
TOHISCOYMISTRESS

Lines1-2

Hadwebutworldenough,andtime,

Thiscoyness,Lady,werenocrime

Thespeakerstartsoffbytellingthemistressthatiftherewasenoughtimeandenoughspace
("worldenough,andtime"),thenher"coyness"(see"What’supwiththetitle"forsomedefinitions)
wouldn’tbeacriminalact.

Thisisaroundaboutwayofcallingheracriminal,andmakesusthinkofjails,courtrooms,and
punishments.

Hmmm.Whatexactlyishercrime?Whatisshebeing"coy"about?

Lines3-4

Wewouldsitdownandthinkwhichway

Towalkandpassourlonglove'sday.

Inanycase,hecontinues….Iftheyhadallthetimeandspacetheywanted,theycouldGoogle
everything,readguidebooks,andcarefullyconsiderwheretheymightgonext,whileaimlessly
strollingandrestingwhenevertheypleased.

Line5

ThoubytheIndianGanges'side

Shecouldhangoutonthebankofthe"IndianGanges"finding"rubies."

TheGangesRiverisconsideredsacredandholybymanypeopleallovertheworld.InMarvell’s
time,theGangesispureandpristine.Now,manypartsofitareincrediblypolluted.

Lines5-6

ThoubytheIndianGanges'side

Shouldstrubiesfind:Ibythetide

And,hewouldbeacrosstheworldattheHumbertidalestuary,skippinginthefrothfromthe
wavesandwhining.(Actually,hesays"complain,"whichalsomeans"lovesong.")

Thiswouldplacethemfarawayfromeachother,obviously.

Thespeakerdoesn’tsoundthrilledattheideaofalong-distancerelationship.

Lines7-10

OfHumberwouldcomplain.Iwould

LoveyoutenyearsbeforetheFlood,



Andyoushould,ifyouplease,refuse

TilltheconversionoftheJews.

HewouldgobackintimetoNoahandtheFlood,andforwardintimetothe"conversionofthe
Jews,"allthewhilelovingher.

Thespeaker’sgrand,Biblicallanguagemockspoemswhichdescribeloveindivineterms.

Lines11-12

Myvegetableloveshouldgrow

Vasterthanempires,andmoreslow;

Then,wegetoneofthepoem’smostfamouslines.Thespeakerstartstellingthemistressabout
his"vegetablelove."

Muchdebateoccursoverthemeaningofthisterm.

Theword"slow"inline12givesusaclue.Wethink"vegetablelove"is"organiclove"–love
withoutthepressureofanythingbutnature,anaturalprocessresultinginsomethingnourishing
–vegetables.

But,becareful.Sinceit’sorganic,vegetablelovewillcostalittlemoreinthegrocerystore.

Wecan’tneglectanotherconnotation,either.

Acertainpartofthemaleanatomyisshapedlikecertainmembersofthevegetablekingdom.
Vegetablelovealsoreferstothat.

Someliterarycriticsthinkthe"vegetable"in"vegetablelove"referstothefemaleanatomy,as
well.

We’llletyoudothemathonyourown.

Lines13-17

Anhundredyearsshouldgotopraise

Thineeyesandonthyforeheadgaze;

Twohundredtoadoreeachbreast,

Butthirtythousandtotherest;

Anageatleasttoeverypart,

Anyhow,hesaysthat,ifhehadtime,hewouldgivehercomplimentsabouteachofherindividual
bodyparts,andhewouldspendabazillionyearsdoingit.

Line18

Andthelastageshouldshowyourheart.

Andthen,finally,afterallthatcomplimenting,shewould"show[her]heart,"presumablybyhaving
sexwithhim.



Line19-20

For,Lady,youdeservethisstate,

NorwouldIloveatlowerrate.

You’reworthit,too,hesays,andIwouldn’tgiveyouanythinglessthanthatfirst-classlove.

Theword"rate"cleverlylinkswiththeword"heart"ofthepreviousline,makingusthinkof"heart
rate."

Lines21-22

ButatmybackIalwayshear

Time'swingèdchariothurryingnear;

And,then,hegivesherahugegigantic"BUT."Ouch.Yousee,thespeakerhearssomething
behindhim:"Time’swingedchariot,"tobeexact.

He’sbeingchaseddownbyTime’shybridcar!

Hedoesn’tsaywho’sdriving,butwecanassumeit’sprobablyTime.

Lines23-24

Andyonderallbeforeuslie

Desertsofvasteternity.

Then,heseemstohaveahallucination.

Look,hetellsthemistress,lookatallthissand.Thefutureisjustendlesssand.

We’reallgoingtodie.

Line25

Thybeautyshallnomorebefound,

Andyouwon’tlooksoprettythere,missy.

Lines26

Nor,inthymarblevault,shallsound

 Yousurewon’tbeabletohearmyprettysongwhenyou
areina"grave."

Lines27-28



Myechoingsong:thenwormsshalltry

Thatlongpreservedvirginity,

Thisnextpartisevencreepier.

Thespeakertellsthemistressthat,inthegrave,wormswillhavesexwithher.

Accordingtotheline,she’savirgin.

Line29

Andyourquainthonourturntodust,

Inthegrave,her"quainthonor"willcompletelydisintegrate.

AccordingtoTheNortonAnthologyofEnglishLiterature,"quaint"isaeuphemismthatmeans
"vagina."

So,he’stellingherthatshecan’ttakehervirginitywithherintotheafterlife,andmakingicky
jokesabouthervagina.

Line30

Andintoashesallmylust:

Next,hetellsherthatiftheydiewithouthavingsextogether,his"lust"ordesire,willallburnup,
withnothingleftbutthe"ashes."

Interestingly,heseemstoimplythat,ifhecan’thavesexwithher,hewon’thavesexatall.

Lines31-32

Thegrave'safineandprivateplace,

Butnone,Ithink,dothereembrace.

Herubsinthewholethingbytellingherthatcoffinsaregreat:theyhavelotsofprivacy,butno
hugging!

Line33

Nowtherefore,whiletheyouthfulhue

Luckily,heleavesallthatmorbiditybehind,andgivesustheold"now,therefore."Bythis,the
speakersuggeststhathisargumentissuccessful,andthathe’sabouttotellthemistresswhat
sheshoulddo,sincehisargumentissosuccessful.

Lines34-36

Sitsonthyskinlikemorningdew,

Andwhilethywillingsoultranspires



Ateveryporewithinstantfires,

 Hekindofbringsherbackfromthegravehere.Justa
minuteago,heimaginesherdeadinthecrypt,and,now,
hetellsherhowyoungsheis,andhowhersoulrushes
aroundexcitedlyinsideher,leakingoutthroughher
pores.

 "Transpire"hasafewfunmeaningsthatyoucanponder.
 Thefirstis"tocometolight."
 Thesecondis"tohappen."
 Thethirdactuallyhastodowithplants.Ifaplant

"transpires,"itloseswatervaporthroughitsstomata
(littleporesonaplant'sleaves),acrucialpartof
photosynthesis.

Line37

Nowletussportuswhilewemay,

 Sinceyouaretranspiring(rhymeswith"perspiring")and
all,let’splaysomegames,hetellsher.

 Then,hegetsabrilliantidea.

Line38

Andnow,likeamorousbirdsofprey,

 Theyshouldpretendtobebirdsofprey,mating!
 (Soundsalittledangeroustous.)
 Also,theword"prey"introducesviolence,andtherefore

uneasiness,intothescene.

Line39

Ratheratonceourtimedevour

 But,beforethegamesbegin,weshouldhavealittlepre-
matingdinner.

 Here,honey,trythissearedfillet-o-time,onabedof
vegetablelove.

 Andfordessert–timecapsules!
 See,timedeservestobeeaten.

Line40

Thanlanguishinhisslow-chaptpower.

 Timeexertsits"slow-chappedpower"overthespeaker
forfartoolong.

 AccordingtotheNortonAnthologyofEnglishLiterature,
"slow-chappedpower"means"slowlydevouringjaws."

 Inshort,hefeelslikehe’sdyinginTime’smouth,and



thattimeisslowlyeatinghimup.
 Hewantstoturnthetables,andthinksthatsex,orsohe

tellshismistress,isthewaytogettimeunderhiscontrol.

Lines41-42

Letusrollallourstrengthandall

Oursweetnessupintooneball,

 Nextcomeshisactualdescriptionofsex.Therollingup
inaballdoesn’tsoundsobad."Strength"carriesonthe
ideaofsexassportfromline37.Cometothinkofit,
"ball"worksthatway,too.

Lines43-44

Andtearourpleasureswithroughstrife

Thoroughtheirongatesoflife:

 But,what’swith"tear"and"strife"?
 Itmakessensefromthespeaker’sperspective.
 Heclaimstobelievethatsexisthewaytoanotherworld,

awaytobreakoutoftheprisonoftime.
 Thisalsosuggeststhathethinksthatbringingthe

"strife"oflifeintothebedroomwillenhancethesexual
experience.

Lines45-46

Thus,thoughwecannotmakeoursun

Standstill,yetwewillmakehimrun.

 Inthisfinalcouplet(acoupletisastanzamadeupof
twolines,usuallyrhyming),thespeakerseemsalittlebit
calmer.

 Hetalksaboutthesunnow,insteadoftime.
 Inhistime,thesunisthoughttocontroltime.
 Intheend,headmitsthatsexisacompromise.
 Theycan’tuseittostoptime,buttheycanuseittomake

timegofaster.
 What?Iftimegoesfaster,won’tthespeakerandthe

mistressdiesooner?
 Notifhe’sincontrol.
 And,notif,aswesuggestin"Symbols,Imagesand

Wordplay"under"TheGreatBeyond,"thesunandtime,
alsorepresentdeath.

 Iftheycanmaketimerun,itwon’thavetimetokill
people.

 Er,orsomethinglikethat.
 It’snotnecessarilythemostrationalargument,butithas

itscharm.
 And,thespeakerisn’tthefirstpersontothinkthatsexis

theanswertoallproblems.



 Inanycase,thefinalcoupletcangiveyoufoodfor
thoughtforyears.

MotionandStillness
SymbolAnalysis

"ToHisCoyMistress"isveryconcernedwiththefullrangeofmotion,includingstillness.The

motionhelpsthepoempickupspeed,andthestillnessletsuscatchourbreathandreflectfor

momentsbeforewerushon.Thisbackandforthalsohelpsthespeakermakehispoint.His

portrayalofstillnessisn’tverypositive,whilehismomentsofactionarefullofexcitementand

challenge,suggestingthatourspeakerisallaboutaction.

 Lines3-4:Thespeakerisbigonhyperbole,andheusesittosuggestvariousspeedsof
motionandevenstillness."Pickingrubies"impliesasomewhatleisurelyaction(although
actualruby-pickingisnotleisurelyatall).

 Lines8-10:Thespeaker’sdeclarationthat(ifhehadtime)hewouldloveher"tenyears
beforetheflood"and"tilltheconversionoftheJews"combineshyperboleandallusionto
createmotion,inthiscaseasenseofrapidmovementthroughtime.Healsousesthe
grand,Biblicallanguageironicallytopokefunatthemistress,whomheaccusesof
wantingsomethingtimeless(likeeternallove),whilesayinginthesamebreaththathe
wouldgivethistoher,too,ifhehastime.Thismightcreatethemotionofthemistress
runningawayfromthespeaker.

 Lines18-19:Thespeakeruses"showyourheart"asametaphorforthemistress’s
imaginedagreementtofinallyhavesexwithhim,implyingfasteraction,andpossiblya
fasterheartbeat.But,toemphasizethethemeofmockleisureinthisstanza,heslows
thingsdownbyusingtheword"show,"whichrhymeswiththe"slow"ofapreviousline.

 Line20:Hethenextendsthe"heart"metaphorinline20byintroducingthewordrate–as
inheartrate,anotherkindofmotion.Wecan’tneglectthesenseof"rate"whichmeans
"price"or"cost."Withthispun,heslylyaccusesherofwantingtosellherlovefor
compliments–whichbringsusbacktotherunningawaything.

 Lines45-46:Thefinallinesofthepoememployavarietyoffuntechniques.Thesimple
imageryoftheword"sun,"whichmakesusseeyellowororangeorredasweread,
combineswithpersonificationtodeepentheimage.Weseeared-orangeblur,wearing
fieryrunningshoes.Asyoumightsuspect,Marvell’sendingflourishisevenmore
sophisticated.Thesunisalsoametaphorfortime.Timeisanabstractconcept(while
thesunisanobjectwecansee).Bygivinganabstractconcept(time)human
characteristics(running),thespeakerpersonifiesanabstraction,andweareleftwithan
imageofabizarrered-orangeclockwearingtennisshoes,tryingtostayasfarawayfrom
thespeakeraspossible.

TheImperial
SymbolAnalysis

Inthe1650s,theBritishEmpirehasitsteethfirmlysunkintothelandofIndia.AndrewMarvell

wasactivepolitician,andveryclosewithOliverCromwell–don’tmentionhisnameifyouare

everinIreland!Withoutathoroughstudy,wecan’tsayexactlywhatMarvell’sroleinBritish

colonialismandimperialismis,butheprobablyhadsomehandinit.

Luckily,weareheretoexplorethepoem,andthepoemdoesn’tsaymuchaboutthisissue,

althoughwhatitdoessayischaracteristicallyambiguous.Nevertheless,thebriefmentiontakes

onsignificance,aswegazebackintotheworld’spast.



 Line5:Asnoted,thepoembrieflyalludestoimperialism.The"IndianGanges"and
"rubies,"whentakentogetherinthiscontext,canbesymbolsofimperialism,especiallyto
us,today.Whenweconsiderthathegenerallyinsultsthemistressinthissection,the
colonialists,bywayofrubiesandIndia,becomeametaphorforthemistress.Shesteals
rubiesfromtheIndianpeople.Shestealssexfromthespeaker,bynothavingitwithhim.
Ifshedoesn’tstopabusingherpower,shewillleavehiminruins.

 Line12:Yep,it’stheword"empire"thatinterestsushere.Buildinganempireain’teasy,
andittakestime(thoughnotaslongasgrowingvegetables,apparently).Somewould
saythesameofrelationships.Thus,colonialismalsobecomesametaphorfor
relationships.Thespeakeraccusesthemistressofthinkingthatsexandrelationships
aresomethingbigandserious,likerulingtheworld(thegoalofbuildinganempire),when,
infact–orsohesayslateron–suchthingsareascommonforpeopleasforbirds.He
accusesherofhyperbole,whichisironic,consideringallofhishyperbolethroughoutthe
poem.IfMarvellhasanxietyconcerningimperialism(whichishighlypossible),hepicksa
prettyslywaytotalkaboutit.Ofcourse,thispoemwasn’tpublisheduntilafterhewas
dead.

TheGreatUnknown
SymbolAnalysis

Aswediscussin"InANutshell,"AndrewMarvellisconsideredaMetaphysicalPoet,which

means,inpart,thathewasconcernedwiththemysteriesoflife,death,andtheuniverse.The

strikingimagesoftheunknownasimaginedbythespeakermightnotgiveusanyanswers,but

theyentertainusandgiveusfoodforthoughtasweponderallthesedeepthings.

 Lines21-22:Whatkindofchariotdoestimedrive?Thechariotisaniceexampleof
metonymy.Thechariotbecomesastandinfortime.Whenthespeakerhearsthechariot
behindhim(whichisallthetime),heassociatesitwithtime.Theimageryofwingshelps
usseethechariot,andevenhearthesounditmakes.Thismetonymicallinkbetween
timeandthechariotalsopersonifiestheabstractconceptoftime,byimplyingthattime
isbehindthewheelofthechariot.Eitherthat,ortime’schaufferisbehindthewheel–but,
iftimehasadriver,that’sstillpersonification.

 Lines27-30.Hyperboleturnsnastyinthissection.Hemakestheridiculoussuggestion
that,ifshediesavirgin,wormswillhavesexwithherdeadbody.Ew.Thisvisionofthe
unknownemployssimple,buteffectivevisualimagery.

 Lines36-38.It’spossiblethatsexisunknowntothespeaker,andheimpliesthatit’s
unknowntothemistress.Hisvisionofsex,likemostofwhatheenvisions,isfullof
hyperbole.Inoneofthepoem’sfewsimiles,helikenstheirimpending(sohehopes)
sexualuniontothatof"birdsofprey."Whilebirdsmatingisinnocentenough,theword
"prey"setsusupfortheweirdviolencethatthespeakerimaginestakingplacebefore
theyactuallyhavesex.

 Line39-40:Hisideaofforeplayiseatingtime.Conceivingtimeassomethingthatcanbe
devouredmakesourheadspin.Inthiscase,timebecomesasymbolforeverythingthat
thespeakerthinkstrapshim.Ironically,thespeakerwantstobenourishedbythevery
thingthathewantstoberidof.Theironysuggestsaparadox.Thespeakerwantstobe
ridoftime,butneedstimeinordertoenjoylife.

ToHisCoyMistress:Rhyme,Form&Meter
We’llshowyouthepoem’sblueprints,andwe’lllistenforthemusicbehindthewords.

DramaticMonologue,IambicTetrameter



"ToHisCoyMistress"takestheformofadramaticmonologue,whichprettymuchmeanswhatit

soundslike.Thespeakerofthepoemdoesallthetalking,whichmakesthisamonologue,a

speechbyasinglecharacter.But,becauseheisn’tjusttalkingtohimself,buttoanotherfictional

character,themistress,it’s"dramatic"–hencetheterm"dramaticmonologue."Althoughthe

readermightidentifywiththespeakerinadramaticmonologue,orevenwiththesilentcharacter

addressed,thereisalwaysthesensethatthereadereavesdropsonanintimateconversation.

Thissenseisheightenedin"ToHisCoyMistress,"becausethespeakerdoesn’tgiveusany

personalorbiographicalinformationabouthimselforthemistresstocreateseparationbetween

thecharactersandthereaders.

Thepoem’smeteris"iambictetrameter."Don’tletthefancynamescareyouaway.It’snot

complicated.EvenDr.Seussusesit,asintheselinesfromGreenEggsandHam:

Iwouldnotlikethemhereorthere.

Iwouldnotlikethemanywhere.

Idonotlikegreeneggsandham.

IdonotlikethemSamIAm.

Youcanthinkofan"iamb"asaunitofpoetryconsistingoftwosyllables.Thisunitisalsocalled

a"foot."Iniambictetrametereachlinehasfour(tetra)suchfeet,oreightsyllablesintotal.Picka

linefromyourpoemtotestit.Ifyoureadthepoemaloud,orlistentoitinyourhead(inanormal

speakingvoice,ofcourse)youwillseethatineachfoot,oriamb,orpairofsyllables,onesyllable

isstressed,whiletheotherisnot.Noticealsothatthepoemhasforty-sixlines,ortwenty-three

pairsoflines.Wecallthesepairs"couplets,"and,inthecaseof"ToHisCoyMistress,"thetwo

linesthatmakeupeachcoupletrhymewitheachother.

SpeakerPointofView
Whoisthespeaker,cansheorhereadminds,and,moreimportantly,canwetrustherorhim?



Ourspeakerisanonymous.Hecouldbeanyman,anywhere.He’sanintenseguy.Hespeaksvery

beautifully,rhymingeverythingsothatwearebarelyawareofitandusingtheperfectwordevery

time.Wecouldlistentohimsay"amorousbirdsofprey"allday–aslongashedoesn’tbringup

worms,forcryingoutloud.(Althoughsomepeoplereallylikethatpart.)

Wehavetofaceit.Hehasameanstreakthatprobablyisn’tmuchfuntodealwithinareal-life

relationship.But,evenifheisn’tfictional,hislustforlifewouldprobablycharmus.It’shardnot

togetexcitedwhenhegetsexcited.Didwementionthathehasawaywithwords?

Inadditiontobeauty,hisspeechissothickwithironyandsarcasmthatit’shardtoknowifhe

eversayswhathemeans,ormeanswhathesays.So,maybeallhishurtfulwordsarejustjokes.

Sigh.He’ssotalented,too,surprisinguswithlittlejokes.It’sfuntothinkaboutallthestuffhe

bringsup:timeandtheafterlifeandwhatnot.

But,he’swaytoopersistentandneedstoomuchattention.He’sahighmaintenancespeaker.

And,hisparanoidfantasiesofslayingtimegettobeabitmuchonoccasion,asfunnyandclever

astheyare.

Themoretimeswereadthepoem,thelesssureweareaboutwhothespeakerisandwhathe’s

about.Ontheotherhand,nomatterhowmanytimeswereadit,thelanguagethatthespeaker

useToHisCoyMistressSetting
WhereItAllGoesDown

Thereare(atleast)twolayersofsettinginvolvedin"ToHisCoyMistress"–thesettingwe

imagine,andthesettingthatthespeakerimagines.

Intermsofwherethepoemisset–wherehewritesortellsittothemistress,wecanletour

imaginationsgo.Thespeakermightwritethepoeminalonely,depressedstateinthepoorlylit

barofarundownhotel.Or,maybehe’slikeJohnMalkovichinDangerousLiaisons–inaroom,

usingthebackofawomanwithwhomhe’sjustsleptwithasadeskonwhichtowritetheletter.

Or,maybethespeakerandthemistresstoursomeexoticcitytogether,andthesightsinspire

himtomakeupthepoemashegoesalong.Whichbringsustothatsecondlayerwementioned.

Theliteralsettingof"ToHisCoyMistress"isoneareawherewecanletourimaginationsresta

little.Thespeakerdoesn’tleaveeverythingtoourimagination,afterall.Hedoesmuchofthe

hardestworkhimself.Hetakesus,andthemistress(whetherornotsheiswithhimwhenshe

receivesthepoem),onaveryspecifictour.Grabyourcopyofthepoemandcheckitout.The

settingplaysamajorroleinmovingthepoemalong.Ifyouconsiderourtheme"Freedomand

Confinement,"youcanseethepoemmovefromconfinement,tofreedom,toconfinement,to

freedom.

Inthefirststanza,thespeakerstartswith"crime."HethenmovestotheGangesRiverinIndia

andtheHumberEstuaryinEngland.Fromthere,hemovestothebodyofthemistress,or,atleast,

"eachpart."Finally,hegoesinsideherbody,toherheart.

