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One Art      
Elizabeth Bishop 
 
The art of losing isn't hard to master;   1 
 
so many things seem filled with the intent 
 
to be lost that their loss is no disaster. 
 
 
Lose something every day. Accept the fluster 
 
of lost door keys, the hour badly spent.  5 
 
The art of losing isn't hard to master. 
 
 
Then practice losing farther, losing faster: 
 
places, and names, and where it was you meant  
 
to travel. None of these will bring disaster. 
 
 
I lost my mother's watch. And look! my last, or 10 
 
next-to-last, of three loved houses went. 
 
The art of losing isn't hard to master. 
 
 
I lost two cities, lovely ones. And, vaster, 
 
some realms I owned, two rivers, a continent. 
 
I miss them, but it wasn't a disaster.   15 
 
 
--Even losing you (the joking voice, a gesture 
 
I love) I shan't have lied.  It's evident 
 
the art of losing's not too hard to master 
 
though it may look like (Write it!) like disaster. 
 

From The Complete Poems 1927-1979 by Elizabeth Bishop, published by Farrar, Straus & Giroux, Inc.  
Copyright © 1979, 1983 by Alice Helen Methfessel.  

Used with permission of Farrar, Straus & Giroux, LLC. All rights reserved. 
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Those Winter Sundays 
  Robert Hayden 
 
Sundays too my father got up early   1 
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. 5 
 
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,   10 
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 offices1? 
 

 Courtesy of www.poemhunter.com 

 

                                                
1 “Offices” here means “duties” or “obligations” 
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A Letter Sent to Summer 
Jane Shore 
 
    Oh summer if you would only come  1 
    with your big baskets of flowers, 
    dropping by like an old friend 
    just passing through the neighborhood! 
 
    If you came to my door disguised   5 
    as a thirsty biblical angel 
    I'd buy all your hairbrushes and magazines! 
    I'd be more hospitable 
    than any ancient king. 
 
    I'd personally carry your luggage in.  10 
    Your monsoons. Your squadrons of bugs. 
    Your plums and lovely melons. 
    Let the rose let out its long long sigh. 
    And Desire return to the hapless rabbit. 
 
    This request is also in my own behalf.  15 
    Inside my head it is always snowing, 
    even when I sleep. When I wake up, 
    and still you have not arrived, 
    I curl back into my blizzard of linens. 
 
    Not like winter's buckets of whitewash.  20 
    Please wallpaper my bedroom 
    with leafy vegetables and farms. 
    If you knocked right now, 
    I would not interfere. 
    Start near the window.    25 
    Start right here. 
 

From Eye Level  by Jane Shore, University of Massachusetts Press, 1977.  
Courtesy of www.questia.com 
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Sestina  
Elizabeth Bishop 
 
September rain falls on the house.   1 
In the failing light, the old grandmother 
sits in the kitchen with the child 
beside the Little Marvel Stove, 
reading the jokes from the almanac,   5 
laughing and talking to hide her tears. 
 
She thinks that her equinoctial tears 
and the rain that beats on the roof of the house 
were both foretold by the almanac, 
but only known to a grandmother.   10 
The iron kettle sings on the stove. 
She cuts some bread and says to the child, 
 
It's time for tea now; but the child 
is watching the teakettle's small hard tears 
dance like mad on the hot black stove,   15 
the way the rain must dance on the house. 
Tidying up, the old grandmother 
hangs up the clever almanac 
 
on its string. Birdlike, the almanac 
hovers half open above the child,   20 
hovers above the old grandmother 
and her teacup full of dark brown tears. 
She shivers and says she thinks the house 
feels chilly, and puts more wood in the stove. 
 
It was to be, says the Marvel Stove.   25 
I know what I know, says the almanac. 
With crayons the child draws a rigid house 
and a winding pathway. Then the child 
puts in a man with buttons like tears 
and shows it proudly to the grandmother.  30 
 
But secretly, while the grandmother 
busies herself about the stove, 
the little moons fall down like tears 
from between the pages of the almanac 
into the flower bed the child    35 
has carefully placed in the front of the house. 
 
Time to plant tears, says the almanac. 
The grandmother sings to the marvelous stove 
and the child draws another inscrutable house. 
 

Courtesy of a fan who typed it from a beloved collection 
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Rink Keeper’s Sestina: Hockey, hockey 
 

George Draper (1942-       ) 
 
Call me Zamboni2.  Nights my job is hockey. 
I make the ice and watch the kids take slapshots 
At each other.  They act like Esposito3, 
As tough in the slot as Phil, as wild with fury  
In fights.  Their coaches tell me this is pleasure. 
But it isn’t pleasure.  What it is, is Hockey. 
 
Now let me tell you what I mean by Hockey. 
I mean the fights.  I mean young kids in fury,  
And all these coaches yelling for more slapshots. 
I tell you, blood is spilled here.  This is pleasure? 
It seems to me the coaches should teach hockey 
Not how to act like Schultz or Esposito. 
 
Look, I have nothing against Phil Esposito. 
He’s one of the greats, no question, it’s a pleasure 
To watch him play.  My point is, why teach fury? 
If I know life (at least if I know hockey), 
Then fury’s here to stay.  We don’t need Hockey 
To tell us that, we don’t’ need fights and slapshots. 
 
Like yesterday.  I heard a coach yell, “Slapshots! 
Take slapshots, son!  You think Phil Esposito  
Hangs back?  and hit!  And hit again!  That’s hockey!” 
But he was wrong.  The kid was ten.  That’s Hockey. 
You could tell the boy admired his coach’s fury. 
It won’t be long before he hits with pleasure. 
 
Sure, I’m no saint.  I know.  I’ve gotten pleasure 
From fury, too, like any man.  And hockey 
At times gets changed around in me to Hockey. 
I’ve yelled for blood at Boston Garden.  Slapshots? 
They’ve thrilled me.  I’ve seen men clobber Esposito 
And loved it when he hit them back with fury. 
 
But you know what?  Before these days of fury, 
When indoor rinks were just a gleam in Hockey 
Fanatics’ eyes, there was no greater pleasure 
Than winter mornings.  Black ice.  (Esposito 
Knew days like this as a boy.)  Some friends.  No slapshots, 
But a clear, cold sky.  Choose teams.  Drop the puck.  Play hockey. 
 
Yes, before big Hockey (sorry, Esposito), 
Before the fury and all the blazing slapshots, 
We had great pleasure outdoors playing hockey. 

