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How to use this book

This book is focused on helping you build and develop your skills in literary analysis. Each
of the main forms will be covered, and you will have the opportunity to examine works or
extracts of works that focus on certain features of the form. Many of the extracts that are
included have appeared on past exam papers, so the book also serves as a sort of anthology
of the types of texts that you may encounter in your final examination.

The main focus of this book is on developing your skills in unseen literary analysis, which
is the basis of Paper 1; however, many of the exercises are also applicable to the works
that you will be studying within the classroom. Therefore, the skills targeted here can

be applied in a variety of contexts. The book is designed to be used independently by
students or in a more guided teacher-led approach.

Features of this book

There are some features you should look for throughout the book to help with your
understanding of literary analysis.

KEY TERMS

These are highlighted to give you access to vocabulary you need for each topic. These
terms are also included in the glossary.

TECHNIQUES, FEATURES AND TIPS

These boxes provide handy tips and guidance on how to identify features of a text and
apply them to your own writing.

ACTIVITY

Activities are designed to test your understanding of each topic and provide practice
to develop your skills for the exam. After the activity go to the end of this book for the
explanatory notes.

Using QR codes

Look out for the QR codes throughout the book. They are placed in the margin alongside
weblinks for quick scanning. They look like the one on the left.

To use the QR codes to access the web links you will need a QR code reader for your
smartphone/tablet. There are many free readers available, depending on the device that
you use. We have supplied some suggestions below, but this is not an exhaustive list and
you should only download software compatible with your device and operating system. We
do not endorse any of the third-party products listed below and downloading them is done
at your own risk.

m For iPhone/iPad, Qrafter — https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/qgrafter-qr-code/
1d416098700?mt=38

m For Android, QR Droid — https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=Ila.droid.
qr&hl=en
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m For Blackberry, QR Code Scanner — https://appworld.blackberry.com/webstore/
content/19908464/?lang=en

m  For Windows/Symbian, Upcode — https://www.microsoft.com/en-gb/p/
upcode/9Inblggh081ps?rtc=1&activetab=pivot.overviewtab

Notes on the activities

Literary analysis is not a science. Interpretation is largely about developing a personal
response to the text rather than arriving at a definitive answer, and therefore each
interpretation may be slightly different. The notes on the activities at the back of the book
are not intended to be comprehensive. You may have discovered some things that are not
mentioned, and missed some things that are. That’s nothing to worry about, so long as you
made an effort to notice what was in the passage and to consider what it might mean. If
you feel that you missed more than you should have, don’t worry! As with developing any
other skill, your skill as an astute reader of literature will improve with practice.

About the authors
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KEY TERM

Literary analysis
— the systematic
examination of a
text or aspect(s)

of a text — a
consideration of
how the individual
parts contribute to
the whole.

What is literary analysis?

Literary analysis

Analyse is one of the 18 International Baccalaureate (IB) Diploma Programme (DP) command
terms, and it means ‘to break down in order to bring out the essential elements or structure;

to identify parts and relationships, and to interpret information to reach conclusions’
(International Baccalaureate, 2019).

Literary analysis is the systematic examination of a literary work or aspect(s) of a work — a
consideration of how the individual parts contribute to the whole. Literary analysis is not
just about identifying what literary devices a writer uses; it is about exploring the effects of
those devices. For example, does the choice of a particular word evoke a certain mood or
reflect the writer’s or speaker’s attitude? Does the use of a particular image relate to an
overarching theme! Literary analysis is about moving beyond the surface level of a work
and exploring different layers of meaning that are created through language.

Literary analysis is a skill that can be learned and developed. Students who are intimidated
by the process often view a literary work as a puzzle that needs to be solved. Literary
analysis is not about guessing what an author might have meant. Instead, it is about
developing an appreciation for the thought and feeling expressed in the piece, and this can

be achieved through an understanding and appreciation of the language of the work itself.
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Strategies for literary analysis

There are a number of different strategies that you can employ to guide you through the
analysis of the language of a literary passage. The key thing to remember is that there

is no right or wrong way to approach a passage, and you will need to find a strategy that
works best for you. The diagram on the previous page shows some of the strategies that
you could use; this list is not exhaustive.

Critical theory

Literary scholars often focus their analysis of a work through a particular theory or lens.
There are many theories, but the following are the most notable within the field of literary
criticism — and these are the ones that you will most commonly encounter in literary
journals. A basic definition is provided for each theory here.

Moral criticism

Moral criticism centres around the moral lessons that a work conveys; a moral critic
is concerned with the didactic nature of literature (that is, whether it teaches, offers
meaning or improves the reader in any way).

Formalism

A formalist critic would consider style over substance. Formalism is more concerned with
the aesthetic qualities of literature and the specific techniques an author has used and
their effects on the reader.

Psychoanalytic criticism

Rooted n the theories Of Sl H'lLlI'ld I;I'GTU_d, PS choanal tiC criticism considers d WOI'k as the
y y
pl‘OdUCt of an EluthOl"S unconscious desires,

Marxist criticism

Marxist criticism, based on the theories of Karl Marx, examines literature through a social
and economic context. Marxist critics consider the work as a product of the time and
place in which the narrative was set and/or composed.

Post-colonial criticism

Post-colonial criticism considers the impact of colonisation and the role race plays in a
work of literature.

Feminist criticism

Feminist criticism is concerned with the way that men and women are represented
in literature by both male and female writers. It considers gender roles and societal
conventions and how characters conform to, or deviate from, the cultural norm.

When approaching unseen texts, you would probably not focus your analysis through one
of these critical lenses as many of them require a certain level of contextual knowledge,
which you most likely will not have for an unseen text. However, as you work through
the various works on the syllabus you may wish to consider them in light of one or more
of these theories as a way of deepening your engagement.
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KEY TERMS

Semantic fields

— a collection of
words or phrases
that are related

to each other

In meaning and
connotation, for
example: safety,
welcome, support,
shelter, structure

and warmth would

all be part of the
same semantic
field in relation to
the word 'home".

Lexical sets — a
group of words
that are related

to each other

In meaning, for
example: leaf,
green, trunk, bark
and branch would
all be part of the
same lexical set

In relation to the
word ‘tree’.

Diction — the
words chosen In
a text.

Figurative
language -

language that uses

figures of speech,
such as metaphors
or symbols, to
embellish meaning
beyond the literal.

Engaging with literature

In order to write convincingly about literature, you need to fully engage with the works.
This means actively reading, making notes, asking questions and developing a personal
response to the work.

One of the best ways to engage with literature is to annotate as you read. Effective
annotation is like having a dialogue with the work. You are noting down first impressions,
posing questions and suggesting possible interpretations (which may or may not change as
you read further — and as you read again).

ANNOTATION TIPS

v Do not try to underline or highlight everything. Focus on key words and phrases,
especially those that seem to form a pattern. Look for semantic fields
lexical sets

v Focus on diction. Colour code your markings according to word type. For example,
you could highlight verbs in blue, words that reflect tone in pink, words associated
with a particular theme in green and examples of figurative language in orange.

v Underline or highlight unfamiliar words or phrases. You will not have the benefit of
a dictionary in the exam, but you can try to rely on context to help you work out
meaning. Defining and learning the words in the works you study in class will help
you be better prepared for dealing with an unseen extract; the bigger and more
varied your vocabulary, the better a reader you will be.

v Try to sum up a section of the extract or work in one or two sentences in the margin.
Summarizing in your own words can help you reach a deeper understanding
of the work.

v Ask questions! If something confuses you, write it down in the margin. Often the act
of posing a question can help you work towards an understanding of the work; this
s called ‘interrogating’ the text. If you can’t work out the answer for yourself, having
noted it in the margin means that it will be there for you to raise in a discussion with
others.

v Ultimately, there is no right or wrong way to annotate. Annotation is about
engagement, and everyone engages differently. This engagement will guide you
towards a personal connection with, and interpretation of, a work of literature.

Look at the following poem that a student has annotated. This is an example of an
unseen poem. If the student were studying this poem in class as part of the course, he
or she could add to the annotations as class discussions unfolded; this might be done
using a different coloured pen. Consider the student’s thinking process or the strategies
that have been used. What seems to be the focus? As you read the poem yourself, you
may pick up on things that the student has seemingly missed. The point of annotation
is not to cover everything but to make initial observations, which could lead to

further insights.




Nighttime Fires

by Regina Barreca
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Campfire? Theme: nostalgia, remembrance?
Contrast between dark and light: possible recurring symbol/motif?

When | was five in Louisville Time and place, reminiscent speaker.
we drove to see nighttime fires. Piled seven of us,

all pajamas and running noses, into the Olds, Suggests vulnerability.

drove fast toward smoke. It was after my tfather Why is the father driving towards

————— the smoke? Most people would run/
drive away. Perhaps this is a hint
that he is reckless.

Angry or deranged?

lost his job, so not getting up in the morning
gave him time: awake past midnight, he read old newspapers
with no news, tried crosswords until he split the pencil

between his teeth, mad. When he heard . .
Double meaning: allusion to Greek

the wolf whine of the siren, he woke my mother, Aggressive sirens; the fire is luring him to
and she pushed and shoved language. it and each time he succumbs he
us all into waking. Once roused we longed for burnt wood moves further away from sanity.

and a smell of flames high into the pines. My old man liked
driving to rich neighborhoods best, swearing in a good mood Contrast reflects mood.

as he followed the fire engines that snaked like dragons Alliteration/sibilance:

and split the silent streets. It was festival, carnival. sounds snake-like.

If there were a Cadillac or any car

in a curved driveway, my father smiled a smile The tone shifts in this line from a

child-like sense of excitement and
fascination (festival, carnival) to
<e something was being made, or was being set right. more adult wistfulness.

from a secret, brittle heart.

His face lit up in the heat given off by destruction Juxtaposition.

oent my head back to see where sparks
__—— The relationship between the father and

ate up the sky. My father who never heldus ——— | |
children is further explored here.

would take my hand and point to falling cinders that
covered the ground like snow, or, excited, show us
the swollen collapse of a staircase. My mother The mother has quite a passive role
watched my father, not the house. She was happy in this experience - and perhaps in
only when we were ready to go, when it was finally over her relationship with the father?
and nothing else could burn.

Driving home, she would sleep in the front seat

as we huddled behind. | could see his quiet face in the Like the houses that he has watched burn,

rearview mirror, eyes like hallways filled with smoke. the father, too, is an empty shell of a man.

Another way of engaging with literature is through note-taking. One method of
organizing your notes is by using the Cornell Note-taking System, originally developed
in the 1940s by Walter Pauk of Cornell University. A very basic template for Cornell
Notes is on the next page.
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PdddddDDdDdDDDBDDDD |

Recall Class/lecture notes
Recall the information, in your own words, as | Record notes here during class.
soon as possible after the lecture.

Summary
Summ up your notes in your own words here.

- o,

While this method may work best for more content-based subjects (for example, history or
biology), it can easily be adapted to work for English literature. Consider the following as
an example of how to format your notes on a literary work:

bdddddddddDdDDDDDD

Discussion notes Independent reading

oummary

\ *JJ

[nstead of focusing the largest column on class notes, you could jot down your ideas while
reading the work independently. What features do you notice? What questions arise! The
left-hand column could be devoted to notes you take during class discussions on the work.

Perhaps a classmate makes an interesting observation or inspires you to consider a work
from a different point of view. Finally, the summary section could be a place for you to
synthesize your independent notes with those you have taken during class.

Alternatively, you could format your notes using a three-column approach, as in the
example on the next page.

[t is worth noting that there are many apps available which make electronic note-taking
simple and straightforward. Research supports handwritten notes as the most effective
way of remembering information, but you will need to find a method that works for you.
As with annotation, there is no right or wrong way to take notes, but you will gain much
more from note-taking if you establish some sort of structure to your notes rather than
randomly listing your observations as you read.
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PdddddDDdDdDDDBDDDD |

Quotes Notes Questions

e »)

Assessment overview

Literary analysis is a key element of the Language A: Literature course and features in
each of the assessments, some more explicitly than others.

Paper 1

Paper 1 assesses your ability to independently analyse unseen literary texts under timed
conditions. You will have 1 hour and 15 minutes at Standard Level or 2 hours and

15 minutes at Higher Level to write a guided literary analysis on one (SL) or two (HL)
unseen literary texts. The texts will include guiding questions which will suggest a stylistic
point of entry into each text. You are not expected to produce a fully-fledged commentary
on all aspects of the text, but a focused reading of the text.

You will develop your skills in literary analysis throughout the Language A: Literature
course. Paper 1 is not connected to any one particular area of study, but is a holistic
assessment of your ability to demonstrate an appreciation of the aesthetic qualities of
literature, which is one of the main aims of the course.

Paper 2

In Paper 2, you are required to choose one out of four questions to compare and
contrast two works you have studied. Because you will not have access to the

works that you choose to write about during the exam, you will not be expected to
demonstrate the same level of close reading that you will for Paper 1. Your analysis
may be broader in nature, as opposed to being focused on the specific language of the
work, but you will still have to analyse certain aspects of the works in relation to your
chosen question. The IBO guide recommends preparing three works for the paper in
conjunction and consultation with your teacher.

Higher Level essay

The HL essay is a 1 200—1 500-word formal essay, following a line of inquiry of your
own choice into one of the works studied. You are recommended to begin your inquiry
from one of the seven course concepts; however, you may choose to focus your inquiry
through one of the critical lenses, or you may choose a specific literary feature such as
characterization, narrative structure or symbol.
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Individual oral

The internal assessment component of the course consists of a 15-minute individual

oral (IO) exploring two of the works in relation to a global issue of your choice. The first
ten minutes consists of your analysis of a chosen extract or extracts and the overall works
in connection with the chosen global issue. In the remaining five minutes, your teacher
will ask you questions that will encourage further development, exploration or discussion.
Many of the close-reading skills that you will have to demonstrate for Paper 1 will also be
demonstrated here in the IO.

Learner portfolio

Although the learner portfolio (LP) is not formally assessed by the IB, it is a central
element of the course and is instrumental in the preparation of all assessment
components. The LP is a collection of tasks you might develop in your interaction with
the works and in your preparation of all assessment components. It consists not only of
entries where you reflect on the works studied, but also of all kinds of activities which you
might engage in as you respond critically or creatively to the works you read. This could
include annotations, notes or other activities which show your active engagement with
the works. The LP can be either an electronic portfolio or a paper one, or it can be
multi-modal.

Literary analysis and the approaches
to learning (ATL)

Throughout your Language A: Literature course of study, you will have the opportunity
to develop many of the approaches to learning (ATL) skills — both in and outside the
classroom, in group and individual settings. Through the process of literary analysis, you
will specifically develop your critical-thinking and creative-thinking skills, as outlined
here.

How can students think critically?

Gather and organize relevant information to formulate
an argument

Critical-thinking skills | Evaluate evidence and arguments

Draw reasonable conclusions and generalizations
- Consider ideas from multiple perspectives

Develop contrary or opposing arguments

How can students be creative?

Generate novel ideas and consider new perspectives

Make unexpected or unusual connections between objects and/
or ideas

Create original works and ideas; use existing works and ideas in
Creative-thinking skills | new ways

Generate metaphors and analogies

Consider multiple alternatives, including those that might be
unlikely or impossible

Practise flexible thinking — develop multiple opposing,
- contradictory and complementary arguments
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Conclusion

You may think that this book is only useful within the context of your English studies.
However, the practice of literary analysis can have many wider-reaching benefits.
Developing your analytical skills can increase your vocabulary; improve your verbal
skills, critical thinking and memory function; encourage you to develop empathy and
engagement with other art forms; and help you become a better writer yourself.

The remaining chapters in this book will help you develop specific skills for interpreting
poetry, prose and drama, as well as for writing about those forms for your IB assessments.

Resources for additional study

For more detailed information on critical theory, Purdue University’s Online Writing Lab
(known as Purdue OWL) is a good resource. Jonathan Culler’s Literary Theory: A Very
Short Introduction (part of the Very Short Introduction series) is another useful point of
reference. For more information on the Cornell Note-Taking system, you can visit Cornell
University’s Learning Strategies Center http://Isc.cornell.edu/notes.html

Works cited
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Approaches to poetry

Introduction to Poetry
by Billy Collins

| ask them to take a poem
and hold it up to the light

like a color slide
or press an ear against its hive.

5 | say drop a mouse into a poem

and watch him probe his way out,

or walk inside the poem’s room
and feel the walls for a light switch.

| want them to waterski
10 across the surface of a poem
waving at the author’s name on the shore.

But all they want to do
is tie the poem to a chair with rope
and torture a confession out of it.

15 They begin beating it with a hose
to find out what it really means.

The above poem by Billy Collins, former US Poet Laureate (2001-03), is a good place

to start when considering how to approach poetry. Here, the speaker talks about the
experience of poetry. He wants his students to appreciate the look, sound and feel of a
poem, but, inevitably, all they want to do is come up with an answer; the students in the
poem want to be told what a poem is about rather than putting in the effort to explore the
many possible layers to a poem.

The analysis of poetry is much like Collins describes in the first few stanzas: it is about
puzzling your way through possibilities rather than reaching a definitive conclusion. This
chapter will guide you through some of the key aspects of poetry, with the aim of making
you feel more comfortable approaching unseen poems in preparation for the Paper 1
examination, or for writing about poetry in any of your other IB assessments.