Inthesecondstanzathesettinggetscreepyquickly."Desertsofvasteternity,"hasabeautiful

ringtoit–andevenafeelingoffreedom,albeitalonelyfreedom.Thespeakersnatchesthat

imageawaythough,andleadsusintoa"marblevault"(otherwiseknownas"thegrave").



Thethirdstanzaislikeasettingresurrection.Thepoemburstsfrom"thegrave"into"themorning

dew,"and,then,beyondthemistress’sbody,intoher"soul."Thespeakerthenimaginestheir

union,andthesettingmovesupintotheskywiththe"amorousbirdsofprey."

Inthefinalcouplet,thesettingseemsdangerous.Wefeellikethespeakerstandsveryneartothe

sun,andthathemightgetburned.

snevergetsold.Somefreshinsightisalwaysembeddedinhisuniquewayoftalking

SoundCheck
Readthispoemaloud.Whatdoyouhear?

Poetryisanartobsessedbysound,andthereisablurrylinebetweensongwritingandpoetry.

Onebigdistinctionisthatsongwritersoftenwritethemusicthatgoeswiththeirlyrics,whilethe

"music"ofapoemiscontainedwithinthelyrics,thearrangementofthewordsonthepage.

Somepoemsaremoreaboutsoundthanothers.WaltWhitman’s"OutoftheCradleEndlessly

Rocking"isabouthowamanbecomesapoetwhenheunderstandsthesongsofbirds."ToHis

CoyMistress"doesn’tgothatfar,butitstillhasalottodowithsound.

Youcansingpoems,buttheyaremorecommonlyreadaloud.Truetoparodiesandstereotypes

ofpeoplereadingpoetry,youwillrunacrosspeoplereadingtheminexaggeratedlysuper-serious

tones,ormakingwildsounds,oranythingsillyyoucanimagine.Ifyouchoosetoreadpoemsout

loud,wesuggestreadingpoetryinanormalspeakingvoice,lettingthelinesguideyou.

You’veprobablynoticedthatpoetsoftenthrowtraditionalrulesofgrammaroutthewindow,so

don’tletitthrowyouifthegrammardoesn’tseemtomakesense.Theseareusuallylineswhere

thepoetplayingwithlanguage.Ifyoureadsuchlinesoverseveraltimes,thepoet’sgamewill

usuallyrevealitself.

Readingapoemoutloud,orlisteningcarefullytoitinyourheadifyoucan’treaditaloud,as

manytimesasyouwish,isalmostsuretorevealsomethingmeaningfulaboutthepoem.The

revelationmightbesomethingugly,orsomethingbeautiful,oreventhebeliefthatthepoem

makesnosenseandhasnothingtodowithyou.And,that’sOK,too.

Whilesimilarsoundingandobviouslyallpartofthesamepoem,wethinkthateachofthepoem’s

threestanzassoundalittledifferentfromeachother.Thefirststanza,wherethespeaker

describestheidealizedworldinwhichthemistress’s"coyness"wouldn’tbea"crime,"sounds

bothfastandslow.Thesoundof"vegetablelove"slowsusdown.Trytosayitfast.Veg-e-ta-ble-

love.It’snotnatural."Gaze"isanotherwordthatdoesn’twanttobesaidfast.Thepaceofwords

like"flood,""refuse,"and"rate"speedsthingsupuntilwegettothe"but"ofthesecondstanza.

Here,somethingexcitinghappens.Thespeakertellsusthathehearssomethingbehindhim,all

thetime–"Time’swingedchariot."Whenwesay"time’swingedchariot,"wehearasoundlike

paper,andwind,andwingsbeating.Scary.Nowonderthisguyisafraidoftime.

He’ssoafraidofthesoundthatitdriveshimtoimaginehimselfandthemistressdead.The

poembeginstosoundlesslikealovepoemandmoreliketheworkofatwistedcreep-o."Lust"



and"dust"and"worms"–whentakentogether,thesesoundveryformal,dark,andfunereal.

"Vast,""marble,"andeven"vault"throwinsomefreshnessandelegance.Although"vault"refers

tothegrave,itstillhasasharperfeeltoitthan"worm."Wehearoldsoulscryingandtherustling

ofthingstryingtogetout.Morecreepiness.

Thethirdstanzaisabigrelief:it’sallpowerandlight,and,er,violence."Transpires,"sounds

soaringandfresh."Sweetness"and"ball"soundplayfulandlight.But,whatof"prey,""devour,"

"tear,""rough,"and"strife?"Thesewordssounddarker,withdarkermeanings,too,perhaps.The

speakerwantstodoviolencetotime,butitsoundsalittlelikehewantstodoviolencetothe

speaker,too.Or,maybehe’sjustoverexcited.

Hesoundscalmerinthefinalcouplet.

Thus,thoughwecannotmakeoursun

Standstill,yetwewillmakehimrun.(46)

Wethinkthatthissoundsbright,fast,slow,andelegant,likeapromisethatthespeakermeansto

keep.Whatdoyouhear?

What’sUpWiththeTitle?

Whatexactlyisa"coymistress?"Aswesayoverandoverinthisguide,here’sanopportunityto

useyourimagination.Toprovidefuelforourimaginations,let’slookatthemeaningsofthetwo

words.

Iftheword"mistress"isinthenewsorthetabloidsnowadays,itprobablymeansonething:a

woman(marriedornot)havinganaffairwithamarriedman.And,by"affair,"intermsofthenews,

wemeansex.

Guesswhat,Shmoopsters!AccordingtotheOxfordEnglishDictionaryOnline,itmeansthesame

thinginthe1650s,whenAndrewMarvellprobablywritesthepoem.Italsomeans"awoman

lovedandcourtedbyaman;afemalesweetheart."There’ssomethingforyourinnerpaparazzito

chewon.

InMarvell’stime,"mistress"alsomeansawomanwhoactsasapatron,orsponsor,foranartist

orartists.Thissenseofthewordallowsustoimagineanewspinonthings.Ifthespeaker’s

mistressisapatron,perhapshe’stryingtoconvincehertosponsorhimforanewproject,or,in

short,togivehimmoney.Thisinterpretationcomplicatesthings.See,thepoemspeaksliterally

aboutsex–itreferencesthemistress’s"long-preserved"virginity.So,ifsheisalsothespeaker’s

patron,heeitherhasorwantstohaveasexualrelationshipwithher,orhe’susingsexasa

metaphorformoney.Itmightevenbeboth.Thetabloidjournalistinyoucangetlotsofmileage

outofthatone.

Wehaven’tgivenyouallthepossiblemeaningsof"mistress"here.Ifyouareeverstuckandcan’t

thinkofwhattowriteyourpaperon,youcanusethisapproach(lookingupwordsinthe

dictionary)tobuildanargumentthat’sfuntomake.But,beforewemoveontotheword"coy,"we

shouldmentionthat"mistress"isthefeminineformoftheword"master."Almostallsensesof



theword"mistress"containsomeelementof"beingincharge."

Now,for"coy."Mostcommonly,ifapersoniscoy,heorshepretendstobeshy,quiet,and

reserved.(Earlyusesofthewordimplyactualshyness,quietness,andreserve.)Thepoem’stitle

thensuggeststhenthatthespeaker’smistressonlypretendsnottowanttohavesexwithhim.

Eitherway,itexplainswhyhesaysher"coyness"isa"crime."Ifshe’sjusttoyingwithhim,andhe

caresabouther,thenhehasreasontobeupset.Ontheotherhand,ifshereallydoesn’twantto,

thenhe’saccusingherofacrimeshehasn’tcommitted,andplayinggameswithherhead.

Inadditiontothecommonmeaningof"coy,"thereisanothermeaningwhichcanhelpusfeelthe

beautyoftheword.Agoodpoetwillsearchtirelesslyuntilheorshefindsjusttherightword.All

thenuancesofthewordcanbeimportant.InMarvell’stime,theverbformof"coy"thatis,"to

coy"means"tostrokeorcaress."YoucanfindthisuseinShakespeare’sAMidsummerNight’s

Dream.

Ifwetie"mistress"and"coy"together,wecanimagineacomplicatedrelationshipand

complicatedcommunicationsbetweenourspeakerandhismistress.

AndrewMarvell’sCallingCard
Whatisthepoet’ssignaturestyle?

ExperimentswithPersona

AndrewMarvellconductsmanymemorableexperimentsinpersona.Personaisthemask,

personality,orcharactercreatedbyanauthororactor,similartothenarratorornarratorsina

novel.In"Bermudas,"thepoem’spersonaisactuallyagroupofpeoplesingingonan"English

boat."In"ADialogueBetweentheSoulandtheBody,"thepersonaearethesoulandthebody.

Marvelldoesn’tshyawayfromthefemalepersona,either.In"TheNymphComplainingforthe

DeathofHerFawn"(couldhehavefoundalongertitle,maybe?),thespeakeris,asyouprobably

guess,awoman.AllofMarvell’sspeakersarewitty,usesurprisingimages,andrhyme.Hiswork

alsousuallycontainssomedeepphilosophicalquestions,likehowsexandtimemightberelated

inthepoemthatwestudytoday.ThemoreMarvellyouread,theeasieritbecomestoseewhat

distinguisheshimfromotherpoets.

ToHisCoyMistressSteaminessRating
Exactlyhowsteamyisthispoem?

PG-13

Sexisamajorthemein"ToHisCoyMistress,"andonecaneasilyreadsexintoalmostanylineof

thepoem.Allthesexinthepoemhappensinthemindofthespeakerinavarietyofhypothetical

situations.Thespeakerseemstothinkthatallhisproblemswillbecuredifonlythemistresswill

havesexwithhim.But,becausehe’ssocomplicated,it’shardtotellifhereallyfeelsthatway,or

ifheturnshimselfintoaparodyofsomeonewhofeelsthatway.Sincethetopicofsexcanbe

bothseriousandabsurd,andcanleadtobothpleasureandpain,thespeakerisprobablyboth

jokingandserious,allwrappeduptogether.



ToHisCoyMistressThemeofTime

ThespeakerofAndrewMarvell’spoem,"ToHisCoyMistress,"thinksthattimeisasuper-villain

outtogethim.Hewantstoflipthescriptandcontroltime.It’snotsurprisingthatMarvellwas

concernedwithtime.Itwasahottopicinthe1600s.MarvelllivedduringthetimeofbothGalileo

GalileiandSirIsaacNewton,bothofwhomrevolutionizedthewaywethinkabouttimetoday.

Timeremainsamysterytous,andMarvell’spoemgivesusanopportunitytoexplorethat

mystery.

QuestionsAboutTime

1.Doesthispoemmakeyouwonderabouttime?Howmuchdowereallyknowabouttime?Does
thespeakerseemlikeheknowsalotabouttime,ordoeshemakeitupashegoesalong?

2.Thespeakerarguesthat,ifhismistresshassexwithhim,theywillhavemorecontrolovertime.
Whatdoyouthinkofthisargument?Doyouseeanyconnectionsbetweentimeandsexin"the
realworld?"Ifso,likewhat?Ifnot,howaretimeandsexunrelated?

3.Whatwouldyoudoifyouhadmoretime?Ifyouknowyouwilldietomorrow,whatwouldyoudo?
Wouldyouliveyourlifedifferentlyifyouhad"worldenough,andtime?"

4.Howdoesthepoemconnect"time"andthe"sun?"

Timefunctionsasacharacterinthepoem–acharacterwhobattlesthespeakeroverthe

speaker’smistress,orsothespeakerclaimstobelieve.

Alookatthehistoryofclockshelpsusunderstandtheanxietyovertimethatthespeakerof"To

HisCoyMistress"feels.(Thisonewillrequiresomeresearch.)

ToHisCoyMistressThemeofSex

Iftimeisthesuper-villainofAndrewMarvell’s"ToHisCoyMistress,"thenhavingsexisthesuper

-powerheneedstogaincontroloverhisenemy.But,sexisn’tsoeasytocomeby.Possibly

becauseonlyaveryspecialsomeonewouldunderstandthespeaker’sideasaboutit.Withwit

anddaring,thespeakerdiscussessexinfrank,beautiful,anddisturbinglanguage.Sexisanother

oneofthosegreatmysteriesthatpoetsnevertireofexploring.Marvell’scontributionperhaps

pavesthewayformoreopendiscussionsofsexandsexuality.

1.Thespeakerobviouslywantstohavesexwiththemistress.Doeshealsoloveher?Ifso,how
doesheexpresshislove?Ifhedoesn’t,howdoyoufeelabouttheideaofsexwithoutlove?

2.Whydoesthespeakerthinkit’sa"crime"forthemistressnottohavesexwithhim?Doeshis
argumenthaveanymerit?Why,orwhynot?

3.Howdoesitmakeyoufeelwhenthespeakertalksaboutsexanddeathtogether?

Thespeaker’sargumentthatsexwillhelphimcontroltimeismeantironically,andultimately
commentsonthefleetingnatureofsexualpleasure.

ToHisCoyMistressThemeofMortality

Mortality,otherwiseknownas"death,"getsawholestanzainAndrewMarvell’sclassicfromthe

1650s.Thespeakerpresentshisvisionoftheafterlife.Whilebeautifulintermsofthethatwords



thespeakerusestodescribeit,hisvisionismilesawayfromhopeful.Hethinksthatdyingisthe

ultimatelackofcontrol.It’snotasbigofadownerasitsoundslike.Thespeakerisaverywitty

guy,andhistreatmentofdeathmakesforsomeofthemostentertainingpick-uplinessince

JohnDonne’s"TheFlea."

1.Doesthespeakerwanttobeimmortal?Whatmakesyouthinkwhatyoudo?Isthenarratorafraid
ofdying?Ifso,howdoyouknow?Ifnot,whynot?

2.Whatdoyouthinkofthespeaker’sdescriptionoftheafterlife?Doyouhaveanideaofthe
afterlife?Ifso,whatisit?Ifnot,whydon’tyouhaveone?

3.Doyouthinkthatit’simportanttoconceiveoftheafterlife?Why,orwhynot?
4.Whataresomeexamplesofhowtheafterlifeisrepresentedinmovies,otherpoems,orbooks?

Doanyoftheseseemsimilartothespeaker’svision?

Bytellingthemistresswhatitwillbelikewhenshe’sdead(somethingshecan’tverify),instead

oftellingheraboutheractuallife(somethingshecanverify),thespeakerdestroyshisargument.

TimeanddeathbecomesynonymousinAndrewMarvell’s"ToHisCoyMistress."

ToHisCoyMistressThemeofFreedomandConfinement

AndrewMarvell’s"ToHisCoyMistress"isconstantlyonthemovebetweenimagesoffreedom

andimagesofimprisonment.Aswereadwhythespeakerfeelstrapped,andhowhethinkshe

cangetout,wefeeltheneedtoexaminethefreedomsandconfinementsofourownlives.The

poemcanfeelclaustrophobicatsomemoments,but,atothermoments,wefeelallourconfines

crumble.

1.Isthespeaker"free"whenhewritesthemistress?Ifso,whatmakeshimfree?Ifnot,whattraps
him?

2.Whatisthespeaker’sideaoffreedom?Isitconsistentthroughoutthepoem,ordoesitchange
andmove?.

Bytryingtomakethemistressdowhathewantsherto,thespeakertriestotakeawayher

freedom.

Sexinthepoemisametaphorforthewritingprocess–whatthespeakerreallywantsisenough

timetowrite,and,hopefully,tocreateapoemthatwilllastlongerthanhewill.

ONHISBLINDNESS

Lines1-2



WhenIconsiderhowmylightisspent,

Erehalfmydays,inthisdarkworldandwide,

Thespeakerthinksabouthowallofhislighthasbeenusedup("spent")beforeevenhalfhislife
isover.Asamanwithoutlight,henowlivesinaworldthatisboth"darkandwide."

Thefirstwordofthepoem,"When,"givesusanideaofthestructureofthesentencethatwill
follow.Thestructureis,"Whenthishappens,thathappens."Asin,"WhenIbroketheglass,Ihad
tofindabroomtosweepitup."

Butbecareful–thesecondpartofthesentencedoesn'tcomeuntillines7and8.Milton's
audiencewasmoreusedtoreadingdenseandcomplicatedsentences,soyou'llwanttotakethe
firstsevenlinesslowly.(That'sOK,wealsothinkMilton'saudiencewouldhavehadadoozyofa
timefiguringouttextmessaging.)

MostreadersbelievethatthepoemisclearlyaboutMilton'sblindness,butthepoemnever
directlyreferstoblindnessorevenvision.Instead,wethinkthat"light"isametaphorforvision.

Themetaphoriscomplicated.Thespeakersaysthathislightcanbe"spent,"andthisword
suggeststhatheisthinkingofsomethinglikeanoillamp.Thelightis"spent"whentheoilinthe
lamprunsout.Tomakeacontemporarycomparison,itwouldbelikesomeonecomparinghis
visiontoaflashlightthatrunsoutofbatteriesbeforeitissupposedto.Miltonissuggestingthat
hegotabaddeal.

Theword"spent"alsomakesusthinkofmoney.Miltonisreflectingonhowhehasusedor
"spent"hisvision,nowthatitisgone.Hasheuseditwisely,ordidhefritteritawaybecausehe
thoughtitwouldneverrunout?

Theword"ere"means"before."HowdoesMiltonknowthathebecameblindbeforehislifewas
halfwayover?Forthistobetrue,wouldn'thehavetobesomekindofpsychicwhoknewwhenhe
wasgoingtodie?TheusualexplanationofthislineisthatMiltonguessesroughlyhowlonghe
willlive.Miltonwentcompletelyblindattheageof42.

Finally,callingtheworld"darkandwide"makesitsoundlikeascaryplace,doesn'tit?
Interestingly,Miltonmakesitseemasiftheworldhasrunoutoflight,ratherthangrowingdark
becauseofanyblindnessonhispart.

Lines3-4

AndthatoneTalentwhichisdeathtohide

Lodgedwithmeuseless,[…]

Theselinesarethetrickiestintheentirepoem,becausetheyappeartobesimplerthentheyare.

Thekeywordis"talent."Youprobablyread"talent"andthinkofskillslikethrowingaperfect
spiralorbeingapianoprodigy.Butthere'sadoublemeaningintendedforpeoplewhoknow
historyorBiblicalscripture.Intheancientworld,a"talent"wasalsoastandardofweightusedto
measuremoney,justasa"pound"isameasureofbothweightandcurrency.

YoucanreadMatthew25(it'sshort),buthere'sourbriefsummaryof"TheParableofTalents."A
lordgivesthreeofhisservantssomemoney("talents")toholdontowhenheleavesforatrip.
Twooftheservantsusethemoneytogainmoremoneyfortheirmaster.(Incontemporary
language,we'dcallthis'investment.')Butthethirdservantjustburiesthemoney,theancient
equivalentofhidingitunderyourmattress.Whenthelordreturns,he'shappywiththefirsttwo



servantsandgivesthemmoreresponsibilities,butfuriouswiththethirdservant.Heexilesthe
thirdservantintothe"darkness,"whichistheequivalentof"death."

WhenMiltonsaysthattalentis"deathtohide,"heisreferringtothemoneyintheBiblicalstory
andalsotohisown"talent,"inthesenseofaskillortrade.

Thereisnowaytotellwhatspecifictalenthemeans,butourguesswouldbehisintelligenceand
hiswritingandreadingskills,whichhehadusedinserviceofOliverCromwell'sgovernment.This
"talent"is"lodged"orburiedwithinthespeakerjustlikethemoneyinthestory.Itcannotbeused
tomakegreaterprofit.

Matthew25:14-30

TheParableoftheBagsofGold

14“Again,itwillbelikeamangoingonajourney,whocalledhisservantsand
entrustedhiswealthtothem.15Toonehegavefivebagsofgold,toanothertwo
bags,andtoanotheronebag,[a]eachaccordingtohisability.Thenhewentonhis
journey.16Themanwhohadreceivedfivebagsofgoldwentatonceandputhis
moneytoworkandgainedfivebagsmore.17Soalso,theonewithtwobagsofgold
gainedtwomore.18Butthemanwhohadreceivedonebagwentoff,dugaholein
thegroundandhidhismaster’smoney.

19“Afteralongtimethemasterofthoseservantsreturnedandsettledaccountswith
them.20Themanwhohadreceivedfivebagsofgoldbroughttheotherfive.‘Master,’
hesaid,‘youentrustedmewithfivebagsofgold.See,Ihavegainedfivemore.’

21“Hismasterreplied,‘Welldone,goodandfaithfulservant!Youhavebeenfaithful
withafewthings;Iwillputyouinchargeofmanythings.Comeandshareyour
master’shappiness!’

22“Themanwithtwobagsofgoldalsocame.‘Master,’hesaid,‘youentrustedme
withtwobagsofgold;see,Ihavegainedtwomore.’

23“Hismasterreplied,‘Welldone,goodandfaithfulservant!Youhavebeenfaithful
withafewthings;Iwillputyouinchargeofmanythings.Comeandshareyour
master’shappiness!’

24“Thenthemanwhohadreceivedonebagofgoldcame.‘Master,’hesaid,‘Iknew
thatyouareahardman,harvestingwhereyouhavenotsownandgatheringwhere
youhavenotscatteredseed.25SoIwasafraidandwentoutandhidyourgoldinthe
ground.See,hereiswhatbelongstoyou.’

26“Hismasterreplied,‘Youwicked,lazyservant!SoyouknewthatIharvestwhereI
havenotsownandgatherwhereIhavenotscatteredseed?27Wellthen,youshould
haveputmymoneyondepositwiththebankers,sothatwhenIreturnedIwould
havereceiveditbackwithinterest.

28“‘Sotakethebagofgoldfromhimandgiveittotheonewhohastenbags.29For
whoeverhaswillbegivenmore,andtheywillhaveanabundance.Whoeverdoesnot
have,evenwhattheyhavewillbetakenfromthem.30Andthrowthatworthless



servantoutside,intothedarkness,wheretherewillbeweepingandgnashingof
teeth.’

Lines4-6

[…]thoughmySoulmorebent

ToservetherewithmyMaker,andpresent

Mytrueaccount,lesthereturningchide;

Thespeakerhasjusttoldusthathistalentisasuselessasmoneyburiedinthedesert,butnow
hesaysthathisuselessnesshasnothingtodowithalackofwill.Tothecontrary,hissoul
desires(is"bent")tousehisskillsintheserviceofhis"Maker,"God.