 

                                                
2 Machine (named for its inventor) that renews or “makes” the ice in ice-skating rinks.  
3 Like Schulz (below), a National Hockey League player at the time of writing. 
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THE WORLD IS TOO MUCH WITH US; LATE AND SOON 
William Wordsworth 
 
          The world is too much with us; late and soon, 
          Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers: 
          Little we see in Nature that is ours; 
          We have given our hearts away, a sordid boon! 
          The Sea that bares her bosom to the moon;        5 
          The winds that will be howling at all hours, 
          And are up-gathered now like sleeping flowers; 
          For this, for everything, we are out of tune; 
          It moves us not.--Great God! I'd rather be 
          A Pagan suckled in a creed outworn;                         10 
          So might I, standing on this pleasant lea, 
          Have glimpses that would make me less forlorn; 
          Have sight of Proteus rising from the sea; 
          Or hear old Triton blow his wreathed horn. 
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Be Not Ashamed 
Wendell Berry 
 
You will be walking some night 
in the comfortable dark of your yard 
and suddenly a great light will shine 
round about you, and behind you 
will be a wall you never saw before. 
It will be clear to you suddenly 
that you were about to escape, 
and that you are guilty: you misread 
the complex instructions, you are not 
a member, you lost your card 
or never had one. And you will know 
that they have been there all along, 
their eyes on your letters and books, 
their hands in your pockets, 
their ears wired to your bed. 
Though you have done nothing shameful, 
they will want you to be ashamed. 
They will want you to kneel and weep 
and say you should have been like them. 
And once you say you are ashamed, 
reading the page they hold out to you, 
then such light as you have made 
in your history will leave you. 
They will no longer need to pursue you. 
You will pursue them, begging forgiveness. 
They will not forgive you. 
There is no power against them. 
It is only candor that is aloof from them, 
only an inward clarity, unashamed, 
that they cannot reach. Be ready. 
When their light has picked you out 
and their questions are asked, say to them: 
"I am not ashamed." A sure horizon 
will come around you. The heron will begin 
his evening flight from the hilltop. 
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Forgiving Our Fathers 
Dick Lourie 
  
maybe in a dream: he's in your power 
you twist his arm but you're not sure it was 
he that stole your money you feel calmer 
and you decide to let him go free 
 
or he's the one (as in a dream of mine) 
I must pull from the water but I never 
knew it or wouldn't have done it until 
I saw the street-theater play so close up 
I was moved to actions I'd never before 
taken 
 
maybe for leaving us too often or 
forever when we were little maybe 
for scaring us with unexpected rage 
or making us nervous because there seemed 
never to be any rage there at all 
 
for marrying or not marrying our mothers 
for divorcing or not divorcing our mothers 
and shall we forgive them for their excesses 
of warmth or coldness shall we forgive them 
 
for pushing or leaning for shutting doors 
for speaking only through layers of cloth 
or never speaking or never being silent 
 
in our age or in theirs or in their deaths 
saying it to them or not saying it - 
if we forgive our fathers what is left 
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When You Are Old4 
William Butler Yeats 
 
When you are old and gray and full of sleep   
  And nodding by the fire, take down this book,   
  And slowly read, and dream of the soft look   
Your eyes had once, and of their shadows deep;   
  
How many loved your moments of glad grace,  5 
  And loved your beauty with love false or true;   
  But one man loved the pilgrim soul in you,   
And loved the sorrows of your changing face.   
  
And bending down beside the glowing bars,   
  Murmur, a little sadly, how love fled     10 
  And paced upon the mountains overhead,   
And hid his face amid a crowd of stars. 
 
 
 
 
SONNET XLIII 
Elizabeth Barrett Browning  
 
How do I love thee? Let me count the ways. 
I love thee to the depth and breadth and height 
My soul can reach, when feeling out of sight 
For the ends of Being and ideal Grace. 
I love thee to the level of everyday's 
Most quiet need, by sun and candle-light. 
I love thee freely, as men strive for Right; 
I love thee purely, as they turn from Praise. 
I love thee with a passion put to use 
In my old griefs, and with my childhood's faith. 
I love thee with a love I seemed to lose 
With my lost saints, --- I love thee with the breath, 
Smiles, tears, of all my life! --- and, if God choose, 
I shall but love thee better after death. 
 

                                                
4 Yeats wrote this poem for Maud Gonne, a woman he loved.  She was an Irish Revolutionary and refused to marry him because it would take her 
away from fighting for her people. 
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This is Just to Say 
William Carlos Williams 
 
I have eaten 
the plums 
that were in 
the icebox 
 
and which 
you were probably 
saving 
for breakfast. 
 
Forgive me 
they were delicious 
so sweet 
and so cold. 
 
 
 
Funeral Blues 
WH Auden 
 
Stop all the clocks, cut off the telephone, 
Prevent the dog from barking with a juicy bone, 
Silence the pianos and with muffled drum 
Bring out the coffin, let the mourners come. 
 
Let aeroplanes circle moaning overhead 
Scribbling on the sky the message He is Dead. 
Put crepe bows round the white necks of the public doves, 
Let the traffic policemen wear black cotton gloves. 
 
He was my North, my South, my East and West, 
My working week and my Sunday rest, 
My noon, my midnight, my talk, my song; 
I thought that love would last forever: I was wrong. 
 
The stars are not wanted now; put out every one, 
Pack up the moon and dismantle the sun, 
Pour away the ocean and sweep up the woods; 
For nothing now can ever come to any good. 
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The Rival5  
Sylvia Plath 
 
If the moon smiled, she would resemble you. 
You leave the same impression 
Of something beautiful, but annihilating. 
Both of you are great light borrowers. 
Her O-mouth grieves at the world; yours is unaffected, 
 
And your first gift is making stone out of everything. 
I wake to a mausoleum; you are here, 
Ticking your fingers on the marble table, looking for cigarettes, 
Spiteful as a woman, but not so nervous, 
And dying to say something unanswerable. 
 
The moon, too, abuses her subjects, 
But in the daytime she is ridiculous. 
Your dissatisfactions, on the other hand, 
Arrive through the mailslot with loving regularity, 
White and blank, expansive as carbon monoxide. 
 
No day is safe from news of you, 
Walking about in Africa maybe, but thinking of me.

                                                
5 Sylvia Plath is one of the few writers where a conflation of speaker and poet is likely appropriate, as she worked quite hard at 
purposefully connecting the personal and her creative endeavors—even in some incredibly dark ways. She attempted suicide 
many different ways in what most scholars think was an attempt to escape her emotionally abusive relationships with her 
husband, Ted Hughes, and her mother, Aurelia Plath.  Hughes was also a poet, and many people believe he kept Plath on a 
creative leash, sucking her ideas in order to outshine her in his poetic endeavors.  Aurelia Plath was an oppressively frequent 
correspondent, and many consider her expectations of her daughter unreasonably high.  Ted Hughes also had an affair with Assia 
Wevill, and, in fact, it was that affair that lead to Plath’s separation from Hughes, followed rapidly by Plath’s suicide.   
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To Dorothy 
Marvin Bell 
 
You are not beautiful, exactly. 
You are beautiful, inexactly. 
You let a weed grow by the mulberry 
and a mulberry grow by the house. 
So close, in the personal quiet 
of a windy night, it brushes the wall 
and sweeps away the day till we sleep. 
 
A child said it, and it seemed true: 
“Things that are lost are all equal.” 
But it isn’t true. If I lost you, 
the air wouldn’t move, nor the tree grow. 
Someone would pull the weed, my flower. 
The quiet wouldn’t be yours. If I lost you, 
I’d have to ask the grass to let me sleep. 
 