What is poetry?

What is poetry? This is a question without a straightforward answer. The Oxford English
Dictionary defines poetry as the ‘composition in verse or some comparable patterned
arrangement of language in which the expression of feelings and ideas is given intensity
by the use of distinctive style and rhythm’. While this may give us some idea of a technical
definition of poetry as a form of literature, for many readers and poets themselves it is
difficult to express the emotional impact that poetry has. Mark Strand comes close to
expressing the transformative power of poetry in his poem ‘Eating Poetry’.
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Eating Poetry

by Mark Strand
Ink runs from the corners of my mouth.
There is no happiness like mine.
| have been eating poetry.

The librarian does not believe what she sees.
5 Her eyes are sad
and she walks with her hands in her dress.

The poems are gone.
The light is dim.

The dogs are on the basement stairs and coming up.

10 Their eyeballs roll,
their blond legs burn like brush.
The poor librarian begins to stamp her feet and weep.

She does not understand.
When | get on my knees and lick her hand,

15 she screams.

dam a new man.

snarl at her and bark.

romp with joy in the bookish dark.

Strand uses many of the ‘defining characteristics’ of poetry, which will be explored in this
chapter, to convey the experience of reading poetry. Using an almost comical tone, Strand
suggests that poetry can induce a sort of ‘rabid’ state within the reader. We don't just read
good poetry; we consume it. We may not understand every word, we may puzzle our way
through certain metaphors, but, ultimately, a good poem will have an emotional impact
on us and illicit a reaction.

ACTIVITY 1: DEFINING POETRY

Consider the following statements made by some of the most well-known English
language poets:

‘Poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings: it takes its origin
from emotion recollected in tranquility.’
William Wordsworth

'‘Poetry is language at its most distilled and most powerful.’

Rita Dove
'Poetry Is ordinary language raised to the Nth power. Poetry is boned
with ideas, nerved and blooded with emotions, all held together by the
delicate, tough skin of words.’

Paul Engle
'If | feel physically as if the top of my head were taken off, | know
that is poetry.’

Emily Dickinson

‘Genuine poetry can communicate before it is understood.’
TS Eliot
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1 Consider which of the previous statements best describes the art of poetry.

2 Write your own definition of poetry. Compare your definition with a classmate’s.

What is a poem?

While there may be divergent — and perhaps nebulous — views on what poetry is in the
abstract sense, there are certain generally agreed-upon conventions of what constitutes a
poem as a literary form.

ACTIVITY 2: CONVENTIONS OF POETRY

Before reading any further, make a list of some of the key conventions of poetry that
you are familiar with. How does poetry differ from other forms of writing?

You will probably have identified a number of characteristics of a poem in the above
activity, such as rhythm and rhyme, sound devices, imagery, figurative language and so on.
However, although many poems will possess several of these characteristics, poets do have
a tendency to bend — or even break — the rules.

ACTIVITY 3: POETRY OR PROSE?

Read the following two prose poems. What elements of poetry are present here? What elements of prose do
you recognize?

Bath

by Amy Lowell
The day is fresh-washed and fair, and there is a smell of tulips and narcissus in the air.

The sunshine pours in at the bath-room window and bores through the water in the bath-tub in
lathes and planes of greenish-white. It cleaves the water into flaws like a jewel, and cracks it to
bright light.

Little spots of sunshine lie on the surface of the water and dance, dance, and their reflections
wobble deliciously over the ceiling; a stir of my finger sets them whirring, reeling. | move a foot and
the planes of light in the water jar. | lie back and laugh, and let the green-white water, the sun-
flawed beryl water, flow over me. The day is almost too bright to bear, the green water covers me
from the too bright day. | will lie here awhile and play with the water and the sun spots. The sky is
blue and high. A crow flaps by the window, and there is a whiff of tulips and narcissus in the air.

How to Dismantle a Heart

by Rodney Gomez

My mother used to say the heart makes music, but I've never found the keys. Maybe it's the way

| was brought into the world: dragged across a river in the night’s quiet breathing, trampling
through trash and tired runaways as if tearing a window's curtains. We were barred from entry
but repeatedly returned, each time becoming a darker part of a tunnel or a truck bed. The sky was
so still the stars flickered like carbide lamps. We told time through the landmarks of the dead like
cataphiles — the warren of a little girl’s murder, the wolf’s irrigation pipe. When you see enough
unwinding, beating is replaced by the safety of wings. This isn't goodness. The voiceless are never
neutral. Bones sway to elegy. Ebony burrows into the earth as a refugee. | grew up, eventually,
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but the sun was like a cliff with a false bottom: you'd drop and come out the top again. Enough
carcasses draped over the dry brush. Enough water towers empty as busted rattles. When you're a
child, the heart has a stiff neck and demands to be played. Later, it [imps. Before my knees could
begin to ache, | crawled to the levee looking for a broken string. Some wayward zil. | stretched
my heart over a manhole and drummed it with broken pliers. It wouldn’t even quaver. It snapped
back into a seed, dry and shriveled and blank.

Try rewriting the above pieces with a ‘poetic structure’. Consider carefully where you would break the lines and
stanzas. Does this change in structure change the way that you view each piece? Do they ‘feel’ more poetic
when they look like conventional poems?

KEY TERM

Prose poem —

poetic writing in
prose form.

The line between poetry and prose is in fact a thin one — and one that is very subjective.
A novel can sound ‘poetic’, and a poem can indeed be narrative. Writing in The Paris
Review, writer and translator Damion Searls offers the following etymological definition:
‘Poetry is from the Greek poiein, “to make™ a poem is something made, or in English we
would more naturally say crafted. Yet everyone agrees good prose is well crafted, too. Prose
means, literally, “straightforward”, from the Latin prosa, proversus, “turned to face forward”
(whereas verse is all wound up, twisty and snaky, “turned” in every direction except,
apparently, forward).” Perhaps it is poetry’s inherent ambiguities that distinguish it

from prose.

One important difference between poetry and prose is the density of the language;
individual words in poetry carry more weight than they tend to do in prose. Another
related difference is the number of words; because there are fewer words in a poem, each
word has to be chosen very carefully. Reading poetry generally requires a particular kind
of imaginative leap to bridge gaps that are left. Poets don’t spell things out; they demand
that the reader deals directly and extensively in implications.

What are the key aspects to consider
In @ poem?

There are several elements that shape a poem’s meaning. These elements are tools that
the poet uses, much like a painter might work with a particular colour palette. It is
important not to view these elements in isolation but to consider how they work together
to communicate a particular message. The exercises that follow will each focus on a

specific element, but it is impossible to consider one element without taking into account
others; therefore, it might be a good idea to skim-read the chapter before engaging in

the activities. Additionally, we do not want to suggest that you should adopt a linear
approach to analysing a poem; you may find that theme is the first thing that jumps

out at you, or you may be attuned to picking up on figurative language as you read. The
purpose of these exercises is to give you the tools to analyse with more confidence, not

to suggest a one-size-fits-all approach.

Title

A poem’s title is one of its most obvious key elements, and it is perhaps because of this
obviousness that it is often overlooked. An effective title can give clues as to the poem’s
subject matter or communicate an important theme. A title can provide information
that is difficult to weave into the body of the poem or it can serve as an ironic contrast
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to the subject matter itself. The title gives us our first impression of a poem; it is
important to stop and consider its significance, perhaps even making predictions,
before reading further.

Of course, some titles are deliberately obscure or may hint at something completely
different when taken out of context. And some titles may be insignificant — or
even absent. Shakespeare’s sonnets or Emily Dickinson’s poems, for example, are
identified by number and first line, respectively; they do not possess titles in the
conventional sense.

B Example: ‘Nighttime Fires’ by Regina Barreca

Remember the annotated example of this poem in Chapter 17 The following is an
example of a student’s analysis of the poem’s title. The student wrote this before reading
the whole poem. Consider how the student examines what themes may be reflected in the
poem and what the title might reveal about the speaker.

The title ‘Nighttime Fives’ conjures up am image of a jovial Lamily sitting avound
a cvackling vowdive. Yet it also plays on the juxtaposition of ‘Aawvk’ night versus
light’ five amd their velative conmotations as vad things, suggesting that the
contvast between davk amd light will be a signiiicamt symbol throughout the
poem. The simplistic lamguage of the title coupled with the merging of night ana
tHme to one wovd (Which echoes childish phivases such as bedtime) also hints
that the navvator is of a tender young age amd cam ve viewed as pavt of the
light that shines through the Aavk.

This student has achieved quite a lot in a relatively short reflection. He or she has made
a prediction about the poem’s subject matter based on the image associated with the title.
The student has also explored the juxtaposition of light and dark suggested in the title.
Finally, he or she has considered the point of view of the speaker based on the poet’s
diction (specifically, the use of childish language).

ACTIVITY 4: CONTEMPLATING TITLES

Consider the following poem titles. What themes do you think they might convey? What
predictions can you make about the speaker of these poems?

* ’'Death of a Naturalist’ by Seamus Heaney

* ‘Lady Lazarus’ by Sylvia Plath

* 'Queen Kong' by Carol Ann Duftfy

* 'Anthem for Doomed Youth’ by Wilfred Owen
* ‘'Funeral Blues' by WH Auden

* 'Nothing Gold Can Stay’ by Robert Frost

* 'Mother to Son’ by Langston Hughes

* ‘A letter to five of the presidents who owned slaves while they were in office’
by Clint Smith

* 'For Women Who Are Difficult to Love’ by Warsan Shire

* ‘'Borges and |’ by Jorge Luis Borges




KEY TERMS

Form - a type

of text, closely
relating to
structure. In
poetry, we can
think of form as
a specific type of
poem, shaped into
a pattern through
structural devices
such as line and
stanza length,
rhythmic features
(including metre
and rhyme) and
repetition.

Structure — the
way In which a
text or poem is
organized (it is not
the same thing as
layout or form).

Syntax — the
arrangement of
words and phrases
INn a sentence.

Stanza — a group
of lines in a poem.

Line — the
smallest unit of
structure within a
poem. Lines are
typically grouped
INto stanzas.

Enjambment -
when an idea or
device carries on
from one line or
stanza to the next.

2 Approaches to poetry

In summary, a title serves as an entry point into a poem. Begin with the title of the poem
and consider what it suggests about what will follow. Once you have read the poem, go
back and reconsider your predictions — you might ask yourself the following questions:

m  Are your initial thoughts still relevant?

Did the subject matter surprise you?

Are the themes as you predicted?

Are you left with more questions regarding the poem’s title after reading it?

¥ Form and structure

Form and structure are significant elements of a poem and two of the key features that
distinguish poetry from prose. Words, phrases and images do not assemble themselves
randomly onto the page; poets carefully consider the placement of these ideas, often
choosing a form to complement (or contrast with) the subject matter or theme of

the poem.

It is important to remember that form and structure are not the same thing. Structure
is an aspect of form, but form in and of itself is not structure. We can think of form as
a specific type of poem, shaped into a pattern through structural devices such as line
and stanza length, rhythmic features (including metre and rhyme) and repetition. The
structure of a poem includes the sentence structure, syntax and the way the individual

lines are arranged.

B Structural elements

The following features contribute to the structure of a poem:

W stanza

m line

¥ enjambment

W caesura

®m rhythm

o metre.

Below are some examples of how they could be used and how you might include them in
your analyses.

A stanza is a group of lines. Apart from the individual words, a line is the smallest unit of
structure within a poem.

A line is not necessarily a sentence. Enjambment occurs when an idea carries on
from one line to the next — or from one stanza to the next. Unless the punctuation
calls for a pause or stop at the end of the line, keep reading until you reach the end
of the sentence.

Enjambment can be used for rhythmic purposes or to surprise the reader by delaying a
thought or action. Careful consideration should be made of where the poet breaks the line
and the emphasis on beginning and end words.
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Caesura — pause
within a line of
poetry, often
created by
punctuation such
as a comma, semi-
colon or dash.

Rhythm -
achieved through
a combination

of structural

elements, which
gives a poem Its
sound.

Foot — one unit of
metre.

Metre — the
arrangement and
number of stressed
and unstressed
syllables in a line of
a poem or a verse.

B Example: "We Real Cool by Gwendolyn Brooks

Gwendolyn Brooks’ ‘We Real Cool’ is an excellent example of how enjambment is
employed to achieve a specific effect.

We Real Cool

THE POOL PLAYERS.
SEVEN AT THE GOLDEN SHOVEL.

We real cool. We
Left school. We

Lurk late. We
Strike straight. We

5 Sing sin. We
Thin gin. We

Jazz June. We
Die soon.

Brooks has stated that the “We’ is intended to be spoken softly, with emphasis placed on
the action of ‘the players’ (the collective ‘we’). The structure reinforces this intention as
the action at the beginning of the line propels the reader forward, with the “We’ at the
end almost swallowed up, or absorbed, into the next action.

A caesura is a pause within a line of poetry, often created by punctuation such as a
comma, semi-colon or dash.

Rhythm is what gives a poem its sound. Rhythm is achieved through a combination of
structural elements, including the pattern of stressed and unstressed syllables (a foot); the
number of feet in a line determines a particular metre. Rhythm and metre will be covered
in more detail in the context of drama in Chapter 4.

B Example: Romeo and Juliet by William Shakespeare

Notice the way rhythm contributes to meaning in the following extract from
Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. Shakespeare often wrote his plays in verse (this will be
explored in more detail in Chapter 4). Here, the regular heartbeat-like rhythm mimics
Romeo’s euphoric state of mind after his first meeting with Juliet. The second line breaks
from the regular iambic pentameter. It starts with a pyrrhic foot (two unstressed syllables),
perhaps foreshadowing later tragic events. After the caesura, Romeo’s heart literally skips a
beat when he says the name ‘Juliet’, for the rhythm is broken here.

ROMEO  But soft, what light through yonder window breaks?

It is the East, and Juliet is the sun.
(Act 2 Scene 2, 2-3)




KEY TERM

Free verse -
an open form

of poetry that
has no formal or
recognized
structure.

2 Approaches to poetry

ACTIVITY 5: EXPLORING RHYTHM

Consider the following poem by William Blake. How does rhythm contribute to meaning?

London

by William Blake
| wander thro’ each charter’d street,
Near where the charter'd Thames does flow.
And mark in every face | meet
Marks of weakness, marks of woe.

In every cry of every Man,

In every Infant’s cry of fear,

In every voice: in every ban,

The mind-forg’d manacles | hear.

How the Chimney-sweepers cry
10 Every blackning Church appalls;

And the hapless Soldiers sigh

Runs in blood down Palace walls.

But most thro’ midnight streets | hear
How the youthful Harlots curse
15 Blasts the new-born Infants tear
And blights with plagues the Marriage hearse.

B Form

Poets choose to write using formal structures for many reasons. Form can be seen as a
reflection of the age — or a rebellion against it. Miller Williams, in his text Patterns of
Poetry: An Encyclopedia of Forms, has this to say about form and the age:

How form relates to the life of the age in which it emerges, or re-emerges, is among
the central questions a student of the arts must explore. We can never, probably, say
that there was a certain cause or set of causes that led Pope’s generation to write in
couplets or Wordsworth’s generation to turn away from them. But we do know that
when a given span of history is dominated by a way of responding to the world —
which is to say a way of seeing and hearing and thinking — it eventually cuts across
all areas of human expression (Williams 1).

Of course, many poets choose to write in free verse, which is the absence of any particular
form. When writing about poetry (which will be covered in more detail in Chapter 5),

do not make the mistake of stating that a free verse poem does not have any structure.

As previously noted, form and structure are not interchangeable, and a poem that is not
shaped into a distinctive form will still contain structural elements.

The following are some of the most common forms of poetry, but there are certainly
many, many more. If you are interested in formal verse, some good resources to consult
include Williams’ text or the anthology Strong Measures: Contemporary American Poetry
in Traditional Forms.
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[ambic
pentameter — a
line of verse with
five metrical feet,
each consisting
of one short

(or unstressed)
syllable followed
by one long (or
stressed) syllable.
Shakespeare often
wrote in iambic
pentameter.

Quatrain — a
stanza of four
lines.

Rhyme - the
repetition of two
or more similar
sounds, often
occurring at the
ends of a line in
poetry.

Envoi — a short
concluding stanza
to a sestina.

Elegy: A poem written in response to the death of a person. Traditionally, an elegy is
composed of quatrains and is written in iambic pentameter with an ABAB rhyme scheme.

Famous examples: ‘In Memory of W.B. Yeats’ by WH Auden, ‘Dirge Without Music’ by
Edna St Vincent Millay and ‘Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard’ by Thomas Gray.

Ode: A lyric poem in praise of a particular subject. The ode originated with the Greeks
but was also popular during the English Romantic period. Structurally, its stanza forms

and syllable counts vary.

Famous examples: Keats’ ‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’, ‘Ode to Beauty’ by Ralph Waldo
Emerson, ‘Ode to a Lemon’ by Pablo Neruda.

Terza rima/ottava rima: A poem that is arranged in triplets (three-line stanzas), usually written
in iambic pentameter and following the rhyme scheme aba bcb cdc, and so on. A variation of
this form is the ottava rima, which is composed of eight-line stanzas rhyming abababcc.

Famous examples: Dante’s Divine Comedy, Robert Frost’s ‘Acquainted with the Night'.

