Reading and Understanding Poetry

Poetry: A Concise Definition for the 21st Century 
Poetry is any written or spoken use of words which seeks to express—through a combined sense of sound and meaning, music, emotion and idea—the full capacity of language(s), testing the very limits of experience, imagination and what can be said; any theme or subject, level of diction, is available to the poet, although poetry has tended to deal primarily with intersections of the universal and personal, returning continually to the subjects of love, death, time, memory, family, nature, beauty, history and the gods. 

Poetry is created by poets, any human who chooses to enter the long tradition of poetry's art, craft and history by doing his or her best to make poetry, according to the definition above. Poets may work through an entire lifetime, or for only a brief period of intense creation, but they are serious and dedicated artists who fully respect the profound contexts and communities their work connects. As knowledge and facility may grow with time and experience, we often speak of "younger" and "older" poets, to signify the stage at which the poet is working; this is not necessarily a pejorative description. 

Poetry can be combined with other media, sung, spoken, acted, recorded or printed, in a nearly endless series of experiments with its ultimate limits, of which, so far, none have found. Finally, it must be said, few if any poets agree on what a poet, poem or poetry itself, is; as such, any ultimate definition will fail to satisfy most or all. The best way to define poetry is to do it.1
Todd Swift 

The Purpose of Poetry

In its most complex form, poetry forces you to stop and concentrate intensely on one thing: one topic, idea, or thought. The reading and writing of poetry pushes you toward being precise with words. Through this attention to language, you cultivate a higher level of literacy, or skill with language, that allows you to express yourself more effectively in any way that is chosen. 

A poem is like a photograph; it is a means of presenting a specific image to the viewer. The role of the reader is to “read the images” being used to decipher a meaning. 
Essentially, the main goal of a poem is to have the reader make a connection with it; as without a connection, the poem is meaningless. While poetry does not have to be familiar, it has to offer the reader an experience of some sort; a glimpse into vast possibilities of worlds, places, situations, or emotions that the reader may have wondered about. The poet speaks and the reader is given a chance to hear. 

Strategies for Reading Poetry 

1. Pre-Reading 

· Read the title of the poem. 

· Make connections to the words. 

· What words do you recognize?

· What do you know about those words?

· What do the words mean to you?

· What ideas are usually associated with those words?

· Guess what the poem will be about. 

2. Reading 

· Read the poem once in its entirety. 

· Read through the poem again, highlighting or underlining words or phrases that you might find significant or even unfamiliar. 

· Jot down your ideas and impressions. 
· What is the topic of the poem?

· What is the main idea/point?

· What is your initial reaction to the poem?

· Love it? Hate it? It’s boring? Don’t get it?

3. Post-Reading 

Understanding the Poem 

· Break the poem into manageable chunks. 

· Read the poem one line/stanza at a time. 

· If necessary, translate each line into more accessible language. 

· Jot down your new associations. 

· Ask questions of each stanza. 

· Identify the main point of the stanza. 

· What is the author trying to say about the topic? 

· How does it relate to all the other stanzas in the poem?

· How do all the pieces fit together to create a message?

4. Answer the Questions. 

· Before you can understand what the question is asking you, you need to understand the poem. This means you always read the selection before the questions. If you still don’t understand the poem, then refer back to the questions to see if you can gain a point of focus or insight. Only do this as a last resort. 