 
HOLY SONNETS X 
John Donne 
 
Death, be not proud, though some have called thee 
Mighty and dreadful, for thou art not so ; 
For those, whom thou think'st thou dost overthrow, 
Die not, poor Death, nor yet canst thou kill me. 
From rest and sleep, which but thy picture[s] be, 
Much pleasure, then from thee much more must flow, 
And soonest our best men with thee do go, 
Rest of their bones, and soul's delivery. 
Thou'rt slave to Fate, chance, kings, and desperate men, 
And dost with poison, war, and sickness dwell, 
And poppy, or charms can make us sleep as well, 
And better than thy stroke ;  why swell'st thou then ? 
One short sleep past, we wake eternally, 
And Death shall be no more ;  Death, thou shalt die. 
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Sonnet 116 
William Shakespeare 
 

Let me not to the marriage of true minds 
 
 Admit impediments. Love is not love 
 
Which alters when it alteration finds, 
 
 Or bends with the remover to remove: 
 
O no! it is an ever-fixed mark 
 
 That looks on tempests and is never shaken; 
 
It is the star to every wandering bark, 
 
 Whose worth's unknown, although his height be taken. 
 
Love's not Time's fool, though rosy lips and cheeks 
 
 Within his bending sickle's compass come: 
 
Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks, 
 
 But bears it out even to the edge of doom. 
 
If this be error and upon me proved, 
 
 I never writ, nor no man ever loved. 

 
 
SONNET 130 
William Shakespeare 
 

My mistress' eyes are nothing like the sun; 
Coral is far more red than her lips' red; 
If snow be white, why then her breasts are dun; 
If hairs be wires, black wires grow on her head. 
I have seen roses damask'd, red and white, 
But no such roses see I in her cheeks; 
And in some perfumes is there more delight 
Than in the breath that from my mistress reeks. 
I love to hear her speak, yet well I know 
That music hath a far more pleasing sound; 
I grant I never saw a goddess go; 
My mistress, when she walks, treads on the ground: 
And yet, by heaven, I think my love as rare 
As any she belied with false compare. 
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Do Not Go Gentle into that Good Night 
Dylan Thomas 

Do not go gentle into that good night, 
Old age should burn and rave at close of day; 
Rage, rage against the dying of the light. 

 
Though wise men at their end know dark is right, 
Because their words had forked no lightning they 
Do not go gentle into that good night, 

 
Good men, the last wave by, crying how bright 
Their frail deeds might have danced in a green bay, 
Rage, rage against the dying of the light. 

 
Wild men who caught and sang the sun in flight, 
And learn, too late, they grieved it on its way, 
Do not go gentle into that good night, 

 
Grave men, near death, who see with blinding sight 
Blind eyes could blaze like meteors and be gay, 
Rage, rage against the dying of the light. 

 
And you, my father, there on the sad height, 
Curse, bless, me now with your fierce tears, I pray. 
Do not go gentle into that good night, 
Rage, rage against the dying of the light. 
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II 
Adrienne Rich 
 
I wake up in your bed. I know I have been dreaming. 
Much earlier, the alarm broke us from each other, 
you've been at your desk for hours. I know what I dreamed: 
our friend the poet comes into my room 
where I've been writing for days, 
drafts, carbons, poems are scattered everywhere, 
and I want to show her one poem 
which is the poem of my life. But I hesitate, 
and wake. You've kissed my hair 
to wake me. I dreamed you were a poem, 
I say, a poem I wanted to show someone . . . 
and I laugh and fall dreaming again 
of the desire to show you to everyone I love, 
to move openly together 
in the pull of gravity, which is not simple, 
which carried the feathered grass a long way down the upbreathing air. 
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Thanks 
Yusef Komunyakaa 
 
Thanks for the tree 
between me & a sniper's bullet. 
I don't know what made the grass 
sway seconds before the Viet Cong 
raised his soundless rifle. 
Some voice always followed, 
telling me which foot 
to put down first. 
Thanks for deflecting the ricochet 
against that anarchy of dusk. 
I was back in San Francisco 
wrapped up in a woman's wild colors, 
causing some dark bird's love call 
to be shattered by daylight 
when my hands reached up 
& pulled a branch away 
from my face. Thanks 
for the vague white flower 
that pointed to the gleaming metal 
reflecting how it is to be broken 
like mist over the grass, 
as we played some deadly 
game for blind gods. 
What made me spot the monarch 
writhing on a single thread 
tied to a farmer's gate, 
holding the day together 
like an unfingered guitar string, 
is beyond me. Maybe the hills 
grew weary & leaned a little in the heat. 
Again, thanks for the dud 
hand grenade tossed at my feet 
outside Chu Lai. I'm still 
falling through its silence. 
I don't know why the intrepid 
sun touched the bayonet, 
but I know that something 
stood among those lost trees 
& moved only when I moved. 
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Applesauce 
Ted Kooser  
  

I liked how the starry blue lid 
of that saucepan lifted and puffed, 
then settled back on a thin 
hotpad of steam, and the way 
her kitchen filled with the warm 
wet breath of apples, as if all 
the apples were talking at once, 
as if they'd come cold and sour 
from chores in the orchard, 
and were trying to shoulder in 
close to the fire.  She was too busy 
to put in her two cent's worth 
talking to apples.  Squeezing 
her dentures with wrinkly lips, 
she had to jingle and stack 
the bright brass coins of the lids 
and thoughtfully count out 
the red rubber rings, then hold 
each jar, to see if it was clean, 
to a window that looked out 
through her back yard into Iowa.  
And with every third or fourth jar 
she wiped steam from her glasses, 
using the hem of her apron, 
printed with tiny red sailboats 
that dipped along with leaf-green 
banners snapping, under puffs 
of pale applesauce clouds 
scented with cinnamon and cloves, 
the only boats under sail 
for at least two thousand miles 

 

To understand this poem well, you need to be 
familiar with the basic process of canning and 
what canning supplies look like. If that’s new or 
unfamiliar to you, there is a link to a canning 
video on the blog (under Quick Docs, at the top) 
that will show you what it “looks like,” though 
two caveats: 
 

1. Notice that the pot she uses (to put 
the cans in) is all dark black or navy 
covered with white paint flecks. This 
is the standard canning pot for ages 
and ages. My grandma had one. My 
husband still uses one just like it. 
 

2. The rubber seals you see on the 
bottom of the flat lid pieces—those 
used to be separate rubber rings, so 
the canning lids contained 3 pieces 
instead of two. 

 



 21 

The Bonding 
Sharon Olds 
 
He comes home from the braces doctor 
scratchy-brilliant, a toy prison 
inserted in his mouth—he looks as if 
he’s eating a little toaster.  His sister 
asks him where it hurts, she studies him. 
The next week, she comes home 
grinning a similar grin, her brother 
parts her lips with his fingers to see 
if her tie-wires are the same, her stainless steel 
ligatures.  They smile at each other, 
then they try to end the smiles,  
pulling their upper lips with their fingers 
over the shining appliances. 
The outlines of their faces have changed, 
their mouths swelled out to contain the bristling 
hardware set, and when they talk 
there’s a spray in the air between them, the hiss 
of an orthodontial lisp—in the back 
seat of the car, that night, it hangs  
like a mist at the base of a huge falls 
while they chatter as if we were not there, 
they have entered a new tribe together 
which speaks its own sibilant language. 
Slowly they drift into silence, and when 
we stop to change drivers I turn and look— 
heads flung back, they sleep, their mouths 
open in pain and amazement. 
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Rites of Passage 
Sharon Olds 
 
As the guests arrive at my son's party  
they gather in the living room--  
short men, men in first grade  
with smooth jaws and chins.  
Hands in pockets, they stand around  
jostling, jockeying for place, small fights  
breaking out and calming. One says to another  
How old are you? Six. I'm seven. So?  
They eye each other, seeing themselves  
tiny in the other's pupils. They clear their  
throats a lot, a room of small bankers,  
they fold their arms and frown. I could beat you 
up, a seven says to a six,  
the dark cake, round and heavy as a  
turret, behind them on the table. My son,  
freckles like specks of nutmeg on his cheeks,  
chest narrow as the balsa keel of a  
model boat, long hands  
cool and thin as the day they guided him  
out of me, speaks up as a host  
for the sake of the group.  
We could easily kill a two-year-old,  
he says in his clear voice. The other  
men agree, they clear their throats  
like Generals, they relax and get down to  
playing war, celebrating my son's life.  
 
