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Creative Writing Poetry Packet

How to explicate a poem: the beginning

A poetry explication is a relatively short analysis which describes the possible meanings and relationships of the words, images, and other small units that make up a poem. Writing an explication is an effective way for a reader to connect a poem's plot and conflicts with its structural features. This handout reviews some of the important techniques of approaching and writing a poetry explication, and includes parts of two sample explications. 

Preparing to write the explication

1. Read the poem silently, then read it aloud (if not in a testing situation). Repeat as necessary. 

2. Consider the poem as a dramatic situation in which a speaker addresses an audience or another character. In this way, begin your analysis by identifying and describing the speaking voice or voices, the conflicts or ideas, and the language used in the poem. 

The large issues

Determine the basic design of the poem by considering the who, what, when, where, and why of the dramatic situation. 

· What is being dramatized? What conflicts or themes does the poem present, address, or question?

· Who is the speaker? Define and describe the speaker and his/her voice. What does the speaker say? Who is the audience? Are other characters involved?

· What happens in the poem? Consider the plot or basic design of the action. How are the dramatized conflicts or themes introduced, sustained, resolved, etc.?

· When does the action occur? What is the date and/or time of day?

· Where is the speaker? Describe the physical location of the dramatic moment.

· Why does the speaker feel compelled to speak at this moment? What is his/her motivation?

The details

To analyze the design of the poem, we must focus on the poem's parts, namely how the poem dramatizes conflicts or ideas in language. By concentrating on the parts, we develop our understanding of the poem's structure, and we gather support and evidence for our interpretations. Some of the details we should consider include the following:

· Form: Does the poem represent a particular form (sonnet, sestina, etc.)? Does the poem present any unique variations from the traditional structure of that form?

· Rhetoric: How does the speaker make particular statements? Does the rhetoric seem odd in any way? Why? Consider the predicates and what they reveal about the speaker.

· Syntax: Consider the subjects, verbs, and objects of each statement and what these elements reveal about the speaker. Do any statements have convoluted or vague syntax?

· Vocabulary: Why does the poet choose one word over another in each line? Do any of the words have multiple or archaic meanings that add other meanings to the line? Use the Oxford English Dictionary as a resource.

The patterns

As you analyze the design line by line, look for certain patterns to develop which provide insight into the dramatic situation, the speaker's state of mind, or the poet's use of details. Some of the most common patterns include the following:

· Rhetorical Patterns: Look for statements that follow the same format.

· Rhyme: Consider the significance of the end words joined by sound; in a poem with no rhymes, consider the importance of the end words.

· Patterns of Sound: Alliteration and assonance create sound effects and often cluster significant words.

· Visual Patterns: How does the poem look on the page?

· Rhythm and Meter: Consider how rhythm and meter influence our perception of the speaker and his/her language.

Tips to keep in mind

1. Refer to the speaking voice in the poem as “the speaker" or "the poet." For example, do not write, "In this poem, Wordsworth says that London is beautiful in the morning." However, you can write, "In this poem, Wordsworth presents a speaker who…" We cannot absolutely identify Wordsworth with the speaker of the poem, so it is more accurate to talk about "the speaker" or "the poet" in an explication. 

2. Use the present tense when writing the explication. The poem, as a work of literature, continues to exist!

3. To avoid unnecessary uses of the verb "to be" in your compositions, the following list suggests some verbs you can use when writing the explication:

dramatizes

presents

illustrates

characterizes

underlines

asserts

enacts

connects

portrays

contrasts

juxtaposes

suggests

implies

shows

addresses

emphasizes

stresses

accentuates

enables
Quick Write Poems

Assignment:  Choose four (4) of the following types of poetry and compose your own masterpiece following the parameters of each type.  Yes, you may attempt to write one of each one but it is not required.

Mad Lib: phrasal template word game where one player prompts others for a list of words to substitute for blanks in a story, before reading the – often comical or nonsensical – story aloud. 
Whose (noun) these are I think I (verb).

His (noun) is in the (noun), though;

He will not see me (verb-)ing here

To watch his (noun #1) fill up with (noun).

My (adjective) (noun) must think it (adjective)

To stop without a (noun) near

Between the (noun#1) and (adjective) (noun)

The (adjective) (noun) of the year.

He (verb) his (adjective) (plural noun) a shake

To (verb) if there is some (noun).

The only other sound's the (onomatopoeia)

Of (adjective) (noun) and (adjective) (noun).

The (noun #1) are (adjective), (adjective) and (adjective),

But I have (plural noun) to (verb),

And miles to go before I (verb),

And miles to go before I (same verb).

Clerihew: Four – line form consisting of two couplets (a-a, b-b) that offer a humorous view of a well-known person. The name must be a part of one of the end rhymes. 