Rondeau: A form of medieval and Renaissance French poetry, characterized by a repeated
refrain. The poem usually consists of 10 to 15 lines, with two rhymes, and the 10-line

pattern is ABBAABc ABBACc, and the 15-line pattern is AABBA AABc AABAc, with

the capital letters representing the repeated refrains and the lowercase letters representing
extra lines.

Famous example: John McCrae’s ‘In Flanders Fields’.

Pantoum: a poem originating in Malaysia; composed of quatrains, with the second and
fourth lines of each quatrain repeated as the first and third lines of the next. The second
and fourth lines of the final stanza repeat the first and third lines of the stanza.

Famous example: Carolyn Kizer’s ‘Parent’s Pantoum’.

Sestina: A 39-line poem that follows a strict pattern of repetition of the initial six
end-words of the first stanza throughout the remaining five six-line stanzas. It ends with
a three-line envoi which includes all six words.

The order of repetition is as follows (with the letters corresponding to the end-words of
each line):

m Stanza 1: ABCDEF
m Stanza 2: FAEBDC
m Stanza 3: CFDABE
m Stanza 4: ECBFAD
m Stanza 5: DEACFB
m Stanza 6: BDFECA
m Stanza 7: (envoi) ECA or ACE

Famous example: Elizabeth Bishop’s ‘Sestina’, Philip Dacey’s ‘Jill, Afterwards’. (The latter is
not a ‘pure’ sestina, but it is a good example of how a poet successfully manipulates form.)

Sonnet: A 14-line poem, usually based on the subject or theme of love. There are two
main types of sonnets: the Italian (or Petrarchan) and the English (or Shakespearean).
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Octet — the first
eight lines of a

sonnet.

Sestet — the last six
lines of a sonnet.

2 Approaches to poetry

Italian (Petrarchan) sonnet English (Shakespearean) sonnet
= 14 lines are divided into an octet (8 lines) and = 14 lines structured in three quatrains
a sestet (6 lines) and a couplet
= aturn (in narrative or tone), or ‘volta’, occurs = the volta usually occurs between the
between the eighth and ninth lines 12th and 13th lines
= rhyme scheme of abbaabba cdecde or cdcdcd = follows a rhyme scheme of
ababcdcdefefgg

Famous examples: sonnets by Petrarch (and Sir Thomas Wyatt), Shakespeare, Spenser,
and Edna St Vincent Millay. ‘Composed Upon Westminster Bridge’ by William
Wordsworth.

Villanelle: A 19-line poem with two repeating rhymes and two refrains. The poem is
made up of five three-line stanzas and a final quatrain, with the first and third lines of the
first stanza repeating alternately in the following stanzas. These two refrain lines form the
final couplet in the quatrain.

With the capital letters representing the refrains and the lowercase letters representing the
individual rhymed lines, the pattern can be expressed as Al bA2/abAl /abAZ/ab
Al/abA2/abAl A2.

Famous examples: Elizabeth Bishop’s ‘One Art’, Sylvia Plath’s ‘Mad Girl’s Love Song’.

When approaching contemporary poetry, one must consider the significance of form in
relation to meaning. Ask yourself, why this form for this particular poem? WS Merwin’s
answer to this question is ‘the poem itself’ (Dacey and Jauss 2). In other words, Merwin is
saying that the poem should dictate the form, not the other way around.

B Example: ‘America’ by Claude McKay

Claude McKay’s ‘America’ is an interesting example of how form can contribute to
meaning. McKay was a key figure in the Harlem Renaissance, and this poem relays the
experience of a black man in 1920s America.

America

Although she feeds me bread of bitterness,
And sinks into my throat her tiger’s tooth,
Stealing my breath of life, | will confess

| love this cultured hell that tests my youth.

Her vigor flows like tides into my blood,
Giving me strength erect against her hate,
Her bigness sweeps my being like a flood.
Yet, as a rebel fronts a king in state,
| stand within her walls with not a shred

10 Of terror, malice, not a word of jeer.
Darkly | gaze into the days ahead,
And see her might and granite wonders there,
Beneath the touch of Time’s unerring hand,
Like priceless treasures sinking in the sand.

The sonnet form was traditionally reserved for expressing romantic sentiments. McKay
initially surprises the reader with negative images — of bitterness, of a ‘hell that tests
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[the speaker’s] youth’. However, despite facing hate and feeling overwhelmed (‘Her bigness
sweeps my being like a flood’), the speaker stands ‘within her walls with not a shred /

Of terror’, seeing instead the promise in America. The poem adheres to the structure of
an English sonnet (perhaps an ironic choice!), with a regular rhythm and metre (iambic

pentameter) and an ABAB CDCD EFEF GG rhyme scheme.

ACTIVITY 6: IDENTIFYING FORM

Identify the form of each of the following poems. It might be helpful to mark the
structural features that you notice. Once you have identified the form, consider the
effect of this choice on the poem as a whole. How does it complement (or contrast
with) certain themes? How successfully does the poet conform to the structure of the
chosen form? For what purposes might he or she deviate from the standard conventions
of the form?

Poem A

We Wear the Mask

by Paul Laurence Dunbar
We wear the mask that grins and lies,
It hides our cheeks and shades our eyes,—
This debt we pay to human quile;
With torn and bleeding hearts we smile,
And mouth with myriad subtleties.

Why should the world be over-wise,
In counting all our tears and sighs?
Nay, let them only see us, while

We wear the mask.

10 We smile, but, O great Christ, our cries
To thee from tortured souls arise.
We sing, but oh the clay is vile
Beneath our feet, and long the mile;
But let the world dream otherwise,

15 We wear the mask!

Poem B

Anne Hathaway

by Carol Ann Duffy
‘Item | gyve unto my wief my second best bed...’
(from Shakespeare’s will)

The bed we loved in was a spinning world
of forests, castles, torchlight, cliff-tops, seas
where he would dive for pearls. My lover’s words
were shooting stars which fell to earth as kisses

5 on these lips; my body now a softer rhyme
to his, now echo, assonance; his touch
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a verb dancing in the centre of a noun.
Some nights | dreamed he’d written me, the bed
a page beneath his writer’s hands. Romance

10 and drama played by touch, by scent, by taste.
In the other bed, the best, our guests dozed on,
dribbling their prose. My living laughing love-
| hold him in the casket of my widow’s head
as he held me upon that next best bed.

Poem C

Do Not Go Gentle Into That Good Night

by Dylan Thomas
Do not go gentle into that good night,
Old age should burn and rave at close of day;
Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

Though wise men at their end know dark is right,
5 Because their words had forked no lightning they
Do not go gentle into that good night.

Good men, the last wave by, crying how bright
Their frail deeds might have danced in a green bay,
Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

10 Wild men who caught and sang the sun in flight,
And learn, too late, they grieved it on its way,
Do not go gentle into that good night.

Grave men, near death, who see with blinding sight
Blind eyes could blaze like meteors and be gay,
15 Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

And you, my father, there on the sad height,
Curse, bless, me now with your fierce tears, | pray.
Do not go gentle into that good night.

Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

Poem D

Incident

by Natasha Trethewey
We tell the story every year—
how we peered from the windows, shades drawn—
though nothing really happened,
the charred grass now green again.

5 We peered from the windows, shades drawn,
at the cross trussed like a Christmas tree,
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the charred grass still green. Then
we darkened our rooms, lit the hurricane lamps.

At the cross trussed like a Christmas tree,

10 a few men gathered, white as angels in their gownes.
We darkened our rooms and lit hurricane lamps,
the wicks trembling in their fonts of oil.

It seemed the angels had gathered, white men in their gowns.
When they were done, they left quietly. No one came.

15 The wicks trembled all night in their fonts of oil;
by morning the flames had all dimmed.

When they were done, the men left quietly. No one came.
Nothing really happened.
By morning all the flames had dimmed.

20 We tell the story every year.

Poem E

O Captain! My Captain!
by Walt Whitman

O Captain! my Captain! our fearful trip is done,

The ship has weather'd every rack, the prize we sought is won,

The port is near, the bells | hear, the people all exulting,

While follow eyes the steady keel, the vessel grim and daring;
5 But O heart! heart! heart!

O the bleeding drops of red,
Where on the deck my Captain lies,
Fallen cold and dead.

O Captain! my Captain! rise up and hear the bells;
10 Rise up—for you the flag is flung—for you the bugle trills,

For you bouquets and ribbon’d wreaths—for you the shores a-crowding,

For you they call, the swaying mass, their eager faces turning;

Here Captain! dear father!
This arm beneath your head!
15 It is some dream that on the deck,
You've fallen cold and dead.

My Captain does not answer, his lips are pale and still,

My father does not feel my arm, he has no pulse nor will,

The ship is anchor’d safe and sound, its voyage closed and done,

20 From fearful trip the victor ship comes in with object won;
Exult O shores, and ring O bells!
But | with mournful tread,
Walk the deck my Captain lies,
Fallen cold and dead.
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Poem F

The Painter

by John Ashbery
Sitting between the sea and the buildings
He enjoyed painting the sea’s portrait.
But just as children imagine a prayer
Is merely silence, he expected his subject
5 To rush up the sand, and, seizing a brush,
Plaster its own portrait on the canvas.

So there was never any paint on his canvas
Until the people who lived in the buildings
Put him to work: “Try using the brush

10 As a means to an end. Select, for a portrait,
Something less angry and large, and more subject
To a painter’s moods, or, perhaps, to a prayer.”

How could he explain to them his prayer
That nature, not art, might usurp the canvas?

15 He chose his wife for a new subject,
Making her vast, like ruined buildings,
As if, forgetting itself, the portrait
Had expressed itself without a brush.

Slightly encouraged, he dipped his brush
20 In the sea, murmuring a heartfelt prayer:
“My soul, when | paint this next portrait
Let it be you who wrecks the canvas.”
The news spread like wildfire through the buildings:
He had gone back to the sea for his subject.

25 Imagine a painter crucified by his subject!
Too exhausted even to lift his brush,
He provoked some artists leaning from the buildings
To malicious mirth: “We haven't a prayer
Now, of putting ourselves on canvas,
30 Or getting the sea to sit for a portrait!”

Others declared it a self-portrait.

Finally all indications of a subject

Began to fade, leaving the canvas

Perfectly white. He put down the brush.
35 At once a howl, that was also a prayer,

Arose from the overcrowded buildings.

They tossed him, the portrait, from the tallest of the buildings;
And the sea devoured the canvas and the brush
As though his subject had decided to remain a prayer.
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Poem G

To Autumn

by John Keats
Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness,
Close bosom-friend of the maturing sun;
Conspiring with him how to load and bless
With fruit the vines that round the thatch-eves run;
5 To bend with apples the moss'd cottage-trees,
And fill all fruit with ripeness to the core;
To swell the gourd, and plump the hazel shells
With a sweet kernel; to set budding more,
And still more, later flowers for the bees,
10 Until they think warm days will never cease,
For summer has o’er-brimm’d their clammy cells.

Who hath not seen thee oft amid thy store?
Sometimes whoever seeks abroad may find
Thee sitting careless on a granary floor,
15 Thy hair soft-lifted by the winnowing wind;
Or on a half-reap’d furrow sound asleep,
Drows’d with the fume of poppies, while thy hook
Spares the next swath and all its twined flowers:
And sometimes like a gleaner thou dost keep
20  Steady thy laden head across a brook;
Or by a cyder-press, with patient look,
Thou watchest the last oozings hours by hours.

Where are the songs of spring? Ay, Where are they?
Think not of them, thou hast thy music too,—
25 While barred clouds bloom the soft-dying day,
And touch the stubble-plains with rosy hue;
Then in a wailful choir the small gnats mourn
Among the river sallows, borne aloft
Or sinking as the light wind lives or dies;
30 And full-grown lambs loud bleat from hilly bourn;
Hedge-crickets sing; and now with treble soft
The red-breast whistles from a garden-croft;
And gathering swallows twitter in the skies.
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Persona — the
VOICe Or person
chosen by the
author to tell the
narrative.

Tone — the
attitude of the
writer or speaker
towards his or her
subject.

Mood - the feeling
that is evoked

In the reader (or
audience) as a
result of the tone
that is set.

2 Approaches to poetry

CREATIVE EXTENSION: USING FORM

Try your own hand at one of the poetic forms, using the prompts below.
1 Write an ode to an inanimate object.

2 Write a sonnet expressing an emotion other than love (for example, gratitude,
amusement, disgust, fear).

3 Write a sestina using the following words: sky, swim, red, mask, glow, empty.

4 Write two individual end-rhymed lines of a poem. Exchange your lines with a
partner. Use each other’s lines to write a villanelle.

M Voice, tone and mood

The voice of a poem is like the narrator in a work of prose. This voice can be a ‘tangible’,
intimate first-person voice or it can be a more omniscient, third-person voice. It is
important to remember to refer to the voice as the speaker of a poem. We cannot assume
that the speaker is the poet; many poets adopt a persona, much like a novelist might
create a character who serves as the narrator.

Tone and mood are elements which are related to voice. Tone refers to the attitude of the
speaker or poet. Mood, or atmosphere, is influenced by tone. For example, if a speaker’s
tone is angry, this might create a tense mood.

B Example: ‘Daddy’ by Sylvia Plath

‘Daddy’ by Sylvia Plath is an example of a poem with a very distinctive tone. The poem
is told through the voice of a first-person speaker. (Many students often assume that the
speaker is Plath herself. Refer to the note on page 51 on the pitfalls of considering the
biography of the poet when analysing a poem.)

If we make a prediction based on the title, we might assume that the speaker is a child as
‘Daddy’ is an affectionate name often used by younger children. However, as we read the
poem, we quickly realize that the speaker is reflecting on a contentious relationship with
her father from an adult perspective. This mature point of view is contrasted with the
poem’s sing-song-like thythm, evocative of a nursery rhyme, and with the use of thyme
and assonance (devices that will be explored in more detail later in the chapter). We
can characterize the tone of the poem as aggressive or confrontational; this is supported
through the use of imperatives (‘You do not do, you do not do’); the many references to
the Holocaust and associated images of torture (‘a love of the rack and the screw’); and the
use of plosives (for example, “The boot in the face, the brute / Brute heart of a brute like
you.). This aggressive or confrontational tone makes us as readers feel uncomfortable

or vulnerable.

Daddy

You do not do, you do not do
Any more, black shoe
In which | have lived like a foot
For thirty years, poor and white,
5 Barely daring to breathe or Achoo.

Daddy, | have had to kill you.
You died before | had time-
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Marble-heavy, a bag full of God,
Ghastly statue with one gray toe

Big as a Frisco seal

And a head in the freakish Atlantic
Where it pours bean green over blue
In the waters off beautiful Nauset.

| used to pray to recover you.
Ach, du.

In the German tongue, in the Polish town
Scraped flat by the roller

Of wars, wars, wars.

But the name of the town is common.
My Polack friend

Says there are a dozen or two.
So | never could tell where you
Put your foot, your root,

| never could talk to you.

The tongue stuck in my jaw.

t stuck in a barb wire snare.
ch, ich, ich, ich,
could hardly speak.

thought every German was you.
And the language obscene

An engine, an engine

Chuffing me off like a Jew.

A Jew to Dachau, Auschwitz, Belsen.
| began to talk like a Jew.

| think | may well be a Jew.

The snows of the Tyrol, the clear beer of Vienna
Are not very pure or true.

With my gipsy ancestress and my weird luck
And my Taroc pack and my Taroc pack

| may be a bit of a Jew.

| have always been scared of you,
With your Luftwaffe, your gobbledygoo.
And your neat mustache

And your Aryan eye, bright blue.
Panzer-man, panzer-man, O You-

Not God but a swastika

So black no sky could squeak through.
Every woman adores a Fascist,

The boot in the face, the brute

Brute heart of a brute like you.
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You stand at the blackboard, daddy,

In the picture | have of you,

A cleft in your chin instead of your foot
But no less a devil for that, no not

55 Any less the black man who

Bit my pretty red heart in two.
| was ten when they buried you.
At twenty | tried to die
And get back, back, back to you.
60 | thought even the bones would do.

But they pulled me out of the sack,
And they stuck me together with glue.
And then | knew what to do.
| made a model of you,

65 A man in black with a Meinkampf look

And a love of the rack and the screw.

And | said | do, | do.

So daddy, I'm finally through.

The black telephone’s off at the root,
70 The voices just can't worm through.

If I've killed one man, I've killed two—-
The vampire who said he was you
And drank my blood for a year,
Seven years, if you want to know.

75 Daddy, you can lie back now.

There's a stake in your fat black heart
And the villagers never liked you.
They are dancing and stamping on you.
They always knew it was you.