 



 23 

Persimmons 
Li-Young Lee 
 
In sixth grade Mrs. Walker 
slapped the back of my head 
and made me stand in the corner 
for not knowing the difference 
between persimmon and precision. 
How to choose 
 
persimmons. This is precision. 
Ripe ones are soft and brown-spotted. 
Sniff the bottoms. The sweet one 
will be fragrant. How to eat: 
put the knife away, lay down the newspaper. 
Peel the skin tenderly, not to tear the meat. 
Chew on the skin, suck it, 
and swallow. Now, eat 
the meat of the fruit, 
so sweet 
all of it, to the heart. 
 
Donna undresses, her stomach is white. 
In the yard, dewy and shivering 
with crickets, we lie naked, 
face-up, face-down, 
I teach her Chinese. Crickets: chiu chiu. Dew: I've 
forgotten. 
Naked: I've forgotten. 
Ni, wo: you me. 
I part her legs, 
remember to tell her 
she is beautiful as the moon. 
 
Other words 
that got me into trouble were 
fight and fright, wren and yarn. 
Fight was what I did when I was frightened, 
fright was what I felt when I was fighting. 
Wrens are small, plain birds, 
yarn is what one knits with. 
Wrens are soft as yarn. 
My mother made birds out of yarn. 
I loved to watch her tie the stuff; 
a bird, a rabbit, a wee man. 
 
Mrs. Walker brought a persimmon to class 
and cut it up 
so everyone could taste 
a Chinese apple. Knowing 
it wasn't ripe or sweet, I didn't eat 
but watched the other faces. 
 

My mother said every persimmon has a sun 
inside, something golden, glowing, 
warm as my face. 
 
Once, in the cellar, I found two wrapped in 
newspaper 
forgotten and not yet ripe. 
I took them and set them both on my bedroom 
windowsill, 
where each morning a cardinal 
sang. The sun, the sun. 
 
Finally understanding 
he was going blind, 
my father would stay up all one night 
waiting for a song, a ghost. 
I gave him the persimmons, swelled, heavy as 
sadness, 
and sweet as love. 
 
This year, in the muddy lighting 
of my parents' cellar, I rummage, looking 
for something I lost. 
My father sits on the tired, wooden stairs, 
black cane between his knees, 
hand over hand, gripping the handle. 
 
He's so happy that I've come home. 
I ask how his eyes are, a stupid question. 
All gone, he answers. 
 
Under some blankets, I find three scrolls. 
I sit beside him and untie 
three paintings by my father: 
Hibiscus leaf and a white flower. 
Two cats preening. 
Two persimmons, so full they want to drop from the 
cloth. 
 
He raises both hands to touch the cloth, 
asks, Which is this? 
 
This is persimmons, Father. 
 
Oh, the feel of the wolftail on the silk, 
the strength, the tense 
precision in the wrist. 
I painted them hundreds of times 
eyes closed. These I painted blind. 
Some things never leave a person: 
scent of the hair of one you love, 
the texture of persimmons, 
in your palm, the ripe weight. 
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A Daily Joy to be Alive 
Jimmy Santiago Baca 
 

No matter how serene things 
may be in my life, 
how well things are going, 
my body and soul 
are two cliff peaks 
from which a dream of who I can be 
falls, and I must learn 
to fly again each day, 
or die. 
 
Death draws respect 
and fear from the living. 
Death offers 
no false starts. It is not 
a referee with a pop-gun 
at the startling 
of a hundred yard dash. 
 
I do not live to retrieve 
or multiply what my father lost 
or gained. 
 
I continually find myself in the ruins 
of new beginnings, 
uncoiling the rope of my life 
to descend ever deeper into unknown 
abysses, 
tying my heart into a knot 
round a tree or boulder, 
to insure I have something that will hold me, 
that will not let me fall. 
 
My heart has many thorn-studded slits of 
flame 
springing from the red candle jars. 
My dreams flicker and twist 
on the altar of this earth, 
light wrestling with darkness, 
light radiating into darkness, 
to widen my day blue, 
and all that is wax melts 
in the flame- 
 
I can see treetops! 
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Tonight I Can Write 
 Pablo Neruda 
 
Tonight I can write the saddest lines. 
 
Write, for example, 'The night is starry 
and the stars are blue and shiver in the distance.' 
 
The night wind revolves in the sky and sings. 
 
Tonight I can write the saddest lines. 
I loved her, and sometimes she loved me too. 
 
Through nights like this one I held her in my arms. 
I kissed her again and again under the endless sky. 
 
She loved me, sometimes I loved her too. 
How could one not have loved her great still eyes. 
 
Tonight I can write the saddest lines. 
To think that I do not have her. To feel that I have lost her. 
 
To hear the immense night, still more immense without her. 
And the verse falls to the soul like dew to the pasture. 
 
What does it matter that my love could not keep her. 
The night is starry and she is not with me. 
 
This is all. In the distance someone is singing. In the distance. 
My soul is not satisfied that it has lost her. 
 
My sight tries to find her as though to bring her closer. 
My heart looks for her, and she is not with me. 
 
The same night whitening the same trees. 
We, of that time, are no longer the same. 
 
I no longer love her, that's certain, but how I loved her. 
My voice tried to find the wind to touch her hearing. 
 
Another's. She will be another's. As she was before my kisses. 
Her voice, her bright body. Her infinite eyes. 
 
I no longer love her, that's certain, but maybe I love her. 
Love is so short, forgetting is so long. 
 
Because through nights like this one I held her in my arms 
my soul is not satisfied that it has lost her. 
 
Though this be the last pain that she makes me suffer 
and these the last verses that I write for her. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Puedo Escribir 
Pablo Neruda 
 
Puedo escribir los versos más tristes esta noche. 
 
Escribir, por ejemplo: 'La noche está estrellada, 
y tiritan, azules, los astros, a lo lejos.' 
 
El viento de la noche gira en el cielo y canta. 
 
Puedo escribir los versos más tristes esta noche. 
Yo la quise, y a veces ella también me quiso. 
 
En las noches como ésta la tuve entre mis brazos. 
La besé tantas veces bajo el cielo infinito. 
 
Ella me quiso, a veces yo también la quería. 
Cómo no haber amado sus grandes ojos fijos. 
 
Puedo escribir los versos más tristes esta noche. 
Pensar que no la tengo. Sentir que la he perdido. 
 
Oir la noche inmensa, más inmnesa sin ella. 
Y el verso cae al alma como al pasto el rocío. 
 
