the spider to catch the moth and, no doubt, also  causes––when viewed anthropomorphically––other suffering.

To see this essay in its entirety, turn to page 2116. (It’s worth noting that while the thesis sentence often appears in an essay’s first paragraph, this paper takes a different tack. The first paragraph introduces the essay’s focus—the benefits of the sonnet form for this particular poem—then builds carefully toward its thesis, which appears in the last paragraph.)


¦
Make your argument more specific. Use specifics instead of generalities in describing the poem. Writing imprecisely or vaguely, favoring the abstract over the concrete, is a common problem for student writers. When discussing ideas or principles, you can communicate more fully to your reader by supplying specific examples of those ideas or principles in action, as this student did when she  reworked the ending of the paragraph above.


¦
Make your language fresh and accurate. It is easy to fall into habitual expressions—especially to overuse a few convenient words. Mechanical language may tempt you to think of the poem in mechanical terms. Here, for instance is a plodding discussion of Frost’s “Design”:

draft
The symbols Frost uses in “Design” are very successful. Frost makes the spider stand for Nature. He wants us to see nature as blind and cruel. He also employs good sounds. He uses a lot of i’s because he is trying to make you think of falling rain.

What’s wrong with this “analysis”? The underscored words are worth questioning here. While understandable, the words employs and uses seem to lead the writer to see Frost only as a conscious tool-manipulator. To be sure, Frost in a sense “uses” symbols, but did he grab hold of them and lay them into his poem? For all we know, perhaps the symbols arrived quite unbidden and used the poet. To write a good poem, Frost maintained, a poet himself has to be surprised. (How, by the way, can we hope to know what a poet wants to do? And there isn’t much point in saying that the poet is trying to do something. He has already done it, if he has written a good poem.) At least it is likely that Frost didn’t plan to fulfill a certain quota of i-sounds. Writing his poem, not by following a blueprint but probably by bringing it slowly to the surface of his mind, Frost no doubt had enough to do without trying to engineer the reactions of his possible audience. Like all true symbols, Frost’s spider doesn’t stand for anything. The writer would be closer to the truth to say that the spider suggests or reminds us of nature or of certain forces in the natural world. (Symbols just hint; they don’t indicate.)

After the student discussed the paper in a conference with her instructor, she rewrote her sentences:

revision
The symbols in Frost’s “Design” are highly effective. The spider, for instance, suggests the blindness and cruelty of Nature. Frost’s word-sounds, too, are part of the meaning of his poem, for the i’s remind the reader of falling rain.

Not every reader of “Design” will hear rain falling, but the student’s revision probably comes closer to describing the experience of the poem most of us know.


¦
Be clear and precise. Another very real pitfall of writing literary criticism is the temptation to write in official-sounding Critic Speak. Writers who aren’t quite sure about what to say may try to compensate for this uncertainty with unnecessarily ornate sentences that don’t say much of anything. Other times, they will begin a sentence and find themselves completely entangled in its structure—unable to make a perfectly sound idea clear to the reader. Should you feel  yourself being tugged out to sea by an undertow of fancy language, here is a trick for getting back ashore: speak your ideas aloud, in the simplest terms possible, to a friend, or a tape recorder, or your mirror. When you’ve formulated your idea simply and clearly, write down your exact words. Most likely, your instructor will be grateful for the resulting clarity of expression.

Checklist

Revision


¸
Is your thesis clear and decisive?


¸
Does all your evidence advance your argument?


¸
Is information presented in the most logical order?


¸
Could your prose be clearer? More precise? More specific?


¸
Do transitional words and phrases signal movement from one idea to the next?


¸
Does your introduction draw the reader in? Does it prepare him or her for what follows?


¸
Does your conclusion tie up the essay’s loose ends?


¸
Does each paragraph include a topic sentence?


¸
Does your title give a sense of the essay’s subject?

Some Common Approaches to Writing About Poetry

Explication

In an explication (literally “an unfolding”), a writer explains an entire poem in detail, unraveling its complexities. An explication, however, should not be confused with a paraphrase, which puts the poem’s literal meaning into plain prose. While an explication might include some paraphrasing, it does more than simply restate. It explains a poem, in great detail, showing how each part contributes to the whole. In writing an explication, keep the following tips in mind:


¦
Start with the poem’s first line, and keep working straight through to the end. As needed, though, you can take up points out of order.