“John Wayne”
When rugged John Wayne 

Leads the wagon train, 

The badmen scatter 

To his bullets’ patter. 

“Albert Einstein”
Albert Einstein 

Genius at nine 

Did what none dared: 

Invented E=mc 2 

Conceit poem: A conceit is a fanciful poetic image, especially an elaborate or exaggerated comparison. This is really an experience in working with metaphor, but one that extends through the poem. You will be writing about one thing entirely in terms of another, eg. the moon as a soccer ball - kicked around the sky, 'off-side!' Answer these questions about your chosen object comparison: 

1) What is it? What does it look like?

2) Where is it? 

3) What is it doing? 

4) Expand this to use senses, eg. touch, feeling 

5) A final action to round off the conceit 

Notice how this poem describes a mosquito in terms of a burglar. 

“The Flying Burglar” 

He's out at dead of night, dodging
between this shadow and that.
His nerves quiver.
He looks for a chink of light,
the smallest crack.
He's found it. He's in
How careless
to leave the goodies
heaped on the bed.
He zones in, strikes,
and stashes away
his first sackful
of warm blood

Dirge: A dirge is a funeral poem. Remember that funerals were often a procession, people slowly trudging with the dearly departed to see them buried or put to sea, so it would be completely appropriate for a dirge to be song-like. It could also be an elegy, an ode to the deceased.

“Edge” by Sylvia Plath

The woman is perfected.
Her dead
Body wears the smile of accomplishment,
The illusion of a Greek necessity
Flows in the scrolls of her toga,
Her bare
Feet seem to be saying:
We have come so far, it is over.
Each dead child coiled, a white serpent,
One at each little
Pitcher of milk, now empty.
She has folded
Them back into her body as petals
Of a rose close when the garden
Stiffens and odors bleed
From the sweet, deep throats of the night flower.
The moon has nothing to be sad about,
Staring from her hood of bone.
She is used to this sort of thing.
Her blacks crackle and drag.

Formal Cinquain: Five lines, each line adding two syllables and further meaning to the subject. Syllable pattern is 2-4-6-8-2.

Flowers 

Are bursts of warmth, 

Bringing sunshine to me, 

Brightening my day. I love 

Flowers. 

Hope 

Gently, 

Gasping for breath, 

Caring for human life, 

Hope renders the world resounding 

Pleasures. 
Childhood Poems
Those Winter Sundays

Robert Hayden (1913-1980)

Sundays too my father got up early
And put his clothes on in the blueback cold,
then with cracked hands that ached
from labor in the weekday weather made
banked fires blaze. No one ever thanked him.

I'd wake and hear the cold splintering, breaking.
When the rooms were warm, he'd call,
and slowly I would rise and dress,
fearing the chronic angers of that house,

Speaking indifferently to him,
who had driven out the cold
and polished my good shoes as well.
What did I know, what did I know
of love's austere and lonely offices? 


The Whipping

by Robert Hayden 

 
The old woman across the way
     is whipping the boy again
and shouting to the neighborhood
     her goodness and his wrongs.

Wildly he crashes through elephant ears,
     pleads in dusty zinnias,
while she in spite of crippling fat
     pursues and corners him.

She strikes and strikes the shrilly circling
     boy till the stick breaks
in her hand. His tears are rainy weather
     to woundlike memories:

My head gripped in bony vise
     of knees, the writhing struggle
to wrench free, the blows, the fear
     worse than blows that hateful
Words could bring, the face that I
     no longer knew or loved . . .
Well, it is over now, it is over,
     and the boy sobs in his room,

And the woman leans muttering against
     a tree, exhausted, purged--
avenged in part for lifelong hidings
     she has had to bear. 


Digging

Seamus Heaney (Ireland, born 1939)
  
Between my finger and my thumb
The squat pen rests; as snug as a gun.

Under my window a clean rasping sound
When the spade sinks into gravelly ground:
My father, digging. I look down

Till his straining rump among the flowerbeds
Bends low, comes up twenty years away
Stooping in rhythm through potato drills
Where he was digging.

The coarse boot nestled on the lug, the shaft
Against the inside knee was levered firmly.
He rooted out tall tops, buried the bright edge deep
To scatter new potatoes that we picked
Loving their cool hardness in our hands.

By God, the old man could handle a spade,
Just like his old man.

My grandfather could cut more turf in a day
Than any other man on Toner's bog.
Once I carried him milk in a bottle
Corked sloppily with paper. He straightened up
To drink it, then fell to right away
Nicking and slicing neatly, heaving sods
Over his shoulder, digging down and down
For the good turf. Digging.