Qué importa que mi amor no pudiera guadarla. 
La noche está estrellada y ella no está conmigo. 
 
Eso es todo. A lo lejos alguien canta. A lo lejos. 
Mi alma no se contenta con haberla perdido. 
 
Como para acercarla mi mirada la busca. 
Mi corazón la busca, y ella no está conmigo. 
 
La misma noche que hace blanquear los mismos árboles. 
Nosotros, los de entonces, ya no somos los mismos. 
 
Ya no la quiero, es cierto, pero cuánto la quise. 
Mi voz buscaba el viento para tocar su oído. 
 
De otro. Será de otro. Como antes de mis besos. 
Su voz, su cuerpo claro. Sus ojos infinitos. 
 
Ya no la quiero, es cierto, pero tal vez la quiero. 
Es tan corto el amor, y es tan largo el olvido. 
 
Porque en noches como ésta la tuve entre mis brazos, 
mi alma no se contenta con haberla perdido. 
 
Aunque éste sea el último dolor que ella me causa, 
y éstos sean los últimos versos que yo le escribo.
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"Fall of Icarus" by Breughel 

 
Musee des Beaux Arts 
W.H. Auden 
 
    About suffering they were never wrong, 
    The Old Masters; how well, they understood 
    Its human position; how it takes place 
    While someone else is eating or opening a window or just walking dully along; 
    How, when the aged are reverently, passionately waiting 
    For the miraculous birth, there always must be 
    Children who did not specially want it to happen, skating 
    On a pond at the edge of the wood: 
    They never forgot 
    That even the dreadful martyrdom must run its course 
    Anyhow in a corner, some untidy spot 
    Where the dogs go on with their doggy life and the torturer's horse 
    Scratches its innocent behind on a tree. 
    In Breughel's Icarus, for instance: how everything turns away 
    Quite leisurely from the disaster; the ploughman may 
    Have heard the splash, the forsaken cry, 
    But for him it was not an important failure; the sun shone 
    As it had to on the white legs disappearing into the green 
    Water; and the expensive delicate ship that must have seen 
    Something amazing, a boy falling out of the sky, 
    had somewhere to get to and sailed calmly on. 
 

    Copyright © 1976 by Edward Mendelson, William Meredith and Monroe K. Spears, 
    Executors of the Estate of W. H. Auden 
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Why I Like “Musee des Beaux Arts” 
Mrs. B 
 
I like a lot of things about the poem.  Here are ten in no particular order, some Nabokov/Perrine approved and others 
much more personal: 
 

1. I love that the speaker is wandering through a museum having these reflections as a result of what he sees. 
This is a personal connection, but I, too have wandered my share of art museums meditating on what I 
see—some of the best moments of reflection in my life have happened that way.  
 

2. I love that the speaker is able to articulate the idea of suffering happening while other people are simply 
living their lives, unaffected by the particular suffering of that particular person—and that he’s able to draw 
that out of paintings that for all practical intents and purposes did not intend that meaning.  

 
3. I love that I had to learn that (and other things) about the painter in order to fully appreciate the poem: In 

fact, Brueghel is noted for painting landscapes for landscapes’ sakes and not simply as a background to 
mythology.  This is particularly powerful in his “Landscape with a Fall of Icarus” where the landscape is 
the foreground and Icarus a pair of legs in a corner.  Any text that can push me to re-examine or learn more 
about something else is intriguing to me.  

 
4. I love that Auden constructed a poem around such a speaker because the poem itself DOES intend the 

meanings the paintings do not.    
 

5. I love the ambiguity of the language, the way it asks us to think about the pronouns and make sure we 
know what their antecedents are—that can make it fun to teach, though I try to refrain from “teaching” 
poems much beyond the well-placed observation or question, so that students can work them out for 
themselves.  

 
6. I love that the poem makes the best sense when it is read aloud, as I personally think most poems ought to.  

 
7. I love the ethic of the poem, because on a personal note it asks me to reflect on the ways my life is going on 

in the face of suffering and what that MEANS.  I think of having adopted both of my boys—that the 
moment of my great joy at them coming into my family is in balance with another woman’s great grief at 
saying goodbye to her beloved child. 

 
8. I find the sentence structure fascinating.  For example, that he begins “about suffering they were never 

wrong, the old Masters”--and I find myself wanting to meditate on why.  The ordinary sentence structure 
would be “The Old Masters were never wrong about suffering.”  Obviously, putting “about suffering” first 
is a move to give a thesis to the poem and it certainly puts less of a fine point on the “old masters” so as to 
make us wander until we get to Brueghel’s name.  But there are other inverted sentences as well, and I 
think part of that inversion has to do with the way that suffering inverts life for the sufferer but leaves 
his/her neighbor quite untouched...and I think using sentence structure to communicate this is brilliant.  

 
9. Very few poems have stayed with me as long as this one. I keep learning more about it each year.  I don’t 

tire of it as I do some other poems.    
 

10. I’m an Auden afficinado b/c of Four Weddings and a Funeral, where a man who has lost his lover recites 
“Funeral Blues.” 

 
...there’s more, but this is a good start.  :)   
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The Gentle Art of Explication  
 

Stage I: Thinking  
1. Read the passage/poem several times 

! Read for a literal understanding of the situation, characters, actions. 
 

! Read to identify the conflicts, the shifting movements in relationships. 
 

! Make a paraphrase.   
 

! When you’re done paraphrasing, 
! See if you can say in a sentence or two what this passage/poem is about 

literally. 
• Identify the speaker (careful not to conflate this with the author). 
• Identify the context/occasion for speaking. 

! See if you can say in a sentence or two what the passage/poem is about 
thematically. 

 
! Subdivide the passage/poem into thematic sections (chunks) which may reflect 

! Shifts in tone (see help sheet at end of the packet) 
! Shifts in ideas 
! Shifts in power structures in relationships 
! Shifts in agendas 
! Shifts in scenic description 
! Shifts in episodes or actions 

 
2. Take each subsection (thematic chunk) and. . . 

!  Summarize in a sentence what the chunk is about literally and thematically—this may  
eventually work as a topic sentence for the corresponding paragraph of an explication  
essay. 
 

 !  Identify and be able to explain the functioning of details which help convey the 
overriding ideas/themes stated in the above sentence—look for important use of  
diction (word choice), syntax (sentence structure and grammar), and poetic texture  
(imagery, metaphor, etc). 
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3. Look at the whole passage/poem 

! How do these subsections relate to one another? 
! Are there transitions or connections from one section to another? 
! Do these sections all relate to an overriding theme? 
! Is there a sense of a beginning, middle, and end to the passage? 

 
4. Evaluate the passage/poem 
Based on your examination of the passage/poem, decide where and how the passage/poem 
succeeds or fails.  Support your opinion by referring to specific passages in the 
passage/poem.  The following can be helpful in thinking through your evaluation: 
 

! Does the passage/poem appeal to the ear?  Does it sound good?  Does the 
passage/poem use rhyme, rhythm and repetition effectively?  Or does the 
passage/poem follow a pattern which becomes predictable or monotonous? 

 
! Did the passage/poem touch you in some way?  Is it likely the passage/poem will 

have a similar effect on other readers? 
 
! Does the passage/poem bring the reader a new outlook or a better understanding 

of the subject?  Does it recreate a worthwhile experience and allow the reader to 
participate in it? 