¦
Read closely, addressing the poem’s details. You may choose to include allusions, the denotations or connotations of words, the possible meanings of symbols, the effects of certain sounds and rhythms and formal elements (rime schemes, for instance), the sense of any statements that contain irony, and other particulars.


¦
Show how each part of the poem contributes to the meaning of the whole. Your explication should go beyond dissecting the pieces of a poem; it should also integrate them to cast light on the poem in its entirety.

Here is a successful student-authored explication of Frost’s “Design.” The assignment was to explain whatever in the poem seemed most essential, in not more than 750 words.
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An Unfolding of Robert Frost’s “Design”

“I always wanted to be very observing,” Robert  Frost once told an audience, after reading aloud his  poem “Design.” Then he added, “But I have always been  afraid of my own observations” (qtd. in Cook 126-27). What could Frost have observed that could scare him? Let’s examine the poem in question and see what we discover.

Starting with the title, “Design,” any reader of this poem will find it full of meaning. As the  Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines design, the word  can denote among other things a plan, purpose, or intention (“Design”). Some arguments for the existence of God (I remember from Sunday School) are based on  the “argument from design”: that because the world  shows a systematic order, there must be a Designer who made it. But the word design can also mean “a deliberate undercover project or scheme” such as we attribute  to a “designing person” (“Design”). As we shall see, Frost’s poem incorporates all of these meanings. His poem raises the old philosophic question of whether  there is a Designer, an evil Designer, or no Designer  at all.

Like many other sonnets, “Design” is divided into two parts. The first eight lines draw a picture centering on the spider, who at first seems almost jolly. It is dimpled and fat like a baby, or Santa Claus. The spider stands on a wildflower whose name, heal-all, seems  Jasper 2

ironic: a heal-all is supposed to cure any disease, but this flower has no power to restore life to the dead moth. (Later, in line ten, we learn that the heal-all used to be blue. Presumably, it has died and become bleached-looking.) In the second line we discover, too, that the spider has hold of another creature, a dead moth. We then see the moth described with an odd simile in line three: “Like a white piece of rigid satin cloth.” Suddenly, the moth becomes not a creature but a piece of fabric--lifeless and dead--and yet satin has connotations of beauty. Satin is a luxurious material used in rich formal clothing, such as coronation gowns and brides’ dresses. Additionally, there is great accuracy in the word: the smooth and slightly plush surface of satin is like the powder-smooth surface of moths’ wings. But this “cloth,” rigid and white, could be the lining to Dracula’s coffin.

In the fifth line an invisible hand enters.  The characters are “mixed” like ingredients in an  evil potion. Some force doing the mixing is behind  the scene. The characters in themselves are innocent enough, but when brought together, their whiteness and look of rigor mortis are overwhelming. There is  something diabolical in the spider’s feast. The “morning right” echoes the word rite, a ritual--in this case apparently a Black Mass or a Witches’ Sabbath. The  simile in line seven (“a flower like a froth”) is more ambiguous and harder to describe. A froth is white, foamy, and delicate--something found on a brook in the woods or on a beach after a wave recedes. However, in the natural world, froth also can be ugly: the foam on a polluted stream or a rabid dog’s mouth. The dualism in nature--its beauty and its horror--is there in that one simile.

So far, the poem has portrayed a small, frozen scene, with the dimpled killer holding its victim as
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innocently as a boy holds a kite. Already, Frost has

hinted that Nature may be, as Radcliffe Squires suggests,“Nothing but an ash-white plain without love or faith or hope, where ignorant appetites cross by chance” (87). Now, in the last six lines of the sonnet, Frost comes out and directly states his theme. What else could bring these deathly pale, stiff things together “but design of darkness to appall?” The question is clearly rhetorical; we are meant to answer, “Yes, there does seem an evil design at work here!” I take the next-to-last line to mean, “What except a design so dark and sinister that we’re appalled by it?” “Appall,” by the way, is the second pun in the poem: it sounds like a pall or shroud. (The derivation of appall, according to Merriam-Webster, is ultimately from a Latin word meaning “to be pale”--an interesting word choice for a poem full of white pale images [“Appall”].) Steered carries the suggestion of a steering-wheel or rudder that some pilot had to control. Like the word brought, it implies that some invisible force charted the paths of spider, heal-all, and moth, so that they arrived together.