The cold smell of potato mold, the squelch and slap
Of soggy peat, the curt cuts of an edge
Through living roots awaken in my head.
But I've no spade to follow men like them.

Between my finger and my thumb
The squat pen rests.
I'll dig with it.

Hanging Fire

Audre Lorde (1934-1992)

I am fourteen

and my skin has betrayed me

the boy I cannot live without 

still sucks his thumb 

in secret

how come my knees are 

always so ashy

what if I die

before the morning comes

and momma's in the bedroom

with the door closed.

I have to learn how to dance

in time for the next party 

my room is too small for me

suppose I die before graduation

they will sing sad melodies

but finally

tell the truth about me

There is nothing I want to do 

and too much

that has to be done

and momma's in the bedroom

with the door closed.

Nobody even stops to think

about my side of it

I should have been on Math Team

my marks were better than his

why do I have to be

the one 

wearing braces

I have nothing to wear tomorrow

will I live long enough

to grow up

and momma's in the bedroom

with the door closed.

My Papa's Waltz

Theodore Roethke (1908-1963)

The whiskey on your breath 
Could make a small boy dizzy; 
But I hung on like death: 
Such waltzing was not easy. 

We romped until the pans 
Slid from the kitchen shelf; 
My mother's countenance 
Could not unfrown itself. 

The hand that held my wrist 
Was battered on one knuckle; 
At every step you missed 
My right ear scraped a buckle. 

You beat time on my head 
With a palm caked hard by dirt, 
Then waltzed me off to bed 
Still clinging to your shirt. 
For Two of the poems:

1. Summarize in a short sentence the main idea of the poem. 
2. Characterize the speaker in the poem. How old is the speaker? Can you distinguish different time periods in the poem or different ages in the speaker? 
3. Explain how the poet conveys the perceptions of a child. How does this control the setting of the poem? 
4. What childhood emotions are portrayed in the poem? 
5. How does the poet convey adult reflections? How does this affect the form of the poem? 
6. List what adult thoughts about childhood are communicated in the poem you read. 
Compare yourself to the child the poem. Explain what you have in common? What not? How would you feel if you were him or her? 
Journey Poem Instructions & Assignment

Assignment:  Write a similar poem of your own, about a journey of your own, using the same formula, in exactly the same order.

1. Begin the poem with a metaphor or simile.

Beer bottles line the ditches all the way to town

like beach drift after a storm.

2. Say something specific but utterly preposterous.

In each bottle there is a message which has evaporated.

3. Use at least one image, in succession, for each of the five senses: sight, touch, sound, taste, smell.

With my gunny sack pack, I look

like a humped, arthritic old tramp. [sight]. The clink

of glass [sound] is a music that changes

with the miles, changes

as the weight of the pack ropes

cuts into my thumbs [touch]. The air is summer

on the tongue, [taste] but the soaked cloth stinks

of stale hops, of spit, old rainwater, [smell] . . .

4. Use an example of synesthesia (mixing the senses).

smells like the weight of a ticket

5. Use the proper name of a person, & a place.

to Flash Gordon in the Caverns of Mongo.

6. Contradict something you said earlier in the poem.

There are still messages in these bottles,

and every storekeeper, any small kid,

can read them. . .

7. Change direction, or digress from the last thing you said (digression: stopping what you're talking about to talk about something else).

At Heart Lake, a single heron kites

from the cattails, and floats in a June wind

8. Use a word (slang? not obscene, please) you've never seen in a poem.

that doesn't know what a dweeb is.

9. Use an example of false cause-effect logic.

A heavy rain begins, because it’s Saturday,

and there’s a serial between the double features.



10. Use a piece of "talk" you've actually heard (preferably in dialect and/or which you don't understand).

I'm readier than Freddier, and jammier than Jim.

11. Create a metaphor using the following construction: "The (adjective) (concrete noun) of (abstract noun)"

At Fergie’s Market the clerk sniffs at the bottles

spilling from my bag. His eyes are hard as he counts

out the shiny quarters of respectability.

12. Use an image in such a way as to reverse its usual associative qualities.

His grin is the grill of a hearse.

13. Make the speaker of the poem do something he/she could not do in "real life."

I dig through the grave he puts me in

and surface in line for the matinee.

14. Refer to yourself by nickname & in third person.

Little Sammy tells the clerk he is eleven.

15. Write in the future tense, such that part of the poem seems to be a prediction.

He will tell her this for so many years

that always the simple act of eating popcorn

will make him feel younger.

16. Modify a noun with an unlikely adjective.

I take a seat in the licorice dark.

17. Make a declarative assertion that sounds convincing, but that makes no "real" sense.

I am cloaked in the stench of old beer,

wrapped in a silence so profound the noise

vibrates inside my head like a shout.