 
! Is the passage/poem powerful enough to involve not only the reader’s senses, but 

also his/her intelligence, emotion and imagination? 
 
! Does the passage/poem contain language which appeals to the reader’s senses?  

Does the language help create an effective image of what is being described? 
 
! Does the writer/poet use figurative language effectively (simile, metaphor, 

allusion, personification, symbol, etc.)? 
 
! Does the writer/poet use language which is unusual or language which is difficult 

to understand (archaic, colloquial, ornate, rhetorical)? 
 
! Is the writer/poet’s TONE (attitude) exactly what it appears to be, or does he use 

language that is intentionally ambiguous, mocking or contradictory (irony, 
paradox, pun, understatement, overstatement)? Identifying tone can help a lot in 
crafting a thesis later. See the Help Sheet at the end of the packet for TONE help. 

 
! What is your overall feeling about the passage/poem? 

 
 

5. If you’re moving on to the writing phase, this is when you have the 
information you need to write your PROPOSAL 
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Stage II: Planning 
(P.S. this is the 5th task!) 

 
Your Mission: Write an explication of one of the following poems: 

• “Norman Morrison” by Adrian Mitchell 
• “Norman Morrison” by David Ferguson 
• “Of Late” by George Starbuck 
• “Musee des Beaux Arts” by W.H. Auden 
•  “Rink Keeper’s Sestina” by George Draper 
• “Sestina” by Elizabeth Bishop 
• “Those Winter Sundays” by Robert Hayden 
• “One Art” by Elizabeth Bishop 

 
...or another poem from your packet, discussed with the instructor before 
being selected. 
 
You already have the seedlings of explication material from our various 

class discussions and journal entries. Plus, you have lots of tools to help you in the “Gentle Art of 
Explication” packet.  As ever, I am at your disposal for conferences and meetings and emails. 
 
The limits are pretty simple: no summaries and no more than one page.  I will not require you to double 
space this paper, but I will require that you use a size 12 font with 1-inch margins and that you put an 
extra space between paragraphs (block style).   
 
 
Obviously, this will take a lot more energy than your average paper because you have less space for blarney.  As 
Blaise Pascal said, “I have only made this letter rather long because I have not had time to make it shorter.” 
 
 

the thesis 
A thesis for an explication has a WHAT and a SO WHAT.   

 
" The WHAT # identifies the MAIN tools the author uses to communicate his/her message.   
" The SO WHAT# identifies the poet’s MAIN MESSAGE. See below for examples. 

 
What (tools) + So What (message) = Thesis 
Elegy and almost-sonnet + Grief is overwhelming =Auden’s elegiac “Funeral 

Blues” spills over the bounds of 
the sonnet form to demonstrate 
the overwhelming nature of grief. 
 

Narrative, Metaphor, imagery + The infinite value of home = In “Dishwater,” Ted Kooser 
uses narrative and metaphor to 
create a sonic, imagistic picture 
of the everyday. In doing so, he 
indicates an appreciation for 
home. 
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the proposal 
These proposal guidelines ASSUME that you have already completed the THINKING PHASE 
and are authentically ready to do the WRITING PHASE. If you skipped the THINKING 
PHASE, go back and do it. Now. 
 

1. Identify the title and author of the poem.  
 

2. Write  clear thesis statement for the explication.  You should WAIT to write this until 
you’ve done the work on #4, 5 and 6 below. 

 
3. Identify your chunks. For example, you could say: Chunk 1 starts with “When you are...” 

and ends with “by the fire.” 
 

4. Discuss Chunk 1: 
a. What LITERALLY happens in this chunk?  
b. What poetic tools do you notice in that chunk?  
c. How do the poetic tools help to make meaning in the poem?  
d. How does this chunk relate to your thesis? 

 
5. Discuss Chunk 2: 

a. What LITERALLY happens in this chunk?  
b. What poetic tools do you notice in that chunk?  
c. How do the poetic tools help to make meaning in the poem?  
d. How does this chunk relate to your thesis? 

 
6. Discuss Chunk 3 (if you have one) 

a. What LITERALLY happens in this chunk?  
b. What poetic tools do you notice in that chunk?  
c. How do the poetic tools help to make meaning in the poem?  
d. How does this chunk relate to your thesis? 

 
7. How does the poem end? What final message does it offer? How do you know? 

 
8. First Say: Questions/concerns you have about the assignment or your work so far. 

 
 
Note that in your paper, each chunk you’ve identified above will become a paragraph. 
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Stage III: Writing 
Drafting an Explication Essay 
 
The Do NOT List 

• This is NOT a five-paragraph essay.  Do not bunch the details into isolated paragraphs 
(for example, one paragraph on imagery, one paragraph on diction, one paragraph on 
syntax, etc). 

• Do not randomly plop a quote here or there into the essay just to satisfy the need for “text 
support.” Rather, use the snippet method of including small bits of evidence into the 
narrative of your essay. 

 
The DO List 

• Match the organization of your essay to the organization of your 
passage. 

o Use at least one paragraph for each thematic “chunk” or thematic subsection you 
identified early on in your thinking about the passage/poem.   

o  
o Longer sections may need more than one paragraph—that’s a hint that they may 

need to be further subdivided. 
 
• Marry the identification/explanation of details with the discussion of 

the theme.  The details are only important if they do support and develop thematic 
ideas, so discuss them that way!  Avoid the “grocery list” or “metal detector” approach.   
 
Always ask yourself what good do your observations do for our understanding of the 
text?—and don’t use a detail unless you have a good answer for that question. 
 

• Integrate excerpts and parts of excerpts into your own sentences.   
o This is a more effective use of text in an explication than a simple insertion of a 

quote as an example. Sprinkle partial excerpts where they will lend the most 
strength to the point your making.   

o  
o Don’t excerpt just to excerpt. 

 
• Show a mind at work—let the reader eavesdrop into your thought process as you 

work your way through the meaning of the passage/poem. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Original text ©Barbara Dill-Varga, 1995, used with permission 
 Revision and format ©Ali Borger-Germann 2005, 2007, 2012 
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Sample Explications 
Dishwater 
Ted Kooser 
 
Slap of the screen door, flat knock 
of my grandmother’s boxy black shoes 
on the wooden stoop, the hush and sweep 
of her knob-kneed, cotton-aproned stride 
out to the edge and then, toed in 
with a furious twist and heave, 
a bridge that leaps from her hot red hands 
and hangs there shining for fifty years 
over the mystified chickens, 
over the swaying nettles, the ragweed, 
the clay slope down to the creek, 
over the redwing blackbirds in the tops 
of the willows, a glorious rainbow 
with an empty dishpan swinging at one end. 
 
Instructor Sample Explication 
In the short poem “Dishwater,” Ted Kooser describes the everyday  
incident of a grandmother throwing out old dishwater.  He uses  
sound, narrative and metaphor to create a panorama of every day life  
that invites readers to appreciate home.  
 
The poem begins sonically.  The alliterative “slap of the screen door”  
recreates the sibilant sounds of slushing dishwater.  Soon, however,  
Kooser turns to more direct onomatopoeia for this purpose, evoking  
the “knock” of “boxy black shoes” and continuing to the “hush and  
sweep” of an apron.   
 