80 Daddy, daddy, you bastard, I'm through.

ACTIVITY 7: EXAMINING TONE

Using the analysis of ‘Daddy’ by Sylvia Plath as a model, consider how tone is conveyed
in the following poem by Sharon Olds. Use the accompanying questions to guide you
through your analysis.

| Go Back to May 1937

by Sharon Olds
| see them standing at the formal gates of their colleges,
| see my father strolling out
under the ochre sandstone arch, the
red tiles glinting like bent
plates of blood behind his head, |




Literary Analysis for English Literature for the IB Diploma: Skills for Success

see my mother with a few light books at her hip
standing at the pillar made of tiny bricks,

the wrought-iron gate still open behind her, its
sword-tips aglow in the May air,

10 they are about to graduate, they are about to get married,
they are kids, they are dumb, all they know is they are
innocent, they would never hurt anybody.
| want to go up to them and say Stop,
don’t do it—she’s the wrong woman,

15 he’s the wrong man, you are going to do things
you cannot imagine you would ever do,
you are going to do bad things to children,
you are going to suffer in ways you have not heard of,
you are going to want to die. | want to go

20 up to them there in the late May sunlight and say it,

her hungry pretty face turning to me,

her pitiful beautiful untouched body,

nis arrogant handsome face turning to me,

nis pitiful beautiful untouched body,

25 butldont doit. | want to live. |
take them up like the male and female
paper dolls and bang them together
at the hips, like chips of flint, as if to
strike sparks from them, | say

30 Do what you are going to do, and | will tell about it.

1 Sum up the speaker’s attitude in one or two words. Identify specific words or
phrases from the poem which reflect this attitude.

2 What sort of mood or atmosphere is created by the speaker’s tone? In other words,
how do you, as the reader, feel when reading the poem?

3 How does repetition reinforce tone or mood?

Diction

One of the things that distinguishes poetry from prose is its economy of language; that is,
the ability to communicate often profound emotions and universal themes in relatively
few words. Diction, or word choice, is perhaps the poet’s most important tool when
crafting a poem. Diction conveys tone, or attitude, and establishes mood. Diction also
reflects the poet’s unique style. Even the slightest change to word choice can alter the
effect on the reader.

Diction can be broken down into different categories, some of which are outlined on the
next page. It is important when writing about diction to identify the specific aspect of
diction you are referring to; this precision will allow you to demonstrate greater knowledge
and appreciation of language.



KEY TERMS

Jargon — words
that are used

In a specific
context that may
be difficult to
understand, often
iInvolving technical
terminology.

Colloquialism -
the use of informal
or everyday
language.

Denotation — the
literal, dictionary
definition of a
word.

Connotation —
the ideas provoked
beyond the literal
meaning.

Cacophony -
a harsh or
unpleasant sound.

Euphony - a
sound that is
pleasant to the ear.

2 Approaches to poetry

B Vocabulary

Specific vocabulary reflects a particular style. For example, multisyllabic Latin-based words
as opposed to shorter, punchier Anglo-Saxon words would suggest a more formal, elevated
style. The use of jargon, slang or colloquialisms might also reveal certain things about the
speaker’s personality.

B Denotation vs connotation

Words have both denotative (literal) and connotative (emotional) meanings. The word
‘home’ is a good example of a word that has both a denotative and a connotative meaning;
literally, a home is a place where one lives, but emotionally the word conjures up feelings
of comfort, family and security.

B Concrete vs abstract words

Concrete language refers to things that we can physically observe (for example, table,
book, sky). Abstract language refers to intangible ideas like love, truth, sadness and so

on. A poet may choose to immerse the readers in a physical experience, allowing them to
draw their own emotional conclusions, or may choose to connect on an emotional level,
leaving the physical world within the poem vague.

B Verb choice

A poet’s choice of verbs can have a significant impact on the way a poem ‘moves’. The
use of passive verbs (for example, state-of-being verbs like am, is, are, was or verbs ending
in —ing) can make a poem feel static, whereas more active verbs can add a sense of energy
or movement to a poem. Skilful poets will use verbs in unexpected ways, such as using
familiar verbs in unfamiliar contexts or creating verbs out of nouns.

B Cacophonous vs euphonious words (sound)

Cacophony is defined as a harsh or unpleasant sound. Cacophonous words are
characterized by harsh consonants such as c or k, d, g, p, ch and so on; ‘cacophony’ itself is
an example of such disharmonious sounds, as are the words ‘cackle’, ‘gargle’ and ‘gnarly’. In
contrast, euphony (sound that is pleasant to the ear) is achieved through vowels and soft
consonants such as [, m, n, s, v and so on. The first line of Keats’ “To Autumn’ is a great
example of euphonious language: ‘Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness ...

B Figurative language

The choice to use direct language or to reveal emotions more subtly through figurative
language is another important tool at the poet’s disposal. Different types of figurative
language will be explored in more detail on page 41.

B Example: "12th November: Winter Honey' by Sean Borodale

Sean Borodale’s poem, from his collection entitled Bee Journal, contains many of the
aspects of diction that have been addressed here. A brief analysis is provided, which can
serve as a model for the activity that follows.

12th November: Winter Honey

To be honest, this is dark stuff; mud, tang
of bitter battery-tasting honey. The woods are in it.

Rot, decayed conglomerates, old garlic leaf, tongue

wretched
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25

by dead tastes, stubborn crystal, like rock. Ingredients:

ivy, sweat, testosterone, the blood of mites. Something
human

in this flavour surely.

Had all the clamber, twist and grip

of light-starved roots, and beetle borehole dust.

Deciduous flare of dead leaf,
bright lights leached out like gypsum almost, alabaster
ghost.

Do not think this unkind, the effect is slow
and salty in the mouth. A body’s widow in her dying
year.

It is bleak with taste and like meat, gamey.

This is the offal of the flowers’ nectar.
The sleep of ancient insects runs on this.

Giant's Causeway hexagons we smeared on buttered toast
or just the pellets gouged straight from wax to mouth.

Try this addiction:
compounds of starched-cold, lichen-grey light. What else seeps
out?

Much work, one bee, ten thousand flowers a day,
to make three teaspoons-worth of this
disconcerting

solid broth

of forest flora full of fox. Immune to wood shade now.

ANALYSING DICTION

v

Vocabulary: There is quite a lot of scientific vocabulary used in the poem
(‘conglomerates’, ‘testosterone’, ‘Deciduous’, ‘gypsum’, ‘offal’, ‘flora’), suggesting that
the speaker is perhaps a scientist or naturalist. It is clear that, whoever the speaker s,
he is performing the role of ‘observer’.

Concrete vs abstract words: Much of the language in the poem is concrete,
for example, his list of ‘ingredients’, emphasizing the immediacy of the experience
(tasting honey). This concrete language is reinforced by the title, which roots us in
a very specific time. Line 2 (‘'The woods are in it.") could be viewed as a concrete
image; literally, the elements of the woods intermingle to create the taste of
winter honey. But the line could also be seen as an abstraction; if we consider the
connotation of the word ‘woods’ (another element of diction), we might have
mystical, almost fairy tale-like associations, thus giving us a sense that the honey
itself is full of the magic of the woods.
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v Verb choice: The interesting thing about this poem is the lack of active verbs;
in fact, many of the sentences are fragments, reflecting the immediate, fleeting
observations of the speaker. Because the poem is focused on relaying one single
experience through imagery, the majority of the language consists of concrete nouns
and some adjectives.

v Cacophonous vs euphonious words: Borodale employs several examples of
cacophony. The language itself is hard to swallow, just the like the honey that it is
describing: ‘mud, tang / of bitter battery-tasting honey’, ‘forest flora full of fox'".

v Figurative language: Borodale makes extensive use of figurative language; in
particular, metaphors. Apart from the title, he only refers to the honey directly once
(in line 2). Referring to the honeycomb as ‘Giant’s Causeway hexagons' gives it an
almost mystical, otherworldly quality. Likewise, the ‘disconcerting / solid broth / of
forest flora full of fox” evokes an image of disgust; we could almost associate the
iImage with that of a witch's brew.

ACTIVITY 8: EXPLORING DICTION

What aspects of diction does Heaney employ in the following poem and to what effect?
Consider what the choice of diction tells us about the speaker at various points in
the poem.

Death of a Naturalist

by Seamus Heaney
All year the flax-dam festered in the heart
Of the townland; green and heavy headed
Flax had rotted there, weighted down by huge sods.
Daily it sweltered in the punishing sun.
5 Bubbles gargled delicately, bluebottles

Wove a strong gauze of sound around the smell.
There were dragonflies, spotted butterflies,
But best of all was the warm thick slobber
Of frogspawn that grew like clotted water

10 In the shade of the banks. Here, every spring
| would fill jampotfuls of the jellied
Specks to range on window sills at home,
On shelves at school, and wait and watch until
The fattening dots burst, into nimble

15 Swimming tadpoles. Miss Walls would tell us how
The daddy frog was called a bullfrog
And how he croaked and how the mammy frog
Laid hundreds of little eggs and this was
Frogspawn. You could tell the weather by frogs too

20 For they were yellow in the sun and brown
In rain.

Then one hot day when fields were rank
With cowdung in the grass the angry frogs
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Invaded the flax-dam; | ducked through hedges
25 To a coarse croaking that | had not heard
Before. The air was thick with a bass chorus.
Right down the dam gross bellied frogs were cocked
On sods; their loose necks pulsed like sails. Some hopped:
The slap and plop were obscene threats. Some sat
30 Poised like mud grenades, their blunt heads farting.
| sickened, turned, and ran. The great slime kings
Were gathered there for vengeance and | knew
That if | dipped my hand the spawn would clutch it.

B Translation’s effect on diction

Poetry may feature in your study of works in translation. When you study a translated
work, it is important to remember that you are not reading the words of the author, but
of the translator. Translation itself is an art which involves the manipulation of words,
phrases and sentence structures in order to convey the same ideas within a different
linguistic and cultural context. As a result, the original connotation is sometimes lost
when one word or image is translated to another.

B Example: ‘Passero per Piazza di Spagna’ by Cesare Pavese (ltalian)

Below are two versions of a translation of the Italian poem ‘Passerd per Piazza di Spagna’
by Cesare Pavese. (If Italian happens to be your mother tongue, you may wish to refer to
the original poem.) These translations were produced by students in a classroom exercise
focused on diction, not by professional translators. Note the subtle differences in diction
in each version, some of which we will explore in more detail. You will likely notice
additional examples and instances where sentence structure, punctuation and line breaks
vary, each having a different effect on the meaning of the text; for the purposes of this
exercise, we are only focusing on word choice.

| will pass by Piazza di Spagna Through Piazza di Spagna

The skies will be clear.

The path will open

Onto hills of pines and stones.
The roar of the streets

Cloudless the sky shall be.
The roads will open onto
Hills of trees and stones.
The tumult of the streets

5 Won't taint the still air. 5 Won't alter that still air.
The flowers, splashed The flowers bursting
With colour, will ogle with glow glimpsing like jocund girls
The fountains, like merry at the fountains.
Damsels. The stairs, The stairs, the terraces, the sparrows
10 The balconies, the swallows 10 all singing in the sun.
Will sing in the sun. Open the path,
That path will open, Let the stones rejoice
Those stones will sing, And my heart will skip and swing
My heart will beat, leaping Like the rising fountain’s waters —
15 Like the water in the fountains - 15 This the voice

This will be the voice

That shall soar your steps.
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Ascending your steps. ne windows shall taste
ne scent of mist and morning air.

|
The windows will know i
The smell of stone |

|

T
T
Throw open the door.
T
S

20 And of the morning air. 20 The ferment of the streets
A door will open. nall be the ferment of the heart
The roar of the streets Lost in a place without light.

Will be the roar of my heart :

You — firm and fair.
When the light is lost.

25 You will be there - still and clear. :

Blue: Immediately, we have a difference in word choice. Student A on the left has chosen to describe the skies as

‘clear’, while Student B on the right has opted for the word ‘cloudless’. Both seem to be saying the same thing, but
the word ‘cloudless’ evokes a certain mood or atmosphere. Cloudy skies are usually associated with gloominess or

oppression, so perhaps the translator (on behalf of the poet) is trying to suggest an optimistic mood.

Pink: The words ‘roar’ and ‘tumult’ have very different connotations. ‘Roar’ reflects the sounds of the streets
and has animalistic associations. “Tumult’ can refer to sound but also suggests ‘chaos or disorder’. The streets are
therefore characterized slightly differently with each word that is used.

Green: Here again we have two words with very different connotations. To ‘taint’ means to contaminate, pollute
or spoil, whereas to ‘alter’ means to change. The negative connotation of ‘taint’ is a contrast to the more neutral
connotation of ‘alter’.

Yellow: These are interesting choices as each student has employed figurative language in different ways. Student
A has begun the image with a more literal statement (‘My heart will beat’), followed by use of personification to
paint a picture of the speaker’s heart ‘leaping / Like the water in the fountains’. Student B has avoided the literal
and gone straight for the figurative image of the heart skipping and swinging; notice the use of alliteration here as
well. ‘Skip’ and ‘swing’ have a more playful, lyrical connotation than ‘beating’ or ‘leaping’, which feel slightly more

aggressive.

KEY TERM W Imagery

Imagery — a Imagery is language that appeals to the senses. Rather than rely on narrative as a novelist
technique might do, poets use imagery as a way of conveying emotion. Although the word ‘imagery’
employed to derives from the root ‘image’, there are several different types of imagery, not just those
convey emotion that appeal to the sense of sight.

using language

that appeals to the | ™ Visual imagery

Senses.

Visual imagery is imagery that appeals to the sense of sight. In Ezra Pound’s two-line
imagist poem ‘In a Station of the Metro), the language is stripped back to its most
economical, providing a single snapshot or visual image of a scene in a Paris metro station.

This extract from “The Fish’ by Elizabeth Bishop is another good example. Here, the
imagery paints a vivid portrait of a fish:

The Fish
by Elizabeth Bishop

Here and there

his brown skin hung in strips
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ike ancient wallpaper,

and its pattern of darker brown
was like wallpaper:

shapes like full-blown roses
stained and lost through age.
He was speckled with barnacles,
fine rosettes of lime,

and infested

with tiny white sea-lice,

and underneath two or three
rags of green weed hung down.

B Auditory imagery

Auditory imagery is imagery that appeals to the sense of sound. “The Machinist, Teaching
His Daughter to Play the Piano’ by BH Fairchild is an excellent example of how a poet
uses sound imagery to bring a poem to life, as in this extract from the poem:

... these gestures of voice and hands
suspended over the keyboard

that move like the lathe in its turning

toward music, the wind dragging the hoist chain, the ring

of iron on iron in the holding rack.

B Olfactory imagery

Olfactory imagery is imagery that appeals to the sense of smell. These lines from John
Montague’s “The Water Carrier’ are a good example:

You stood until the bucket brimmed
Inhaling the musty smell of unpicked berries,
That heavy greenness fostered by water.

B Gustatory imagery

Gustatory imagery is imagery that appeals to the sense of taste. For example, Seamus
Heaney invokes a sense of taste in this extract from his poem ‘Blackberry Picking”

You ate that first one and its flesh was sweet
Like thickened wine: summer’s blood was in it
Leaving stains upon the tongue and lust for
Picking.

B Tactile imagery

Tactile imagery is imagery that appeals to the sense of touch. For example, Heaney also
makes interesting use of tactile imagery in ‘Blackberry Picking’, as this extract shows:




2 Approaches to poetry

Our hands were peppered
With thorn pricks, our palms sticky as Bluebeard’s.

Note: Bluebeard is an allusion to the 17th-century French folktale about a wealthy yet
violent man (Bluebeard) who had a habit of murdering his wives.

B Kinaesthetic imagery

Kinaesthetic imagery is imagery that appeals to the sense of movement. For example,
in the opening two stanzas of Wilfred Owen’s ‘Dulce et Decorum Est’ the kinaesthetic
imagery relays the feeling of fatigue experienced by First World War soldiers.

B Example: ‘Double Dutch’ by Gregory Pardlo

Double Dutch

The girls turning double-dutch
bob & weave like boxers pulling
punches, shadowing each other,
sparring across the slack cord
5 casting parabolas in the air. They
whip quick as an infant’s pulse
and the jumper, before she
enters the winking, nods in time
as if she has a notion to share,
10 waiting her chance to speak. But she's
anticipating the upbeat
like a bandleader counting off
the tune they are about to swing into.
The jumper stair-steps into mid-air
as if she’s jumping rope in low-gravity,
training for a lunar mission. Airborne a moment
long enough to fit a second thought in,
she looks caught in the mouth bones of a fish
as she flutter-floats into motion
20 like a figure in a stack of time-lapse photos
thumbed alive. Once inside,
the bells tied to her shoestrings rouse the gods
who've lain in the dust since the Dutch
acquired Manhattan. How she dances
25 patterns like a dust-heavy bee retracing
its travels in scale before the hive. How
the whole stunning contraption of girl and rope
slaps and scoops like a paddle boat.

Her misted skin arranges the light
30 with each adjustment and flex. Now heather-
hued, now sheen, light listing on the fulcrum

of a wrist and the bare jutted joints of elbow
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and knee, and the faceted surfaces of muscle,
surfaces fracturing and reforming

35 like a sun-tickled sleeve of running water.
She makes jewelry of herself and garlands
the ground with shadows.

‘Double Dutch’ captures a specific moment in time: a young girl jumping ‘double dutch’.
The poem relies on extensive visual imagery to present the reader with an image,

much like a photograph. Pardlo also uses kinaesthetic imagery to invoke a sense of
movement, reflecting the experience of the jumper. For example, we can almost feel

the weightlessness in the following lines: “The jumper stair-steps into mid-air / as if she’s
jumping rope in low-gravity, / training for a lunar mission.” And in these lines Pardlo
compares the jump-roper’s movements to that of an insect: ‘How she dances / patterns like
a dust-heavy bee retracing / its travels in scale before the hive.