18. Use a phrase from a language other than English, then translate it.

En la oscuridad, todos los ojos tienen lenguas.

In the darkness, all of the eyes have tongues.

19. Make a non-human object say or do something human (personification).

The walls gossip, the sticky floor points me out.

20. Close the poem with a vivid image that echoes the image you began the poem with.

All around me people leave their seats, until I am

the single bottle left in its fragile case, this memory

a wind blowing across the glass rim of time.

Self and Society Poems

We Real Cool

Gwendolyn Brooks (1917-2000)

We real cool. We

Left school. We

Lurk late. We

Strike straight. We

Sing sin. We

Thin gin. We

Jazz June. We

Die soon.

The Negro Speaks of Rivers

Langston Hughes (1902-1967)

I've known rivers:

I've known rivers ancient as the world and older than the

     flow of human blood in human veins.

My soul has grown deep like the rivers.

I bathed in the Euphrates when dawns were young.

I built my hut near the Congo and it lulled me to sleep.

I looked upon the Nile and raised the pyramids above it.

I heard the singing of the Mississippi when Abe Lincoln 

     went down to New Orleans, and I've seen its muddy 

     bosom turn all golden in the sunset.

I've known rivers:

Ancient, dusky rivers.

My soul has grown deep like the rivers.                                                            

Facing It

Yusef Komunyakaa (born 1947)

My black face fades,

hiding inside the black granite.

I said I wouldn't,

dammit: No tears. 

I'm stone. I'm flesh.

My clouded reflection eyes me

like a bird of prey, the profile of night

slanted against morning. I turn

this way--the stone lets me go.

I turn that way--I'm inside

the Vietnam Veterans Memorial

again, depending on the light

to make a difference.

I go down the 58,022 names,

half-expecting to find

my own in letters like smoke.

I touch the name Andrew Johnson;

I see the booby trap's white flash.

Names shimmer on a woman's blouse

but when she walks away

the names stay on the wall.

Brushstrokes flash, a red bird's 

wings cutting across my stare.

The sky. A plane in the sky.

A white vet's image floats

closer to me, then his pale eyes

look through mine. I'm a window.

He's lost his right arm

inside the stone. In the black mirror

a woman's trying to erase names:

No, she's brushing a boy's hair.                                                                         

St. Roach

Muriel Rukeyser (1913-1980)

            For that I never knew you, I only learned to dread you,
for that I never touched you, they told me you are filth,
they showed me by every action to despise your kind;
for that I saw my people making war on you,
I could not tell you apart, one from another,
for that in childhood I lived in places clear of you,
for that all the people I knew met you by
crushing you, stamping you to death, they poured boiling
water on you, they flushed you down,
for that I could not tell one from another
only that you were dark, fast on your feet, and slender.
Not like me.
For that I did not know your poems
And that I do not know any of your sayings
And that I cannot speak or read your language
And that I do not sing your songs
And that I do not teach our children
to eat your food
or know your poems
or sing your songs
But that we say you are filthing our food
But that we know you not at all.

Yesterday I looked at one of you for the first time.
You were lighter that the others in color, that was
neither good nor bad.
I was really looking for the first time.
You seemed troubled and witty.

Today I touched one of you for the first time.
You were startled, you ran, you fled away
Fast as a dancer, light, strange, and lovely to the touch.
I reach, I touch, I begin to know you. 

I Hear America Singing

Walt Whitman (1819-1892)
I hear America singing, the varied carols I hear,
Those of mechanics, each one singing his as it should be blithe and strong,
The carpenter singing his as he measures his plank or beam,
The mason singing his as he makes ready for work, or leaves off work,
The boatman singing what belongs to him in his boat, the deckhand
singing on the steamboat deck,
The shoemaker singing as he sits on his bench, the hatter singing as
he stands,
The wood-cutter's song, the ploughboy's on his way in the morning,
or at noon intermission or at sundown,
The delicious singing of the mother, or of the young wife at work,
or of the girl sewing or washing,
Each singing what belongs to him or her and to none else,
The day what belongs to the day--at night the party of young
fellows, robust, friendly,
Singing with open mouths their strong melodious songs.
For One of the poems:

1. Summarize in a short sentence the main idea of the poem. 
2. Characterize the speaker in the poem. How old is the speaker? Can you distinguish different time periods in the poem or different ages in the speaker? 

3. Explain how the poet conveys the perceptions of a child. How does this control the setting of the poem? 

4. What childhood emotions are portrayed in the poem? 
5. How does the poet convey adult reflections? How does this affect the form of the poem? 

6. Pick two literary devices the poet uses and analyze how they contribute to the poem.

