1.3: Contents of Poetry

Illustrate your understanding of the contents of several poems by reading the selections carefully, analyzing the themes, and understanding the poetic devices used.

We will now read some poetry that accomplishes many of the same things that Sherwood Anderson was able to do in the short stories that you’ve read. What is different in these poems, however, is that poets use fewer words. Therefore, their choice of words is extremely important. There are some other techniques that poets use that I want you to watch for as you read these poems. Watch for

1. alliteration: repeated beginning sounds. An example of alliteration is “Tommy is too tall.”

2. enjambment: when one line of poetry has no punctuation mark at the end and “runs over” to the next line.

3. free verse: poetry that does not have a regular meter or rhyme scheme.

4. diction: refers to word choice. When reading a poem, ask yourself why a poet uses a particular word.

5. denotation: refers to the dictionary meaning of a word. When reading or interpreting a text, make sure to understand the “definition” of a word.

6. connotation: the understood or implied meanings of a word. For example, whereas the denotation of “slender” and “skinny” may be similar, the difference in connotation is great. “Slender” generally has a positive connotation; “skinny” generally has a negative connotation. Pay attention to both denotation and connotation in texts.

7. simile: a comparison using like or as. Example: “He is as mean as a gorilla.”

8. metaphor: a comparison between objects, often unrelated. Example: “The man is a gorilla.”

9. implied, extended metaphors: important subcategories of metaphors.

. implied metaphor: a comparison that is suggested but not stated.

A. extended metaphor: a metaphor that is referenced and developed throughout a work (more than just once).

A. theme: the overall/dominant message or idea in a work. Though often used more in prose, theme can also be applied to understand poetry as well.

These ten terms will help you better understand the poetry you will read later.

As I said above word choice in poetry is extremely important. Poets agonize over individual words, sometimes making whole revisions around one or two words. Often the problem comes when a poet has to choose between two similar words. Above we talked about Denotation. There are often words that have similar denotations, but carry slightly different meanings.

There is a style of poetry called Imagism. Imagist poets wanted to clarify expression in poetry by only communicating in images. William Carlos Williams subscribed to imagism for a time and wrote one of the most famous imagist poems. As you read it below notice how few words there are, and pay attention to the image it brings to mind.

The Red Wheelbarrow

by William Carlos Williams

so much depends

upon

a red wheel

barrow

glazed with rain

water

beside the white

chickens.

Clarity through images. It is remarkable how much detail he can convey through the use of so few words. The words he picked are paramount to this success. They carry just the right amount of inherent detail. Lets take a look at what the poem could have been if he'd used other synonyms for some of the words.

The Red Wheelbarrow (take 2)

by William Carlos Williams

so much banks
upon

a scarlet wheel

barrow

burnished with rain

water

next to the white

chickens.

Which one did you like more? Please say it was the original. Take a look at the words that were changed. Lets examine the first stanza together. "Depends upon" was changed to "banks upon". Now these two words have similar denotations. But the words have slightly different connotations. We use "depends upon" when we are really serious about something. When a boss asks an employee to do something really important, the employee answers, "You can depend on me." We tend to use the phrase "bank on" in more flippant situations. So now that first stanza just doesn't carry as much weight as it did before. Read the poem again and analyze the differences in the words. What are the tiny differences between the synonyms that make them not quite work?

Here is another famous imagistic poem for you to read:

In a Station of the Metro

By Ezra Pound

The apparition of these faces in the crowd;

petals on a wet, black bough.

Once again economy of words displaying an image. The poem is beautiful in it's simplicity, and also has a lilting quality to it which makes it sound beautiful as well.

In a Station of the Metro (take 2)

By Ezra Pound

The specter of these faces in the mass;

petals on a drenched, ebony branch.
Compare the changed words again. What are the differences in meaning which they create? Do they change the tone or mood of the poem? You can see how important word choice is. Even choosing a synonym could change the meaning or feeling of your writing.