As an aside, if we think back to how form and structure can shape meaning, this is an excellent
example of how free verse is employed with purpose. Pardlo captures one moment within this
poem; thus, the one-stanza free-verse structure is appropriate. The use of enjambment is equally
fitting; the continuous ‘motion’ of ideas mimics the movement of the rope-jumper.

ACTIVITY 9: REFLECTING ON IMAGERY

Cold Knap Lake

by Gillian Clarke
We once watched a crowd
pull a drowned child from the lake.
Blue-lipped and dressed in water’s long green silk
she lay for dead.

5 Then kneeling on the earth,
a heroine, her red head bowed,
her wartime cotton frock soaked,
my mother gave a stranger’s child her breath.
The crowd stood silent,
10 drawn by the dread of it.

The child breathed, bleating

and rosy in my mother’s hands.

My father took her home to a poor house

and watched her thrashed for almost drowning.

15 Was | there?
Or is that troubled surface something else
shadowy under the dipped fingers of willows
where satiny mud blooms in cloudiness
after the treading, heavy webs of swans

20 as their wings beat and whistle on the air?

All lost things lie under closing water
in that lake with the poor man’s daughter.




KEY TERMS

Metaphor - a
comparison
between two
things.

Simile — a
comparison of two
things using like

or as.

Personification

— giving human
characteristics to
iInanimate objects.

Anthropo-
morphism —

the attribution
of human
characteristics or
behaviour to an
animal.

Hyperbole -
exaggeration to
make a situation

seem more
dramatic or
NUMOrous.

2 Approaches to poetry

1 What images initially strike you in this poem? Can you identify the type of imagery
that Clarke uses?

2 What emotions are conveyed through the imagery that is used? For example,
‘bleating’ Is an animalistic word, characteristic of sheep, goats or calves. How does
knowing this detall contribute to the emotions in the third stanza?

3 Consider contrasts, especially those connected to colour. What is the effect of these
Images?

4 Note examples of tactile imagery. How do these images contribute to the theme of
memory and remembrance?

® Figurative language

Poets often rely on figurative language to imply meaning rather than simply stating

the literal. Because we often expect this in a poem, it can be tempting to jump to the
figurative level before establishing a solid understanding of the literal (more on this on
page 52). There are many different types of figurative language, which are outlined below.

B Metaphors and similes

Metaphors and similes are a comparison of two unlike things. The poem “The Country
Shaped like a Butterfly’s Wing’ by Bob Orr is full of metaphors and similes. The title itself
is a reference to Orr’s native New Zealand; Orr makes an unusual comparison between
the geographical shape of New Zealand and a butterfly’s wing as a way of romanticising

a sense of place.

B Personification

Personification is giving human characteristics to inanimate objects. A good example of
personification is Emily Dickinson’s poem ‘Because I could not stop for Death’. Here in the
first stanza, she effectively personifies death:

Because | could not stop for Death -
He kindly stopped for me -

The Carriage held but just Ourselves —
And Immortality.

This is not to be confused with anthropomorphism, which is the attribution of human
characteristics to an animal.

B Hyperbole

Hyperbole is exaggeration for dramatic effect. In the opening lines of William
Wordsworth’s ‘Composed Upon Westminster Bridge’, he exaggerates the beauty of London
and its effect on the speaker:

Earth has not anything to show more fair:
Dull would he be of soul who could pass by

A sight so touching in its majesty ...
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KEY TERMS

Metonymy - a
figure of speech

In which the name
of an object or
concept is replaced
with a word which
is closely related to
the original.

Synecdoche - the
naming of a part
for the whole or
the whole for the
part.

Symbol - a
comparison
between
something the
author wants the
reader to think
about and another
element.

Allusion — a
reference in
literature to
another piece
of literature, art,
music or history.

H Metonymy

Metonymy is a figure of speech in which the name of an object or concept is replaced
with a word which is closely related to the original meaning. For example, In Robert
Frost’s ‘Out, Out’, a boy has cut himself with a saw. The speaker describes him as holding
his bleeding hand up ‘as if to keep / The life from spilling.” Here, ‘blood’ is substituted with
‘lite’ — literally, it is the blood that is spilling from him.

B Synecdoche

Similar to metonymy, synecdoche is the naming of a part for the whole or the whole for
the part.

Here is an example from Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner),
where Coleridge uses ‘wave’ instead of ‘sea’.

The western wave was all a-flame.
The day was well nigh done!
Almost upon the western wave
Rested the broad bright Sun.

H Symbol

A symbol is an object used to represent an idea. For example, in “The Black Lace Fan My
Mother Gave Me’ by Eavan Boland, a daughter reflects on the significance of a fan, which
represents to her, the speaker, the whole development of her parents’ relationship with
each other.

B Allusion

Allusion is a reference in literature to another work of literature, art, music or history.
Allusions appear frequently in the work of poets. Anne Sexton’s Transformations is a

collection of re-tellings of classic Grimms’ Fairy Tales. Louise Gliick’s ‘Meadowlands’ makes
extensive references to Greek myths like The Odyssey to explore the topic of marriage. Many
of Sylvia Plath’s poems, particularly those in Ariel, are peppered with allusions to Greek

myths, the Bible and Nazi Germany, among other literary, religious and historical references.

B Example of figurative language

Blood Dazzler (2008) is a collection of poetry by Patricia Smith which centres around
Hurricane Katrina in 2005. Many of the poems contain examples of figurative language,
while Smith also adopts many personas throughout the collection, including the
hurricane itself. This is the first poem in the collection.

5 P.M., Tuesday, August 23, 2005

by Patricia Smith

“Data from an Air Force reserve unit reconnaissance aircraft... along with
observations from the Bahamas and nearby ships... indicate the broad low
pressure area over the southeastern Bahamas has become organized enough to
be classified as tropic depression twelve.”

NATIONAL HURRICANE CENTER

A muted thread of gray light, hovering ocean,
becomes throat, pulls in wriggle, anemone, kelp,
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widens with the want of it. | become

a mouth, thrashing hair, an overdone eye. How dare
5 the water belittle my thirst, treat me as just

another

small

disturbance,

try to feed me
10 from the bottom of its hand?

| will require praise,

unbridled winds to define my body,
a crime behind my teeth

because

15 every woman begins as weather,
sips slow thunder, knows her hip. Every woman
harbors a chaos, can
wait for it, straddling a fever.

For now,

20 | console myself with small furies,
those dips in my dawning system. | pull in
a bored breath. The brine shivers.

The speaker is the storm that will become Hurricane Katrina, personified as a woman.

The many references to body parts (for example, throat, mouth, hair, eye) give the storm
human-like characteristics, emphasizing the power the storm wields over humanity. The
use of assertive language such as ‘How dare / the water belittle my thirst, treat me as just /
another [ small / disturbance’ and ‘I will require praise’ further characterizes the storm as a
powerful and demanding force, reinforcing a key theme of the destructive power of nature.

ACTIVITY 10: ANALYSING METAPHOR

Blessing

by Imtiaz Dharker
The skin cracks like a pod.
There never is enough water.

Imagine the drip of it,
the small splash, echo

5 in a tin mug,
the voice of a kindly god.

Sometimes, the sudden rush
of fortune. The municipal pipe bursts,
silver crashes to the ground
10 and the flow has found
a roar of tongues. From the huts,
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KEY TERMS

Alliteration — the
repetition of initial
consonant sounds.

Assonance — the
repetition of vowel

sounds within
words.

Consonance —
the repetition of
consonant sounds
within words.

a congregation: every man woman
child for streets around
butts in, with pots,
15 brass, copper, aluminium,
plastic buckets,
frantic hands,

and naked children
screaming in the liquid sun,
20 their highlights polished to perfection,
flashing light,
as the blessing sings
over their small bones.

1 Consider the metaphors that Dharker uses to describe water, beginning with the
title. Which one do you think is most effective? Why?

2 What other examples of figurative language can you identify in the poem?

» Sound devices

Poetry is an aural art. Originally, poetry was written to be read aloud, to be heard rather
than read. It is important to remember that, when reading a poem, sound is as important
as meaning; indeed, sound often shapes meaning in poetry.

There are several ways that poets can manipulate sound. The following are some of the
most common sound devices.

B Alliteration

Alliteration is the repetition of initial consonant sounds. For example, in ‘Let America Be
America Again’ by Langston Hughes, the line ‘Let America be the dream the dreamers
dreamed ... is a good example of alliteration. The repetition of the letter ‘d’ has an
authoritative, affirmative sound to it, a bit like a drum-beat.

B Assonance

Assonance is the repetition of vowel sounds within words. In ‘No Encore’, Betty Adcock
takes on the persona of a magician’s assistant. The repetitive ‘0’ sounds in the following
stanza create a mysterious mood and suggest a melancholy tone associated with the
sound ‘oh’.

Late or soon a guttering silence will ring down
a curtain like woven smoke on thickening air.
The audience will strain to see what's there,
the old magician nowhere to be found.

B Consonance

Consonance is the repetition of consonant sounds within words. In Hamlet, Shakespeare
uses the repetition of the ‘s’ sound (also called ‘sibilance’; which will be explored in more
detail in the next example) to create a dream-like effect; there is also a sinister undertone
to the sound, which reflects Hamlet’s state of mind in this particular scene.



KEY TERMS

Sibilance — the
repetition of ‘s’
sounds.

Onomatopoeia
—a word which
sounds like

the noise that
It makes. For
example: bang,

crash, plop, zoom.

Repetition — the
repeated use of
a word, phrase
or image to draw
attention to it.
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HAMLET  To be, or not to be: that is the question:

Whether ‘tis nobler in the mind to suffer

The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune

Or to take arms against a sea of troubles,

And by opposing end them?—To die,—to sleep,—
No more; and by a sleep to say we end

The heartache, and the thousand natural shocks
That flesh is heir to,—'tis a consummation
Devoutly to be wish'd. To die,—to sleep;,—

To sleep: perchance to dream:—ay, there’s the rub;
(Act 3 Scene 1, 55-64)

B Sibilance

Sibilance is the repetition of ‘s’ sounds. WB Yeats’ “The Lake Isle of Innisfree’ makes
extensive use of ‘s’ and ‘sh’ sounds to create a sense of peace and calm often associated
with water, as in the following line from the second stanza: ‘And I shall have some peace
there, for peace comes dropping slow.

B Onomatopoeia

Onomatopoeia is a word which sounds like the noise that it makes. For example, bang,
crash, plop, zoom. Seamus Heaney’s ‘Death of a Naturalist’, explored previously, is full of
child-like examples of onomatopoeia, such as ‘gargled’, ‘burst’, ‘croaked’, ‘farting’. This use
of language reflects the speaker’s changing tone and point of view.

B Rhyme

Rhyme is corresponding sounds in words. There are many different types of rhymes, the
most common of which are:

m end rhymes (those at the ends of lines of poetry)
m internal thymes (words that thyme within a single line of poetry)

m slant rhymes (words that share a vowel sound or consonant sound, also called half
rhymes or partial rhymes; for example, thumb and gun)

m eye rhymes (words that look the same but are pronounced differently; for example,
move and love)

B Repetition

Repetition is the repeated use of a sound, word, phrase or sentence within a poem.
Repetition is both a structural element and a sound device.

B Example of sound devices

Liz Lochhead is a contemporary Scottish poet, playwright, translator and broadcaster. It
is perhaps because of Lochhead’s many roles within the world of the arts that she is so
attuned to the importance of sound in shaping meaning.

The first thing you might notice as you read her poem ‘Men Talk’ is the inconsistency of
punctuation. This is no accident or mistake. Read the poem to the punctuation (not to
the end of the line or stanza) and you will notice that the breathlessness that you feel as
a reader mimics women’s speech patterns as Lochhead describes them in the poem. In
contrast, men’s speech habits are reflected in a simple declarative sentence (‘Men Talk.)
and used sparingly in comparison. (If you can find a performance of the poem from
Lochhead online, it’s interesting to consider which words or phrases she emphasizes.)
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Men Talk (Rap)

by Liz Lochhead
Women
Rabbit rabbit rabbit women
Tattle and titter Women prattle
Women waffle and witter

5 Men Talk. Men Talk.

Women into Girl Talk
About Women’'s Trouble
Trivia ‘'n’ Small Talk

They yap and they babble
10 Men Talk. Men Talk.

Women gossip Women giggle
Women niggle-niggle-niggle
Men Talk.

Women yatter
15 Women chatter
Women chew the fat, women spill the beans
Women aint been takin’
The oh-so Good Advice in them
Women's Magazines.
20 A Man Likes a Good Listener.

Oh yeah
| like A Woman
Who likes me enough
Not to nitpick
25 Not to nag and
Not to interrupt ‘cause | call that treason
A woman with the Good Grace
To be struck dumb
By me Sweet Reason. Yes —

30 A Man Likes a Good Listener
A Real
Man

Likes a Real Good Listener

Women yap yap yap
35 Verbal Diarrhoea is a Female Disease

Women she spread she rumours round she
Like Philadelphia Cream Cheese

Oh
Bossy Women Gossip

40 Girlish Women Giggle
Women natter, women nag
Women niggle niggle niggle
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Men Talk.

Men
45 Think First.

Speak Later
Men Talk.

Now that you have read the poem, you will have picked up on some examples of
onomatopoeia (for example, ‘tattle’, ‘titter’, ‘prattle’). All of these words, which sound
childish, are used to characterize how women ‘talk’. Men, on the other hand, are only
given two words to characterize their speaking habits: ‘talk’ and ‘speak’, which have
neutral connotations. Lochhead uses repetition to reinforce the idea that women speak
incessantly and perhaps unnecessarily: “‘Women / Rabbit rabbit rabbit’, “‘Women niggle-
niggle-niggle’. The use of alliteration and rhyme creates a sort of playful, sing-song-like
rhythm (as indicated in the title’s classification of the poem as a ‘rap’), which is perhaps
deliberately chosen to reflect the speaker’s light-hearted attitude towards women’s speech
habits (mostly likely tinged with irony).

ACTIVITY 11: CONSIDERING SOUND

My Rival’s House

by Liz Lochhead
Is peopled with many surfaces.
Ormolu* and qilt, slipper satin,
lush velvet couches,
cushions so stiff you can’t sink in.
5 Tables polished clear enough to see distortions in.

We take our shoes off at her door,
shuffle stocking-soled, tiptoe — the parquet floor
is beautiful and its surface must
be protected. Dust-
10 cover, drawn shade,
won't let the surface colour fade.

Silver sugar-tongs and silver salver,
my rival serves us tea.
She glosses over him and me.

15 | am all edges, a surface, a shell
and yet my rival thinks she means me well.
But what squirms beneath her surface | can tell.
Soon, my rival
capped tooth, polished nail

20 will fight, fight foul for her survival.
Deferential, daughterly, | sip
and thank her nicely for each bitter cup.

And | have much to thank her for.
This son she bore -
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KEY TERM

Theme — an

overarching idea
or concept.

25 first blood to her -
never, never can escape scot free
the sour potluck of family.
And oh how close
this family that furnishes my rival’s place.

30 Lady of the house.

Queen bee.

She is far more unconscious,

far more dangerous than me.

Listen, | was always my own worst enemy.
35 She has taken even this from me.

She dishes up her dreams for breakfast.
Dinner, and her salt tears pepper our soup.
She won't

give up.

* ormolu: a gold-coloured metal used in decoration and making ornaments

1 Sibilance is employed throughout this poem. Identify examples of sibilance and
comment on its effects.

2 Comment on the use and effects of rhyme in the poem.

¥ Theme

A theme is an overarching idea or concept. Not to be confused with a subject, a theme is
more specific. For example, love is a subject, but a theme would be ‘the destructive power
of love’ (think Romeo and Juliet). A theme is universal and can be applied to other poems
or works of literature. Theme is usually conveyed through a combination of all of the other
elements at work in a poem: form and structure, voice, figurative language, sound devices
and so on.

B Example: "The Contract Says: We'd Like the Conversation to Be Bilingual’ by
Ada Limon

The Contract Says: We'd Like the Conversation
to Be Bilingual

When you come, bring your brown-
ness so we can be sure to please

the funders. Will you check this
box; we're applying for a grant.

5 Do you have any poems that speak
to troubled teens? Bilingual is best.

Would you like to come to dinner
with the patrons and sip Patron?

Will you tell us the stories that make
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10 us uncomfortable, but not complicit?

Don’t read the one where you

are just like us. Born to a green house,

garden, don't tell us how you picked

tomatoes and ate them in the dirt

15 watching vultures pick apart another

bird’s bones in the road. Tell us the one

about your father stealing hubcaps

after a colleague said that's what his

kind did. Tell us how he came

20 to the meeting wearing a poncho

and tried to sell the man his hubcaps

back. Don’t mention your father

was a teacher, spoke English, loved

making beer, loved baseball, tell us

25 again about the poncho, the hubcaps,
how he stole them, how he did the thing

he was trying to prove he didn't do.

The title gives us our first clue as to the subject matter that will be explored in the
poem: race and identity. After we have read the poem, we can zoom in on a more
specific theme related to the subject, such as ‘individuals can sometimes be treated as
tokens by those who look to profit from their identity’. This theme is reinforced by the
content of the poem, but it is also interesting to consider how form and structure help
reinforce this theme.