Having suggested that the universe is in the hands of that sinister force (an indifferent God? Fate? the Devil?), Frost adds a note of doubt. The Bible tells us that “His eye is on the sparrow,” but at the moment the poet doesn’t seem sure. Maybe, he hints, when things in the universe drop below a certain size, they pass completely out of the Designer’s notice. When creatures are this little, maybe God doesn’t bother to govern them but just lets them run wild. And possibly the same mindless chance is all that governs human lives. And because this is even more senseless than having an angry God intent on punishing us, it is, Frost suggests, the worst suspicion of all.
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This excellent paper finds something worth unfolding in every line in Frost’s poem, without seeming mechanical. Although the student proceeds sequentially through the poem from the title to the last line, he takes up some points out of order, when it serves his purpose. In paragraph two, for example, he looks ahead to the poem’s ending and briefly states its main theme in order to relate it to the poem’s title. In the third paragraph, he explicates the poem’s later image of the heal-all, relating it to the first image. He also comments on the poem’s form (“Like many other sonnets”), on its similes and puns, and on its denotations and connotations,

This paper also demonstrates good use of manuscript form, following the MLA Handbook, 6th ed. Brief references (in parentheses) tell us where the writer found Frost’s remarks and give page numbers for his quotation from the book by Radcliffe Squires. At the end of the paper, a list of works cited uses abbreviations that the MLA Handbook recommends.

A Critic’s Explication of Frost’s “Design”

It might seem that to work through a poem line by line is a mechanical task, and yet there can be genuine excitement in doing so. Randall Jarrell once wrote an explication of “Design” in which he managed to convey just such excitement. See if you can sense Jarrell’s joy in writing about the poem.

Frost’s details are so diabolically good that it seems criminal to leave some unremarked; but notice how dimpled, fat, and white (all but one; all but one) come from our regular description of any baby; notice how the heal-all, because of its name, is the one flower in all the world picked to be the altar for this Devil’s Mass; notice how holding up the moth brings something ritual and hieratic, a ghostly, ghastly formality, to this priest and its sacrificial victim; notice how terrible to the fingers, how full of the stilling rigor of death, that white piece of rigid satin cloth is. And assorted characters of death and blight is, like so many things in this poem, sharply ambiguous: a mixed bunch of actors or diverse representative signs. The tone of the phrase assorted characters of death and blight is beautifully developed in the ironic Breakfast-Club-calisthenics, Radio-Kitchen heartiness of mixed ready to begin the morning right (which assures us, so unreassuringly, that this isn’t any sort of Strindberg Spook Sonata, but hard fact), and concludes in the ingredients of the witches’ broth, giving the soup a sort of cuddly shimmer that the cauldron in Macbeth never had; the broth, even, is brought to life—we realize that witches’ broth is broth, to be supped with a long spoon.11
Evidently, Jarrell’s cultural interests are broad: ranging from August Strindberg’s ground-breaking modern play down to The Breakfast Club (a once-popular radio program that cheerfully exhorted its listeners to march around their tables). And yet breadth of knowledge, however much it deepens and enriches Jarrell’s writing, isn’t all that he brings to the reading of poetry. For him an explication isn’t a dull plod, but a voyage of discovery. His prose—full of figures of speech (diabolically good, cuddly shimmer)—conveys the apparent delight he takes in showing off his findings. Such a joy, of course, can’t be acquired deliberately. But it can grow, the more you read and study poetry.

Analysis

Like a news commentator’s analysis of a crisis in the Middle East or a chemist’s analysis of an unknown fluid, an analysis separates a poem into elements as a means to understanding that subject. Usually, the writer of an analysis focuses on one particular element: “Imagery of Light and Darkness in Frost’s ‘Design’” or “The Character of Satan in Milton’s Paradise Lost.” In this book, you probably already have encountered a few brief analyses: the discussion of connotations in John Masefield’s “Cargoes” (pages 732–33), for instance, or the examination of symbols in T. S. Eliot’s “The Boston Evening Transcript” (page 895). In fact, most of the discussions in this book are analyses. To write an analysis, remember two key points:


¦
Focus on a single, manageable element of a poem. Some possible choices are tone, irony, literal meaning, imagery, figures of speech, sound, rhythm, theme, and symbolism.


¦
Show how this element of the poem contributes to the meaning of the whole. While no element of a poem exists apart from all the others, by taking a closer look at one particular aspect of the poem, you can see the whole more clearly.

