Apocalyptic Hope

John Sheehy

Exercise:  Things to Say about Poetry Instead of Saying What It All Means
Group 1:  45 (“Something quieter than sleep. . .”)

Group 2:  258 (“There’s a certain slant of light. . .”)

Group 3:  501 (“This world is not conclusion. . .”)

Group 4:  986 (“A narrow fellow in the grass. . .”)

Group 5:  465 (“I heard a fly buzz – when I died. . .”)

In class Thursday:

As a group, consider the following questions, ideas, and thoughts, and come to some consensus about them, to the extent that such consensus is necessary. Everybody should talk.  Everybody.  This means you.

1. Speaker. Who is the speaker? What person (first, second, third) is Dickinson speaking in? If it is the first person plural (that is, “we,” “us”), with whom has she aligned herself? To whom is the poem addressed? 

2. Setting or Situation. What is the setting? Real? Abstract? What about the situation? Is there action in the poem? What is it? 

3. Sound and Syntax.  What are the verbs? What is their tense? Their mood (indicative, imperative, subjunctive, interrogative)? In what ways does syntax vary from what you expect? Syntactically and structurally, where does the poem fulfill your expectations?  Where does it surprise or frustrate you?   Try to say how.

4. Does the poem have a rhyme scheme?  Try to lay it out (ABAB, etc.)  Does it very from that scheme anywhere?  Where and how?  Ask the same question about meter:  does it have a regular rhythm?  Does it vary from it?

5. Look for weird rhymes.  Where does she use the following, and how, and why?  (By the way, don’t limit yourself to these – consider other weird rhymes, and internal rhymes, too.)

a. slant rhyme: a kind of consonance (relation between words in which the final consonants in the stressed syllables agree but the vowels that precede them differ: add/read, up/step, peer/pare, while/hill). 

b. eye rhyme: rhyme that appears correct from the spelling but is not so from the pronunciation, such as watch/match, love/move, through/enough. 

c. true rhyme: identity of terminal sound between accented syllables, usually occupying corresponding positions in two or more lines of verse. The correspondence of sound is based on the vowels and succeeding consonants of the accented syllables, which must, for a true rhyme, be preceded by different consonants. Thus "fan" and "ran" constitute a true rhyme because the vowel and succeeding consonant sounds ("an") are the same but the preceding consonant sounds are different.

6. What words, what structures, and what sounds get repeated?  What is the effect of the repetition? 

7. What kinds of images does she use? olfactory? tactile? visual? auditory? thermal? What patterns do you see in the imagery?  Light and dark, male and female, warm and hot?

8. Does the poem have an effective, striking, or climactic moment? Does it come to some kind of resolution? What kind? What recognition does the speaker's persona achieve, or does the poem chronicle simple description and observation? 

9. Tone. What is the tone of the whole? Solemn? Playful? Irreverent? Mournful? Objective? What feeling do you find in yourself when you read it out loud? 

10.  Where does the poem start you out, and where does the poem leave you?  Do you like where you begin?  Do you like where you end up?  Does the poem comfort you, abandon you, betray you, cajole you, or do something else entirely?

At home
1. Find at least one academic article written about this poem and read it.


2. Think about how your group discussed all the questions above.  Then think about how this particular poem works with or against other Dickinson poems.  What does it remind you of?  What ideas does it reinforce?  What ideas does it contradict?  What images does it share with others of Dickinson’s works?


3. Write about the poem with respect to either the article or the rest of the poetry for your response on Tuesday.


Next Week:  

Each group will present its poem to the class.