The syntax of the title reflects ‘the conversation’ that the contract requests; a colon
separates the more omniscient voice in the first clause (‘The Contract Says’) from the
‘voice’ of the contract in the second clause (‘We'd Like the Conversation to Be Bilingual’).
The colon acts as a sort of physical barrier between the two voices. The structure of the
poem, arranged in couplets, reflects the two-way relationship of a conversation, but this

is an ironic choice since the rest of the poem is only told from the point of view of the
contractor, with a mixture of questions and imperative statements (“Tell us how ..., ‘Don’t
mention ..."). The final stanza is one line on its own, breaking from the previous pattern.
We could view this line as symbolic of the isolation that the subject of the poem feels as a
result of being treated as a token. We could also see this line as an attempt by the subject

to reclaim a sense of singular identity.

An interview with the poet on National Public Radio gives us further insight into her
intentions. In addition to the broad theme of diversity versus inclusion, Limén states
that: ‘I think there’s another level to that where audience members or readers want you
also to perform your pain. And 'm — I struggle with that sometimes because I really
want writers of colour to be given the permission to write about joy and gratitude and
ordinary things as opposed to always getting up there, dancing at our bruises.” (NPR
Choice Page.) So the poem could also reflect the relationship between a poet (or artist)
and his or her audience.
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ACTIVITY 12: EXPLORING THEME

Planting a Sequoia

by Dana Gioia
All afternoon my brothers and | have worked in the orchard,
Digging this hole, laying you into it, carefully packing the soil.
Rain blackened the horizon, but cold winds kept it over the Pacific,
And the sky above us stayed the dull grey

5 Of an old year coming to an end.

In Sicily a father plants a tree to celebrate his first son’s birth—
An olive or a fig tree—a sign that the earth has one more life to bear.

| would have done the same, proudly laying new stock into my father’s
orchard,

A green sapling rising among the twisted apple boughs,
10 A promise of new fruit in other autumns.

But today we kneel in the cold planting you, our native giant,
Defying the practical custom of our fathers,
Wrapping in your roots a lock of hair, a piece of an infant’s birth cord,
All that remains above earth of a first-born son,

15 A few stray atoms brought back to the elements.

We will give you what we can—our labor and our soil,
Water drawn from the earth when the skies fail,
Nights scented with the ocean fog, days softened by the circuit of bees.
We plant you in the corner of the grove, bathed in western light,
20 A slender shoot against the sunset.

And when our family is no more, all of his unborn brothers dead,

Every niece and nephew scattered, the house torn down,

His mother’s beauty ashes in the air,

| want you to stand among strangers, all young and ephemeral to you,
25 Silently keeping the secret of your birth.

1 Gioia deals with universal subjects such as life and death in his poem. Look closer
and state a specific theme that is linked to each of those overarching ideas.

2 How does imagery or figurative language reinforce the themes that you have
identified?

3 Comment on the significance of structure in relation to theme.

Considering a poem'’s context

One final aspect that should be considered when analysing a poem is its context — within
a specific collection and within the wider body of the poet’s work. When dealing with
unseen poems in an exam-like situation, you will not have this information, as only the
poem itself is provided. However, when you are studying poetry within the classroom it is
important to take into account how a particular poem fits into the wider context of the
poet’s work. Some things to think about when considering context include, but are not
limited to:
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m When was the poem written in relation to other notable poems that the poet has
written! Is it an early poem? A late poem!? If it is an early poem, how has the poet’s
style evolved since the poem was written? If it is a later poem, what characterizes
the poet’s style at this stage in his or her career? For example, did the poet use more
traditional forms at this early stage, or did he or she experiment more with verse forms
and structures! Was the language less formal at an earlier stage!

m Where is the poem placed within a specific collection? Is it the first poem? Is it the
last poem? Why might this be significant? For example, Seamus Heaney’s collection
entitled Death of a Naturalist (1966) begins with the poem ‘Digging’, which sort of
acts as a metaphor for the digging’ that the reader will do as he or she explores the
collection. The poem also reflects some of the overarching themes that will be present
in the rest of the collection, such as family bonds, heritage and traditions; connection
to nature and the land; and the power of writing. The arrangement of poems within a
collection is also significant to the work of Sylvia Plath. After Plath’s suicide in 1963,
her estranged husband Ted Hughes published her final manuscript, Ariel, changing the
order of the poems, omitting some and adding others; in 2004, a ‘new’ version of Ariel
was published, restoring Plath’s original arrangement.

m Does the poem reflect certain themes the poet is known for or contain symbols, motifs or
other elements of language which are representative of the poet’s wider body of work? In
short, what characterizes the poet’s style, and how does this particular poem reflect that!?

A note on the biography of the poet: While it may be interesting to examine the life

of a poet, your analysis of the work should not rest too heavily on elements of the poet’s
biography. To use the example of Sylvia Plath again, students often like to try to connect
everything in her poems to her husband’s infidelity or to her death by suicide, while
overlooking elements of language and technique. Think back to the section on voice;
more often than not, the poet is not the speaker. Even if there are autobiographical
elements in a poem (Plath was labelled a ‘confessional poet’ by many critics), the poem
itself should not be read as a truthful account of something that happened in the poet’s
life. Relying on conjecture will not allow you to demonstrate a sophisticated appreciation
of language, form and structure, which is what you should be aiming for.

Poetry and a guided analysis

You will be studying various poems over the course of your studies in language and
literature and you will be using what you study for several different IB assessments.
Chapter 5 of this book will discuss in detail how to write about literary works whenever
you are dealing with whole texts. You will, however, be asked to write about a poem or
prose passage you have never seen before for Paper 1. Because your time is limited, you will
not have time to look for every element that has been explored in this chapter, but here
are some tips for how to proceed.

FIVE TIPS FOR TACKLING UNSEEN POEMS

1 Read the poem several times! You should read it at least three times:

a once for structure and organization
b once for sound and rhythm
once for meaning.
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2 In order to appreciate the metaphorical level of a poem and develop an individual
interpretation, you must first understand the poem at a literal level. Try to write a one-
or two-sentence summary of what is happening in the poem after your first reading;
think about what the narrative or the emotional experience being conveyed is.

3 Don't try to force an interpretation that isn’t supported by the language. Instead,
let the language of the poem guide you towards your interpretation.

4 Don't neglect sound. It's easy to forget this aspect, especially in an exam situation,
but remember that poems are meant to be heard.

5 Don’t spend so much time focusing on the individual parts of the poem that you
miss out on the big picture. When analysing a poem, always consider how the parts
contribute to the whole.

And a bonus tip:

5 Don't expect to ‘get’ everything about a poem. Most poems have multiple layers and
multiple ways of being interpreted. Focus on trying to extract two or three key points
from the poem and go from there.

W Pulling it all together

The features explored above should not be viewed as a tick-list. The criteria for Paper 1
requires you to demonstrate both knowledge and understanding of the given poem (or
extract). These two skills are not interchangeable. If you simply identify the various parts
of the poem, you may be able to demonstrate some knowledge of the poem, but without
considering how those parts contribute to the whole, you will not be able to demonstrate
much understanding. The ability to comment on the effects of the poet’s choices, as
opposed to just recognizing those choices, is the difference between a superficial analysis
and a sophisticated analysis.

Think back to ‘Nighttime Fires’, the poem in the annotation example from Chapter 1
and in the title analysis earlier in this chapter. See below how the student’s analysis has
focused on a few key points and pulled everything together to demonstrate an appreciation

for Barreca’s craft as a poet. Consider how the student demonstrates both knowledge and
understanding of the poem.

Iw hev poewm ‘Nighttime Fives, Regina Bavveca creates am evocative Aepiction

of a stramge amd Aistuvbing childhood vemembramce. This hauuting navvative
vecounts a Lamily voutine wheve the speakev’s fathey, umnemployed, aimless ana
Alsillusioned with society, excitedly vouses his wife amd childven to follow the
wailling five engines amd watch late wight house fives. Through the use of subtle
metaphors, childlike lomguage amad shifting tones, Bavveca Avawws o portvait of &
mam broken by failure, envy amd o seuse of injustice, and exposes to the veader
the ugly human Adesive to watch those move successful crvumble.

The fevy Adestvuction of the houses in wealthy weighvourhoods lowged Pov

by the speaker’s father com be intevpreted as o metaphor for his state of
mind. He finds vetvibution for the wrongs committed against him by society n
watching others, whose ‘Cadillacs’ and ‘curved Aviveways’ taunt him with their
compavative success, expevience loss amd rrvauma - ‘his face it up in the heat
given off by destrvuction like something was being made, ov was being set vight'
The father’s emotionally Aamaged state is perhaps best exemplified i the
metaphor of the last line wheve his eyes ave ‘like hallways flled with swmoke’.
He himself is like the smouldering vuins of the burned homes he is Avawn to, left
mcveasingly empty omd Adevastated after each vengetul, voyeuristic outing.
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The poewm uses familiar amd nostalgic lamguage to crveate a soothing, inmocent
mood that lies in stavk contrvast to the Aistuvbing natuve of the poew'’s eveunts.
I using the childlike tevm ‘wighttime’ the poew'’s title, ‘Nighttime Fives’ suggests
A warm amd cosy atwmosphere perhaps set aavound om evening camphive. The
wmplicated Hive seems comborting vather thaw damgevous. The nostalgic
lamguage continues, foudly descriving the childvew’s ‘pyjoamas and vuuuing woses’
amd showing the giddy excitement the childven feel as they ‘longed fov buvut
wood omd & smell of flames high into the sky’. The navvator affectionately
vefers to theivr bitter father as ‘my old man. The emergency five engines
speeding through the davk city ave vemembered as a ‘Pestival, cavuival’. This
Aiscommect between the mood evoked amd the actual events of the memovies
show how ovlivious the childven weve to the unusual behaviour Aisplayed vy
their father amd tolevated by their mother. The Aistamt sentimentality of this
pevspective allows the veader to make am independent judgement of the poem'’s
subject without much speaker bias. The now adult speaker struggles with what
previously they Aldnt undevstoamA.

In the second hallf of the poewm, the tone shifts to become move solemn oA
wistful, returning to the attitude of the speaker in the poew’s opening lives.
The poem begom with the poet vecalling their fathey, who had veen killing time
m the middle of the night, spurved to action by the call of the sivew. Like the
beautiful yet damgerous creatuves of Greek mythology who lured sailovs to
shipwreck, the five ewgine’s siven seems to have awm ivvesistible effect on the
speaker’s father who is also Avawn to Aestvuction. The family was all pulleA
together amd united by the Lather’s Adavk obsession. The wovmally Aistant
pavent ‘who never held us’ would shave his veyeurism with the childven poiting
things out to thewm, but ‘when it was finally over’ amd ‘wothing else could buvy,
‘the glow of the nighttime five’ no longer unites the Lamily. The mother Avifts
off to sleep; the childven huddle ‘vehind, sepavated Lrom their paveuts; amd
the father is again withdvauwn and pevhaps like the house they've left in vuins,
he too is veady to collapse. This shifting tone veveals the effects the father’s
actions hawve on his Pamily omd veveal the emotionally detached state of the
father amnd its effect on his family. The Lamily is ouly intimate whew caunght
Up M am exciting ovdeal wheu the father is able to openly express the havsh
mtevnal feelings pent up inside. Once these sewtiments have been expended, he,
omd with him his fawmily, veturus to his isolated state. This veveals to the veader
the exteut to which the father’s withdAvawal and Aepression Aominate the
family Adymawmic.,

Ultimately it is the innocent yet awawve pevspective which makes this poewm so
stawtling. Through the study of the speaker’s father amd his actious, the poem
maguihies uncombortabvle aspects of humam nature: jealousy amd vindictivewess.
The veader is left Aiscomborted at the detachment with which the fawmily
celebvates others’ losses amd the trawmslation of that Aetachment to the fawmily
Aymowmic wheve the ouly seuse of intimacy is through shaved expevience vather
thowm emotional conmection.

Consider what this student has achieved: she has not picked apart every aspect of the
poem; rather, she has focused on three key points which she develops in detail, using
specific evidence from the poem to support her analysis. She considers the use of

extended metaphor; the effects of diction (specifically, words and phrases with nostalgic
connotations); and the shifting tone of the speaker. She ties all of these elements together
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to paint a picture of the emotional state of the father and comment on larger themes.
Another student may offer a different analysis, and this would be valid. This student’s
response is focused and relies on the language of the poem to support her points.

ACTIVITY 13: INDEPENDENT ANALYSIS

Now that you have had the chance to focus on the individual elements of a poem in the
previous exercises, try to pull everything together and annotate the following poem.
Consider how the poet uses different tools to create meaning. Use the accompanying
questions to guide you through the exercise; if they are not helpful, feel free to use one
of the strategies outlined in Chapter 1.

Five Lemons

by Grevel Lindop

Here are five lemons from the poet’s garden,

the colour of white gold and icy sunshine,

flooded with green around the pointed nipples.
My younger daughter cuts one into quarters,

5 careful of fingers, bites the white-furred pith out,
devours the quartz-white segments with her eyes shut,
sighing and swaying in the sharp enjoyment.

Here are four lemons from the poet’s garden:
one perched on three, a perfect tetrahedron.

10 The poet’'s widow showed me where to pick them,
kindly and shrewd, helping me find the best ones,
holding the branch down while | snapped the stalks off,
the cold breeze in our faces from the mountain.

We'll halve this one and squeeze it over couscous.

15 Here are three lemons from the poet’s garden
still in the bowl, turned in a neat triangle,
yellower now. My elder daughter chooses,
after long thought, one for her still-life painting,
the twisted leaves like green airplane-propellers

20 with a Cezanne pear and a Braque violin,
fractured into art-deco Cubist slices.

Here are two lemons from the poet’s garden
below his tall house on the terraced hillside,
red earth black-pitted with his fallen olives

25 between the gnarled trunks trailing silver foliage,
beside the boulders of the dusty torrent
rainless above that sea of sparkling turquoise.
The juice is perfect for a tuna salad.

Here is a lemon from the poet’s garden,

30 the last of them. Long is the poet gone,
silent his grave on the hilltop under the cypress,
long the shadows drawn by moon and sun




-
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out from the low walls and high gate of the graveyard.
| press the waxy peel to my face and breathe it.
35 There are no words for what the fragrance tells me.

1  What is happening in the poem — on a literal level?
2 Consider the possible figurative significance of the lemons.

3 Comment on the use of descriptive detail (colour, shape, scent, texture and so on) in
the poem.

4  Examine the use of the different senses in the poem.

5 Explore the irregularity within the poem (for example, the uneven number of
stanzas, the uneven number of lines in the stanza, uneven number of syllables in the
lines).

6 Consider the complexities or even ironies of the last stanza.

Resources for additional study

There are a number of resources available on and off-line to supplement your study of
poetry. Stephen Fry’s The Ode Less Travelled is a witty, accessible book that covers aspects
of form and metre, with an emphasis on guiding readers towards writing their own poetry.
A slightly older text, A Poetry Handbook by Pulitzer Prize winning poet Mary Oliver, has a
similar aim.

Poetry Foundation (www.poetryfoundation.org) and www.poets.org are both useful
websites devoted to the enjoyment and study of poetry. Here you will find poems and
guides to poems, biographical information on poets, glossaries of poetic terms, information
about poetry competitions, and more.
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KEY TERMS

Reliable narrator
— a narrator
whose version

of the story can
be relied upon
because he or she
Is not confused,

deluded or wrong.

Unreliable

narrator — a
narrator who
thinks that he

or she is telling
the story as it

happened, but
who is wrong.

Omniscient
(narrator) — a
narrator capable
of knowing not
only the actions
characters
undertake, but
also his or her
thoughts, feelings
and motivations.

Approaches to prose

How does prose differ from poetry?

Prose fiction looks quite different on the page from virtually all poetry (though you might
occasionally find a poem which looks a lot like a paragraph). The major difference between
prose and poetry, however, is not the way it looks, but the fact that prose fiction always involves
some sort of story — a series of events told by a narrator for some purpose. Some poems, such
as ‘Ithaca’ by Carol Ann Dufty, also tell stories, but they do so in a fundamentally different
way, relying on language which is as sparse as it possibly can be, so that each word carries
tremendous weight in the poem as a whole. Refer to the section on prose poetry in Chapter 2
(pages 16—17) for a reminder of similarities and differences. In prose, authors use many of the
same strategies that poets use, but prose is not nearly as dense as poetry, and generally requires
less work on the part of the reader to work out the intricately created meanings. Both are art
forms, but they are different forms. In this chapter, we will look at some of the basic elements
of prose and how you might use them to help you understand what the author is doing in the
novel or short story.

Understanding the narrator

Understanding the narrator of any literary text will take you a long way towards a
sophisticated understanding of that text. The reason for the importance of the narrator

is that, although it might be tempting to think of the narrator as the author, in fact,

all narrators are creations of an author. This means that readers who assume that the
narrator is the author, or even that the narrator speaks directly for the author, make an
error. Narrators are not the authors themselves. Instead, all narrators are tools used by the
authors as an important means of creating the effect that they want, and many narrators
are actually characters in their own right. In order to be able to appreciate the effect, the
reader’s first job, then, is to work out how the author has employed his or her tool.