The paper that follows analyzes a particularly tricky subject—the formal and technical elements of Frost’s “Design.” Long analyses of metrical feet, rime schemes, and indentations can make for ponderous reading, but this paper proves that formal analysis can be interesting and can cast light on a poem in its entirety.
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The Design of Robert Frost’s “Design”

For Robert Frost’s poem “Design,” the sonnet form has at least two advantages. As in most Italian sonnets, the poem’s argument falls into two parts. In the octave Robert Frost’s persona draws a still life of a spider, a flower, and a moth; then in the sestet he contemplates the meaning of his still life. Although the poem is  perfectly formal in its shape, the ideas it presents  are not predictable, but are instead both surprising  and disturbing. The sestet focuses on a universal:  the possible existence of a vindictive deity who  causes the spider to catch the moth and, no doubt,  also causes--when viewed anthropomorphically--other suffering.

Frost’s persona weaves his own little web. The unwary audience is led through the poem’s argument from its opening “story” to a point at which something must be made of the story’s symbolic significance. Even the rhyme scheme contributes to the poem’s successful leading of the audience toward the sestet’s theological questioning. The word white ends the first line of the sestet, and the same vowel sound is echoed in the lines that follow. All in all, half of the sonnet’s lines end in the “ite” sound, as if to render significant the whiteness--the symbolic innocence--of nature’s representation of a greater truth.

A sonnet has a familiar design, and the poem’s classical form points to the thematic concern  that there seems to be an order to the universe  that might be perceived by looking at even seemingly insignificant natural events. The sonnet must  follow certain conventions, and nature, though
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not as readily apprehensible as a poetic form, is apparently governed by a set of laws. There is a ready-made irony in Frost’s choosing such an order-driven form to meditate on whether or not there is any order in the universe. However, whether or not his questioning sestet is actually approaching an answer or, indeed, the answer, Frost has approached an order that seems to echo a larger order in his using the sonnet form. An approach through poetic form and substance is itself significant in Frost’s own estimation, for Frost argues that what a poet achieves in writing poetry is “a momentary stay against confusion” (777).

Although design clearly governs in this poem--in this “thing so small”--the design is not entirely predictable. The poem does start out in the form of an Italian sonnet, relying on only two rhyming sounds. However, unlike an Italian sonnet, one of the octave’s rhyming sounds--the “ite”--continues into the sestet. And additionally, “Design” ends in a couplet, much in the manner of the Shakespearean sonnet, which frequently offers, in the final couplet, a summing up of the sonnet’s argument. Perhaps not only nature’s “story” of the spider, the flower, and the moth but also Frost’s poem itself echoes the larger universe. It looks perfectly orderly until the details are given their due.
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Comparison and Contrast

The process of comparison and contrast places two poems side by side and studies their differences and similarities in order to shed light on both works. Writing an  effective comparison and contrast paper involves the following steps:


¦
Pair two poems with much in common. Comparing two poems with surface similarities—for example, Wallace McRae’s comic cowboy poem “Reincarnation” and Ben Jonson’s profoundly elegiac “On My First Son”—can be a futile endeavor. Though both poems are about death, the two seem hopelessly removed from each other in diction, tone, complexity, and scope. Instead, choose two poems with enough in common that their differences take on interesting weight.


¦
Point to further, unsuspected resemblances. Steer clear of the obvious (“‘Design’ and ‘Wing-Spread’ are both about bugs”). The interesting resemblances take some thought to discover.


¦
Show noteworthy differences. Avoid those your reader will see without any help.


¦
Carefully consider your essay’s organization. While you may be tempted to discuss first one poem and then the other, this simple structure may weaken your essay if it leads you to keep the two poems in total isolation from the other. After all, the point is to see what can be learned by comparison. There is nothing wrong in discussing all of poem A first, then discussing poem B—if in discussing B you keep referring back to A. Another strategy is to do a point by point comparison of the two poems all the way through your paper—dealing first, perhaps, with their themes, then with their central metaphors, and finally, with their respective merits.

A comparison-contrast essay is often a kind of analysis—a study of a theme common to two poems, perhaps, or of two poets’ similar fondness for the myth of Eden. In some cases, though, a comparison can also involve evaluation—a judgment on the relative worth of two poems. Here, for example, is a poem by Abbie Huston Evans, followed by a paper that considers the merits of that poem and Frost’s “Design.” Through comparison and contrast, this student makes a case for his view of which poet deserves the brighter laurels.

