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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). 
 

 
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? 
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! 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 
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 

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. 

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) 
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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 
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 

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 
 
 
Student observes the use of 
command verbs and theorizes 
about the significance. Notice 
that she refers to her work with 
TONE. 
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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 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. 