W The reliability of the narrator

Reliable narrators know the true story and tell that story. Reliable narrators know the
truth and tell the truth. Unreliable narrators, on the other hand, believe that they are
telling the story exactly as it happened, but for any one of a number of reasons that we
will investigate a little later, they are wrong. The concept of reliability was developed by
critic Wayne Booth and was first introduced in his book The Rhetoric of Fiction, published
in 1969. One important idea for you to know is that under Booth’s definition, a narrator
who lies, that is one who knows the true story and tells it as something else for whatever
reason, is not an unreliable narrator. An unreliable narrator believes that he or she is
telling the truth.

W Third-person narration

Third-person narrators are commonly the most reliable narrators. Readers are inclined to
believe third-person narrators because those narrators are not developed as characters in
the story. They are usually presented as being omniscient, which we recognize because
they are capable of knowing not only the actions characters undertake, but also his or her

thoughts, feelings and motivations.

This passage from Charles Dickens’ Hard Times features what is possibly the most familiar
type of narrator: the third-person omniscient narrator. There are quite a variety of third-
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person narrators but this is a truly omniscient narrator who knows the thoughts and
feelings of all the characters in the novel. In this example, the narrator opens with the
kind of classic third-person narrative description with which we are so familiar.

The scene was a plain, bare, monotonous vault of a school-room, and
the speaker’s square forefinger emphasized his observations by underscoring
every sentence with a line on the schoolmaster’s sleeve. The emphasis was
helped by the speaker’s square wall of a forehead, which had his eyebrows
5 for its base, while his eyes found commodious cellarage in two dark caves,

overshadowed by the wall. The emphasis was helped by the speaker’s mouth,
which was wide, thin, and hard set. The emphasis was helped by the speaker’s
voice, which was inflexible, dry, and dictatorial. The emphasis was helped by
the speaker’s hair, which bristled on the skirts of his bald head, a plantation of

10 firs to keep the wind from its shining surface, all covered with knobs, like the
crust of a plum pie, as if the head had scarcely warehouse-room for the hard
facts stored inside. The speaker’s obstinate carriage, square coat, square
legs, square shoulders,—nay, his very neckcloth, trained to take him by the
throat with an unaccommodating grasp, like a stubborn fact, as it was,—all

15 helped the emphasis. (3)

This narrator knows all about the place where the action is going to happen, and includes
a great many details about the character — down to the shape of his mouth, the sound of
his voice and the way that his tie fits around his neck.

In the short opening chapters to this novel, Dickens’ narrator moves from character

to character, giving us an assessment of each one’s mindset. He begins with Thomas
Gradgrind, moves on to Sissy — Cecelia Jupe — then to Mr M’Choakumchild,

Mr Bounderby and Mrs Gradgrind (Hard Times pp. 3—15). The narrator sees inside the
heads of all the characters and can report them to us accurately.

Even such a narrator as this one, though, needs to be examined carefully, because they do
not as a rule content themselves with just reporting facts. A discerning reader will pick up
on commentary the narrator slips in, guiding us to think of the characters and events in a
certain way. Take this passage, also from Hard Times:

There were five young Gradgrinds, and they were models every one. They
had been lectured at, from their tenderest years; coursed, like little hares.

Almost as soon as they could run alone, they had been made to run to the
lecture-room. The first object with which they had an association, or of which

5 they had a remembrance, was a large black board with a dry Ogre chalking
ghastly white figures on it.

Not that they knew, by name or nature, anything about an Ogre. Fact forbid!

| only use the word to express a monster in a lecturing castle, with Heaven

knows how many heads manipulated into one, taking childhood captive, and
10 dragging it into gloomy statistical dens by the hair. (9)

The tone of this excerpt clues us to the attitude the narrator has towards Thomas Gradgrind.
First, the narrator calls Gradgrind, in his role as teacher, an ‘Ogre’ (line 5). He also uses

the word ‘ghastly’ to describe what Gradgrind writes on the board. The strongly negative
connotation of both of those words tell us that the narrator disapproves of Gradgrind’s
actions. In the second paragraph, the ‘Fact forbid!” and especially the exclamation mark,
indicates a kind of false horror with which we are all familiar. The final image, on lines 9-10,
of the children being dragged by their hair into a dark cave adds to the potent negativity of
the description, and we are left with the clear understanding that this narrator thinks that
what Mr Gradgrind considers to be ‘education’ is actually an abomination.
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Free indirect
speech — a
narrative trick
whereby the
narrator is
expressing a
character’s
thoughts without
quotation marks,
so that we hear
the thoughts

not as reported
by an onlooker
or listener,

but in their
unedited form,
as the characters
themselves
experience them.

3 Approaches to prose

Even with a seemingly innocuous third-person narrator, then, you must be alert for clues
as to the narrator’s intentions. If you pay attention closely to the tone, the vocabulary
that the narrator uses, as well as the images and metaphors, you will understand how the
author, through the narrator, is guiding you to a particular reaction to the characters and
events of the work.

W Free indirect speech

Free indirect speech is a narrative trick, the invention of which has long been attributed
to Jane Austen. Her narrators clearly have access to the thoughts of some or all of the
characters in the novels; however, unlike Dickens’s narrators, they do not simply report
thoughts and then comment on the personalities and behaviours of the characters.
Instead, Austen’s narrators rely heavily on a technique of speaking the characters’ thoughts
without quotation marks, so that we hear the thoughts not as reported by an onlooker or
listener, but in their unedited form, as the characters themselves experience them. When
we have access to thoughts in that form, we have the opportunity to assess for ourselves
the ways in which the thinker of those thoughts might be deluded, confused or wrong.

B Emma by Jane Austen

One of the main plots in Austen’s Emma is Emma’s plan to marry off her friend Harriet
to a man whom she, Emma, thinks suitable. She fixes first on Mr Elton, and actively
encourages Harriet to consider Mr Elton as a likely suitor. In one scene, Emma engages
in a little subterfuge: she pretends that her shoe has been damaged and that she cannot
walk home again unless she can get a piece of ribbon to fix it. This ‘accident’ occurs,
conveniently, just outside Mr Elton’s house, and he, when appealed to, naturally invites
the two young ladies in. Emma leaves with the housekeeper to fix the shoe, leaving
Harriet alone with Mr Elton. The narrator provides us with this recounting of Emma’s
thoughts upon her returning to Harriet:

The lovers were standing together at one of the windows. It had a most
favourable aspect; and, for half a minute, Emma felt the glory of having
schemed successfully. But it would not do; he had not come to the point. He had
been most agreeable, most delightful. He had told Harriet that he had seen
them go by, and had purposefully followed them; other little gallantries and
allusions had been dropped, but nothing serious.

‘Cautious, very cautious,’ thought Emma; ‘he advances inch by inch, and
will hazard nothing until he believes himself secure.’

Still, however, though everything had not been accomplished by her

10 ingenious device, she could not but flatter herself that it had been the
occasion of much present enjoyment to both, and must be leading them
forward to the great event. (112)

This passage shows us the difference between the narrator’s reporting actual thoughts,
almost as dialogue; this is free indirect speech. Lines 7—8 are the words that Emma thinks,
which we know because of the quotation marks. Lines 1-6 are free indirect speech: we
know that these are Emma’s thoughts rather than the narrator reporting facts, because
those thoughts are actually quite misguided. Astute readers will have already picked up
on the fact, elsewhere, that Mr Elton is in love with Emma (in fact, he proposes marriage
to her a short time later), and it is Emma who has deluded herself into thinking that her
wishes for the match between Harriet and Mr Elton are going to be fulfilled. The narrator
does not have to tell us that Emma is deluded; we know this because of our knowledge of
Mr Elton’s true wishes, and because Emma’s thoughts are so arrogant. It is Emma who,
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KEY TERM

First-person
narration —

the narrator is
presented as an
actual character
who has access to
the events either
as a participant or
as an interested
observer. The first-
person narrator

IS not omniscient

and so can be
fallible.

in line 1, calls Harriet and Mr Elton ‘lovers’, not the narrator. It is Emma who ‘felt the
olory of having schemed successfully’. We know the kind of trick that Emma used to

get Mr Elton alone with Harriet is not really something of which she ought to be proud.
If, indeed, Mr Elton were in love with Harriet he would not need Emma to trick him

into seeking Harriet out. And it is Emma who, in lines 9-11 is feeling very pleased with
herself. We recognize someone who is arrogant and who is apparently far more interested
in her own perceived achievements than she is in the happiness of her supposed friend.
The use of the free indirect speech allows the author, through the narrator, to guide us to
understanding that Emma is interfering where she really has no business to interfere, and
to suspect that things are not going to work out for Emma and her plans.

[n both of these examples, and indeed in virtually all third-person narratives, we trust
the third-person narrators because of his or her omniscience. It’s a convention with which
we as readers are quite familiar. Your job as a reader of the vast majority of third-person
narratives is not to decide whether the narrator is trustworthy, but rather to decide what
clues the narrator is giving you as to the author’s purpose, and to the attitudes we are
expected to take towards the characters and their actions.

W First-person narration

First-person narrators, on the other hand, are not to be trusted nearly so readily.
First-person narrators are characters in the stories they tell — at least in a minor
role. As actual characters, they are subject to all the flaws and foibles to which
humans are vulnerable. That means we, as readers, have to be on the lookout for a
variety of potential problems which can undermine the narrator’s reliability, such as
the following:

m The narrator might be lying.
®m The narrator might have a mental health condition.

® The narrator might be so emotionally invested in one or more of the characters that he
or she is driven to view the events in a biased way.

®m The narrator might not know the whole story (this is almost certainly true — who
among us knows all the truth of any situation in which we find ourselves?) and might
not realize the extent of his or her own ignorance.

m The narrator might be extremely arrogant, unable to believe that he or she could
possibly be wrong about anything.

®m The narrator might be suffering from extreme duress due, for example, to the loss of a
loved one, and might be emotionally unable to face the truth.

®m The narrator might be trying to convince him or herself that the story is true because
he or she wants or needs, badly, to believe it.

These are not the only forces that might operate on a narrator to keep him or her
from telling the truth, but they are a good representative list. The fun of reading a
first-person narrative is, first, in figuring out whether the narrator is reliable and
second, if they are not, determining the cause of the unreliability. Very often the author
is actually giving us a story about the narrator, while the narrator is giving us a story
about something else.

B The Good Soldier by Ford Madox Ford

The Good Soldier by Ford Madox Ford is a typical portrayal of an unreliable narrator. The
narrator is a man who has suffered a great shock. We learn, right at the beginning of the
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novel, that his wife has recently died and he has just discovered that she had, for nine
years, been having an affair with the man whom he, the narrator, previously considered to

be his best friend.

This is the saddest story | have ever heard. We had known the Ashburnhams
for nine seasons of the town of Nauheim with an extreme intimacy—or,
rather, with an acquaintanceship as loose and easy and yet as close as a good
glove’s with your hand. My wife and | knew Captain and Mrs Ashburnham as

5 well as it was possible to know anybody, and yet, in another sense, we knew
nothing at all about them. This is, | believe, a state of things only possible with
English people of whom, till today, when | sit down to puzzle out what | know
of this sad affair, | knew nothing whatsoever.

This is the first paragraph of the novel, and you can already see the unreliability of the
narrator. He contradicts himself several times over the degree of knowledge he has of his
friends of nine years, calling it in turns ‘intimacy’, ‘acquaintanceship’ and like a glove on
one’s hand. He says he knew them as well as it is possible to know others, and then he
immediately says that he didn’t know them at all. Any time you encounter this kind of
muddled thinking, you should immediately begin asking yourself whether the narrator is
unreliable and to what degree.

The Good Soldier turns out to be the story of the narrator and his reaction to events much
more than it is the story of Edward Ashburnham and Mrs Dowell. The latter is the story
the narrator thought he was telling. The former is the story the author is telling.

[n order to discover and understand an unreliable narrator, you, as reader, must ask
yourself some questions:

Why is this narrator telling the story? What has prompted him or her to
speak? You might discover that the narrator has a large personal stake in the events.
In the example above, the narrator has been driven to speech by the shock of the
discovery of the betrayal he suffered at the hands of his wife and his friend.

What does the narrator want to achieve by telling the story? You might
discover a situation in which the narrator stands to gain personally from the story
being understood in a particular way. In the case of The Good Soldier, the narrator,
Dowell, wants very badly to talk away the reality he cannot face. He is trying to
figure out a way to make the truth go away.

How involved was the narrator in the actual events of the story? If the
narrator’s involvement was highly personal there is a strong possibility that his

or her perspective will be distorted by bias. In the case of The Good Soldier, of
course, Dowell is himself the injured party and his world view has been challenged
dramatically through a traumatic experience. Such a person is very likely to be
unable to see the situation clearly.

Are there any clues to the narrator’s unreliability in the style and/or content
of the narrative? Dowell contradicts himself over and over throughout the novel.
He also clearly misinterprets the behaviour of the people he is talking about: he
Insists that Edward Ashburnham is the finest of men, but he also reports the series
of adulterous affairs in which Ashburnham has been engaged for years — including
with Dowell’s wife. The judgement that such a man is a ‘fine’ person is not rational.

Don’t worry if you can’t answer all of the questions or if you can’t answer them in order.
Discovering the answer to one question might very well lead you to be able to answer

another. You might find that the third and fourth questions give you the easiest access to
the answers to the first two.
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ACTIVITY 1: ANALYSING ‘WHY | LIVE AT THE P.O.”" BY EUDORA WELTY

Here are the opening two paragraphs from ‘Why | Live at the P.O." This is the story of a woman we know only
as 'Sister’, who has a job at the local post office and who has recently moved in there to stay. The story is her
explanation of why she has done so.

Read the two paragraphs and look for clues about to Sister’s unreliability. Ask yourself the four questions listed in
the green box on page 61, and see how many of them you can answer. Once you have decided for yourself, you
can read the explanatory notes at the end of this book.

| was getting along fine with Mama, Papa-Daddy and Uncle Rondo until my sister Stella-
Rondo just separated from her husband and came back home again. Mr. Whitaker! Of course |
went with Mr. Whitaker first, when he first appeared here in China Grove, taking ‘Pose Yourself’
photos, and Stella-Rondo broke us up. Told him | was one-sided. Bigger on one side than the

5 other, which is a deliberate, calculated falsehood: I'm the same. Stella-Rondo is exactly twelve
months to the day younger than | am and for that reason she’s spoiled.

She’s always had anything in the world she wanted and then she’d throw it away. Papa-Daddy
gave her this gorgeous Add-a-Pearl necklace when she was eight years old and she threw it away
playing baseball when she was nine, with only two pearls. (89)

W Final notes about the first-person narrator

Although it is true that many first-person narrators are unreliable to some degree, it is not
true of all of them. Some first-person narrators are balanced, insightful characters who are
fully aware of the story they are telling and of his or her own role and stake in it — they
are highly reliable. Free indirect speech, because it is so similar to first-person narration,
can also reveal unreliability — as it did in the example of Emma earlier in the chapter.
However, we should note that it is not the narrator who is unreliable, it is the character of
Emma. Carried to extremes, free indirect speech can result in a third-person narrator who
might be seen as being unreliable, because that third-person narrator is actually giving
the reader direct access to the thinking of an unreliable character. Some of Katherine
Mansfield’s short stories, such as ‘Bliss), create just such an effect (Murphy and Walsh).

One example of a text with a highly reliable first-person narrator is Ready Player One, by
Ernest Cline. Here are the opening paragraphs:

Everyone my age remembers where they were and what they were doing when
they first heard about the contest. | was sitting in my hideout watching cartoons
when the news bulletin broke in on my video feed announcing that James
Halliday had died during the night.

5 1'd heard of Halliday, of course. Everyone had. He was the videogame
designer responsible for creating the OASIS, a massively multiplayer online
game that had gradually evolved into the globally networked virtual reality
most of humanity now used on a daily basis. The unprecedented success of
the OASIS had made Halliday one of the wealthiest people in the world.

10 At first, | couldn’t understand why the media was making such a big deal of
the billionaire’s death. After all, the people of Planet Earth had other concerns.
The ongoing energy crisis. Catastrophic climate change. Widespread famine,
poverty, and disease. Half a dozen wars.

The narrator is speaking about events from his past, which means that there has been
time for reflection and for the narrator to develop perspective. He is also knowledgeable
about the history of how his society has come to be the way it is, and he is aware of the
kinds of serious global problems that humanity is suffering from. He demonstrates that
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he can make judgements about the relative importance of the death of a famous game
designer and poverty, disease, and wars. All of these signify that the narrator is self-
aware and trustworthy.

Another reliable first-person narrator is this one, from The Book Thief by Markus Zusak.

When the coughing stopped, there was nothing but the nothingness of life
moving on with a shuffle, or a near-silent twitch. A suddenness found its way
onto his lips then, which were a corroded brown colour, and peeling, like old
paint. In desperate need of redoing.

5> Their mother was asleep.
| entered the train.

My feet stepped through the cluttered aisle and my palm was over his mouth
In an instant.

No-one noticed. The train galloped on. Except the girl.

10 With one eye open, one still in a dream, the book thief — also known as Liesel
Meminger — could see without question that her younger brother Werner was
now sideways and dead.

His blue eyes stared at the floor. Seeing nothing. (17)

The narrator of this novel, as this scene reveals, is Death himself. In this incarnation,
Death arrives at the scene of every death and collects the soul to carry it into the afterlife.
He’s actually portrayed as a rather benign and sympathetic character. He doesn’t cause the
deaths; indeed, he has no control over any death. Instead, it’s his job to gather the souls in.
We trust his information because we accept the conceit of Death as a god-like figure who
can believably know everything about everyone. He would have to be omniscient, in order
to know when and how everyone is going to die.