WhenheisfacedwithGod,hewantstohavearecordofaccomplishmenttoshowHim.

Godisbeingcomparedwiththelordfromthe"ParableoftheTalents"inMatthew25.WhenGod
"returns"tohimlikethemasterintheparable,thespeakerwantstoshowthathehasusedhis
talentsprofitably.

Theword"account"heremeansboth"story"and"arecordofactivitieswithmoney."

Ifthespeakerturnsouttohavewastedhisprofits,heworriesthatGodwillscoldor"chide"him.
AndifGodisanythinglikethelordfromtheparable,thespeakercouldgetcastintoadarkness
evenmorefearfulthantheonecreatedbyhisblindness.

Lines7-8

"DothGodexactday-labour,lightdenied?"

Ifondlyask.[…]

Ithastakenthespeakersixlinestogetthroughthepartofthesentencethatbegins"When."Now
hegoesontosaywhathappens"when"hethinksaboutallthestuffhehasdescribedabove.
Namely,hewondersifGoddemandsthatpeopleundertakehard,physicalwork,or"day-labour,"
whentheydon'thaveanylight.

Thespeakerdoesn'thaveanylightbecausehe'sblind,butinMilton'smetaphorhecomparesthis
conditiontohavingtodoworkatnightthatyouwouldnormallydoduringtheday–like,say,
buildingahouseorplowingafield.

Theword"exact"meanssomethinglike"charge,""claim,"or"demand."Youcan"exact"atollora
fee,forexample.SothespeakerwantstoknowifGoddemandsworkasakindofpaymentthat
isduetoHim.

Thefirstsectionofthepoemiscompletedbythewords"Ifondlyask."Theword"fondly"means
"foolishly,"not"lovingly."Thespeakeraccuseshimselfofbeingaidiotforeventhinkingthis
question.

Fortunately,"patience"stepsintopreventhisfoolishness.Moreonthatinthenextsection.

Lines8-10

[…]ButPatience,toprevent



Thatmurmur,soonreplies,"Goddothnotneed

Eitherman'sworkorhisowngifts;whobest

"Patience"totherescue!Patienceispersonifiedassomeonewhocantalksenseintothe
speaker.PatienceisoftenpersonifiedinChristianartbecauseofitsroleinhelpingoneto
achieveimportantvirtueslikecourageandwisdom.

Thespeakerisaboutto"murmur"hisfoolishquestionaboutwhetherGodwouldbesocruelas
tomakeimpossibledemandsofwork,butthenhispatiencestepsintostophim.Therestofthe
poemisthereplymadebypatience.

First,patiencepointsoutthatGoddoesnotneedanything.Godiscompleteandperfect.He
doesn'tneedworkortalents("gifts")ofanykind.

Line11

Bearhismildyoke,theyservehimbest.[…]

Patiencenowscoresitssecondpointintherebuttaltothespeaker.Patiencearguesthatthose
peoplearethebestservantsofGodwhoallowtheirfatestobelinkedwithandcontrolledbyGod,
asiftheywerewearingayoke.

Essentially,thismeansacceptingthingsastheycome,especiallysufferingandmisfortune.

A"yoke"isawoodframethatisplacedaroundthenecksoffarmanimals,likeoxen,sothatthey
canbedirected.

Patiencedoesn'twanttomakeGodsoundlikeaslavedriver,soGod'syokeiscalled"mild,"ornot
-that-bad.It'snothowmuchyouhavetoshowforyourtimeonearththatcounts,it'showyou
handleyoursubmissiontoGod.

Lines11-14

[…]Hisstate

IsKingly.Thousandsathisbiddingspeed

Andposto'erLandandOceanwithoutrest:

Theyalsoservewhoonlystandandwait."

ThefinalpointmadebypatienceisthatGodislikeaking,notalord,sothe"Parableofthe
Talents"doesnotstrictlyapply.

Lordsneedeveryoneontheirestatestoworkforthem;theyusuallydon'thavetheresourcesto
spendonkeepingservantsjusttostandaroundandwaitonthem.Kings,ontheotherhand,have
unlimitedresources,especiallyiftheycontrola"state"aslargeastheentireearth.

WithHiskinglystatus,GodhasplentyofminionstodoHis"bidding"byrushingfromplaceto
place–thatis,doingthingsthatrequirelightandvision.Itdoesn'tmakeadifferencewhether
onemorepersonfulfillstheroleornot.

Butkingsalsohavepeoplewho"wait"onthem,whostandinastateofreadinessuntiltheir
actionisneeded.

Tosummarize,webelievethatthesentence,"Hisstateiskingly,"ismeanttocontrastwiththe



"lordly"stateofthemasteroftheBiblicalparableinMatthew25.

ThisbeingMilton,ofcourse,"wait"canalsohavethemeaningofwaitingforsomethingto
happen,asin,"Iwaitedforthebus."

Whatwouldthespeakerbewaitingfor?TheSecondComingofJesus?Theendofhistory?We
don'tknowbecausethepoemonlysuggeststhismeaningoh-so-vaguely.

Theword"post"herejustmeans"totravelquickly."That'swhythemailisoftenreferredtoasthe
"post,"becauseyou'resupposedtotravelquicklytodeliverit.

Thepoemendswithavindicationofthespeaker'spassivity,whichhasbeenforcedonhimbyhis
blindness.

Vision,Light,andDarkness
SymbolAnalysis

Thispoemissometimescalled"OnHisBlindness,"butthespeakermightrespond,"Blindness?

Whatblindness?I'mnottheonewho'sblind.It'stheworldthathasrunoutoflight."This

argumentislikesayingthatyouaren'treallyrunning–it'stheworldthatisrollingbeneathyou

likeatreadmill.Asyoucansee,Miltonusescomplicatedwordplaytodescribewhythespeaker

hasahardtimeservingGod.His"blindness"islikealampthatrunsoutoffuel,likethedaylight

thatturnstonight,andlikeacurrencythathasn'tbeenusedtomaximumeffect.

 Line1:Visionisnotsamethingas"light,"althoughvisionrequireslight.So,wecan'tjust
substituteonewordfortheother.Miltonisusingametaphortocomparehisvisiontoa
lightsourcethatcouldrunout,likeanold-fashionedlampthatburnsthroughitsoil.

 Line2:"Erehalfmydays"isawayofsaying,"Beforemylifeisthrough."But"days"also
introducestheideaofdaylight.Thespeaker's"days"arenowmorelikenights.Heuses
anothermetaphortocomparehislackofvisiontoanimaginedworldthatdoesnothave
light.Thephrase"thisdarkworldandwide"isalsoanexampleofalliteration.

 Line7:ThespeakercomparesGod–againusingmetaphor–toamasterwhomakeshis
servantsworkindarkness.He"denies"themlight,whichsoundsheartless.

TheParableoftheTalents
SymbolAnalysis

Thepoemhingesonapunon"talent"inthesenseof"skill"and"talent"asaunitofmonetary

measurementinBiblicaltimes.Theparableoftalentsoccursinchapter25oftheGospelof

Matthew,andittellsthestoryoftwoservantsimprovingtheirownlotbyincreasingthebountyof

theirmaster.Inthefirstsection,thespeakercomparesGodtothe"lord"intheparablewhogoes

awayonatripandreturnstoaskwhathisservantshavedonewiththeirmoney.Inthesecond

sectionofthepoem,"patience"explainsthatGodismorelikeakingwhodoesnotneedallhis

servantstoactivelyworkforhim.

 Line1:Theword"spent"becomesapunwhenwereaditinlightofthediscussionof
moneyandcurrencyinthenextfewlines.Thespeaker'sabilitytoseeislikeacurrency,
andhehasunfortunatelyburnedthroughittoosoon.That"light"wassupposedtolast
himallthewaythroughhisretirement!

 Lines3-5:Theword"Talent"hasadoublemeaning,asdescribedabove.Thewhole



Biblicalparableabouthidingthetalentandnotturningthemaster'scurrencyintoaprofit
isusedasanextendedmetaphorinwhichGodiscomparedtothelord,whilethespeaker
isthethirdservantwhohasburiedthemoney.

 Line6:Theword"account"isalsoadouble-entendrethatworksonbothsidesofthe
extendedmetaphor.Inonesense,"account"isastoryofjustificationforhowthespeaker
hasusedhistimeonearth.Inanothersense,the"account"istheamountofmoneythe
servantintheparableisabletoshowtohislord.Theservantmustgivethisaccountafter
hislordhas"returned"fromtraveling.

 Lines11-12:WethinkthattheobservationthatGod's"stateisKingly"ismeantto
contrastGodwiththelordfromtheparable.

Patience,Please
SymbolAnalysis

"Patience"isanimportantvirtueinChristianity.Itallowspeopletoworktowardother

"theological"virtueslikehopeandfaith.WhenthespeakerbeginstoquestionwhetherGodmight

bekindofacruelfigurefordemandingworkfrompeoplewhocan'tperformit,patiencestepsin

tocorrecthim.Thetwist,ofcourse,isthatthespeakermustalreadyhavepatienceinorderfor

thepersonifiedfigurecalled"patience"tocomeonthescene.

 Line7:ThespeakerisabouttoaskarhetoricalquestionaboutGod'sjusticebefore
patienceinterruptshim.

 Line8:Thevirtueofpatienceispersonifiedas"patience,"theamazingadvicegiver.Inthe
secondhalfofthepoem,patiencerepliestothespeaker'squestion.

 Line11:ThemetaphorinthefirsthalfofthislinecomparesGod'sruleovermentothe
woodenyokethatguidesfarmanimals.

 Lines12-13:Theselinespresentanimageofservantsrushingallovertheworld,byland
andbysea,toserveGod.These"servants"areChristiansoldiers,merchants,politicians,
clergy,etc.Lines11-14formanextendedmetaphorcomparingservicetoGodwith
servicetothemostpowerfulkingintheworld.

 Line14:Theword"wait"isapun.Itmeans"wait"inthesensethatthespeakerwillwait
untiltheendofhislifetomeethisultimatefate,andalsointhesensethataperson
"waits"onamorepowerfulpersonsimplybystandingthereuntilheisneeded.

(OnHisBlindness):Rhyme,Form&Meter

Italian(Petrarchan)SonnetinIambicPentameter

Miltonlovedtheclassics,andinthe17thcentury,"classic"meantanythingassociatedwith

AncientGreeceorRome.TheheartoftheRomanEmpirewaslocatedinwhatisnowmodern-day

Italy,andthesonnetwasinventedinItaly,soitwasnotasurprisethatMiltonwouldfavorthe

originalItalianformofthesonnet.Thisformisdividedupintotwosections,onewitheightlines

andonewithsix.Shakespeare,ontheotherhand,usedasonnetformthatendedwitharhyming

two-linecouplet.TheItaliansonnetformwasmadepopularbytheItalianpoetPetrarch,whowas

totheliteraryRenaissancewhatTheTemptationsweretoMotown.

TherhymeschemeofthissonnetisABBAABBACDECDE.So,youcanseethatlines1,4,5,and8

allrhymewitheachother.UnlikeaclassicItaliansonnet,"WhenIconsiderhowmylightisspent"

doesnotdividecleanlyintoeightlinesandsixlines,however.Thefirstsectionofthepoem

consistsofthespeakertryingtoframehisfoolishquestion,andthesecondconsistsofthe



responsetothequestionbyafigurenamed"patience."MostItaliansonnetshaveasharp

thematicturnor"volta"betweenthetwosections,butinthispoemtheturnisabitmuddled

betweenlines8and9.Ifyouthinkaboutit,theconfusionmakesperfectsense,asitconveysthe

awkwardnessofsomeone(patience)interruptingsomeoneelse(thespeaker)beforethe

speakercansaysomethingstupid.

Themeterofthepoemisclassiciambicpentameter,withfiveiambs(anunaccentedsyllable

followedbyanaccentedsyllable).Someofthelinesdonotfitthepatternexactly,butthepattern

itselfisclear:

"DothGodex-actday-la-bor,lightde-nied?"

Finally,thispoemfeaturesalotofenjambment,whichiswhenonelinerunsoverintothenext

withoutapause.Justcheckouttheendofeachline,andyou'llfindthatoverhalflack

punctuationmarkerslikeperiodsorsemi-colons.

SpeakerPointofView
Whoisthespeaker,cansheorhereadminds,and,moreimportantly,canwetrustherorhim?

ThoughthespeakermaybeseethingwithfrustrationandevenangeratGod,heknowsthathe

musttreadverycarefullyifhewantstoexpresshimself.Hehastheskillsandintelligencetodo

greatthingsoutintheworld,buthehasbeentrippedupbyaseeminglytrivialproblem:hislight

hasrunout.Unfortunately,thisunluckyeventthrowsabigwrenchinhisplanstobeuseful.The

speakerimaginesthathecouldhavebecomeafamouspoliticianoreven,say,theauthorofone

ofthegreatestepicpoemsintheEnglishlanguage.(Cough,cough).Butnowhecan'tpossiblydo

anyofthat,right?(Cough,cough,cough.)He'sahardworker,andhecan'tjustsitstill!Canhe?

Yougettheimpressionfromreadingthefirstsectionofthepoemthatthespeakerjustwantsto

shout,"Youcan'tseriouslyexpectmetodomyChristiandutywithoutvision.Thisisajoke,right?"

Fortunately,thespeakerhasalittleguyinhisshirtpocketnamed"patience,"capableofpopping

outanddeliveringapeptalkwheneveritlookslikethespeakerisabouttolosehiscool.The

importantthingtorememberisthat"patience"belongstothespeaker.

Finally,wecanseewhythespeakerthinkshewouldbesousefultoGodandtosociety:heis

incrediblysmart.Withhisabilitytopackcomplicatedargumentsintoafewbrieflines,hewould

makeanamazinglawyer.Also,heprobablyknowstheGospelsinsideandoutbecausethe

"ParableoftheTalents"isoneoftheleastfrequentlyquotedstoriesfromtheNewTestament.

Ontheotherhand,thespeakerstillhas"half[his]days"lefttolive,somaybe,justmaybe,he'llstill

getaroundtodoinggreatthings.

Setting
WhereItAllGoesDown

Thepoemremindsusofthosescenesfromhorrormovieswheretheheroiswalkingthrough

somedarkanddangerousplace–chasedbymonstersorsomething–andhis

flashlight/torch/lampsuddenlyflickersandgoesout.Youhearheavybreathingand…what'sthat?!

Didyouhearabranchbreak?!



OK,thespeakerisnotinmortaldanger,buthefeelslikehissoulisendangered.Heisleftto

navigatea"dark"and"wide"worldwithouthisvision.What'smore,hisdemanding"Maker"has

goneonatrip,andheworrieshewillbecastintofurtherdarknessifhecan'tmakeuseofhis

"Talent."That"Talent"isburieddeepwithinhim,likeagoldcointhathasbeenthrowninahole

andcoveredupwithsoil.

Inthesecondhalfofthepoem,"patience"presentsadifferentviewoftheworld.Inthisview,the

worldisahugekingdomwiththousandsandthousandsofservantsworkingtoachieveGod'swill.

SomeofthemspeedfromcontinenttocontinentlikethecharactersinanIndianaJonesmovie.

Othersjuststandarounduntilthekingcallsforthem.

SoundCheck
Readthispoemaloud.Whatdoyouhear?

Ifyoueverwantedtoknowwhatwalkingoneggshellssoundedlikeinapoem,thissonnetisa

primeexample.Thespeakerburiestheclimaxofthefirstpartofthepoem–thequestionof

whetherGoddemands"day-labour,lightdenied"–insidealltheseotherdelicateexpressionsof

whylightissoimportanttohim.Thepoemhasalotofshortphrasesseparatedbycommasand

whichseeminglybringusfurtherandfurtherfromthepoint,asifMiltonisworriedthatthewhole

sonnetmightcrackopenintoasteamingmassofresentment.It'slikeifyouhadaclassmate

whosaid,"WhenIthinkabouthowmypenciljustbroke,Ican'tfinishmymathproblem,andIlike

mathsomuch,butyoureallyneedanerasertodoit,orelseyoumightbestuckwithawrong

answer,whichwouldleadtoabadgrade;'CanIborrowapencil?'Iwouldwanttoaskyou."Just

askforthedarnedpencilalready!

However,whenweconsiderthatthespeakerisabouttotalktoGod,wecanunderstandhis

desiretobecautious.ThedecisiontoquestioningGod'sjudgmentisnottobetakenlightly.The

speakerissocautiousthathesays,"Ifondlyask"afterheasksthequestion,whichservesto

takethestingofarroganceandinsubordinationoutofit.Putanotherway,thetimeittakesyou

asreadertofigureoutwhatthespeakeristryingtogetacrosslessensthedirectforceofhis

statements.

"Patience,"bycontrast,ismoredirect.Itusesshorter,moredeclarativesentenceslike,"Hisstate

iskingly."Becausetheyaremakingcomplexarguments,boththespeakerand"patience"use

frequentenjambment,whereonelinescarriesoverintothenextwithoutapause.Thisgivesthe

poemaprose-likeandslightlyevasivesound(theeggshellthing,again).Theentirepoembuilds

tothefinalline,whichdoesnotcarryoverfromthepreviouslineandsoundsremarkablyclear

andstraightforward:"Theyalsoservewhoonlystandandwait."Andwebreatheasighofrelief

thatthespeakerhasmanagedtoholdthingstogetheruntiltheend.

What’sUpWiththeTitle?

ThissonnetfirstappearedinMilton's1673collectionofPoemssimplyasthenineteenthsonnet

inthecollection,orSonnetXIX.Manyreaders,includingus,refertoitbythefirstline,"WhenI

considerhowmylightisspent."Identifyingapoembythefirstlineisstandardpracticeinthe

poetryworld.



But,manymorereadersrefertothepoemas,"OnHisBlindness."Theproblemwiththistitleis

thatitdidn'tcomefromMilton.ItwasgivenalmostahundredyearslaterbyBishopNewton,a

writerandclergyman(source).Now,almosteveryoneagreesthatthepoemismostlikelyabout

Milton'sblindness,butMiltonneversayssoupfront,leavingthedooropenforsomeinteresting

ambiguity.IfMiltonhadwantedtosay,"Hey,guys,thispoemisaboutmyblindness!"hecould

easilyhavedoneso.Newton'sinventedtitlechangesthewayyoureadthepoem,whichiswhy

weprefertousethefirstlineofthepoem.

JohnMilton’sCallingCard
Whatisthepoet’ssignaturestyle?

"Light"inDarkness

SomecriticsthinkthatMilton'sblindnessgavehimanuncannyabilitytodepictlight,darkness,

andshadow.Thissonnetoffersprettystrongevidenceforthatclaim.Thecentralextended

metaphorcombinestheconceptsoflightandmoneyintosymbolismasdenseasseven-layer

cake.LightanddarknessinteractinstrangewaysinMilton'spoems.Oneofthemostfamous

sectionsinParadiseLostdescribestheinteriorofHellashaving:

Nolight;butratherdarknessvisible

Servedonlytodiscoversightsofwoe,

"Darknessvisible."Wow.Milton'sblindnessprovedtohimthatonecan"see"evenwithoutlight.

WeshouldalsopointoutthatthedistinctionbetweenlightanddarknessiscentraltoChristian

theology.

WhenIConsiderHowMyLightisSpent(OnHisBlindness)Themeof

GuiltandBlame

Thespeaker'smindisabigballofguiltandconfusion.Hetakesprideinhisvastintelligence,but

worriesthathefailedtousehis"light"whenhehadit.Youcanimaginehimsaying,"HowcouldI

haveknownmyvisionwasgoingtorunout?!"Hissoul"bends"towardserviceofGodlikea

flowerbendstowardthesun,butheisnolongerfitforthekindsofintensiveworkthathemight

havedone.HehopesthatGoddoesnotblamehimliketheangrylordfromthe"Parableofthe

Talents"intheBible.

QuestionsAboutGuiltandBlame

1.Whatisthespeaker's"talent,"andwhatkindof"use"doeshethinkhecanmakeofit?
2.WhydoesthespeakerthinkthatGodpunishhimfornotworkingindarkness?
3.Inthe"ParableoftheTalents"inMatthew25,isthelordmeanttobeastand-inforGod?Ifnot,is

thespeakermisinterpretingtheparable?
4.What'sgoingonwiththatfatedquestion?Doesthespeakeraskit,ornot?Whyisthequestionso

foolishthatpatiencemustpreventthespeakerfromsayingit?

Thespeakermournsthelossofhis"talents"inthepoliticalsphereandnotinthepracticeof



poetry.

Patiencerescuesthespeakerfromaviciouscyclethatbeginswithguiltyfeelingstowardhimself

andendswithblamingGodformaintainingunreasonableexpectations

WhenIConsiderHowMyLightisSpent(OnHisBlindness)Themeof

Dreams,Hopes,andPlans

Beforegoingblind,thespeakerhashighhopesforwhathemightaccomplishinthefuture.He

sayshewouldhavebeenasupremelyusefulservantofGod.Butwecan'tknowifhismotivesare

trulyselfless,orifheisanambitiousguywhonowstrugglestocometotermswithapersonal

upheaval.Ashelookstothefuture,hecompareshissituationtothethirdservantfromtheNew

Testament"ParableoftheTalents"inMatthew25.Becausehehasnotincreasedhismaster's

wealth,thisservantiscastintothedarkness.Consideringthatthespeakeralreadyfeelshelives

inthedarkness,whatfurtherpunishmentdoesheexpect?Attheendofthepoem,patiencegives

himanewplan:heshouldwaituntilGodcallsonhimtoserve.

QuestionsAboutDreams,Hopes,andPlans

1.DoyouthinkthespeakerreallywantstoserveGodwhenhehashisvision,orishisdefinitionof
"serviceofGod"alsoaservicetohimself?(Sorry,butsometimesyou'vegottoasktheskeptical
questions.)

2.Doesthespeakerworryhewillbepunishedlikethethirdservantintheparable?Howwouldhebe
punished?

3.Whatisthespeakersupposedtowaitforattheendofthepoem?Ishewaitingfortheeternal
judgmentorjustforfurtherinstructionsfromGod?

ThepoemupholdstheProtestantideathatworldlylaborisnecessaryforthebenefitofthe

individualsoulandnotfortherealizationofGod'skingdomonearth.

ThespeakerbelieveshehasnothingmoretofearfromGodexcept"chiding,"becausehehas

alreadybeencastinto"darkness."