Abbie Huston Evans (1881–1979)

Wing-Spread
1938
The midge spins out to safety

Through the spider’s rope;

But the moth, less lucky,

Has to grope.

5
Mired in glue-like cable

See him foundered swing

By the gap he opened

With his wing,

Dusty web enlacing

10
All that blue and beryl.

In a netted universe

Wing-spread is peril.
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“Wing-Spread” Does a Dip

Abbie Huston Evans’s “Wing-Spread” is an effective short poem, but it lacks the complexity and depth of Robert Frost’s “Design.” These two poems were published only two years apart, and both present a murderous spider and an unlucky moth, but Frost’s treatment differs from Evans’s approach in at least two important ways. First, Frost uses poetic language more evocatively than Evans. Second, “Design” digs more deeply into the situation to uncover a more memorable theme.

If we compare the language of the two poems, we find “Design” is full of words and phrases rich with suggestions. The language of “Wing-Spread,” by comparison, seems thinner. Frost’s “dimpled spider, fat and white,” for example, is certainly a more suggestive description. Actually, Evans does not describe her spider; she just says, “the spider’s rope.” (Evans does vividly show the spider and moth in action. In Frost’s poem, they are already dead and petrified.) In “Design,” the spider’s dimples show that it is like a chubby little baby. This seems an odd way to look at a spider, but it is more original than Evans’s conventional view (although I like her word cable, suggesting that the spider’s web is a kind of high-tech food trap). Frost’s word-choice--his repetition of white--paints a more striking scene than Evans’s slightly vague “All that blue and beryl.” Except for her brief personification of the moth in the second stanza, Evans hardly uses any figures of speech, and even this one is not a clear personification--she simply gives the moth a sex by referring to it as “him.” Frost’s striking metaphors, similes, and even puns (right, appall),show him, as usual, to be a master of figures of speech.
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He calls the moth’s wings “satin cloth” and “a paper kite;” Evans just refers in line 8 to a moth’s wing. As far as the language of the two poems goes, we might as well compare a vase brimming with flowers and a single flower stuck in a vase. In fairness to Evans, I would say that her poem, while lacking complexity, still makes its point effectively. Her poem has powerful sounds: short lines with the riming words coming at us again and again.

In theme, however, “Wing-Spread” seems much more narrow than “Design.” The first time I read Evans’s poem, all I felt was: Ho hum, the moth’s wings were too wide and got stuck. The second time I read it, I realized that she was saying something with a universal application. This message comes out in line 11, in “a netted universe.” That metaphorical phrase is the most interesting part of her poem. Netted makes me imagine the universe as being full of nets rigged by someone who is fishing for us. Maybe, like Frost, Evans sees an evil plan operating. She does not, though, investigate it. She says that the midge escapes because it is tiny. On the other hand, things with wide wing-spreads get stuck. Her theme as I read it is, “Be small and inconspicuous if you want to survive,” or maybe, “Isn’t it too bad that in this world the big beautiful types crack up and die, while the little puny punks keep sailing?” Now, this is a valuable idea. I have often thought that very same thing myself. But Frost’s closing note (“If design govern in a thing so small”) is really devastating because it raises a huge uncertainty. “Wing-Spread” leaves us with not much besides a moth stuck in a web and a moral. In both language and theme, “Design” climbs to a higher altitude.
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How to Quote a Poem

Quoted to illustrate some point, memorable lines can enliven your paper. Carefully chosen quotations can serve to back up your thesis, or to alert your reader to a phrase or passage they may have neglected. Quoting poetry accurately, however, raises certain difficulties you don’t face in quoting prose. Poets choose their line breaks with deliberation, and part of a critic’s job is to take those breaks into account. Here are some guidelines for respecting a poet’s line breaks and for making your essay more polished in the bargain.


¦
Quoting a few lines. If you are quoting fewer than four lines of poetry, transform the passage into prose form, separating each line by a space, diagonal (/), and another space. The diagonal (/) indicates your respect for where the poet’s lines begin and end. Do not change the poet’s capitalization or punctuation. Be sure to identify the line numbers you are quoting, as follows:

The color white preoccupies Frost. The spider is “fat and white, / On a white heal-all” (1-2), and even the victim moth is pale, too.


¦
Quoting four or more lines. If you are quoting four or more lines of verse, set them off from your text, and arrange them just as they occur on the page, white space and all. Be sure to identify the lines you are quoting. In general, follow these rules:

• Indent the quotation one inch, or ten spaces, from the left-hand margin.