As the grandmother character strides “out to the edge” of the 
“stoop,” the poem shifts away from the aural and into the 
metaphorical.  As the representative of three generations, she has 
“toed in,” anchoring her foot to the earth so that when the 
“bridge…leaps from her hot red hands,” she does not get taken 
with it into the yard.  This moment of physically securing herself 
to the familiar stoop suggests her emotional tie to home and her 
willingness to exert herself to remain connected.  Her will is vital 
to maintaining the bond because like a “shining” rainbow, the arc 
of the dishwater creates a sense of possibility and opportunity.  It 
becomes a “bridge” out into another life entirely, and the 
grandmother must resist its allure daily.  Her resistance becomes 
even more astonishing when the curve of the water “hangs 
there…for fifty years.” Kooser creates a double entendre with his 
metaphor here, proposing both that moment of suspension and 

Opening line identifies the storyline of 
the whole poem. 
 
Thesis identifies the main tools the 
author uses (what) and the author’s 
main message (so what) 
 
 
 

Topic sentence indicates that sound is 
important in this first chunk. 
Identifies to tool (alliteration) and how 
it is used (to recreate sound) 
 
Identifies tool (onomatopoeia) and 
how it is used (to recreate sound) 

Topic sentence locates the reader in 
the story line, then suggests a shift 
from sound to metaphor in the second 
chunk. 
 
Identifies the narrative and its 
metaphor (toeing in=anchoring to 
home), then explains the metaphor, 
suggests that the physical anchor is a 
metaphor for an emotional tie that she 
chooses with an act of will. 
 
Identifies the second metaphor 
(dishwater = bridge/rainbow) and 
explains the metaphor. 
 
Identifies the double 
entendre/metaphor (fifty years) and 
explains it. 
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opportunity appears to last fifty years, and that the grandmother 
character relives the moment every day for fifty years.  And every 
day, the personified chickens become the audience to her 
temptation and triumph.  They are “mystified” by her refusal to 
walk out on the bridge, “mystified” by the long stretch of time in 
the moment of opportunity and “mystified” by the water itself, so 
common and ordinary, transformed for a moment into a “shining” 
rainbow. 
 
But the water does not merely arc over the “mystified chickens,” it 
hangs over the flora and fauna of the landscape outside the house, 
and here Kooser deftly offers a series of images as an apologetic 
for the grandmother’s choice.  He refers to “the swaying nettles, 
the ragweed,” and “the clay slope down to the creek” with the 
definite article.  This approach creates a sense that these are the 
familiar haunts of the grandmother and the three generations she 
represents.  He points out “the redwing blackbirds in the tops of 
the willows”—again using the familiar language of the definite 
article, but also slyly suggesting that creatures as high up as 
possible in the landscape still become a part of it, like the dreams 
and opportunities of it’s more grounded inhabitants.  Together, the 
familiarity of home and the ability to dream in the midst of that 
familiarity justify the grandmother’s choice to stay anchored to her 
home.  Ultimately, Kooser commends her wisdom in choosing 
fidelity to life as she knows it over the shining arc, pointing out 
that it is not a pot of gold behind that “glorious rainbow,” but an 
“empty dishpan swinging at one end.” 
 

 
 

 
Example 2: Actual Student Paper  

 
Passion explodes within the carefully constrained lines of “Do Not 
Go Gentle Into that Good Night,” Dylan Thomas’ villanelle 
supporting humanity’s struggle against the inevitability of death. In 
this poem, the form matches the content; Dylan fights against the 
inevitability of the villanelle form just like the speaker is 
encouraging people to rage against death.  
 
The first stanza of the poem introduces the villanelle form and the 
twin refrains “Do not go gentle into that good night” and “Rage, rage 
against the dying of the light.” This repetition helps emphasize these 
phrases as the main message of the poem and also gives one the 
feeling that the constant repetition should create a hypnotic effect. 
However, the poet counteracts that effect by breaking up both the 
poem into many sentences. We can tell that the author is trying to 
counteract the potential lulling quality of the repeating phrases, since 

Identifies the tool (personification) 
and how it is used, tied to the theme 
of the poem (no place like home) 
and the earlier metaphors (water as 
rainbow) 

Starts again with a clear statement 
of where the reader is in the 
storyline of the poem. 
 
Identifies the tool (imagery) and 
how it’s used (as an apologetic) 
then explains how it works as an 
apologetic in the final chunk. 
 
 
 
 
 
Hints at the possibility of another 
metaphor—the birds = dreams 
 
 
 
 
 
Uses the final image as a “closing 
image” (mirroring the poem) and 
refers back to the overall message of 
the poem (no place like home) 

 
Student uses a traditional hook 
followed by a thesis that 
identifies the main tool 
(villanelle) and the author’s 
main message (people should 
rage against death). 
 
 
 
Student addresses the main 
tools of the first stanza 
(refrain/repetition) and 
analyzes them. 
 
 
 
Student theorizes about an 
unusual choice the author has 
made and how it contributes to 
the message 
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he wants the tone to be commanding rather than soothing. This is clear 
from the unique phrasing of the first stanza and the refrains-- they 
written in a command form as if giving instructions to the reader. It is 
not just an obscure third party that is meant to “not go gentle into that 
good night”-- the “do not” is aimed at us, the readers.  
 
The next four stanzas go on to list the reactions of different types of 
“men” as death approaches. The most notable tool used in these stanzas 
is multiple allusions to nature. For example, the words of wise men have 
“forked no lightning” and good men protest “the last wave gone by.” 
The reason for these nature allusions may lie in the type of images 
Thomas chooses to conjure-- natural occurrences that convey feelings of 
unpredictability (lighting, meteor strikes) or inevitability (waves moving 
in tides).  Thomas chose to use these images because they seem 
uncontrollable, like death.  
 
In these parts of the poem, Thomas also repeatedly uses day or light and 
night or dark as symbolism. “Night” in the poem is constantly used as a 
symbol for death, even in the poem’s title phrase. In the whole poem, 
Thomas only uses the word “death” itself once, in a line of relatively 
minor significance in one of the middle stanzas. Even though death is 
the subject of the poem, he chooses to use the symbols of night and day 
in a subtle way that meshes with the poem’s nature allusions, giving 
weight to the concepts of death and life rather than the words “death” 
and “life” themselves. The way he alludes to these concepts in various 
vague or symbolic ways to avoid the poem repeating the same words 
over and over is another illustration of his struggle to make his message 
work within the sing-song villanelle form.  
 
In the poem’s final stanza, the mood becomes more personal as the 
speaker entreats his father, also, to rage against death. The villanelle 
form remains perfect to the very end, with no extra syllables or lines-- 
suggesting that both poet and speaker are aware that there is ultimately 
no getting around death. However, the tumultuous passion in these final 
lines as the speaker asks his father to “curse, bless” him as he stands on 
“that sad height,” a final image, shows a vindication of human longings 
and their will to keep living even in the face of death.  
 
     
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

©Handout Alina Borger-Germann, 2007, 2012 
© Student’s for Student Sample, 2012 

 
 
 
Student observes the use of 
command verbs and theorizes 
about the significance. Notice 
that she refers to her work with 
TONE. 
 