ThemeofPrinciples

We'veallheardthehomespunwisdom"Patienceisavirtue,"whichsoundsalmostmysticalbutis

reallylikesaying,"Blueisacolor."Themoreinterestingquestionis,what'savirtue?Avirtueisa

charactertraitthathelpsyouachievesomedesiredgoodoroutcome.Virtuesarecentralto

Christiantheology.ThespeakerdesirestoserveGod,buthisimpatienceandsenseofwounded

pridethreatentogetinhiswaybyleadinghimtorashlycriticizehis"Maker."Thevirtueof

patiencehelpshimtorememberthatit'snotallabouthim.Justbecausehethinkshehas

somethingtoofferdoesn'tmeanthatGodneedshimtoactrightaway.

QuestionsAboutPrinciples

1.Haveyoueverbeenabouttodosomethingfoolishwhenyoufeltlikesomeotherpartofyour
charactersteppedintostopyou?



2.Whyispatiencesuchanimportantvirtue?Whatothervirtuesdoesitmakepossible?
3.Doyouthinkthespeakerisguiltyofbeingpridefulatthestartofthepoem?Whataboutatthe

end?
4.Howwouldyouevaluatetheargumentmadeby"patience"?Doyouagreewiththeideathat

everyonehashisorherown"yoke"tobear?

Thespeaker'sfaultinthefirstsectionofthepoemisnotmerelyimpatience;itisthathe

misunderstandsthenatureofGod'sjustice.

Thefundamentalprincipleupheldbythepoemisenduranceofmisfortune,ofwhichpatienceis

onlyapart.

ThemeofReligion

JohnMiltonwasaPuritanwhosupportedOliverCromwell'srepublicancommonwealthafterthe

executionofKingCharlesIofEngland.Duringthisperiod,politicsandreligionweretiedclosely

together,sothatbeing"useful"tothegovernmentmeantbeing"useful"toGod,atleastforMilton.

ThepoemdisplaysMilton'sencyclopedicknowledgeoftheBiblebutalsohisreforminginstincts.

MiltonisnotafraidtochallengethesupposedmoraloftheNewTestament"Parableofthe

Talents"bypointingoutthedifferencebetweenGodandthelordfromthestory.Thesonnet

givesexpressiontointensereligiousemotions,butitsrationalandrhetoricalqualitiesareequally

important.

QuestionsAboutReligion

1.IfMiltonwasagainsttheEnglishmonarchy,whydoeshecompareGodtoaking?Howwouldyou
interpretthesentence,"Hisstateiskingly"?

2.DoesthepoemgiveanyideaofhowGodconveyshiswilltohissubjects?Howdopeopleknow
howtodohis"bidding"?

3.Doesitseemlikethespeaker'sdesiretoworkforGodstemsfromhiswishtoavoidbeing
"chided"?

PatiencecontrastsGodas"king"withthelordfromthe"ParableoftheTalents."IfGodwere

reallylikethelordintheparable,Hewouldbeprofitingfromhumanity.

ThepoemarguesthatGodwilleventuallyrevealaperson'svocationwithoutherhavingto

activelysearchforit.

Questions
Bringonthetoughstuff-there’snotjustonerightanswer.

1.Howdoyouknowthispoemisaboutblindness?Whatifitwerenotaboutblindnessatall?
Inthatcase,whatwouldthe"light"represent?

2.Whatisyourownparticular"talent"?Doyouthinkthistalentcouldeverbethreatenedby
externalcircumstances,likesomekindofunluckyeventoraccident?

3.Doyouthinkthispoemmightjustbeanelaboratejustificationoflaziness?
4.Whydosomanyofthewordsinthepoemhavedifferentmeaningsfromtheoneswe're

usedto(like"spent,""account,""fondly,"etc.)?
5.HowdoesthissonnetdifferfromthoseofShakespeare?(Youcanlearnaboutformal



differencesin"FormandMeter,"butwewanttoknowyourownpersonalimpressions.)
6.Canyouthinkofotherartistsorcreativetypeswhohavesucceededinspiteofseemingly

insurmountabledisadvantages?(Forus,Beethovenandhisdeafnesscometomind.)

LETMENOTTOTHEMARRIAGEOFTRUEMINDS

Lines1-2

Letmenottothemarriageoftrueminds

Admitimpediments.Loveisnotlove

Thispoemopenswithoneofthemostfamouslinesever:"Letmenottothemarriageoftwo
minds/Admitimpediments…"Sure,itsoundsnice–butwhatdoesitmean?Ishetalkingabouta
realmarriage?Ifso,who’sgettingmarried?Whatimpediments?Gaaah!

Yes,therearealotofquestionsjustinthisonedeclaration–butrelax,we’llwalkyouthroughit.

Firstofall,thepoemalludestomarriage,andtotheactualmarriageceremony,whichremains
basicallyunchanged;theword"impediment"isliftedstraightfromtheofficialChurchofEngland
weddingservice(youmightrecognizeitsmodernequivalent,thewhole"speaknoworforever
holdyourpeace"sectionofweddings,sofrequentlyusedandabusedinromanticcomedies).



However,don’tgetallcrazyandstartthrowingriceoranything–thispoemisn’tactuallytalking
aboutarealmarriage.

The"marriageoftrueminds"isametaphorfortruelove.We’renotsureifthisrefersspecifically
toplatonicloveorsexuallove;instead,weareintendedtoseeitascapital-L,ideal,perfectLove.

NotethatthePoetusestheword"minds"insteadofanythingmorebase,like"hearts"or(heaven
forbid!)"bodies."Thisistoletusknowthatthisperfectloveisthepartnershipoftwothinking,
willingindividuals,whoaren’tsimplydrivenbyemotionsorhormones.

Finally,thetrulygeniuspartofthisopeningstatementcomesintheenjambmentbetween
"minds"and"Admit"–byputtingtheideaofobstructioninthesecondline,thePoetdoesn’teven
admittheword"impediment"intothesamelineasthephrase"themarriageoftrueminds."

Lines2-4

Whichalterswhenitalterationfinds,

Orbendswiththeremovertoremove:

Here,weseelovedefinedbywhatit’snot.

Therepetitionhereisverysignificant–andveryconfusingtopuzzleout.Let’stacklethefirst
phrase:apparently,reallovedoesn’tchange("alter")underdifferentcircumstances.Thatisto
say,eveniftheloversthemselveschange,oriftheworldaroundthemdoes,trueloveremains
constant.

Thedoubled"alter"and"alteration"pairingremindsusofwhatalessworthysentiment,whichwe
mightthinkofas"not-love,"islike–it’schangeable,fickle,andalltooeasilyaltered.

Sowhataboutthenextphrase?Whatdoesallthat"bendswiththeremovertoremove"business
mean?Basically,itmakestheabovepointevenmorevehemently,claimingthatevenwhen
someonetriesto"remove"affection,reallovedoesn’tgiveinanddisappear.Facedwith
difficultiesoradversity,lovewillalwayssurvive.

Lines5-6

Ono!itisanever-fixedmark

Thatlooksontempestsandisnevershaken;

Nowthatwe’veseenwhatloveisn’t,welearnwhatthepoetthinksloveis.

Inthesetwolines,hebringssomenauticalimageryintothemix(thinkstormsandships,not
anchortattoosandpirates).

InLine5,hedramaticallychangesthetonewith"Ono!"tosignalthisshiftfromnegativeto
positive,andimmediatelylaunchesintoanaffirmationoflove’squalities.Itis,ashesays,an
"ever-fixedmark"–that’seasyenough,itjustmeansamarkerthatnevermoves.

Line6emphasizesthissteady,solidquality,sayingthatitweathersstorms("tempests")butis
neverdisturbed.

Whatkindofmarkerisit,though?Theanswertothisquestioncomesinthesecondhalfofthe
quatrain.



Lines7-8

Itisthestartoeverywand’ringbark,

Whoseworth'sunknown,althoughhisheightbetaken.

Here,wediscoverthatthe"ever-fixedmark"thatcameupinline5isastar–notjustanyoldstar,
buttheNorthStar,theonlyonethatneverchangespositioninthenightsky.

Thisreferstoold-fashionednavigationalknowledge;beforethedaysofGPSandevenreliable
maps,sailorswouldcharttheirlocationintheoceanbasedonthepositionofthestars.

Line8alsoreferstotheseastronomicalideas.IntheElizabethanperiod,nobodyknewwhatstars
weremadeof(whichiswhythestar’s"worth[is]unknown"),eventhoughmarinersdidknowthe
locationofstarsinthesky,ortheir"height."

Lines9-10

Love'snotTime'sfool,thoughrosylipsandcheeks

Withinhisbendingsickle'scompasscome:

OK,newimage:thepoetintroducesafamiliarfigure,thatoftheGrimReaper.He’scalled"Time"
here,butwecanreadthatnotonlyashoursandminutes,butasageanddeathaswell.

Line9tellsusthatLoveisn’tTime’s"fool"–thatistosay,Loveisn’tacourtjesterthatpanders
tothewillofTime,despitethefactthatthe"rosylipsandcheeks"ofalovedonemayfadeas
theyage.

The"bendingsickle"thatswingsinline10isthescythethatistraditionallypicturedinimagesof
theGrimReaper.

Lines11-12

Lovealtersnotwithhisbriefhoursandweeks,

Butbearsitouteventotheedgeofdoom.

TheselasttwolineofQuatrain3sumupthepointofthewholepoem:lovedoesn’tchangeover
time.Itenduresthepassingoftime,whichisdepictedasfleetingand"brief,"andlastsuntil"the
edgeofdoom,"otherwiseknownasJudgmentDay,theendoftime,orwhateveryouwanttocall
it.

Lines13-14

Ifthisbeerroranduponmeproved,

Ineverwrit,nornomaneverloved.

Thefinaltwolinesofthesonnetprovideadramaticandquiteboldclosingstatement.

Line13usesratherlegalisticlanguagetobasicallysay,"Iftheseideasarewrongandanyonecan
provethatI’mincorrect…"

Thelineposessomethingofachallengetoreaders(doanyofyouhaveproofthathe’swrong?).



Thefinallineresolvesthischallengethroughasomewhatcomplicatedtwist;bysayingthatthe
poethasneverwrittenanythingandthatnobodyhaseverreallybeeninlovebeforeiflove
actuallyturnsouttobelessthaneternal,thepoem’struthimmediatelybecomesimpossibleto
dispute.

Why?Well,ofcoursethepoethaswritten–we’rereadinghispoemrightnow–andofcourse
peoplehavelovedbefore…therefore,theideasposedinthepoemmustbecorrect.

It’soddlogic,buthey,itworks.Kindof.Justdon’tthinkaboutittoomuch.

Marriage
SymbolAnalysis

Theideaofmarriageispresentinthebackgroundofthispoemfromtheveryfirstline.However,

thepoetdoesn’tnecessarilydefinemarriagethewaypeopletypicallydo,asareligious

sacramentoralegalprocedure;instead,heemphasizesamoreidealistic,transcendentvisionof

it.Themarriagedescribedinthispoemisnotaformalcontract;rather,itisa"marriageoftrue

minds,"aphrasethatsuggestsadeepunderstandingbetweentwoequals,ratherthanamere

legalbond.InShakespeare’stime,marriagewasfarfromanassociationbetweentwoequally

powerfulandindependentpeople;womenwerebasicallysurrenderedintothecontroloftheir

husbandswhentheygotmarried.TherelationshipthatSonnet116discussescertainlydoesnot

conformtothisconventionalviewofmarriage.Insteadoftalkingabouttheimportanceof

obedienceorsubservienceinmarriedlife,itfocusesonfaithfulness,forgiveness,andequalityin

anylovingrelationship.

 Lines1-2:ThepoemalludesdirectlytotheChurchofEngland’sofficialmarriageservice:
beforeacouplecanbeofficiallymarried,thepriestasksthegatheredcongregationif
thereisanyimpedimenttothemarriage.Thepoetseesnonehere.

Navigation
SymbolAnalysis

Theideaofloveasaguidingstarisn’tanewone,butinthispoem,Shakespeareapproachesit

witharenewedenthusiasm.Thepoem’scentralextendedmetaphoristhecomparisonofloveto

astar–specificallytheNorthStar,whichdoesn’teverchangepositioninthenightsky.This

madeitparticularlyimportanttosailors,whocalculatedthelocationoftheirshipsbasedonthe

stars.TheNorthStarprovidedastablepointaroundwhichtheotherstarsappearedtorevolve,

makingitcentraltonavigationforcenturies.Thepoetusesnauticalimagerytoconstructthe

mentalpictureofloveasastarleadingallofusthroughlife.

 Lines5-8:Inlinefive,thedeclarationthatloveis"anever-fixedmark"introducesthis
extendedmetaphorofloveasastartowhichwealllook.Thepoetalsogoesastep
furtherintofigurativelanguagelandandpersonifiesthislove-star,sayingthatit"lookson
tempestsandisnevershaken"(6),andlater,thatthestar’s"worth’sunknown,although
hisheightbetaken"(8).

 Theideaofloveasastarguidingtherestoftheworldreallytakesoffinlines6and7.
The"tempests"thatthreatentheseasareametaphorforthechallengesthatmayplague
arelationship,likeargumentsorinfidelity,whileinline7,the"wand’ringbark"isa
metaphorforthelover,beingledthroughthetumultuousseaoflifebylove.Theword



"wand’ring"alsopersonifiesthislostship,givingusthefeelingthatit’slookingfor
something.

Time/Age/Death
SymbolAnalysis

ThemacabreimageoftheGrimReaperwasquitefamiliartoShakespeare’sElizabethanreaders.

Thisskeletal,scythe-bearingfigureofDeathbecameaniconofEuropeancultureinthemedieval

period,inwhichdeathwasahorrifyinglypresentpartofeverydaylife(wecanblamethe

devastatingimpactoftheBlackPlagueforthat).ThisimageofdeathhasstuckwithWestern

civilizationeversince,andiscommonlyinvokedinpoetryandarttoremindusallofourown

mortality.However,inthispoem,theReaper(referredtosimplyas"Time")actuallyloses–it

turnsoutthatLoveistheonethingthatcanresistthepowerofdeath.

 Lines9-10:ThepoetpersonifiesbothLoveandTimehere,claimingthatLoveisn’tjusta
courtjesteratthebeckandcallofTime.Thisisanallusiontothemedievalconceptionof
deathasacharacterknownas"KingDeath,"anallegoricalfigurethatrepresentedthe
BlackPlague,morefamiliartousasthefigureoftheGrimReaper,herebroughttomind
bythementionofthe"bendingsickle"(10).Finally,thephrase"sickle’scompasscome"
(10)makesuseofalliterationtobringhometheideaofpassingtime;theharsh"c"
soundsmimicthetickingofaclockinanonomatopoeicway.

 Lines11-12:The"his"inline11signifiesthatthe"briefhoursandweeks"belongtoTime,
continuingthepersonificationofthisconceptthatwesawinlines9-10.Thisnotionthat
TimehasnocontroloverLoveisemphasizedinthisline,sincethepassingofTimehas
noeffectwhatsoeverupontruelove.

Sonnet116:Rhyme,Form&Meter
We’llshowyouthepoem’sblueprints,andwe’lllistenforthemusicbehindthewords.

Elizabethan(Shakespearean)Sonnet,IambicPentameter

Let’stacklethesimplerpartfirst:themeter.Thissonnet,likealloftheothersonnets,andlike

Shakespeare’splays,iswritteniniambicpentameter.Thisisafancywayofexplainingthe

consistentda-dum,da-dum,da-dumrhythmofthelines;everylinehasfivetwo-syllable"feet"

(yes,that’swhatthey’reactuallycalled),oriambs."Penta"means"five"inGreek.Eachofthese

feetisoneofthe"da-dum"–thedumisstressed.Altogether,everylinehastensyllables–five

iambstimestwosyllablesperiamb=tensyllablestotal.Aperfectexampleisline5(italicized

syllablesarestressed):

Ono!Itisanev-erfix-edmark

Nowthatwe’vegotthemeterdown,let’stakealookattheform.Sonnet116is,well,asonnet.

Thesonnet,afourteen-linepoeticformthatoriginatedinmedievalItaly,madeitswayoverto

EnglandthroughtheverypopularpoemsofPetrarch,anItalianpoet,andRonsard,aFrenchone.

TheseEuropeansonnetsfollowedarhymeschemereferredtonowasthePetrarchan(orItalian)

sonnet.However,onceitgottoEnglandinthesixteenthcentury,Britishpoetsstartedtoshake

thingsupabit.



Shakespeare’ssonnetsareallwritteninadifferentrhymeschemethantheirContinental

predecessors.Theso-calledEnglishsonnetisdividedintothreequatrains(stanzasoffourlines

each),whichinturneachhavetworhymes.ThewholepoemfollowstherhymeschemeA-B-A-B/

C-D-C-D/E-F-E-F.Inourexample,"minds"and"finds"arethe"a"rhymeinstanza1,and"love"and

"remove"arethe"b"rhyme;instanza2,"mark"and"bark"are"c,"while"shaken"and"taken"are

"d,"etcetera.Finally,thelasttwolines(13and14)aregroupedtogetherasacouplet,andrhyme

witheachother–iftheywereaddedontotheschemewewroteoutabove,theywouldbeG-G

("proved"and"loved"inSonnet116).Shakespearewrotesomanysonnetsofthisformthatwe

nowcommonlycallittheShakespeareansonnet.

Thefinalcharacteristicofthesonnetistheturn,orvolta.Thesearereallyjustfancywordsfora

simpleshiftingears,whichusuallyhappensinthefirstlineofthethirdquatrain,betweenlines8

and9,whensomechangeinideasentersintothepoem.Thissonnetisnoexceptiontothisrule;

theturnoccursat"Love’snotTime’sfool…"(9),wheretheimageofloveasaguidingstaris

suddenlyreplacedbyapersonificationofloveasaneternal,everlastingforcethatresistsdeath,

introducingtheideaoftheimmortalityoflove.

SpeakerPointofView
Whoisthespeaker,cansheorhereadminds,and,moreimportantly,canwetrustherorhim?

Thisguyhasbeenthroughthewringerwithlove,andemergedwithaclearerunderstandingofit.

He’sabsolutelycertainthatthevisionoflovehedepictshereistherightone,andhe’swillingto

stakehisreputationasapoetonit.WegetthefeelingthattheSpeakerhasexperiencedwhathe

thinksofas"themarriageoftrueminds,"alsoknownastruelove,thathisloveremainsstrong,

andthathebelievesthatit’seternal.Whatwithalltheshipsandstarsandstormyseasthatfill

thelandscapeofthepoem,weimaginehiminfull-on,rathermelodramaticElizabethanpoet

mode,gazingouttoseawithfieryeyeshalf-hiddenbeneathafloppy,feather-bedeckedvelvethat,

cursingfateandvowinghisundyinglovetosomedistantlover…somethingalongthelinesofthe

endofShakespeareinLove.Yougetthepicture.Wesuspectthathe’sbeenthereanddonethat,

andisnowrelatingwhathe’slearnedfromlifetoayoungerlistener.

However,beforeyougiveusallthecreditforthisbrilliantanalysis,weshouldcomeclean:this

isn’tjustourinterpretationoftheSpeaker(well,exceptforthefloppyhat).Actually,it’sa

commonviewoftherelationshipbetweenPoetandaddressee.InShakespeareancircles,there’s

ageneralconsensusontheappearanceofseveralfiguresinthesequenceofsonnets.They

aren’texactlycharacters,whichiswhythisinfodoesn’tappearinthe"Characters"section.

They’remoreliketheideasofpeople,ratherthanactualpeople.

ThefirstisthePoet,identifiedasShakespeare,butnotnecessarilydirectlyalignedwithhim(the

poemsmayormaynotbeautobiographical).Thenextfigurethatweseeistheso-called"Fair

Youth,"thesubjectofSonnets1-126.Thesesonnetsareaddressedtoayoungman,whose

relationshiptothePoetissomewhatunclear;somepeoplereadthesesonnetsasexpressionsof

platonicloveandaffection,whileothershavequestionedwhetherornottherearecluestoagay

relationshiphere.FYI,thetwofinalfigures,whodon’trelatetoourdiscussionofSonnet116,are

the"DarkLady,"amistressofthePoet’s(Sonnets127-154),andthe"RivalPoet,"whoappearsin

Sonnets78-86



Sonnet116Setting
WhereItAllGoesDown

Well,wecan’tputourfingeronareal"setting"forthispoemforanobviousreason:thereisn’t

one.Therearenoeventsthattakeplace,andnoactualplacesreferencedatall.However,the

poemdoescreateaspecificimaginaryspace,throughitskeyuseofnauticalimagery.Thepoet

createsavividsceneinthemindsofhisreadersbyconjuringupthementalpictureofastorm-

tossedsea,alostship,and,aboveitall,thecalm,unchanging,anddependablepolestar.This

dramaticsceneprovidesakindofvisualmetaphorforthepoem’sinterpretationofloveasa

guidinglightaboveatroubledworld.

SoundCheck
Readthispoemaloud.Whatdoyouhear?

Thispoemmanagestosoundbothconsistentlyrhythmicandconversational,formalandcasual,

plannedandspontaneous.FaithfulwatchersofLawandOrderoranyothercourtroomdrama

mightrecognizethismash-upofdifferenttonesfromthemasterfulandpersuasivearguments

oftenfeaturedonsuchprograms;weusuallyseethemdeliveredbyattractiveandbrilliant

lawyers(orrather,attractiveactorsportrayingbrilliantlawyers).Here,wemightimaginethepoet

inthisrole,deliveringawell-crafted,carefullypaced,yetstillaccessibleargumenttoajuryof

readers.

Thepoem’smeter,iambicpentameter,becomesveryapparentfromline3onwards(takealook

at"FormandMeter"formoreonthis),creatingacertainfeelingofconsistentpacing,butcertain

elementsofdrama,likethe"Ono!"inline5,breakitupandremindusthatthisisarealperson

talking,notamachine.Justlikeanygoodappealtoajury,thepoemusesclearandsimple

languagetogetitspointacross,andtoillustrateitsclaims.Finally,theconcludingcouplet(which

evenengageslegallanguageinthephrase"uponmeproved"[13])isanidealclosingstatement

–bold,challenging,andmemorable.Caseclosed.

What’sUpWiththeTitle?