• Double-space between the quoted lines.

• Type the poem exactly as it appears in the original. You do not need to use quotation marks.

• If you begin the quotation in the middle of a line of verse, position the  starting word about where it occurs in the poem—not at the left-hand margin.

• If a line you are quoting runs too long to fit on one line, indent the return one-quarter inch, or three spaces.

• Cite the line numbers you are quoting in parentheses.

The poet asks what deity or fate cursed this particular mutant flower



with being white,

         The wayside blue and innocent heal-all?

         What brought the kindred spider to that height,

         Then steered the white moth thither in the


night? (9-12)


¦
Omitting words. If you omit words from the lines you quote, indicate the omission with an ellipsis (. . .), as in the following example:

The color white preoccupies Frost in his description of the spider “fat and white, / On a white heal-all

. . . / Like a white piece of rigid satin cloth” (1-3).


¦
Quoting only a brief phrase. There’s no need for an ellipses if it is obvious that only a phrase is being quoted.

The speaker says that he “found a dimpled spider,” and he goes on to portray it as a kite-flying boy.


¦
Omitting full lines of verse. If you leave out whole lines of verse, indicate the omission by a line of spaced periods about the length of a line of a poem you are quoting.

Maybe, she hints, when things in the universe drop below a certain size, they pass completely out of the Designer’s notice:

          The midge spins out to safety

          Through the spider’s rope;

          . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

          In a netted universe

          Wing-spread is peril. (1-2, 11-12)

One last note: often a paper on a short poem will include the whole text of the poem at its beginning, with the lines numbered so that your reader can refer to it with ease. Ask your instructor whether he or she prefers the full text to be quoted this way.

Topics for Writing

Topics for Brief Papers (250–500 words)


1.
Write a concise explication of a short poem of your choice. Concentrate on those facets of the poem that you think most need explaining. (For a sample explication, see page 2111).


2.
Write an analysis of a short poem, focusing on how a single key element shapes its meaning. (A sample analysis appears on page 2116.) Some possible topics are:


•
Tone in Edna St. Vincent Millay’s “Recuerdo”


•
Rime and meter in Edgar Allan Poe’s “A Dream Within a Dream”


•
Imagery in Wallace Stevens’s “The Emperor of Ice Cream”


•
Kinds of irony in Thomas Hardy’s “The Workbox”


•
Theme in W. H. Auden’s “Musée des Beaux Arts”


•
Extended metaphor in Langston Hughes’s “The Negro Speaks of Rivers” (Explain the one main comparison that the poem makes and show how the whole poem makes it. Other poems that would lend themselves to a paper on extended metaphor include: Emily Dickinson’s “Because I could not stop for Death,” Robert Frost’s “The Silken Tent,” Robert Lowell’s “Skunk Hour,” Adrienne Rich’s “Aunt Jennifer’s Tigers,” Anne Stevenson’s “The Victory.”)


(To locate any of these poems, see the Index of Authors and Titles.)


3.
Select a poem in which the main speaker is a character who for any reason interests you. You might consider, for instance, John Betjeman’s “In Westminster Abbey,” Robert Browning’s “Soliloquy of the Spanish Cloister,” T. S. Eliot’s “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” or Rhina Espaillat’s “Bilingual/ Bilingüe.” Then write a brief profile of this character, drawing only on what the poem tells you (or reveals). What is the character’s approximate age? Situation in life? Attitude toward self? Attitude toward others? General personality? Do you find this character admirable?


4.
Choose a brief poem that you find difficult. Write an essay in which you begin by listing the points in the poem that strike you as most impenetrable. Next, reread the poem at least twice. In the essay’s second half, describe how multiple readings change your experience of the poem.


5.
Although each of these poems tells a story, what happens in the poem isn’t necessarily obvious: E. E. Cummings’s “anyone lived in a pretty how town,” T. S. Eliot’s “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” Edwin Arlington Robinson’s “Luke Havergal,” Anne Stevenson’s “The Victory,” James Wright’s “A Blessing.” Choose one of these poems, and in a paragraph sum up what you think happens in it. Then in a second paragraph, ask yourself: what, besides the element of story, did you consider in order to understand the poem?


6.
Imagine a reader who categorically dislikes poetry. Choose a poem for that person to read, and, addressing your skeptical reader, explain the ways in which this particular poem rewards a careful reader.