W Second-person narration

If you look up a definition of second-person narration, you are likely to find that it’s
the term used to describe narrators who address his or her story directly to an audience
using ‘you’. That definition is not really precise, however, because many first-person
narrators address a ‘you, either real or imaginary. Dowell, in The Good Soldier, which
we looked at earlier, tells his story to an imagined audience. He sometimes describes
them as reading his words and he sometimes describes them as sitting in a room with
him, listening to him speak. In another example, the narrator, Sarah Ann, in ‘My
Sister’s Marriage’ by Cynthia Marshall Rich, also addresses a listener, one who, we
think, is entirely imaginary. We still think of these stories as being narrated in the
first person because the predominant focus is on the perceptions of that first-person
narrator.

A better definition of second-person narration is that it is the use of ‘you’ which suggests
that the ‘you’ is the person who has had the experiences being described. Even under
this narrower definition, second-person narration is, to some degree, imprecise since
‘you’ cannot possibly tell the story. Rather, second-person narration has a first-person
narrator behind it. The degree to which the narrator identifies his or her own personal
involvement may vary from text to text, but in most cases, the pronoun T’ is as
prominent as the pronoun ‘you’. What this complicated relationship between ‘you’

and ‘I’ means for the reader is that you, as reader, must be alert for the possibility of
unreliability, just as you are with a first-person narrator.
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¥ What's the difference between first- and second-person narrators?

The interesting question for you as the reader is that of who that ‘you’ is supposed to
refer to. The narrator tells the story as if ‘you’ (whoever that may be) are the one who
has experienced the events, but this is clearly not true. The literal you, the real live
reader, can never be the ‘you’ to whom the narrator refers. The narrator does not exist
in the real world (see page 57 about distinguishing between narrator and author), and
the narrator, therefore, has no idea that you exist. The ‘you’ is some person, real or
imagined, in the narrator’s world. The two most likely effects of the use of that ‘you’ are:

1 To universalize the experience. You are probably accustomed to this effect from
everyday colloquial English, in which speakers use ‘you’ to mean ‘anyone’ or ‘everyone’.
Someone might say, for example, ‘You know when you go into town during the holidays
and it’s really crowded and you can’t find anywhere to park? This statement is not meant
to refer to a specific instance in which you, the actual listener, actually went to the
town and couldn’t find a parking place. It refers to a common experience that virtually
everyone has had. Second-person narration sometimes has that same effect. The
narrator uses it in order to draw in the audience by calling on universal experiences.

2 To distance the narrator from his or her own personal experiences which have been
painful or traumatic, or which for another reason feel somehow alien. This can make it
seem as if those experiences happened to someone else.

ACTIVITY 2: EXAMPLE FROM THE NIGHT CIRCUS BY ERIN MORGENSTERN

Read the following extract from The Night Circus and see if you can decide whether the use of the second-
person narration is because the narrator is trying to universalize an experience or because he is trying to distance
nimself from the action. Give reasons for your choice and use the text to support your answer. When you are
done, you can read the explanatory notes at the end of the book.

‘What kind of circus is only open at night?’ people ask. No one has a proper answer, yet as dusk
approaches there is a substantial crowd of spectators gathering outside the gates.

You are amongst them, of course. Your curiosity got the better of you, as curiosity is wont to do.
You stand in the fading light, your scarf around your neck pulled up against the chilly evening
5 breeze, waiting to see for yourself exactly what kind of circus only opens once the sun sets.

The ticket booth clearly visible behind the gates is closed and barred. The tents are stilled, save for
when they ripple ever so slightly in the wind. The only movements within the circus is the clock
that ticks by the passing minutes, if such a wonder of sculpture can even be called a clock.

The circus looks abandoned and empty. But you think perhaps you can smell caramel
10 wafting through the evening breeze, beneath the crisp scent of the autumn leaves. A subtle
sweetness at the edges of the cold. (3)

® A final observation about narrators

You will be a much more skilled reader of prose fiction if you understand thoroughly that
narrators are not authors.

Keep a lookout for changes in narration. Many works of literature contain shifts in
narrative perspective — the narrator changes in written letters (see Pride and Prejudice by
Jane Austen), lengthy sections in which the main narrator quotes another character (see
The Great Gatsby by F Scott Fitzgerald) or actual shifts in narrator from one chapter to
the next (see As I Lay Dying by William Faulkner). One of the great pleasures of reading
is the puzzle of the narrator(s): figuring out what his or her (or their!) real agenda is can be
extremely satisfying.
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ACTIVITY 3: ANALYSING ‘MY SISTER’'S MARRIAGE’ BY CYNTHIA MARSHALL RICH

Read the following extract from the short story, ‘My Sister’s Marriage’. I[dentify the type of narrator and
comment on his or her reliability. Provide the evidence from the passage which supports your findings. When
you are done, you can read the explanatory notes at the end of this book.

When my mother died she left just Olive and me to take care of Father. Yesterday when
| burned the package of Olive’s letters that left only me. | know that you'll side with
my sister in all of this because you’re only outsiders, and strangers can afford to
sympathize with young love, and with whatever sounds daring and romantic, without

5 thinking what it does to all the other people involved. | don’t want you to hate my sister
— | don't hate her — but | do want you to see that we're happier this way, Father and |,
and as for Olive, she made her choice. (197)

Characters

® What is a character?

All readers are used to encountering characters in novels and short stories, but we don’t
always think deeply about what the difference is between a character in a work of fiction
and a real person in the real world. The important thing to remember is that characters
are not real people. They are collections of features, actions, words, thoughts and, most

importantly, motivations. If you take a close look at the descriptions of characters in
literary prose, you will find that the descriptions focus very little on the appearance of the
characters. You would be hard put to draw your favourite characters from the text alone —
this is why people form such strong opinions, both good and bad, about casting choices
when books are made into films. Instead, we get descriptions of some physical features,
combined with descriptions of character traits.

Take a look again at the description of the schoolmaster, Thomas Gradgrind, from Hard
Times on page 58. We get a strong sense of Gradgrind as a person, and especially what he
cares about. That is the key to understanding characters: what they care about will tell
us why they behave the way they behave and, by extension, what the author wants us to
understand about people like that.

W How characters can contribute to meaning

Another important job that you have as a reader is to figure out what each character
wants, and then to connect that desire to his or her behaviour. Take, for example, the
description of Jay Gatsby in our first introduction to that character from The Great Gatsby,
by F Scott Fitzgerald:

But | didn’t call to him for he gave a sudden intimation that he was content to
be alone—he stretched out his arms toward the dark water in a curious way,
and as far as | was from him | could have sworn he was trembling. Involuntarily
glanced seaward—there was nothing to be seen except a single green

5 light, minute and far away, that might have been the end of the dock. When
looked once more for Mr. Gatsby, he had gone, and | was alone again in the
unquiet darkness. (25-26)

We get an image of Gatsby reaching out his arms and trembling as he gazes on a green light
at the end of a dock — both the reach and the trembling convey a deep desire for something.
We learn later that the light is the light at the end of Daisy’s dock, so we can understand
that the dream that drives Jay Gatsby is the dream of possessing Daisy Buchanan.
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One other helpful strategy for understanding characters is to look at the ways in which
they change — or fail to change — over the course of the story. Generally speaking, there
are three kinds of change that a character might undergo:

® in knowledge
® in fortune

® in morality.

While characters cannot really undergo a change in knowledge that results in their
having less knowledge (short of significant brain damage), their fortune can change either
for the better or the worse, as can their moral characters.

‘Fortune’ in this context does not refer specifically to money, though gaining or losing
money might be part of a character’s change in fortune. A change in fortune means, more
generally, any change in the circumstances of a character’s life: a change from illness to
health, a change in social status, a change from single to married, a change in the country
in which the character lives or a change from life to death are all examples of changes in
fortune. When characters change in positive ways, they are generally successful and the
ending of the story is also generally positive. When they change in negative ways, or even
more interestingly, fail to change when they should, we often have a tragedy.

Jay Gatsby provides us with a great example of how failure to change results in tragedy.
Gatsby experiences dramatic changes in his general fortune over the course of his life;

he began life as the son of poor parents and he ends up with a vast fortune and the kind
of material goods that his parents never even dreamed of for him. Most of that change,
however, takes place before the story the narrator, Nick Carraway, is telling. The main
events of the novel occur during one year Carraway spent in New York and in this time,
Gatsby’s fortune and lifestyle do not change. He does end up dead, though, so the change
in his fortune is ultimate and irretrievable.

Interestingly, the reason he ends up dead is that he fails to gain either knowledge or
improved moral character. Throughout the novel, Gatsby deludes himself that he can
shape the world any way he wishes. We saw earlier that the dream that drives Jay Gatsby is
the dream of possessing Daisy Buchanan. He thinks that all he needs to achieve his goal
is money — that if he just has enough money, Daisy will come to him, and that it won’t
matter how he got it. Gatsby is wrong on both counts, and his inability to see the world in
any different way means that he causes Daisy to turn from him in disgust over his criminal
behaviour, and that he cannot recover from her loss. His failure to grow into a decent,
moral character and his failure to understand that what he wants from the world — to turn
time back five years — is impossible, and it leads, in Gatsby’s case, to tragedy.

ACTIVITY 4: ANALYSING A PASSAGE FROM A CHRISTMAS CAROL BY CHARLES DICKENS

Read the following extract from Charles Dickens” A Christmas Carol and consider the description of the main
character Ebenezer Scrooge. Answer the questions that follow the extract and remember to support your
answers with evidence from the text. After you have answered the questions, you can read the commentary at
the end of this book.

Oh! But he was a tight-fisted hand at the grindstone, Scrooge! a squeezing, wrenching, grasping,
scraping, clutching, covetous, old sinner! Hard and sharp as flint, from which no steel had ever
struck out generous fire; secret, and self-contained, and solitary as an oyster. The cold within him
froze his old features, nipped his pointed nose, shrivelled his cheek, stiffened his gait; made his

5 eyes red, his thin lips blue; and spoke out shrewdly in his grating voice. A frosty rime was on his
head, and on his eyebrows, and his wiry chin. He carried his own low temperature always about
with him; he iced his office in the dog-days; and didn’t thaw it one degree at Christmas.
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External heat and cold had little influence on Scrooge. No warmth could warm, no wintry weather
chill him. No wind that blew was bitterer than he, no falling snow was more intent upon its

10 purpose, no pelting rain less open to entreaty. Foul weather didn’t know where to have him. The
heaviest rain, and snow, and hail, and sleet, could boast of the advantage over him in only one
respect. They often ‘came down’ handsomely, and Scrooge never did.

1  What do you learn about Scrooge’s physical appearance?
2 What do you learn about Scrooge’s personality and moral character?

3 What do you learn about what Scrooge’s motivations are?

® Ghosts as characters

Ghosts are particularly interesting characters; ghosts who appear in novels or short stories
exist in a way that they do not exist in the real world outside of fiction. We might expect
to encounter ghosts only in fantasy novels, where they can participate in the action just as
any other character can; however, they do appear from time to time in much more realistic
literary fiction, in which case we have to account for their presence.

[n mainstream fiction, ghosts take on one of two roles: they are either symbolic or they
are imagined by other characters. In both instances, they are very often manifestations of
the memory or guilt of another character. Some famous examples of literary novels with

chosts are: Beloved by Toni Morrison, Lincoln at the Bardo by George Saunders and Sing,
Unburied, Sing by Jesmyn Ward.

[f you encounter a ghost, then your job is to figure out whether the ghost is intended to be
a literal character, or if the author is using the ghost to reveal something important about
other characters’ feelings and experiences. If the ghost appears to be an actual character,
then treat it as you would any other character: try to figure out what its motivations

are and check to see whether the character of the ghost changes in any way from the
beginning of the story to the end. In either case, you can evaluate the other characters’
reactions to the ghost, and that will tell you a great deal about their frame of mind.
Changes in a ghost which a character has been carrying with him or her will also indicate
a change in that character’s mental or emotional state.

¥ Final comment about character

One final consideration when you are trying to analyse character is to identify any
conflict in which each character (and particularly the main character) is involved.
Characters are commonly in conflict with each other, or with external forces, and that
conflict is often the cause of the events in the story. We saw in the section on narrators
that they can sometimes be in conflict with themselves — even though they may not
realize it — because they want to believe something that is not true. When you are trying
to assess character change, you will need to be able to determine how that character acted
in the face of conflict, as well as why that character either triumphed or failed.

Structure

Unlike poetry, prose does not have a set of recognizable structures that we can use as
starting points for analysis. However, each work of prose does naturally have a structure
fundamental to that work. As readers, we have to figure out how each work of prose is
structured. Stories can be structured in chronological order, they can rely on flashbacks,
on a particular order based on chapter titles, on a series of changing settings and so on.
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In Diane Setterfield’s The Thirteenth Tale, Setterfield gives us two distinct narrators:

Vida Winter, a famous (fictional) novelist and Margaret Leigh, the amateur biographer
that Vida Winter has chosen to write her (Winter's) story. The two stories develop in
alternating chapters. In As I Lay Dying, William Faulkner created 15 separate narrators, all
of whom tell the same story from a different perspective. Each chapter is entitled with the
name of the particular narrator telling that section. Their Eyes Were Watching God, by Zora
Neale Hurston, uses an extended flashback, and the events in the flashback move from
place to place. Like Water for Chocolate, by Laura Esquivel, has 12 sections, one for each
month of the year. Esquivel also uses recipes between chapters to help develop images and
ideas. The possibilities for structures you might find in a prose work of fiction are endless.

W Pride and Prejudice by Jane Austen

Pride and Prejudice is structured around a series of different communities through which the
two main characters, Elizabeth and Darcy, pass. At each site, their relationship develops
a little more. In the first section of the novel, the action takes place in Elizabeth’s home

territory. In that environment, Elizabeth feels confident, secure and infallible. In that
situation, she feels quite justified in rejecting Mr Darcy as being too cold and selfish to deserve
her attention. Darcy, on the other hand, seeing Elizabeth only against the background of her
rude and uncouth family, rejects any possibility of connecting himself to her.

The next environment in which they encounter each other is the neighbourhood of
Rosings, the home of Darcy’s aunt. In that environment, Darcy is forced to see, in

his aunt’s treatment of Elizabeth, that rudeness is not a matter of social status, but of
character. In her turn, Elizabeth, in that neighbourhood, learns the truth of Darcy’s ill-
treatment at the hands of Mr Wickham. Out of her own secure environment, she is more
open to recognizing her own errors of judgement.

The third meeting between Elizabeth and Darcy takes place at his home, Pemberley.

There, they meet in the absence of either family (except for Elizabeth’s very respectable
aunt and uncle). Here, they can both be seen at their best. The action moves back to
Elizabeth’s home for the end of the novel, but this time, both Elizabeth and Darcy have
changed from the beginning of the novel, and so they are immune to the negative forces
which kept them apart in the beginning.

Numerous novels other than Pride and Prejudice also rely on a structure based on a quest
but your job as reader is to take each work as it comes and to figure out what the author is
doing. You can examine the structure by asking yourself the following questions:

TIPS FOR IDENTIFYING STRUCTURE |

KEY TERMS 1 Do the chapter headings or titles suggest a particular order of events?

In medias res 2 When does the book begin relative to the events of the story? Is the narrator talking

— the structural soon after the events, during them or much later?
technique of 3

beginning a story
In the middle of
the action and
then going back
to the beginning
later.

s the order of events chronological, or are there flashbacks? The term in medias
res refers to the structural technique of beginning the story in the middle and then
going back to the beginning later.

4 Is there a journey? If so, is it a quest? You can find out more about quest
from reading Joseph Campbell’s work, Hero With a Thousand Faces, on ‘the
hero’s journey’.

5  What other patterns can you see in the way that the events of the story have been
arranged into a narrative?

Quest — a journey
which results in
significant change.

6 Are the events in the different sections divided into types — one type per section?
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Do the characters change from section to section?
Do the events somehow escalate in importance or drama from section to section?

What can recognizing these sections contribute to my understanding of what the
author is up to?

W Stream of consciousness

One type of narration that really influences the structure of a work is stream of
consciousness. A stream-of-consciousness narration is one in which the narrator just
says whatever comes into his or her head as he or she thinks it. This strategy affects
structure because the order of events is not planned in advance and can seem somewhat
random, although it really is not. The metaphor is of a stream, not of an avalanche! The
thoughts lead inevitably one to the next; they don’t all spill out in a random explosion of
ideas. Your job, when reading a stream-of-consciousness narration, is to consider how the
events relate to each other. Ask yourself why one thought lead to the next thought. One

very famous example of a stream-of-consciousness narration is William Faulkner’s Light in
August. Here is an extract:

The brother worked in the mill. All the men in the village worked in the mill
or for it. It was cutting pine. It had been there seven years and in seven
years more it would destroy all the timber within its reach. Then some of
the machinery and most of the men who ran it and existed because of and

5 for it would be loaded onto freight cars and moved away. But some of the
machinery would be left, since new pieces could always be bought on the
installment plan—gaunt, staring, motionless wheels rising from mounds of
brick rubble and ragged weeds with a quality profoundly astonishing, and
gutted boilers lifting their rusting and unsmoking stacks with <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>