How to Analyze Poetry Under Pressure: Advice for English 100W Students

1. Read the poem quickly to figure out what it’s about: what’s going on in the plot (if there is one) and what theme is being explored.

If you can’t tell for sure, look up words that might be puzzling. Untangle any strangely organized sentences until you have a brief summary in normal prose.

2. Decide what the poem is saying (or showing, more often) about the key theme—its thesis. 
For example, many poems explore the theme of human mortality: dealing with the fact that we will die. *Some poems are consoling, showing (or saying) that death is just as natural as life, and that we will find ourselves able to handle it when we get there. (Tennyson’s “Crossing the Bar”). *Other poems focus on how the knowledge of our mortality should influence how we live our lives. Often such poems say “carpe diem!” (Seize the day!) “To His Coy Mistress” is a famous poem with this thesis, one of the most artful seduction poems ever.

3. Notice which literary elements are being used most effectively and/or in the most interesting ways. Striking setting? Strangely random plot? Distinct “voice” of the speaker? Effective imagery? Creative inversion of symbolism? Clever allusions (historical, literary, biblical, pop cultural, etc)? Striking rhythm-(e.g. a galloping horses rhythm in a poem about a cavalry charge)? Unexpected shift in point of view or tone? Etc.
4. Decide which literary elements you will discuss (enough to demonstrate your virtuosity, not so many that you can’t discuss them thoroughly enough). Come up with a mini-thesis for each one, relating the poet’s use of the element to the theme of the poem. And gather specific evidence from the poem to support the mini-thesis.

 For example, in the poem about Eurydice in Hades (text pp. 1288-1290) you might note that the imagery used to describe the dead Eurydice has more to do with new life than with death [a pregnant woman, ripe fruit, a young flower]. From this, you could argue that this supports the poem’s theme that death is just another stage in a soul’s experience, and that we might find that it has its own delights. A discussion of the poem’s shifting point of view (from Orpheus to Eurydice to Hermes to Orpheus to Eurydice] also helps emphasize Eurydice’s experience of death—as something not to be feared or resisted.
5. Decide the order of your paragraphs. Due to the difficulty of managing time under pressure, it’s best to put your best material first, to be sure you won’t run out of time for your best material. 
6. Finally, write a brief introduction that includes a statement about what the poem means and which elements you will discuss to illuminate its theme and the poet’s methods. Again, keep it brief, due to the time constraints. 