NoneofShakespeare’ssonnetsactuallyhavetitles;instead,wejustrefertothemasthe

numbersoftheirorderinthesequence,or,inafewcases,bytheirfamousfirstlines(ifyoujust

saythewords"marriageoftrueminds"toanyEnglishteacher,we’llbetshecanidentifythis

poemimmediately–butdon’ttakeourwordforit,tryit!).Thesonnetsappearedinthisorderin

theiroriginalprinting,waybackin1609,andthissequencehasn’tchangedsince

WilliamShakespeare’sCallingCard
Whatisthepoet’ssignaturestyle?

Clarity,consistencyofform,andinaword–perfection!

There’sareasonShakespeareisShakespeare,ifyougetourmeaning.Youdon’tbecomethe

mostfamousandwidelybelovedpoetoftheEnglishlanguagebywritingshoddy,confusing



verse.Workingwithinthestrict,somewhatstiffconstraintsofthesonnetform,heproduced

poemsthataresimultaneouslyhigh-flownanddowntoearth;whiletheydoemploywhatweall

thinkofas"Shakespearean"language–youknow,thewhole"Doththouthinkestmenota

wondrouspoet?"kindofthing–thesonnetsarenotablefortheirfranknessandclarity.Thisone

inparticularisrecognizableforitsverysimplelanguage(forShakespeare’stime,thatis),elegant

structure,andlogicalflow.

Sonnet116ThemeofLove

Everyonehasadifferentdefinitionoflove,andthissonnetoffersanoptimistictakeonit.Love

hereisseenasatrulypowerful,unstoppableforceofnature.It’stheonlyconstantina

tumultuousandconfusingworld,andit’saguidingstarforallofuswhoarelostoutthere.This

idealizedviewofloveistimelessandstillrelevanttocultureinourfast-moving21stcentury

world.FansofThePrincessBrideormorerecently,AcrosstheUniverse,amonggazillionsof

otherexamples,willrecognizethisthemeinmovies,music,books,blogs…or,basically

everywhere.

QuestionsAboutLove

1.Howrealistic,inyouropinion,isthisviewoflove?
2.Otherthanimmortality,doesthepoemsuggestanyoflove’sotherpossiblecharacteristics?
3.Doyouthinkthepoemspecificallyreferstoromanticlove,orarethereotherkindsofloveit

mightdescribe?

ChewonThis

Tryonanopinionortwo,startadebate,orplaythedevil’sadvocate.

Sonnet116iscommonlyinvokedasadefinitionofidealizedromanticlove,butitcanbe

extendedtoapplytoanyformoflove.

Sonnet116ThemeofLoyalty

AsfarasSonnet116isconcerned,loyaltyplaysakeyroleintruelove–actually,theonly

significantrole.Thepoemassertsthatthetruemarkerofloveisitspersistence;without

constantdevotion,"loveisnotlove."Alotofdifficultiescanarisewhentwopeoplewholoveeach

other,butiftheirfeelingsarereal,noneofthesethingsshouldmatter.Intheidealworldofthe

poem,trueloversalwaysforgiveeachotherandstaytogether,regardlessofthecircumstances.

QuestionsAboutLoyalty

1.Thepoemalludestoaspecifickindof"marriage"inthefirstline–howmightwedifferentiate
thisfromthelegalideaofmarriage?

2.Thepoemclaimsthatlovethatchangeswhenpeoplechangeisn’tactuallyloveatall.Doyou
agreeordisagreewiththisidea?

3.Whatkindsof"tempests"mightthepoetbereferringtointermsofhumanrelationships?
4.Canlovepersistevenifoneofthepartiesinvolvedisnotloyal?Doyouthinkthattruelove,asthe

poemclaims,isactuallybothreciprocalandeternal?



ChewonThis

Tryonanopinionortwo,startadebate,orplaythedevil’sadvocate.

Sonnet116suggeststhattrueloversremainloyal,despiteany"tempests"thatmaystriketheir

relationship.Thisincludeseven,paradoxically,infidelity.

Sonnet116ThemeofMortality

Mortalityinthispoem,ifnotanywhereelse,isanon-issue.WhileTimeisusuallyseenasaforce

ofdestruction,whichwreakshavocwithbasicallyeverythingwemeremortalsdo,itdoesn’thave

animpactonthetruepowerofLoveinthispoem.Thoughageanddecaymayaffectthebeauty

ofalovedone,Sonnet116claimsthatrealloveperseveresinspiteofthis,andcontinuestolive

onuntil"theedgeofdoom"(12),otherwiseknownasJudgmentDay.

QuestionsAboutMortality

1.Inyourpersonalreadingofthepoem,doestruelovelastuntileveryperson’sindividual"doom"
(death),oruntil"DOOM"(theendoftime)?Dothesedifferentinterpretationsofthiswordchange
themeaningofthepoem?

2.Theideaofimmortalityappearsovertlyinline12,butwhatimagesintroducethisconceptearlier
inthepoem?

3.ThoughGodisnotmentioned,theideaofthe"edgeofdoom,"orFinalJudgment,isaChristian
one.Doesreligionplayanyroleinthispoem?

ChewonThis

Tryonanopinionortwo,startadebate,orplaythedevil’sadvocate.

ThedescriptionofTimeas"brief"leadsreaderstobelievethatLoveisnotsubjecttoTime;rather,

theoppositeistrue,andTimeisrenderedinsignificantincomparisontoLove.

Sonnet116ThemeofLiteratureandWriting

Weseetheprobleminlogicpresentedattheendofthispoem:thepoetboldlydareseveryone

elsetoprovehisideaoflovewrong,sayingthatifit’sfalse,thenhe’llneverhavewrittenaword.

Theproblemis,heputsthischallengeinwriting.Clearlywecan’tpossiblydenythathewrote

anything,sincethepoemisrightthereonthepagetoproveit,andalwayswillbe.Confusing,we

know…andalsoveryclever.He’sbasicallyensuringthatnobodycanactuallystepuptotheplate

andchallengehim.Byusinghisownbodyofworkasproofhere,thepoetmakesitimpossiblefor

naysayerstoclaimthathe’swrongaboutlove.Thisalsodoesaninterestingthingforpoetry

itself;bywageringhispoemsinthischallenge,thepoetalsoimpliesthatliteratureisjustas

immortalandjustasimportantaslove.

QuestionsAboutLiteratureandWriting

1.Isliterature,aspresentedinthispoem,alsoimmortal?
2.Whydoesthepoetwagerhiswritingonthisdefinitionoflove,ratherthananythingelse,atthe



endofthepoem?
3.Whatisthesignificanceofthelast-minuteappearanceoftheideaofpoetryintheclosinglinesof

thepoem?Whyintroduceitatall?

ChewonThis

Tryonanopinionortwo,startadebate,orplaythedevil’sadvocate.

Poetryisvaluedjustashighlyasloveinthelasttwolinesofthepoem.

Sonnet116Questions
Bringonthetoughstuff-there’snotjustonerightanswer.

1.Doesthepoem’sproposedviewoflovefunctionintherealworld,orisitsimplyautopian
ideal?

2.Doyouagreewiththepoet’sviewofloveaseternalandunchanging?
3.Therearemanydifferentkindsofloveoutthere,suchasromantic,familial,andplatonic.

Cantheideasposedinthispoemapplytoallofthem?
4.Thepoetimpliesthatloveistheonlyguidinglightthatwehaveinthistroublesomeworld.

Doyouagreeordisagree?

WHENIHAVEFEARSTHATIMAYCEASETOBE

Lines1-2

WhenIhavefearsthatImayceasetobe

Beforemypenhasglean'dmyteemingbrain,

 Wow.Keatssuredoesn'tpullhispunches.Thispoemstartsoutbylayingitontheline:
whatwouldhappenifIdiedtoday?(Takeasecondandthinkaboutthat.Chancesarethat
itdoesn'tinspireallthatmanyhappythoughts.)

 Cometothinkofit,howoftendoyouthinkabouthow(andwhen)you'regoingtodie?
Nowadays,we'dcallthatmorbid.Infact,wemightevensendyoutoacounselortomake
surethatyou'renotabouttocommitsuicide.Deathjustisn'toneofthosetopicsthat
healthypeoplespendallthatmuchtimeworryingabout,right?

 Well,thatwasn'ttruefortheRomantics.See,backintheearly19thcentury,everyone
whowasanyone(literarilyspeaking)didagoodbitofthinkingabouttheirownmortality.
Ithelpedtoputthingsintoperspective:big,scaryworldvs.little,mortalhumanbeing.
That'sjusthowthingswere.

 Acknowledgingyourmortalitydoesn'tmakeyouanylessfearful,though.That'sprecisely
theproblemthatsetsthispoeminmotion.See,Keatsknowsthathe'sgotquiteabitto
say.Infact,hisbrainis"teeming"withthepoemsthathehasyettowrite.

 Thefirsttwolinesofthispoemsetupahypotheticalworld.Keatsisn'tdeadyet
(although,eerilyenough,hewillbewithinafewyears).Hispoem,however,isbasedon
twocertainties:

 1.HeWILLhavelotsofimportantstufftowrite.
 2.HeWILLdiebeforehehasachancetowriteitall.
 Directingthereadertowardstwothingsthathaven'tyethappened(andwhichwill,of

course,canceleachotherout)placesusinaveryweirdsituation.We'redeepinsidea
verycontradictoryimagination–thatofthepoethimself.



Lines3-4

Beforehighpiledbooks,incharactery,

Holdlikerichgarnersthefull-ripen'dgrain;

 Ah,metaphor.Butwhatdoesitmean?
 Here'stheroughtranslation:IfIdiebeforeIhavewrittenlotsofbooks(that'sthe"high

piledbooks,"incaseyouwerewondering)whichholdmywordslikeagrainsilo(that's
the"garner")holdsripegrain…

 Keatshadsomeseriouslyflowerylanguageuphissleeves.Ifyou'reafan,don'tworry.
Keatshaslotsmoretocome.

 Whyplayaroundwithallofthismetaphoricallanguage?Well,someinterestingthings
happenwhenKeatsstartstocomparehispoetry(or,morebroadly,theproductsofhis
imagination)tootherthings.Theimagehechoosesrefersstraightbacktonature:his
poemsarelikeharvestedwheat.They'rethenaturalproductofafruitfulearth(or,er…his
brain).It'salmostlikeKeats'mindbecomesannaturalelementinthisparticular
metaphor.

 Lookalittlebitcloser,though,andsomethingstrangestartstooccur.Harvestedgrainis,
well,dead.It'snottheactuallivingplant.It'sthatdry,brittlehuskcontainingtheseedsof
futuregrowth.Publishedpoems,tofollowthismetaphor,aren'taliveinthesameway
thatthepoet'sbrainis.Justlikegrain,though,it'sthepublishedpoemsthatbringinthe
bucks.(Afterall,whoeverheadofpayinggoodmoneyforawheatplant?)

Lines5-6

WhenIbehold,uponthenight'sstarr'dface,

Hugecloudysymbolsofahighromance,

 NowKeats'speakerisgazingupatthenightsky–andfindinginthecloudsallofthe
"symbols"ofhighromance.

 Waitasecond…loveintheclouds?Well,thisparticularkindofromanceisn'texactlyyour
runofthemilleverydaylove.It'selevated("high")romance.Ifwewerefeelingflowery,
we'dcallitcelestial.Orheavenly.It'sthestuffofchivalriclegend–thesweepingtalesof
romanceandbraveknightsinshiningarmorandallthatfinestuffthanneverreally
seemstohappenonafirstdate.(Or,cometothinkofit,anydateatall.Sigh.)

 We'renotsayingthatKeats'versionofromanceisimpossible.It'sjustprettyclearthathe
seestheworldthroughsomeprettyheavilyrose-coloredglasses.Afterall,he'snot
lookingforlovefromthepeoplearoundhim.Nope.He'slookingupintheclouds.(And
whenwasthelasttimethatyoufoundgoodlovin'upthere?)

Lines7-8

AndfeelthatImayneverlivetotrace

Theirshadows,withthemagichandofchance;

 Oh,wait.Twolinesofoptimisticdreamingwere,itturnsout,afewlinestoomany.We're
backtothinkingaboutdeathhere.

 Also,we'reonceagaindivingheadfirstintosomeseriouslyimaginativelanguage.Tracing
theshadowsofromancewiththe"magichandofchance"?Whatdoesthatevenmean?
(Wehavetoadmit,we'rebeginningtoworryaboutKeats'abilitytowinovertheladies.)

 Here'saroughtranslationofwhat'sgoingonhere:Anysortofloveorromanceis
dependentonahealthydoseofgoodluck(or,inKeats'language,"chance").It'slikethat
GwynethPaltrowmovieSlidingDoors(orJohnCusackinSerendipity)–youneverknow
howonechanceencounteroronesmalldecisionwillshapeyourlovelife.



 We'reguessingthatKeatsisactuallyprettyexcitedabouttherandomnessoflove.It's
thatrandomnesswhichmakesthingsexciting,right.That'swhyit'srathersadthathe
thinkshe'lldiebeforeexperiencingthiskindoflove.

ines9-10

AndwhenIfeel,faircreatureofanhour!

ThatIshallneverlookupontheemore,

 Hmmm…let'stakealittlepollhere:whofeelsexcited
aboutbeingcalleda"faircreatureofanhour"?Anyone?
Anyone?

 Onthepositiveside,being"fair"isthe19th-century
equivalentofbeinghot.So,that'sgood.Beingthe
"creatureofanhour,"though,couldmeanacoupleof
things–andwe'rewarningyounow,neitherofthemare
good.

 Foronething,itcouldmeanthatthe"hour"isKeats'hour:
asin,helikesyounow,buttomorrow….well,whoknows?

 Thenagain,itcouldmeanthatyou'remortal,justlikehim.
Inotherwords,incomparisontothingsliketheheavens
andtheclouds,whichmeasuretimeineons,humans
measuretimeinhours.Youdon'thaveallthatmuchtime
tospendonthisearth.

 See?Neitheroneisparticularlyflattering,isit?Unless,of
course,youbuyintoKeats'strangesortofecstatic
hopelessness.Inthatcase,you'regoodtogo.

Lines11-12

Neverhaverelishinthefaerypower

Ofunreflectinglove;[…]

 Noticeallofthenegativeconstructionsstackinguphere?
It'sallthesemanticcounterparttoKeats'philosophyof
negativecapability.Wanttoknowwhatwemean?Check
outwhatwehavetosayaboutnegativecapabilityin
"Symbolism,Imagery,Wordplay."

 Onceagain,emotions(like,say,love)arepaintedinthe
mostgrandandimaginativelanguagepossible.Love'sa
"faerypower."Maybethatmeansit'smagicaland
wonderfulandgenerallyamazing–justlikefairies.Then
again,maybeitmeansthat,justlikefairies,lovedoesn't
reallyexist.

 Maybebeingthrowninto"unreflecting"loveisawayto
getcaughtupinthecrazy,stupid,excitingthrillof
forgettingyourbetterjudgmentandsmoochingthatgirl
(orguy)youknowyoushouldjustleavealone.

 Buthasforgettingyourbetterjudgmenteverturnedout
tobeagoodplaninthelongrun?That'spreciselythe
quandarythatKeatspacksintoonesmallline(line12,in
caseyouwerewondering).Isstupidcrazyloveagood
thing?Wesurecan'tsay,butthatdoesn'tmeanthatit's
notappealing.



Lines12-14

[…]—thenontheshore

OfthewideworldIstandalone,andthink,

TillLoveandFametonothingnessdosink.

 Ifyouknowanythingaboutsonnets,youprobablyknow
thattheyarefourteenlineslongandusualhavea"turn,"
apointinthepoemthatsignalsamajorreversalinthe
thoughtsordesiresthatshapedthefirstfewlinesofthe
poem.Oftentimestheturnoccursaroundline8or9.

 Keatsactuallystartshisturninlinetwelve.Don'tworry,
we'lltalkmoreaboutthatinour"FormandMeter"
section.

 Keatshasspentagooddealoftimethinkingaboutfame,
writing,anddesire,aswellasthepossibilitiesand
impossibilitiesoflove.Now,though,hetakesastep
backandscopesoutthe"wideworld."This,folks,isa
keyRomanticmove.Youcouldalmostwriteupa
formulaforallRomanticpoetrybaseduponit:

1.Speakergetscaughtupintumultuous,
overwhelming,passionatedesires.

2.Speakergoesoffalonetocontemplatenature.
3.Speakerrealizesthatallhis/herdesiresarepetty

andsmall–especiallywhenthey'recomparedto
thescopeoftheoutsideworld.

 See?Keatsfollowsthisformulaexactly.Youcould
almostsaythathewroteithimself.Infact,wethinkwe
will.

NegativeCapability
SymbolAnalysis

Ifthere'sonethingthatyouneedtoknowaboutKeats'poeticphilosophy,it'sthesetwolittle

words:negativecapability.Believeus,it'llshowuponatestsomedaysoon.ForKeats,itwasa

philosophicalstance,onethatallowedhimtoseekoutanddwellintheuncertaintiesoflife

withouttryingtomakesenseofitall.Art(like,say,poetry)iskeytothisproject:poetryallows

Keatstoplaythoughhisuncertaintiesinallsortsofwonderfulandreally,reallyuncomfortable

ways.

 Line1:Keatsbeginsthepoemwithadeliberatecontemplationofhisdeath–anuneasy
imagetobeginthepoemwith.

 Line5-8:AnelaboratemetaphorallowsKeatstoimagineloveassomethingthatis
writtenonthenightsky.It'sanimagethatisbothdelightfulandfar,fartoograndto
contemplateonapersonallevel.Lovesuddenlybecomeshugeandterrifying,something
nottobeundertakenbymeremortals.

 Lines11-12:Lovebecomesafairypowerinthismetaphor,somethingwhichmakesit
bothsuper-magicaland,well,supernatural.Inotherwords,likemostversionsofnegative
capability,Keatspusheslovetotwoverydifferentextremes.

 Lines12-14:Theimageofthespeakerpullingawayfromtheworldtostandonitsshore



isanotheroneofthehuge,cataclysmicgesturesthatcreatestheforcebehindKeats'
ideaofnegativecapability.Itallowshimtoimagineloveandfameasboththemost
importantthingsintheworldandasabsolutelyunimportant.

NextPage

Nature
SymbolAnalysis

We'recheatingalittlebithere.See,natureisalsopartofKeats'wholeunderstandingofnegative

capability:lookingatahuge,scarymountainorthetumultofastormyseaareawaytofacebig,

mysteriousthingsthatarecompletelyoutsideoftheviewer'scontrol.Inotherwords,they'rea

constantreminderofallthatwecan'tunderstand.LookingatnatureislikeashortcuttoKeats'

"negativecapability."

 Line4:Languageiscomparedtowheatinagrainbinthissimile(remember,similesuse
"like"or"as"intheircomparisonoftwothings).

 Lines5-6:Nightandcloudsbecomesymbolsofloveinthispassage.Oh,it'salltoo
heavenlytobelieve–andmaybethat'sthepoint.

 Line9:The"faircreature"becomesanimageofthenaturalworld,butshe'sanespecially
weakone.Unliketheskyortheworld,she'llgrowoldandpassaway.

 Line13:The"wideworld"becomesanimageofnatureingeneral–aworldfartoobigto
understand.

FigurativeLanguage
SymbolAnalysis

Ifthere'sonethingweknowaboutJohnKeats,it'sthathe'sfondofagoodmetaphor.Practically

everylineinhispoemoffersupanewformoffigurativelanguage.Thisdensewebofmetaphors

andsimilesdoesaprettygoodjobofturningtheworldintoaplaygroundfortheimagination–

andviceversa.Ifeverythingcanbedescribedassomethingelse,it'sprettyhardtotellwhat'sreal.

Heck,we'regettingaheadachealready.

 Lines1,2,3,5,11,14:Keatsusestemporalindicatorsasthefirstwordofeachofthese
lines,creatingafeelingofexpectationthroughtheuseofrepetition.

 Line4:Thissimilecompareslanguagetowheatinagrainbin(remember,similesuse
"like"or"as"intheircomparisonoftwothings).

 Line5:Personifyingthenightbyturningitsstarsintoa"face"allowsthespeakerto
interactwithitashewouldarealperson.

 Lines6-7:Tracingthefaceoflovewiththehandofchance?That'ssomemightyflowery
imagery,folks.It'ssoflowery,asamatteroffact,thatitbecomesratherhardtoimagine.
Personifyingchancebygivingitahanddoesn'tmakeitanyeasiertopicture.

Shakespearean(orElizabethan)Sonnet

Thisfolks,isastandardsonnet:fourteenlinesiniambicpentameter.Morespecifically,itfitsthe

moldofaShakespeareansonnet.Notsurewhatthatmeans?LetUncleShmoopexplain:



IambicPentameter

Don'tletthefancynamesintimidateyou–iambicpentameterissimpleonceyougetthehangof

it.

An"iamb"isanunaccentedsyllablefollowedbyanaccentedone.Oneiambmakesthesoundda-

DUM.

"Penta"meansfive,and"meter"referstoaregularrhythmicpattern.So"iambicpentameter"isa

kindofrhythmicpatternthatconsistoffiveiambsperline.It'sthemostcommonrhythmin

Englishpoetryandsoundslikefiveheartbeats:

da-DUMda-DUMda-DUMda-DUMda-DUM

Let'stryitoutonthefirsttwolinesfrom"WhenIhavefearsthatImayceasetobe."We'veput

thestressedsyllablesinbolditalicsanddivideduptheiambswithslashes.

WhenI|havefears|thatI|maycease|tobe

Be-fore|mypen|hasglean'd|myteem|-ingbrain,

Everysecondsyllableisaccented(stressed),sothisisclassiciambicpentameter.(Note:the

word"gleaned"ispronouncedwithonlyonesyllableandsoundslike"glean'd.")Overall,themeter

ofthepoemisinafairlystrictiambicpentameter.

ShakespeareanSonnet

Shakespeareansonnetsallshareaspecificformat:

 Theyare14lineslong.
 Theyarewritteniniambicpentameter(discussedabove).
 Usually,theyincludeafeaturecalleda"turn."Thisisamomentinthepoemwherethe

themeorthetonechangesinasurprisingway.In"WhenIhavefearsthatImayceaseto
be,"theturncomeshalfwaythroughline12,whereKeatszoomsoutandlooksatthe
largerworld.