 
Student identifies the tool 
(allusions to nature) and 
discusses the purpose of the 
choice. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Student identifies a symbol 
meaningful in the entire poem, 
but focuses on it at the second 
(and largest) chunk of the 
poem, where it fits naturally 
with the argument. 
 
 
Student theorizes about why the 
poet uses the symbolism. 
 
 
 
 
 
Student analyzes a shift in mood 
as a way of defining the final 
chunk of the poem.   
 
 
 
Student ends her explication 
where the poet ends his poem, 
with a final closing image tied 
to the main message. 
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Help Sheet 1: Manuscript Study 
Manuscript study tends to be a really fun, communal way to do the THINKING PHASE, 
especially for visual learners and people who love to talk about deep things.  In general, 
manuscript study is most useful for intentional, complex texts like Shakespeare, poetry, T.S. 
Eliot, the Bibles.   
 
It’s divided into  

• Individual Time (four steps) 
• Observation and Question Collection 
• Interpretation 

 
Individual Time  
1. Read and RE-READ the text (Think Nabokov). 
 
2. Make good observations. Truly excellent questions and observations get you to QUESTION 
or RE-EXAMINE what you THINK you already know. 
 

Look for   For example 
Repetition   “Bond.  James Bond.” 
Contrast    Upper deck vs. Below deck in Titanic 
Verb tenses   been kissed, kiss, kissing, continuous kissing 
Comparison   My dad is bigger than your dad 
Continuity   Star Trek 1, Star Trek 2 , Star Trek 3, Star Trek 4, etc. 
Climax    Harry Potter finally meets Voldemort  
Characters   old, young, man, woman, child, fireman, friend 
Moods    anger, sadness, joy, tension, relief, awe 
Environment   wilderness, road, house, sea, apartment, McDonalds 
Time in History   “In the beginning”, time of Moses, in the thirtieth year 
Metaphor   “I will make you fishers of people” 
Genre    letter, narrative, poetry, proverb, contract, list 
Cause to Effect   The ship crashed into an iceberg, therefore it sank 
General to Particular  Media, book, Bible, New Testament, Acts, Acts 9, Acts 9:1 
Inclusive/exclusive words All, every, the whole, none, nobody, no where, etc. 
Logical connectors  because, so, so that, since, therefore, etc. 
Surprises, changes  The bad character begins acting sweet and kind 
Imagery  Language or descriptions that appeal to sound, smell, sight,  

taste, touch 
 
3. Based on your observations, break the passage into chunks or paragraphs. 
A new chunk may be indicated by a change in 

• topics, images, or ideas 
• the point of view of the speaker (3rd person, first person) 
• the mood or tone of the poem (dark, light, commanding, sarcastic, etc) 
• the movement of the action (more active, less active; more violent, more peaceful) 
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4. Ask good questions. 
• Use the language of the text 
• Include in your question the issue that troubles or intrigues you 
• Refer to the original audience 
• Let your curiosity be unleashed.  Why did he do that?  What does that mean?   
• Stay relevant to the text.  “Where did Cain’s wife come from?” is an interesting question, 

but it’s not answered—or even raised—by the text.  Take the text on its own terms. 
 
 
Observation & Question Collection 
In this phase, we are simply collecting the observations and questions.  You get to write down 
and benefit from what other people notice or ask about.   
 
 
Interpretation 
In this phase, we’ll use our observations and questions to make meaning from the text.  We’ll do 
this in small and large group discussions. 

 
 
 

How to BENEFIT and PARTICIPATE in a Manuscript Study  
PHASE ONE:  
Individual Study 

PHASE TWO: 
Observation & Question 
Collection 

PHASE THREE: 
Interpretation 

$ Observe all you can (above) 
$ Articulate your questions as specifically 

as possible.  “What does this passage 
mean?” is not a very useful question. 
“Why did Cain get angry?” is an 
interesting question. 

 
 

$ Share what you noticed and asked about 
during your individual time. 

$ Write down other people’s observations 
and questions 

$ Refrain from trying to answer anything 
–yet.   

$ Ask new questions or share new 
observations that occur to you as the 
collection is underway. 

 

$ Participate fully 
$ Pay attention to the flow of the 

conversation 
$ Develop theories that hold multiple 

observations together.  
$ Consider multiple theories to answer a 

question, instead of getting stuck on one 
“right” answer. 

$ Use the text to address the text.  Do not 
waste time looking at other texts unless 
they are quoted or referenced in the text 
under study. 

$ Use cultural and historical background 
to think about what the text meant to the 
original audience. 
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Help Sheet 2: How to Identify TONE 
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Help Sheet 3: Tone Words 
Word Useful Forms Definition 
bitter -ly, embitter(s) or (ed) Sharp, acrid, unpleasant; distasteful, resentful or cynical 
callous -ly Emotionally hardened, unfeeling, harsh 
caustic -ly Corrosive, cutting, sarcastic 
choleric  Easily angered, showing or expressing anger 
condescension condescend(ing)(ly) Descend to the level of one considered inferior 
contemplative contemplate Deeply thoughtful, reflective 
contemptuous -ly Hateful, showing dislike or scorn 
conventional -ly, convention(s) Traditional 
critical -ly, criticism, critic Inclined to judge severely or exactly 
cynical -ly, cynicism, cynic Skeptical of the motives of others 
derisive -ly, deride(s) or (ed) Mocking 
didactic -ly, didacticism Intended for moral instruction 
disdainful -ly, disdain(s) or (ed) Scornful, proud, contemptuous 
earnest -ly Showing deep sincerity or seriousness 
erudite   Narrowly academic 
fanciful -ly Imaginative, created in an unreal world, whimsical 
forthright -ly Direct, straightforward 
gloomy gloomily, gloom Partially or totally dark, especially dismal and dreary 
haughty haughtily Prideful 
indignant -ly Offended, angry at something unjust or wrong 
intimate   Close, personal 
jovial -ly Jolly, happy 
judgmental   Inclined to criticize 
lyrical -ly, lyric, lyricism Expressing deep personal emotion 
malicious -ly Deliberately harmful, spiteful 
matter of fact  Forthright, direct 
mocking -ly, mock(s) or (ed) Treating with ridicule or contempt 
morose -ly Sullenly melancholy, gloomy 
objective -ly Uninfluenced by emotions or personal beliefs 
obsequious -ly Full of or exhibiting servile compliance; fawning 
optimistic -ly Looking on the bright side of things  
patronizing -ly, patronize(s) or (ed) Treating in a  condescending manner 
pessimistic -ly, pessimism Looking on the dark side of things 
quizzical -ly Puzzlement, questioning 
reflective -ly, reflect(s) or (ed) Characterized by or given to meditation or contemplation; 

thoughtful 
reverent -ly, revere(s) or (ed) Marked by a feeling of profound awe and respect and 

often love; veneration 
ribald   Characterized by vulgar, lewd humor 
sanguineous -ly, sanguine Cheerful 
sarcastic -ly, sarcasm Given to expressing cutting, often ironic remarks intended 

to wound; makes the victim the butt of contempt or 
ridicule. 

sardonic -ly Scornfully or cynically mocking 
sincere -ly Not feigned or affected; genuine 
solemn -ly Deeply earnest, serious, sober; somber 
whimsical -ly, whim, whimsy Marked by whim or caprice; arbitrary; unpredictable; often 

erratic and lighthearted 
 
 