Topics for More Extensive Papers (600–1,000 words)


1.
Perform a line-by-line explication on a brief poem of your choice. Imagine your audience is unfamiliar with the poem, and needs your assistance in interpreting it.


2.
Explicate a passage from a longer poem. Choose a passage that is, in your opinion, central to the poem’s meaning.


3.
Compare and contrast any two poems that treat a similar theme. Let your comparison bring you to an evaluation of the poems. Which is the stronger, more satisfying one?


4.
Write a comparison and contrast essay on any two or more poems by a single poet. Look for two poems that share a characteristic thematic concern. (This book contains multiple selections by Auden, Blake, Cummings, Dickinson, Donne, Eliot, Frost, Hardy, Hopkins, Hughes, Keats, Shakespeare, Stevens, Tennyson, Whitman, Williams, Wordsworth, Yeats, and many others.) Here are some possible topics:


•
Mortality in the work of John Keats


•
Nature in the poems of William Wordsworth


•
How Emily Dickinson’s lyric poems resemble hymns


•
E. E. Cummings’s approach to the free verse line


•
Gerard Manley Hopkins’s sonic effects


5.
Evaluate by the method of comparison two versions of a poem, one an early draft and one a late draft, or perhaps two translations from another language. For parallel versions to work on, see Chapter 27, “Translation.”


6.
If the previous topic appeals to you, consider this. In 1912, twenty-four years before he published “Design,” Robert Frost sent a correspondent this early version:

In White

A dented spider like a snow drop white

On a white Heal-all, holding up a moth

Like a white piece of lifeless satin cloth—

Saw ever curious eye so strange a sight?—

Portent in little, assorted death and blight

Like ingredients of a witches’ broth?—

The beady spider, the flower like a froth,

And the moth carried like a paper kite.

What had that flower to do with being white,

The blue prunella every child’s delight.

What brought the kindred spider to that height?

(Make we no thesis of the miller’s plight.)

What but design of darkness and of night?

Design, design! Do I use the word aright?


Compare “In White” with “Design.” In what respects is the finished poem  superior?


7.
Terry Ehret of Santa Rosa Junior College developed the following assignment:

Compose your own answer to the question “What is poetry?” You may want to devise original metaphor(s) to define poetry and then develop your essay with examples and explanations. Select at least one poem from the anthology to illustrate your definition.

Topics for Long Papers (1,500 words or more)


1.
Review an entire poetry collection by a poet featured in this book. You will need to communicate to your reader a sense of the work’s style and thematic preoccupations. Finally, make a value judgment about the work’s quality.


2.
Read five or six poems by a single author. Start with a poet featured in this book, and then find additional poems at the library or on the Internet. Write an analysis of a single element of that poet’s work—for example, theme, imagery, diction, or form.


3.
Write a line-by-line explication of a poem rich in matters to explain or of a longer poem that offers ample difficulty. While relatively short, John Donne’s “A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning” or Gerard Manley Hopkins’s “The Windhover” are poems that will take a good bit of time to explicate. Even a short,  apparently simple poem such as Robert Frost’s “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening” can provide more than enough material to explicate thoughtfully in a longer paper.


4.
Write an analysis of a certain theme (or other element) that you find in the work of two or more poets. It is probable that in your conclusion you will want to set the poets’ works side by side, comparing or contrasting them, and perhaps making some evaluation. Here are some sample topics to consider:

•
Langston Hughes, Gwendolyn Brooks, and Dudley Randall as Prophets of  Social Change

•
What It Is to Be a Woman: The Special Knowledge of Sylvia Plath, Anne Sexton, and Adrienne Rich

•
Popular Culture as Reflected in the Poetry of Wendy Cope, Michael B. Stillman, Gene Fehler, and Charles Martin

•
The Complex Relations Between Fathers and Sons in the Poetry of Robert Hayden, Andrew Hudgins, and Robert Phillips

•
Making Up New Words for New Meanings: Neologisms in Lewis Carroll and Kay Ryan


5.
Apply the ideas in one of the “Writers on Writing” found at the end of each chapter to a poem by the same author. Formulate a thesis about whether or not the prose excerpt sheds any light on the poetry. How do T. S. Eliot’s thoughts on the music of poetry, or William Butler Yeats’s observations on poetic symbolism, help you to better understand their poems? Quote as needed to back up your  argument. 
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