 Thefirsttwelvelinesrhymeinalternatingpairs.Forthewholepoemtherhymescheme
wouldbe:ABABCDCDEFEFGG.

 Seethoselasttwolettersattheend(theGG)?That'sthelastimportantthingtoknow
abouttheformofaShakespeareansonnet.Theyalwaysendwithtworhyminglines,one
rightaftertheother.Thisiscalledarhymingcouplet.

Butwait:let'sbreakthatdownjustalittlebit:whywouldKeatschoosetouseShakespeare's

sonnetformtobeginwith?Well,Shakespeareansonnetstendtobeaboutdeepemotions,like

loveorthedesireforimmortality.(IfyouwanttoseesomegreatexamplesofShakespeare'sown

wilddesires,seeourguidestohissonnets.)Inthatway,channelingyouremotionsthrougha

formthathistoricallytendstowardsthemelodramaticseemslikeaprettynaturalchoice,right?

TheTurn

The"turn"isareallycoolfeatureofasonnet,sowethoughtwe'daddabitmoredetailhere.Ina

sonnet,thefirstsectionofthepoemdevelopsasingleconcept(or,asinthecaseof"WhenIfear



thatImayceasetobe,"severalcumulativethoughts).Thenthepoem"turns."Thesecondsection

reversesthesethoughts,takingthepoemintoentirelynewandsurprisingdirections.Inthiscase,

Keatsspendsthefirsttwelve(okay,elevenandahalf)linesexploringtheagonizing

combinationsofhisdesires(forloveandsuccess)andhiscertaintythatdeathwillcutthose

desiresshort.ThelasttwoandahalflinesrejectallofKeats'desiresasfutile.Allofthatpassion?

Worthless.Allthatdesire?Notworththinkingabout.

Keats'turninthispoemisprettystandard,buthedoessortofrushintohisemotionalreversal.

Insteadofstartinghischangeofpaceatthebeginningofanewline,heactuallystartsithalfway

throughline12.Checkoutwhatwemean:

AndwhenIfeel,faircreatureofanhour!

ThatIshallneverlookupontheemore,

Neverhaverelishinthefaerypower

Ofunreflectinglove;—thenontheshore

OfthewideworldIstandalone,andthink,

TillLoveandFametonothingnessdosink.

We'veincludedlastquatrain(groupoffourlines)inadditiontothefinalcouplet(groupoftwo

rhyminglines)justsoyoucangetasenseofhowsuddenthistransitionis.Whydoyouthink

Keatsmadehisturnsonon-standard?Isheeagertogettotheturn?Hesitant?Maybe,that

doesn'tseemlikesuchahugedeal,but,whenyou'redealingwithaformasestablishedandwell-

usedastheShakespeareansonnet,anyderivationisworthnoting.

SpeakerPointofView
Whoisthespeaker,cansheorhereadminds,and,moreimportantly,canwetrustherorhim?

Oh,Keats…wewishwecouldimagineaspeakerwhowaslesslikeyou.Unfortunatelyforus(and,

well,fortunatelyforyou),itturnsoutthatthespeakerofthisherepoemisprettymuchacarbon

copyof…you.Afterall,hesharesyoursenseofimpendingdoom,yourdesireforloveandfame

andsplendorinallforms,andyourpenchantforbeingsweptupinyourownimaginings.

Cometothinkofit,ifyou'reanegomaniac(which,ofcourse,wewouldnevercallyoutoyour

face),wecouldn'tthinkofabetterwaytoexpressyourfeelingsthanbyfashioningyourpoetic

voiceintosomethingmiraculouslysimilartoyourown.

Hey,we'renotblamingyou.Notonelittlebit.Afterall,whenyou'vegotanimaginationthisrich

andvaried,whywouldyoutrytofoistitoffontosomeoneelse?Evenifthatsomeoneelsewerea

fictionalvoiceofyourowncreation,hewouldonlysteallightawayfromthetruesuninoursky…

you.

Sohere'stoyou,Keats.Poet,speaker,andmelancholicextraordinaire.Wewouldn'tknowhowto

contemplatedeathwithoutyou

WhereItAllGoesDown

Keats'landscapeforthispoemisasvariedanddynamicashisimaginationwillallow.Infact,



cometothinkofit,it'sfirmlylocatedwithinthespeaker'sownmind.Sure,natureplaysastarring

roleinjustabouteverylineofthepoem,butwhenyougetrightdowntoit,naturedoesn'tappear

indescriptiveterms.Keatsisn'twanderingaroundamidstrocks,trees,andbabblingbrooks.

Nope,whenyoulookclosely,you'llseethatitemsfromnaturearemostcommonlyusedas

vehiclesinmetaphorsaboutthespeaker'sownemotionalstate.Hisambitiongrowsashe

imagineshisfuturebooksasstorehousesofgrain;hislovebecomesaversionofthenightsky.

Cometothinkofit,mostofKeats'ssettingcanbesummedinonelittlephrase:"It'sallabout

me."It'sironic,really,sincetheentiremovementofthepoemisanattempttogetawayfromall

ofhispersonalpassionsanddesires.

Whenthespeakerfinallydoesgetoutsidehisownhead,hedoessoinaratherremarkableway:

hemovesoutto"theshoresofthewideworld"(line12).We'renotquitesurewheretoputthaton

amap,butwe'reguessingthatit'safewstepsawayfromreality–orattheveryleast,upina

spaceship.Sincespacetravelwasn'texactlycommonpracticeinthe19thcentury,we'releftwith

asneakingsuspicionthatKeatsintendstomakehisultimatelocationratherunimaginable.So,

fromnature-as-metaphortonature-as-unchartedwaters,Keats'poemisonelongtrekthrougha

very,verystrangeterrain:thepoet'sownmind

Theregularmeterofthispoem,iambicpentameter,meansthatittendstoflowprettysmoothly

overthetongue.(Readaboutthatin"FormandMeter.")Ironically,thatstrictmetricalpattern

soundsawholelotlikeregularspokenEnglish.Inotherwords,Keatsisplayingwithcomplicated

systemsthatendupsoundingalotlikespur-of-the-momentthoughts.

Infact,muchofKeats'languageisfarmorecarefullyconstructedthanitinitiallyappears.

Elaboratenaturalmetaphorsareunderscoredbyawholelotofalliteration.Justtakealookatthe

firstquatrain:"glean'd,""grav'd,""garnered,"and"grain"allfeaturehard"g"s,tyingthespeaker's

metaphortogetherwithoneconstantsound.Justlikethecarefullyconstructediambic

pentameter,Keats'alliterationstacksupwithoutourreallynoticingit.Ifyou'renotpaying

attention,itwouldseemlikethespeakerjusthappenstothinkinreallyelaborate,haunting

phrases.

Well,here'sthethingaboutKeats'title:it'snotreallyatitle,justthefirstlineofthepoem.

Thinkofthispoemasthescribblingsthatyou'ddoodleonyournotebookinmathclass,oranote

thatyou'dpasstoyourfriendwhiletheteacher'slookingtheotherway.Okay,somostnotesthat

youwriteprobablyaren'tiniambicpentameter.Andtheyprobablydon'tusesuper-flowery

imageryaboutfairiesandripeninggrain.Wegetthat.

Here'sthething,though:Keats'worldwasfulloffairiesandstormyseasandmetaphorsofall

shapesandsizes.Thatwasjusthislife.whenhepennedthislittlepoemandsentitofftohis

bestfriend,hedidn'ttakethetimetowriteatitleatthetopofit."WhenIhavefearsthatImay

ceasetobe"isamessagetoaclosefriend.Notitleneeded.

YearsafterKeats'death,theeditorsandpublisherswhofinallygotaroundtoprintingKeats'work

neededsomewaytodistinguishthispoemfromtheothers,sotheysnaggedthefirstlineand

calleditatitle.Sincewe'retalkingaboutthetitle,weshouldpointoutthatnottitling

Shakespearean-stylesonnetsis,afterall,preciselywhatShakespearedidhimself.Atleast,Keats



wasingoodcompany.

Apocalypse.Now.

No,we'renotreferringtotheendoftheworldorspaceshipslandingbackinthe19thcentury.

ForKeats,however,contemplatinghisownendisjustascataclysmicasthinkingabouttheend

oftheentireworld.(Hey,whoblameshim?Dyingprobablyisn'tthebestthingtothinkaboutall

thetime.)ContemplatingdeathallowsKeatstoelevateallofthisfeelingstoaveryhighpitch,

untiljustabouteverythingisasurgentandmelodramaticas,well,theendoftheworlditself.

We’vegotyourback.WiththeTough-O-Meter,you’llknowwhethertobringextralayersorSwiss
armyknivesasyousummittheliterarymountain.(10=Toughest)

(6)TreeLine

Sure,loveandambitionareprettycommontopics–butwrapthosesubjectsupinanelaborate

canvasofmetaphors,andyou'vegotyourselfapoemthat'sjustalittlebittrickytonavigate.It's

lovelytobepartofKeats'mind,but,well,it'snotalwaystheeasiestplacetobe.

BrainSnacks:TastyTidbitsofKnowledge

Byron,anotherfamousRomanticpoet,didnotlikeKeats'poetry.Atall.Here'swhathesaidabout

it:"[…]hereareJohnnyKeats'piss-a-bedpoetry[…]ThereissuchatrashofKeatsandthelikeon

mytablesthatIamashamedtolookatthem…NomoreKeats,Ientreat,flayhimalive[…].There

isnobearingthedrivellingidiot-ismofthemanikin"(source).Ouch!

Keatswasalicensedapothecary(kindoflikeapharmacist).Hepreferredwritingpoetry,though

(source).

In"WhenIhavefearsthatImayceasetobe,"Keats'speakerlookstotheskyforlove.Itseems

hemayhavedonethatinreallife,too.Inalettertohisgirlfriend,FannyBrawne,hewrote,"Iwill

imagineyouVenustonightandpray,pray,praytoyourstarlikeaHeathen.Your'sever,fairStar"

(source).

WhenIhavefearsthatImayceasetobeThemeofLove

Keats'brandofloveisthestuffthatromanticlegendsaremadeof…ifonlyhecouldeverfeelany

ofithimself.WhenKeatswritesoflove,it'snotjustofapairoffineeyes.Thatwouldbewaaaaay

tooeasy.Nope,hisloveisHUGEandIMPOSSIBLEandalways,alwaystingedwithahealthydose

ofdespair.WegetthefeelingthatKeatswouldhavebeenawholelothappierasaknightin

shiningarmor,completewithahugewhitehorse.Turnsoutthatthe19thcenturywasn'tsofullof

castlesandgiantstoconqueranddamselstorescue–soKeatsisleftdreamingofalovethat

ultimatelyremainsavailableonlyinhisimagination.

QuestionsAboutLove



1.Doesitsoundlikethespeakerhaseverbeeninarealrelationship?Howcanyoutell?
2.Doyouthinkthatloveisapositiveemotioninthispoem?Whyorwhynot?
3.IsloveasfickleasKeats'speakerseemstothinkitis?
4.Doyoufeellikethisisanaccuratedescriptionofthewayloveaffectsaperson?Whyorwhynot?

ChewonThis

Tryonanopinionortwo,startadebate,orplaythedevil’sadvocate.

Thespeaker'svisionofloveisunrealistic.Evenifhelivedtoaripeoldage,hewouldnever

experiencethekindoflovedescribedhere.

WhenIhavefearsthatImayceasetobeThemeofAmbition

Hey,whodoesn'twanttobethebestwriterintheworld?Unliketherestofusschmucks,though,

JohnKeatsisfairlycertainthathecanbethebestthere'severbeen–provided,ofcourse,that

heliveslongenoughtoseehispoemspublished.Ironically,thefearshevoicedin"WhenIhave

fearsthatImayceasetobe"wererealized(hediedbeforehispoemswerepublished),which

makesthismelodramaticassuranceofhisownfailurefarlesssillythanitmightotherwiseseem.

QuestionsAboutAmbition

1.IfKeatsknowsthathe'sagoodwriter,whydoyouthinkitmattersthathegetspublished?
2.DoesKeats'consciousnessofimpendingdeathmakehisdesiresweakerorstronger?Howcan

youtell?
3.Dothespeakers'desiresseemreasonable?Whyorwhynot?
4.Whichdoyouthinkthespeakerdesiresmore:fameorlove?Howcanyoutell?

ChewonThis

Tryonanopinionortwo,startadebate,orplaythedevil’sadvocate.

Justasthespeakerseeksanimpossiblelove,hisambitionforachievinghisliterarygoalsare

alsounattainable.Noartistcaneverpossiblyrealizeallofhisideasbeforehedies.

WhenIhavefearsthatImayceasetobeThemeofDeath

Death.Destruction.Dreamsdashedinonefellswoop.Deathisn'tapeacefulsleeporaneasy

descentintooldageinKeats'work.Instead,it'saparticularlybitterreminderofallthethingsthat

thepoetimagineshe'llmissinaworldthat'steemingwithbeautyandwonders.Keatsmaythink

alotaboutdeath,butthatdoesn'tmeanthathe'scomfortablewithhisownmortality.Luckily,he

seemstoenjoydwellinginuncomfortablespaces.

QuestionsAboutDeath

1.Whydoyouthinkthatthespeakerstartsthepoemoutwithadeclarationofhisfearsofdeath?
Howdoesthisaffectyourunderstandingoftherestofthepoem?

2.Doyouthinkthatthespeakerhasreconciledhimselftothepossibilityofdeathbytheendofthe



poem?Howcanyoutell?
3.Doesitseemlikethespeakerisexaggeratinghisfearsofdeath?

ChewonThis

Tryonanopinionortwo,startadebate,orplaythedevil’sadvocate.

Bytheendofthepoem,thespeakerfeelsmorecomfortablewiththeideaofhisownmortality.

Bytheendofthepoem,thespeakerisevenmoreafraidofdying

WhenIhavefearsthatImayceasetobeThemeofManandthe

NaturalWorld

Naturetakescenterstageinthispoeminoddways.PrettymucheverythingthatKeatshasto

sayaboutloveanddesire(andevenaboutwriting)comesoutasameditationonthenatural

world.Nature,yousee,becomesastand-inforeverythingthatoccursinhumanlife…whichis

funny,becausewhenthespeakerdecidestorejectallofthetrialsofhumanlife,wheredoeshe

turn?Youguessedit…tonature.IfyouwantedtomakesurethatKeatswasaRomanticpoet,

well,here'syourproof.

QuestionsAboutManandtheNaturalWorld

1.HowwouldthispoembedifferentifKeats'metaphorswere,say,aboutmachines?
2.DoesKeatspresentarealisticpictureofthenaturalworld?
3.Whenthespeakersayshe'sstandingonthe"shoreofthewideworld,"whereyouthinkthatis?

ChewonThis

Tryonanopinionortwo,startadebate,orplaythedevil’sadvocate.

Thenaturalworldisasourceofcomfortforthespeaker.Itcalmshisfears.

1.DoyouthinkthatKeatsisreallywritingthispoemforan
outsidereader?Whyorwhynot?Ifyouransweris"yes,"
thenwhoisthatreader?

2.DoyouthinkthatKeatshasarealisticassessmentof
love?Whydoyoucometoyourconclusion?

3.HowdoesKeatsuseofmetaphorhelptoilluminatehis
message?Whatdoesthattellyouabouthisworldview?

4.DoyouthinkthatKeatsreallybelievedhe'dbefamous
someday?

DOVERBEACH



Thisisapoemaboutaseaandabeachthatistrulybeautiful,butholdsmuchdeeper
meaningthanwhatmeetstheeye.Thepoemiswritteninfreeversewithno
particularmeterorrhymescheme,althoughsomeofthewordsdorhyme.Arnoldis
thespeakerspeakingtosomeoneheloves.Asthepoemaprogress,thereadersees
whyArnoldposesthequestionstatedabove,andwhylifeseemstobethewayitis.
DuringthefirstpartofthepoemArnoldstates,“TheSeaiscalmtonight”andinline7,
“Only,fromthelonglineofspray”.Inthisway,Arnoldissettingthemoodorsceneso
thereadercanunderstandthepointheistryingtoportray.Inlines1-6heistalking
aboutaverypeacefulnightontheeversocalmsea,withthemoonlightshiningso
intenselyontheland.Thenhestateshowthemoonlight“gleamsandisgone”
becausethe“cliffsofEngland”arestandingattheirhighestpeaks,whichare
blockingthelightofthemoon.Next,thewavescomeroaringintothepicture,asthey
“drawbackandflingthepebbles”ontotheshoreandbackouttoseaagain.Arnold
alsomentionsthattheshorebrings“theeternalnoteofsadnessin”,maybe
representingthecyclesoflifeandrepetition.Arnoldthenstartsdescribingthe
historyofSophocle’sideaofthe“Aegean’sturbidebbandflow”.

Theseaisstartingtobecomerougherandallagitated.Alsothementionof“human
misery”impliesthatlifebeginsandends,butitcanstillbefullofhappiness,and
unfortunately,atthesametime,sadness.“TheSeaofFaithwasonce,too,atthefull,
androundearth’sshore.”Thekeywordinthatstanzaisonce,becauseitimpliesthat
he(Arnold)usedtolookattheseainadifferentwaythanhedoesnow.Throughout
thewholepoem,Arnoldusesametaphortodescribehisviewsandopinions.Nowhe
onlyhearsits“melancholy,long,withdrawingroar.”ItseemsasthoughArnoldis
questioninghisownfaith.Thewholepoemisbasedonametaphor–SeatoFaith.
Whenthesearetreats,sodoesfaith,andleavesuswithnothing.Inthelastninelines,
Arnoldwantshisloveandhimselftobetruetooneanother.Theland,whichhe
thoughtwassobeautifulandnew,isactuallynothing–“neitherjoy,norlove,nor
light”.Inreality,Arnoldisexpressingthatnothingiscertain,becausewherethereis
lightthereisdarkandwherethereishappinessthereissadness.“Wearehere
thoughasonadarklingplain,sweptwithconfusedalarmsofstruggleandflight,
whereignorantarmiesclashatnight”.Arnoldusesmuchalliterationinthepoem.For
example,inline31,“Toliebeforeuslikealandofdreams”,repeatingtheletterLat
thebeginningofthreewords.Also,inline4,“Gleamsandisgone…”,repeatingthe
letterG.Theusageofassonanceandconsonanceisnotwidespreadin“Dover
Beach”.Inline3–“…ontheFrenchcoastthelight”–therepetitionoftheletterTis
shown,asanexampleofconsonance.Otherliterarytechniques,suchas
onomatopoeiaandhyperbole,arenotusedinthepoem,besidesthemetaphorfor
“Faith”beingtheSea.

ThedictionArnoldusescreatesasenseofpeacefulnessandcalmness.Itisfairly
easilyunderstoodvocabulary,withtheexceptionofafewwords,suchascadence
anddarkling.FromreadingMatthewArnold’s“DoverBeach”,onerealizesthatthere
isnocertaintyinlife.Wheneverythingisgoingperfectly,somethingunfortunatemay
happenatanygiventime,withnoforewarning.
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DoverBeach

"DoverBeach"isashortlyricpoembytheEnglishpoetMatthewArnold.[1]Itwasfirst
publishedin1867inthecollectionNewPoems,butsurvivingnotesindicateits
compositionmayhavebegunasearlyas1849.Themostlikelydateis1851.[2]

Thetitle,localeandsubjectofthepoem'sdescriptiveopeninglinesistheshoreof
theEnglishferryportofDover,Kent,facingCalais,France,attheStraitofDover,the
narrowestpart(21miles)oftheEnglishChannel,whereArnoldhoneymoonedin
1851.[2]
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[edit]Analysis

InCollini'sopinion,"DoverBeach"isadifficultpoemtoanalyze,andsomeofits
passagesandmetaphorshavebecomesowellknownthattheyarehardtoseewith
"fresheyes".[3]Arnoldbeginswithanaturalisticanddetailednightscapeofthebeach
atDoverinwhichauditoryimageryplaysasignificantrole[4]("Listen!youhearthe
gratingroar").Thebeach,however,isbare,withonlyahintofhumanityinalightthat
"gleamsandisgone".[5]Reflectingthetraditionalnotionthatthepoemwaswritten
duringArnold'shoneymoon(seecompositionsection),onecriticnotesthat"the
speakermightbetalkingtohisbride".[6]

Theseaiscalmto-night.

Thetideisfull,themoonliesfair

Uponthestraits;—ontheFrenchcoastthelight

Gleamsandisgone;thecliffsofEnglandstand,

Glimmeringandvast,outinthetranquilbay.



Cometothewindow,sweetisthenight-air!

Only,fromthelonglineofspray

Wheretheseameetsthemoon-blanch'dland,

Listen!youhearthegratingroar

Ofpebbleswhichthewavesdrawback,andfling,

Attheirreturn,upthehighstrand,

Begin,andcease,andthenagainbegin,

Withtremulouscadenceslow,andbring

Theeternalnoteofsadnessin.

Arnoldlooksattwoaspectsofthisscene,itssoundscape(inthefirstandsecond
stanzas)andtheretreatingactionofthetide(inthethirdstanza).Hehearsthe
soundoftheseaas"theeternalnoteofsadness".Sophocles,a5thcenturyBCGreek
playwrightwhowrotetragediesonfateandthewillofthegods,alsoheardthis
soundashestoodupontheshoreoftheAegeanSea.[7][8]Criticsdifferwidelyonhow
tointerpretthisimageoftheGreekclassicalage.Oneseesadifferencebetween
Sophoclesinterpretingthe"noteofsadness"humanistically,whileArnoldinthe
industrialnineteenthcenturyhearsinthissoundtheretreatofreligionandfaith.[9]A
morerecentcriticconnectsthetwoasartists,Sophoclesthetragedian,Arnoldthe
lyricpoet,eachattemptingtotransformthisnoteofsadnessinto"ahigherorderof
experience".[10]

Sophocleslongago

HearditontheÆgæan,anditbrought

Intohismindtheturbidebbandflow

Ofhumanmisery;we

Findalsointhesoundathought,

Hearingitbythisdistantnorthernsea.[11][12]

Havingexaminedthesoundscape,Arnoldturnstotheactionofthetideitselfand
seesinitsretreatametaphorforthelossoffaithinthemodernage,[13]onceagain
expressedinanauditoryimage("ButnowIonlyhear/Itsmelancholy,long,
withdrawingroar").Thisthirdstanzabeginswithanimagenotofsadness,butof
"joyousfulness"similarinbeautytotheimagewithwhichthepoemopens.[14]

TheSeaofFaith

Wasonce,too,atthefull,androundearth'sshore



Laylikethefoldsofabrightgirdlefurl'd.

