Poetry Explication Assignment
Write a 1 ½-2 page explication of a poem of your choice. The poem must not be one
that we have discussed in class. Make use of the poetry terms we have discussed in
class as well as general insight you take from the poem. An effective explication will
give a reader both a sense of the literal meaning of the poem as well an analysis of its
poetic devices. Please include a copy of the poem you have chosen with your
assignment.
What is Explication?
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
• 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 poems' 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.
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.

Sample Poetry Explication
The Fountain
Fountain, fountain, what do you say
Singing at night alone?
"It is enough to rise and fall
Here in my basin of stone."
But are you content as you seem to be
So near the freedom and rush of the sea?
"I have listened all night to its laboring sound,
It heaves and sags, as the moon runs round;
Ocean and fountain, shadow and tree,
Nothing escapes, nothing is free."
-- Sara Teasdale (American, l884-1933)
“ As a direct address to an inanimate object "The Fountain" presents three main
conflicts concerning the appearance to the observer and the reality in the poem. First,
since the speaker addresses an object usually considered voiceless, the reader may
abandon his/her normal perception of the fountain and enter the poet's imaginative
address. Secondly, the speaker not only addresses the fountain but asserts that it
speaks and sings, personifying the object with vocal abilities. These acts imply that, not
only can the fountain speak in a musical form, but the fountain also has the ability to
present some particular meaning ("what do you say" (1)). Finally, the poet gives the
fountain a voice to say that its perpetual motion (rising and falling) is "enough" to
maintain its sense of existence. This final personification fully dramatizes the conflict
between the fountain's appearance and the poem's statement of reality by giving the
object intelligence and voice.
The first strophe, four lines of alternating 4- and 3-foot lines, takes the form of a ballad
stanza. In this way, the poem begins by suggesting that it will be story that will perhaps
teach a certain lesson. The opening trochees and repetition stress the address to the
fountain, and the iamb which ends line 1 and the trochee that begins line 2 stress the
actions of the fountain itself. The response of the fountain illustrates its own rise and fall
in the iambic line 3, and the rhyme of "alone" and "stone" emphasizes that the fountain
is really a physical object, even though it can speak in this poem.
The second strophe expands the conflicts as the speaker questions the fountain. The
first couplet connects the rhyming words "be" and "sea" these connections stress the
question, "Is the fountain content when it exists so close to a large, open body of water
like the ocean?" The fountain responds to the tempting "rush of the sea" with much
wisdom (6). The fountain's reply posits the sea as “laboring” versus the speaker’s
assertion of its freedom; the sea becomes characterized by heavily accented “heaves
and sags” and not opens rushing (7, 8). In this way, the fountain suggests that the sea's

waters may be described in images of labor, work, and fatigue; governed by the moon,
these waters are not free at all. The "as" of line 8 becomes a key word, illustrating that
the sea's waters are not free but commanded by the moon, which is itself governed by
gravity in its orbit around Earth. Since the moon, an object far away in the heavens,
controls the ocean, the sea cannot be free as the speaker asserts.
The poet reveals the fountain's intelligence in rhyming couplets which present closedin, epigrammatic statements. These couplets draw attention to the contained nature of
the all objects in the poem, and they draw attention to the final line's lesson. This last
line works on several levels to address the poem's conflicts. First, the line refers to the
fountain itself; in this final rhymed couplet is the illustration of the water's perpetual
motion in the fountain, its continually recycled movement rising and falling. Second, the
line refers to the ocean; in this respect the water cannot escape its boundary or control
its own motions. The ocean itself is trapped between landmasses and is controlled by a
distant object's gravitational pull. Finally, the line addresses the speaker, leaving
him/her with an overriding sense of fate and fallacy.
The fallacy here is that the fountain presents this wisdom of reality to defy the speaker's
original idea that the fountain and the ocean appear to be trapped and free. Also, the
direct statement of the last line certainly addresses the human speaker as well as the
human reader. This statement implies that we are all trapped or controlled by some
remote object or entity. At the same time, the assertion that "Nothing escapes" reflects
the limitations of life in the world and the death that no person can escape. Our own
thoughts are restricted by our mortality as well as by our limits of relying on
appearances. By personifying a voiceless object, the poem presents a different
perception of reality, placing the reader in the same position of the speaker and inviting
the reader to question the conflict between appearance and reality, between what we
see and what we can know.”
*with thanks and credit to Professor Pogreba, Helena High School, Helena, Montana