ButnowIonlyhear

Itsmelancholy,long,withdrawingroar,

Retreating,tothebreath

Ofthenight-wind,downthevastedgesdrear[15]

Andnakedshinglesoftheworld.

Thefinalstanzabeginswithanappealtolove,thenmovesontothefamousending
metaphor.Criticshavevariedintheirinterpretationofthefirsttwolines;onecalls
thema"perfunctorygesture...swallowedupbythepoem'spowerfullydark
picture",[16]whileanotherseesinthem"astandagainstaworldofbrokenfaith".[17]

MidwaybetweentheseisoneofArnold'sbiographers,whodescribesbeing"true/
Tooneanother"as"aprecariousnotion"inaworldthathasbecome"amazeof
confusion".[18]

Themetaphorwithwhichthepoemendsismostlikelyanallusiontoapassagein
Thucydides'accountofthePeloponnesianWar.Hedescribesanancientbattlethat
occurredonasimilarbeachduringtheAthenianinvasionofSicily.Thebattletook
placeatnight;theattackingarmybecamedisorientedwhilefightinginthedarkness
andmanyoftheirsoldiersinadvertentlykilledeachother.[19]Thisfinalimagehas
alsobeenvariouslyinterpretedbythecritics.Cullercallsthe"darklingplain"Arnold's
"centralstatement"ofthehumancondition.[20]Prattseesthefinallineas"only
metaphor"andthussusceptibletothe"uncertainty"ofpoeticlanguage.[21]

Ah,love,letusbetrue

Tooneanother!fortheworld,whichseems

Toliebeforeuslikealandofdreams,

Sovarious,sobeautiful,sonew,

Hathreallyneitherjoy,norlove,norlight,

Norcertitude,norpeace,norhelpforpain;

Andwearehereasonadarklingplain

Sweptwithconfusedalarmsofstruggleandflight,

Whereignorantarmiesclashbynight.[22][23]

"Thepoem'sdiscourse",Honantellsus,"shiftsliterallyandsymbolicallyfromthe
present,toSophoclesontheAegean,fromMedievalEuropebacktothe
present—andtheauditoryandvisualimagesaredramaticandmimeticanddidactic.
Exploringthedarkterrorthatliesbeneathhishappinessinlove,thespeakerresolves
tolove—andexigenciesofhistoryandthenexusbetweenloversarethepoem'sreal



issues.Thatloversmaybe'true/Tooneanother'isaprecariousnotion:loveinthe
moderncitymomentarilygivespeace,butnothingelseinapost-medievalsociety
reflectsorconfirmsthefaithfulnessoflovers.Devoidofloveandlighttheworldisa
mazeofconfusionleftby'retreating'faith."[24]

Criticshavequestionedtheunityofthepoem,notingthattheseaoftheopening
stanzadoesnotappearinthefinalstanza,whilethe"darklingplain"ofthefinallineis
notapparentintheopening.[25]Varioussolutionstothisproblemhavebeenproffered.
Onecriticsawthe"darklingplain"withwhichthepoemendsascomparabletothe
"nakedshinglesoftheworld".[26]"Shingles"heremeansflatbeachcobbles,
characteristicofsomewave-sweptcoasts.Anotherfoundthepoem"emotionally
convincing"evenifitslogicmaybequestionable.[27]Thesamecriticnotesthat"the
poemupendsourexpectationsofmetaphor"andseesinthisthecentralpowerof
thepoem.[28]Thepoem'shistoricismcreatesanothercomplicatingdynamic.
BeginninginthepresentitshiftstotheclassicalageofGreece,then(withits
concernsfortheseaoffaith)itturnstoMedievalEurope,beforefinallyreturningto
thepresent.[24]Theformofthepoemitselfhasdrawnconsiderablecomment.Critics
havenotedthecarefuldictionintheopeningdescription,[29]theoverall,spell-binding
rhythmandcadenceofthepoem[30]anditsdramaticcharacter.[31]Onecommentator
seesthestrophe-antistropheoftheodeatworkinthepoem,withanendingthat
containssomethingofthe"cata-strophe"oftragedy.[32]Finally,onecriticseesthe
complexityofthepoem'sstructureresultingin"thefirstmajor'free-verse'poemin
thelanguage".[33]

[edit]Composition

AccordingtoTinkerandLowry,"adraftofthefirsttwenty-eightlinesofthepoem"
waswritteninpencil"onthebackofafoldedsheetofpapercontainingnotesonthe
careerofEmpedocles".[34]Allottconcludesthatthenotesareprobablyfromaround
1849-50.[35]"EmpedoclesonEtna",againaccordingtoAllott,wasprobablywritten
1849-52;thenotesonEmpedoclesarelikelytobecontemporarywiththewritingof
thatpoem.[36]

Thefinallineofthisdraftis:

Andnakedshinglesoftheworld.Ahlove&c

TinkerandLowryconcludethatthis"seem[s]toindicatethatthelastninelinesofthe
poemasweknowitwerealreadyinexistencewhentheportionregardingtheebb
andflowoftheseaatDoverwascomposed."Thiswouldmakethemanuscript"a
preludetotheconcludingparagraph"ofthepoeminwhich"thereisnoreferenceto
theseaortides".[37]

Ah,love,letusbetrue

Tooneanother!fortheworld,whichseems

Toliebeforeuslikealandofdreams,

Sovarious,sobeautiful,sonew,



Hathreallyneitherjoy,norlove,norlight,

Norcertitude,norpeace,norhelpfrompain;

Andwearehereasonadarklingplain

Sweptwithconfusedalarmsofstruggleandflight,

Whereignorantarmiesclashbynight.

Arnold'svisitstoDovermayalsoprovidesomecluetothedateofcomposition.
AllotthasArnoldinDoverinJune1851andagaininOctoberofthatyear"onhis
returnfromhisdelayedcontinentalhoneymoon".Tocriticswhoconcludethatll.1-28
werewrittenatDoverandll.29-37"wererescuedfromsomediscardedpoem"Allott
suggeststhecontrary,i.e.,thatthefinallines"werewrittenatDoverinlateJune,"
while"ll.29-37werewritteninLondonshortlyafterwards".[29]

[edit]Influence

WilliamButlerYeatsrespondsdirectlytoArnold'spessimisminhisfour-linepoem,
"TheNineteenthCenturyandAfter"(1929):

Thoughthegreatsongreturnnomore

There'skeendelightinwhatwehave:

Therattleofpebblesontheshore

Undertherecedingwave.

AnthonyHecht,U.S.PoetLaureate,repliedto"DoverBeach"inhispoem"TheDover
Bitch".

SotherestoodMatthewArnoldandthisgirl

WiththecliffsofEnglandcrumblingawaybehindthem,

Andhesaidtoher,"Trytobetruetome,

AndI'lldothesameforyou,forthingsarebad

Allover,etc.etc."

TheanonymousfiguretowhomArnoldaddresseshispoembecomesthesubjectof
Hecht'spoem.InHecht'spoemshe"caughtthebitterallusiontothesea",imagined
"whathiswhiskerswouldfeellike/Onthebackofherneck",andfeltsadasshe
lookedoutacrossthechannel."Andthenshegotreallyangry"atthethoughtthat
shehadbecome"asortofmournfulcosmiclastresort".Afterwhichshesays"oneor
twounprintablethings".

Butyoumustn'tjudgeherbythat.WhatImeantosayis,



She'sreallyallright.Istillseeheronceinawhile

Andshealwaystreatsmeright.[38]

KennethandMiriamAllott,referringto"DoverBitch"as"anirreverentjeud'esprit",
nonethelesssee,particularlyintheline"asortofmournfulcosmiclastresort",an
extensionoftheoriginalpoem'smaintheme.[39]

ThelifeofmodernmankindispresentedverynegativelyandignorantlybyMatthew

ArnoldinthepoemDoverBeachbythefactthatreligiousfaithevanescewiththe

IndustrialRevolution.Arnoldcreatestheimageofthedarkfutureforthepeople

withoutunwaveringfaithorreligion.

ModernmenarebastardisedwiththethoughtthatnewtheIndustrialRevolutionwill

givethemadvantageovernature.Thisthoughtofgainingsuperioritymadehumans

arrogantbywhichthisappearanceisbrokenbytherealityofnature’sdominance.

Peoplealsoseemignorantwiththewishfulthought.Thesepebbleswhich‘thewaves

drawback,andfling’arecompletelypowerlessandarethrownaroundbythewaves

thatmovethese“pebbles”atease.Arnoldusespebblesasametaphorforhumans

toshowtheinferiorityincomparisontonature.Theignoranceofhumansis

emphasisedbythehistoricalallusiontoPeloponnesianWar.Inthedark,soldiers

couldnotdifferentiatebetweentheirownarmyandtheopponents;andsotheykilled

theirownsoldiers.Thisisusedbythepoettoshowthestupidityofmodernman

throwingawaythereligionwhichwaseverythingtopeoplebeforetheIndustrial

Revolution;somethingtobelieveandrelyonwhenpeopleprayed.However,thisold

beliefisthrownawayandArnoldseesitasaverynaïvedecision.

TheIndustrialRevolutiongavethesourceofarroganceandconfidencewhichtook

placeamongtheWesterncountries.Thisrevolutionwasrevolutionaryitself;humans

couldmassproduce,withimprovedquality,andatease.Thesemachineriesbecame

thelimbsofhumansociety.Whatcamewiththeindustrialrevolutionwastheideaof

realism.Peoplecouldnearlyproducegoodstonear-originalstandards,allthanksto

improvedtechnologiesandscience,andhencebegantodoubttheexistenceofGod

andsupernaturalbeings.Realismcontraststhetheologywhichisallaboutbelief

withoutquestioningthatGodexists;andpeoplebelieveditbeforethetimesofthe

machineries.ItgavepeoplehopeandmodestyunderthemightyexistenceofGod.

HoweverbothhopeandmodestydisappearedwiththeIndustrialRevolutionwhich

Arnoldlamentsfor.BitternessissuggestedwhenArnoldexclaims‘Ah,love’toshow

thatinthischangingworld,onecanonlyrelyonthepartner,andbetrustfulandtrue.



Sarcasmisusedtodescribethemodernworldasa‘landofdreams’asthereisno

morehopefortheworld,asthereisnomorefaith.

Asthepoemproceeds,thetransitionofmoodisnoticeableasthegriefofthelossof

faithextendstoasenseofresignationtowardstheendandhavingasarcastic,sour

approachtotheissue.The‘tremulouscadenceslow’helpstoconveythegradual

processofthewaneofdoctrinewhichaddstotheideathatthechangeofpeople’s

livesisalmostunnoticeable.ThisgradualprocesshurtsArnoldbecausepeopleare

caughtunawareofthechangestakingplaceandsodonotthinkitisparticularly

wrongandsinful.Arnoldpresentshissorrowwiththehistoricalallusionto

Sophocleswho,wasaGreekplaywright,hadheardthesoundofwavescrashingas

the‘eternalnoteofsadness’.The‘sadness’ofthemankindturningawayfrom

religiousbeliefsisaparalleltothe‘melancholy…withdrawingroar…retreating’ofthe

waves.Beforethedevelopmentofscienceandtechnology,peoplehadtrulybelieved

inthereligionandthoughtthattheywereintotalcontrolofgod.Themetaphor‘Sea

ofFaith’whichpresentsthereligiousfaithpeoplehave,usedtobe‘fullandround

Earth’sshore’butnowis‘retreating…downthevastedges’whichshowsthe

decreasingreligiousbeliefs.Arnoldpointsoutthat,withoutfaith,humansare‘naked’

andhavenoprotectionanddefencewhichreflectsthevulnerabilityofmanandtheir

lives.

Withcarefullychosenwords,Arnoldpresentstheuncertaintyofthefutureof

humans.Thenewindustrialisedworldseems“sovarious,sobeautiful,sonew”butit

isagainamereappearance.Therealityisthatthismechanic,stiffworldwillhave

“neitherjoy,norlove,norlight”becausethismechanicscannotfeellove,henceno

joy,andnovisionashumansneedloveandthewarmcharacteristicsofhumanity.It

isthusdeduciblethatthefuturewillhaveno“certitude,norpeace,norhelpforpain”

whicharetheessentialitiesofhumans.Humanscanonlysurvivetheharshworld

wheneverybodybelievesandtrustseachother,andthiswillbebrokenwiththe

introductionofindustrialisation.Thischangeoftheworldwillbring“confused

alarmsonstruggleandflight”whichcreatesanimageryofa“darklingplain”;adark

visionforhumans.Furthermore,the“turbid”ebbandflowshowsthecloudy,

uncertainfutureof‘ebbandflow’whichistherepetitivecyclesofnature.Can

humansonlysurvivewhentheymakeharmonywiththenature,andtogoagainstthe

naturalcyclescanonlymeanextinctionofhumans.The‘cliffs’ofEngland‘gleams’

and‘glimmers’;gleamsandglimmershaveasenseofshakiness,precariousness

andunknownwhichechoestheuncertainmodernman.Alsothealliterationof‘g’and

‘m’createsastutteringtonewhichaddstotheideaofuncertainty.Thisimagery



portraysthewitheringawayofcliffsasadeclineofreligiousbeliefsandwhatsmore,

deteriorationoftheEarthitselfashumansexploitresourcesoutoftheEarthwhich

themoderndevelopmentenabledmentodo.

Theflawsofmodernismandrealismareexpressedinthispoem.Theflowofthe

poemiscutoffbyusesofcaesurawhichisaparalleltotheimperfectmodernworld.

Arnoldgivesahintthatmodernizationoftheworldwillhavesomeflawswhichwill

inevitablybringlossoffaithandresultinlossofequilibrium.Inscience,thereisno

hope;everythingismeasuredoutandexact.Henceinthemodernworldrealitythere

canbenohopeasitlooksvain.Again,Arnoldsympathiseswiththelossofhopein

reality.Inadifferentsense,thecalm,naturalisticdescriptionofabeachatnightin

thefirststanzaistheappearancewhichcontraststotherealitythatissad,

unhopeful,‘retreating’and‘tremulous’.

Humanbeingsareinferiorovernatureandthespiritualbeliefsastoanextentthat

peoplecannotcontrolanything.Theabandonmentofthedoctrineofreligionwiththe

helpoftheIndustrialRevolutionisonlyavainactagainstthepower-overwhelming

nature.Religionandfaithshouldremaininhumanityandignoringitshouldresultin

theuncertaintyandvulnerabilityofmodernman.

TimeandPlace

MatthewArnold(1822-1888)wrote"DoverBeach"duringorshortlyafteravisitheandhiswifemadetotheDoverregion
ofsoutheasternEngland,thesettingofthepoem,in1851.TheyhadmarriedinJuneofthatyear.Adraftofthefirsttwo
stanzasofthepoemappearsonasheetofpaperheusedtowritenotesforanotheranotherwork,"Empedocleson
Etna,"publishedin1852.ThetownofDoverisclosertoFrancethananyotherportcityinEngland.Thebodyofwater
separatingthecoastlineofthetownfromthecoastofFranceistheStraitofDover,northoftheEnglishChanneland
southoftheNorthSea.

PointofView

Thepoet/personausesfirst-,second-,andthird-personpointofviewinthepoem.Generally,thepoempresentsthe
observationsoftheauthor/personainthird-personpointofviewbutshiftstosecondpersonwhenheaddresseshis
beloved,asinline6(Come),line9(Listen!you),andline29(let).Thenheshiftstofirst-personpointofviewwhenhe
includeshisbelovedandthereaderasco-observers,asinLine18(we),Line29(us),Line31(us),andline35(we).He
alsousesfirst-personpointofviewtodeclarethatatleastoneobservationishisalone,andnotnecessarilythatofhis
co-observers.Thisinstanceoccursinline24:ButnowIonlyhear.ThislinemeansButnowIalonehear.

WhoIstheListener?(Line29)

Thepersonaddressedinthepoem—lines6,9,and29—isMatthewArnold'swife,FrancesLucyWightman.
However,sincethepoemexpressesauniversalmessage,onemaysaythatshecanbeanywomanlisteningto
theobservationsofanyman.ArnoldandhiswifevisitedDoverBeachtwicein1851,theyeartheyweremarried
andtheyearArnoldwasbelievedtohavewritten"DoverBeach."AtthattimeArnoldwasinspectorofschoolsin
England,apositionhehelduntil1886.

Theme

Arnold’scentralmessageisthis:Challengestothevalidityoflong-standingtheologicalandmoralpreceptshave
shakenthefaithofpeopleinGodandreligion.InArnold’sworldofthemid-1800's,thepillaroffaithsupporting



societywasperceivedascrumblingundertheweightofscientificpostulates,suchastheevolutionarytheoryofEnglish
physicianErasmusDarwinandFrenchnaturalistJean-BaptisteLamarck.Consequently,theexistenceofGodandthe
wholeChristianschemeofthingswascastindoubt.Arnold,whowasdeeplyreligious,lamentedthedyingofthelightof
faith,assymbolizedbythelightheseesin“DoverBeach”onthecoastofFrance,whichgleamsonemomentandis
gonethenext.HeremainedabelieverinGodandreligion,althoughhewasopento—andadvocated—anoverhaulof
traditionalreligiousthinking.InGodandtheBible,hewrote:"AtthepresentmomenttwothingsabouttheChristian
religionmustsurelybecleartoanybodywitheyesinhishead.Oneis,thatmencannotdowithoutit;theother,thatthey
cannotdowithitasitis."

TypeofWork

“DoverBeach”isapoemwiththemournfultoneofanelegyandthepersonalintensityofadramaticmonologue.
Becausethemeterandrhymevaryfromlinetoline,thepoemissaidtobeinfreeverse--thatis,itisunencumberedby
thestricturesoftraditionalversification.However,thereiscadenceinthepoem,achievedthroughthefollowing:

AlliterationExamples:to-night,tide;full,fair;gleams,gone;coast,cliff(firststanza)
ParallelStructureExample:Thetideisfull,themoonliesfair(firststanza);Sovarious,sobeautiful,sonew(fourth
stanza);Hathreallyneitherjoy,norlove,norlight/Norcertitude,norpeace,norhelpforpain(fourthstanza)
RhymingWordsExamples:to-night,light;fair,night-air;stand,land;bay,spray;fling,bring;begin,in(firststanza)
WordsSuggestingRhythmExamples:drawback,return;Begin,andcease,thenbeginagain(firststanza);turbidebb
andflow(secondstanza)

YearofPublication

AlthoughMatthewArnoldcompleted"DoverBeach"in1851or1852,thepoemwasnotpublisheduntil1867.Itappeared
inacollectionentitledNewPoems,publishedinLondon.

.

DoverBeach
ByMatthewArnold

1

Theseaiscalmto-night.
Thetideisfull,themoonliesfair
Uponthestraits;ontheFrenchcoastthelight
Gleamsandisgone;thecliffsofEnglandstand;
Glimmeringandvast,outinthetranquilbay.
Cometothewindow,sweetisthenight-air!
Only,fromthelonglineofspray
Wheretheseameetsthemoon-blanchedland,
Listen!youhearthegratingroar
Ofpebbleswhichthewavesdrawback,andfling,
Attheirreturn,upthehighstrand,
Begin,andcease,andthenagainbegin,
Withtremulouscadenceslow,andbring
Theeternalnoteofsadnessin......................................14

Notes,Stanza1

moon...straits:Thewaterreflectstheimageofthemoon.Astraitisanarrowbodyofwaterthatconnectstwolarger
bodiesofwater.Inthispoem,straitsreferstotheStraitofDover(French:PasdeCalais),whichconnectstheEnglish
ChannelonthesouthtotheNorthSeaonthenorth.ThedistancebetweentheportcitiesofDover,England,andCalais,
France,isabouttwenty-onemilesviatheStraitofDover.
light...gone:Thisclauseestablishesasenseofrhythminthatthelightblinksonandoff.Inaddition,theclause
foreshadowsthemessageoflaterlines--thatthelightoffaithinGodandreligion,oncestrong,nowflickers.Whetheran
observeratDovercanactuallyseealightatCalaisdependsontheheightofthelighthouseandthealtitudeatwhichthe
observerseesthelight(becauseofthecurvatureoftheearth),onthebrightnessofthelight,andontheweather



conditions.
cliffs...vast:Thesearewhitecliffs,composedofchalk,alimestonethateasilyerodes.LikethelightfromFrance,they
glimmer,furtherdevelopingthethemeofaweakeningofthelightoffaith.Thefactthattheyeasilyerodesupportsthis
theme.
moon-blanched:whitenedbythelightofthemoon.

grating....pebbles:Here,grating(meaningrasping,grinding,orscraping)introducesconflictbetweentheseaand
thelandand,symbolically,betweenlong-heldreligiousbeliefsandthechallengesagainstthem.However,itmaybean
exaggerationthatthatpebblescauseagratingroar.
strand:shoreline

2

Sophocleslongago
HearditontheAegean,anditbrought
Intohismindtheturbidebbandflow
Ofhumanmisery;we
Findalsointhesoundathought,
Hearingitbythisdistantnorthernsea............................20

Notes,Stanza1

Sophocles...Aegean:ArnoldalludesheretoapassageintheancientGreekplayAntigone,bySophocles,inwhich
Sophoclessaysthegodscanvisitruinonpeoplefromonegenerationtothenext,likeaswellingtidedrivenbywinds.
it:"theeternalnoteofsadness"(line14).

Aegean:TheseabetweenGreeceandTurkey.InthetimeofSophocles,thelandoccupiedbyTurkeywasknownas
Anatolia.
turbid:muddy,cloudy

Find...thought:Inthesoundofthesea,thepoet"hears"athoughtthatdisturbshimasdidtheoneheardby
Sophocles.

3

TheSeaofFaith
Wasonce,too,atthefull,androundearth'sshore
Laylikethefoldsofabrightgirdlefurled.
ButnowIonlyhear
Itsmelancholy,long,withdrawingroar,
Retreating,tothebreath
Ofthenight-wind,downthevastedgesdrear
Andnakedshinglesoftheworld..........................;........28

Notes,Stanza3

Sea...full:Seetheme,above,foranexplanation.

girdle:sash,belt;anythingthatsurroundsorencircles

Ionlyhear:Ialonehear

shingles:gravelonthebeach

Interpretation

TherewasatimewhenfaithinGodwasstrongandcomforting.Thisfaithwrappeditselfaroundus,protectingusfrom
doubtanddespair,astheseawrapsitselfaroundthecontinentsandislandsoftheworld.Now,however,theseaof
faithhasbecomeaseaofdoubt.Sciencechallengesthepreceptsoftheologyandreligion;humanmiserymakespeople
feelabandoned,lonely.Peopleplacetheirfaithinmaterialthings.



4

Ah,love,letusbetrue
Tooneanother!fortheworld,whichseems
Toliebeforeuslikealandofdreams,
Sovarious,sobeautiful,sonew,
Hathreallyneitherjoy,norlove,norlight,
Norcertitude,norpeace,norhelpforpain;
Andwearehereasonadarklingplain
Sweptwithconfusedalarmsofstruggleandflight,
Whereignorantarmiesclashbynight......................37

Notes,Stanza4

neither...pain:Theworldhasbecomeaselfish,cynical,amoral,materialisticbattlefield;thereismuchhatredandpain,
butthereisnoguidinglight.
darkling:dark,obscure,dim;occurringindarkness;menacing,threatening,dangerous,ominous.

Where...night:E.K.BrownandJ.O.BaileysuggestthatthislineisanallusiontoGreekhistorianThucydides'account
oftheBattleofEpipolae(413BC),awalledfortressnearthecityofSyracuseontheislandofSicily.Inthatbattle,
AtheniansfoughtanarmyofSyracusansatnight.Inthedarkness,thecombatantslashedoutblindlyatoneanother.
BrownandBaileyfurtherobservethattheline"suggeststheconfusionofmid-Victorianvaluesofallkinds..."(Brown,
E.K,andJ.O.Bailey,eds.VictorianPoetry.2nded.NewYork:RonaldPress,1962,page831).

Interpretation

Letusatleastbetruetoeachotherinourmarriage,inourmoralstandards,inthewaywethink;fortheworldwillnotbe
truetous.Althoughitpresentsitselftousasadreamland,itisasham.Itoffersnothingtoeaseourjourneythroughlife.

FiguresofSpeech

Arnoldusesavarietyoffiguresofspeech,includingthefollowingexamples.(Fordefinitionsofthedifferentfiguresof
speech,seetheglossaryofliteraryterms:

AlliterationExamples1:to-night,tide;full,fair(Lines1-2);gleams,gone;coast,cliff;longline;whichthewaves;
folds,furled
Assonance:tide,lies;
ParadoxandHyperbole:gratingroarofpebbles
Metaphor:whichthewavesdrawback,andfling(comparisonofthewavestoanintelligententitythatrejectsthat
whichithascaptured)
Metaphor:turbidebbandflowofhumanmisery(comparisonofhumanmiserytotheebbandflowofthesea)

Metaphor:TheSeaofFaith(comparisonoffaithtowatermakingupanocean)

Simile:TheSeaofFaith...laylikethefoldsofabrightgirdlefurled(useofliketocomparetheseatoagirdle)

Metaphor:breathofthenight-wind(comparisonofthewindtoalivingthing)

Simile:theworld,whichseems/Toliebeforeuslikealandofdreams(useofliketocomparetheworldtoalandof
dreams)
Anaphora:Sovarious,sobeautiful,sonew(repetitionofso)
Anaphora:norlove,norlight,/Norcertitude,norpeace,norhelpforpain(repetitionofnor)

3.ANALYSISOFTHEPOEM.

"DoverBeach"isthemostfamouspoembyMatthewArnoldandisgenerally

consideredoneofthemostimportantpoemsofthe19thcentury.Itwasfirst

publishedin1867,inthecollection,NewPoems.

(cf.http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dover_Beach)



TITLE

Byreadingthetitle,wecannotknowwhatthepoemwilldealwith.Ifyouread

it,youwillprobablythinkthatitwilldealwithnaturebutitdoesn’t.So,Ithinkthathe

wrotethistitlebecauseinthefirststanza,whenhelocateswhereisthatsea,the

“doverbeach”willbethatonewhichcanbeseenonthefrenchcoast.

THEMES

Thispoem dealswithreligionandheisconcretelytakingaboutthe

lossoffaith.Butitisalsoabouttheindustrializationandthechangesinthe

cities(theprogress)thatwereocurringinthatperiodoftime(thevictorian

age).

STRUCTURE

Thispoemisstructuredin4stanzaswhichhavedifferentamountoflines.

Thefirststanzaconsistsof14lines,thesecondof6,thethirdof8andthelastone

of9lines.Thefirststanzacanbedividedinto2parts.Inthefirstpart(line1to6),

theseaisdescribedinaverypositiveway.Thiscanbeseenbecausethepoetuses

adjectivessuchas“fair”,“tranquil”,“calm”etc.But,afterline7,thatharmonious

atmospherechangesintosadness.Inthesecondstanza,itissaidthatSophocles

heardthesadnessofthesea(longago).Andthissadnessiscomparedtohuman

misery.Inthethirdstanzatheseaiscalledthe“Seaoffaith”toshowthatonce

humanitywasmorereligious.Thefirstthreelinesofthisstanzacreateafeelingof

hope,whereasthelastlinessoundsadandhopeless.

Thelaststanzacanbeseenasaconclusionoftheprecedingones.Inthis

lastoneitisillustratedthecontrastbetweenhopeandreality.Oncesometimeago

invictorianpopulationexistedthehope,nowheistalkingaboutthelossoffaith

(noweverythingisconfused,thereisnocertitude,norpeace,norhelpforpainetc

(line33).



STYLE

COMMUNICATIVESTRUCTURE

Thepoemismainlywritteninthirdperson,forexample:“thesea”(line

1,“thetide”(line2)or“theworld”(line30).Wecabalsoseeanapellative

sentenceinline9“listen!”.Thefirstpersononlyappearsonetimeinline24

“butnowIonlyhear”,anditcouldbetoemphasizethatdistrustinGodthat

theauthorofthepoemhas(thelossoffaith).And,eventuallywecanseethe

secondpersoninlines29,31and35“usandwe”andheisusingthisperson

tobesadforthatlossoffaithandthe“lies”thatpeoplewereliving.

Dealingwiththetemporalstructurewefindthatthefirststanzacanbeseen

asadescriptionofapresentstatus,soheusestheverbsinsimplepresenttense,

forexample:“is”(line1),“lies”(line2)or“begin”(line12).Whereasthesecond

stanzaisareferencetothepast,forthatreasonwecanseeverbsinsimplepast

tenselike“heard”(line16)or“brought”(line16).And,Imustalsosaythatwhenhe

referstoqhathethoughtbeforehislossoffaith,heusesthepastsuchas“was”

(line22)butwhenhetalksaboutwhathethinksnow,heusesthepresentlike“hear”

(line24)or“are”(line35).

COHESION

Wecanmainlyfindjuxtapositioninthispoem,suchas“thatideisfull,the

moonliesfair”(line2)or“Cometothewindow,sweetisthenight-air!”(line4)or

“Sovarious,sobeautiful,sonew”(line32).Butthereisalsoalotofcoordination,

using“and”,forexampleinlines4,5and21.Inallthepoemheusesthisconnector,

theword“and”.Furthermore,wecansee“but”inline24,thatisalsoacaseof

coordination.



Wecansaythattherearebothshortandlongsentencesbutthoselastones

arenotdifficulttounderstand.Thatlongsentencesarealwayslinkedbythe

connector“and”.

RETHORICALDEVICES

Wecanfindananaphorainlines4and5“Gleamsandglimmering”,to

underlinetheharmoniousatmosphereofthefirstsixlines.

Throughoutthepoem,theseaisusedasanimageandametaphor.Atfirst,

itisbeautifultolookatinthemoonlight(ll.1-8),thenitbeginstomakehostile

sounds("gratingroar"(l.9);"tremulouscadence"(l.13))thatevokeageneralfeeling

ofsadness.Inthethirdstanza,theseaisturnedintoametaphoric"SeaofFaith"

(l.21)—asymbolforatimewhenreligioncouldstillbeexperiencedwithoutthe

doubtsbroughtaboutbyprogressandscience(Darwinism).Now,the'SeaofFaith'

andthusthecertaintyofreligionwithdrawsitselffromthehumangraspandleaves

onlydarknessbehind.

Andfinally,wefindasimileinthethirdstanza,inline22“brightgirdle

furled”whichemphasizesthatfaithwasinseparabletoearth.

Wecanalsofindrepetitionsliketheword“sea”inlines1,20and21,

or“landandbegin”repeatedtwiceinlines8,12and31.

LEXISANDSEMANTICS

Therearenoarchaicwordsalthoughtherearesomewordswhich

nowadaystheyarenotwritteninthewaythatappearsinthepoem,sucas

“to-night”(line1)whichnowgoestogether“tonight”.



Dealingwithlexicalfieldswecanfindwordsrelatedwiththe“sea”

suchas“cliffs”(line4),“bay”(line5),“spray”(line7),“shore”(line22),“edge”

(line27),“strand”(line11),“land”(line8and31),“coast”(line3),“tide”(line

2),“waves”(line10),oradjectiveswhichexpressespositiveaspectslike

“calm”(line1),“gleam”(line4),andthsewhichexpressesnegativeaspects

suchas“norcertitude,norpeace,norhelpforpain”(line34)“darklingplain”

(line5)or“sadness”(line14).

Eventually,wecanfindsynonimssuchas“gleams”(line4)and“bright”

(line22).Or“shore”(line22)and“edges”(line27)and“pebbles”(line10)and

“shingles”(line28).

RHYTHMANDRHYME

Asforthemetricalscheme,thereisnoapparentrhymescheme,but

ratherafreehandlingofthebasiciambicpattern.Instanza3thereisa

seriesofopenvowels("Itsmelancholy,long,withdrawingroar"(l.25).A

generallyfallingsyntacticalrhythm canbedetectedandcontinuesinto

stanza4.Inthislaststanzaonecanfindsevenlinesofiambicpentameter

(l.31-37),withtherhymeschemeofabbacddcc.

AccordingtoRuthPitman,thispoem canbeseenas"aseriesof

incompletesonnets".

Thefirsttwosectionseachconsistof14linesthatsuggestbutdonot

achievestrictsonnetform,andexceptforashort(threefoot)openingline,

thelastsectionemulatestheoctaveofasonnet,butcloseswithasingle,



climacticlineinsteadofasestet—asthoughthefinalfivelineshadbeen

eroded.

(c.f.http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/arnold/touche4.html)

4.PERSONALINTERPRETATION

From myownpointofview,themaintopicofthispoem isreligion,

andconcretelythelossoffaithinthevictorianage.Ithinkthemainreason

whyhewrotethispoem isbecausehequestionedhimselfwhetherthe

religionwastrueornot.Wemustknowthathewasachristianbutassoon

ashegrewup,hebecameagnostic,thatmeans,helosthistrustinGod,so,

inaway,wecansaythathelosthisfaith.Dealingwiththestructureofthe

poem,wecansaythatinthefirststanza,from line1to6,theseais

describedwithverypositiveconnotationswhereasfrom line7to14,this

seaaisturnedintonegativeones.

Then,thesecondstanzamakesareferencetotheancientgreek.In

thisstanzatheseacontinueshavingbadconnotationsanditissaidthat,at

thosetimes,SophoclesalsoheardthatsadneesontheAgaean.Inthethird

one,theseaiscalledasthe“seaoffaith”andhemakesacomparison

betweenthegoodaspectsthattheseaoncehadandthatnowithasturned

intobadones.Andfinally,thelastone,wecouldsaythatitentiresallthe

otherstanzas.Andherehecouldbesayingthathehasrealisedthatpeople

arealoneintheworld,hedidnotknowifhemusthavefaithornot,sothe

onlywaytosurviveisbeingsupportivewitheachother.Buthecouldalsobe

talkingabouttheindustrialization.Wecanseeinthelaststanza,wherewe

cansupposethathecouldbesayingthatthecitywaschangingduetothe

industrializationbuttherearepeoplewhoarediscontentwiththisprogress.

But,asawhole,Ithinkthatthemainthemeisthelossoffaith.



5.CONCLUSION

Inordertosum up,Iwouldliketosaythatwehaveseenwhythis

poem reflectssogoodwhathefeltaboutreligion.Wemustalsosaythat

apartfromreflectingquitewellMatthew’sownfeelings,italsoexpressesthe

epoqueofdoubtandofquestioningreligion(whetheritwastrueornot)in

thevictorianage.Weshouldrememberthat,asIhavesaidbefore,thisageis

characterizedbythedistrustinGod,andthelossoffaith(whichthispoem

reflectsverygood).

Wemustknowtoo,thathewasachristianbut,whilehegrewupinto

adulthood,hebecameagnostic,Ithinkthat’sthereasonwhyhewrotethis

poem,toexpresswhathethoughtinthatmomentaboutreligion.

So,toconclude,wecansaythatalthoughthisisoneofthemost

importantpoemsthatMatthewArnoldhaswrote,itisalsointerestingandI

havechosenthispoem todomypaperbecauseithelpsustounderstand

bettertheviewthatvictorianshadtowardsreligionandfaith.AndMatthew,

usessimplesentences,notdifficulttounderstand,toexplainthistopicthat

hasaveryimportantroleinvictorianage.ThatiswhyIhavechosenthis

poem.

ThefirsttimeIreadthepoem“DoverBeach”byMatthewArnold,Igottheimpressionofsomberness,

uncertainty,andmelancholy.Tome,itconveystheideasofself-deceit,change,consequence,

humanity,andastrugglefortruth.Ihadtolookuptheword“shingles,”becauseit’snotusedasa

referencetoroofs,butpilesofsmallstonesonabeach.Inordertounderstanditbetter,Iinterpreted

andparaphrasedthepoemasfollows:‘Ourfaithinourselvesandtheworldwasoncestrong,and

earthwasfulloftexture,quality,anddiversity.ButnowIonlyhearthosethingsebbingaway,leaving

ustodestroynatureandbecomedullandemotionless.Letusloveoneanother!Fortheworldseems

tohaveeverythingwewant,sodiverse,sobeautiful,sonew,butitreallydoesn’thavejoy,love,

goodness,certainty,peace,orsolace;wearementallyandemotionallyblind,fightinginsecret,

confused,notknowingwhatwe’refightingabout.’

“DoverBeach”byMatthewArnold-thenameofthepoemmaybeareferencetoanactualplace,a

beachthathasrocksinsteadofsand,suggestingthatit’sratherbareanddull.Thisisalyricpoem,

becausetherearen’teventsthathappensequentiallylikeinanarrativepoem.Itdoesn’texactly

changetopicsbetweenthetwostanzas;however,thefocusdoesshiftabit,becauseinthefirst

stanza,it’stalkingaboutabeach,givinganexampletorepresenttheworldingeneral,whichiswhat



thesecondstanzaisabout.

Thereareseveralsensoryimagesinthepoem.Forexample,whenitsays“melancholy,long,

withdrawingroar,”itappealstothesenseofhearingandgivesthereaderafeelingofdesperationand

emotionalpain.Whenyoureadthatline,youcanjusthearinyourmindthelong,desperatecryofa

personstrugglingwithsomeunknown,internalforce.Engagingthereader’ssight,the“roundearth’s

shore”and“thefoldsofabrightgirdlefurled”comeintoplay,givingoffapositive,beautifulfeeling.

Thismaybebecausethepoetwantedtogivethereaderanintimationofwhattheworldwaslike

whenithadthe“SeaofFaith,”whenwestillappreciatednatureandhadfaithinitandourselves.The

phrase“adarklingplain”bringstominddarknessofcourse,showingthatpeopledon’tknowwhat

they’redoing;we’rejustswaggeringaroundwithblindfoldson.Thelastfewwordsofthepoem,

“…ignorantarmiesclashbynight”givesasenseofconfusionandstupidity,butatthesametime

secrecy.

AsfarasI’mconcerned,thisentirepoemisaseriesofmetaphorsallmergingtogether.Thefirstline,

“TheSeaofFaith,”isprobablyreferringtothefaithandappreciationthatpeopleputinnatureandin

themselves.Sowhenitsaysthattheseaoffaithwasonce,too,atthefull,it’ssayingthatpeoplehad

alotoffaithinthemselvesandinnaturebutwedon’tanymore.“ButnowIonlyhearitsmelancholy,

long,withdrawingroar,retreating,tothebreathofthenight-wind,downthevastedgesdrearand

nakedshinglesoftheworld”meansthatpeoplearelosingtheirfaith,sotheworldisbecomingmuch

moredreary,bare,andwithoutbeautyortexture,probablybecauseofhumansplacingless

importanceonnatureandemotions,andemphasizingtechnology,dehumanizingsocietyingeneral.

Thelasttwolinesofthepoem,“Sweptwithconfusedalarmsofstruggleandflightwhereignorant

armiesclashbynight,”mostlikelyreferstoopposingpeoplefightingandgoingtowar,buttheydon’t

evenknowwhatthey’refightingabout.Drawingon“clashbynight,”thefightingisdoneinsecretso

thatthemajorityofpeopledon’tknowthatthere’sevenaproblem.Therearethreesimilesinthe

poem-“androundearth’sshorelaylikethefoldsofabrightgirdlefurled”showsthatbeforewelost

ourselves,theearthwaspredominantlynaturalandfulloflifeanddiversity.Thesecondsimileis“For

theworld,whichseemstoliebeforeuslikealandofdreams...”Alandofdreamswouldcontain

everythingyoucouldeverwant,everythingbeautifulandpainless,sothepoetissayingthatthat’show

mostpeopleperceivetheworld.Lastly,“andwearehereasonadarklingplain”comparesbeingina

darkplacetothefactthatoursocietydoesn’treallyknowwhatit’sdoingeventhoughitthinksitdoes,

andifwejustshootblindly,theremightbenegativeconsequences.

Thereisarepetitionofthewords“so”threetimes,and“nor”fivetimes,inthesecondstanzaofDover

Beach,probablytoemphasizethecontrastbetweentheperceivedworldandhowitactuallyis.It

especiallydrawsattentiontothelinesabouttheworldnotreallyhavingallthesegreatthingslikelove,

joy,certainty,orpeace,whichissignificantbecausehumanshavemadeitthisway.Theword“roar”is

anonomatopoeia,drawingattentiontothefeelingsofangeranddesperation.“Clash”canalsobean

onomatopoeia,showingtheforcefulstrugglesofthe“armies.”Thereareafewcoupletsinthesecond

stanza,butonlytworeallydrawthereader’sattentionbecauseoftherhythmofthelines,theplaces

whereyoupause.Forexample,therhyminglinesin‘fortheworld,whichseemstoliebeforeuslikea

landofdreams’isn’tnearlyasnoticeableas‘norcertitude,norpeace,norhelpforpain;andweare

hereasonadarklingplain’or‘sweptwithconfusedalarmsofstruggleandflightwhereignorant

armiesclashbynight.’Theauthormaywanttodrawattentiontothosefourlinesbecausethey

containoneofthemostimperativemessages-weshouldthinkabouttheconsequencesofwhatwe

dobeforewejuststabwildlyinthedark.

Thispoemusesfirstpersonpointofview.Themoodisdrearyandveryreflective.Thethemeisthat

peopleshouldplacetheirfaithintheworld,becauseifyouchangethingstoomuchwithoutthinking

oftheconsequences,negativethingswillprobablyhappen.ThepoetcallsattentiontothephraseSea

ofFaithbycapitalizingit,becausethat’swhatthewholepoemisaboutandthat’sessentiallythemost

importantthingaccordingtothepoet,havingfaithinourselvesandourworld.

ThefirsttimeIread“DoverBeach,”Ireallydidn’thaveacluewhatitmeant,butasIreaditcarefully

andthoughtaboutitdeeply,themoreIcametounderstandit.JustlikeMrs.Phelpsinthenovel

Fahrenheit451,IfeellikeIcanmakeaconnectionwiththepoem,makingitmoremeaningful.Asfor



Mrs.Phelps,herhusbandwasgoingtowarandthereforeshecouldrelatetothepoem;itspeaksof

fightingfornoreasonandalthoughMrs.Phelpsmaynotrealizeit,deepdownsheknowsthere’sno

reasonforthewarandtherereallyshouldn’tbeone.Shestillretainsthathumanelementunderthe

surfaceandshedoescarealotaboutherhusbandanddoesn’twanttoseehimgethurt.

TheeffectthispoemhasonthereaderhasalottodowiththetechniquesMatthewArnoldused.For

example,ifthemoodwasextremelycheeryandupbeatinsteadofsomberanddreary,itwouldn’t

conveythemessagenearlyaswell;itwouldn’tmakethereaderreflectonsocietyandhimorherself

nearlyasmuch,sothewholepointofthepoemwouldn’tcomeacross.Themessagealsowouldn’t

comeacrossaswellifthepoethadn’tusedallthemetaphorsthathedid,especiallywhenitcomesto

beingonadarkplainandarmiesclashingbynight,becausethatreallyillustratesthepointthatwe

don’tknowwhatwe’redoingwhenwedohalfthethingswedo.I’mstilluncertainaboutseveral

aspectsofthepoem,becausetherearesomanywaysyoucaninterpreteverything.Whoexactlyare

the“armies?”Doshinglessymbolizetheemptyqualityofthepeopleinsociety,orthebarenessofthe

worldbecausepeopleareignoringnatureandadvancingtechnologysomuch?



Theroadnottaken

Evenifyouhaven'tyetread"TheRoadNotTaken,"itwillprobablyhaveafamiliarringwhenyou

do–it'soneofthemostpopularpoemsbyoneofthemostfamousAmericanwritersofthe

twentiethcentury,RobertFrost.AlongwithFrost'spoem"StoppingbyWoodsonaSnowy

Evening,"it'sprobablyoneofthemosttaughtpoemsinAmericanschools.Firstpublishedin

Frost'scollectionMountainIntervalin1916,almostacenturylater"TheRoadNotTaken"isstill

quotedleftandrightbyinspirationalspeakers,writers,commercials,andeverydaypeople.

Wecouldgoonandonabouthowfamousthispoemis,but,sinceitisfamous,youprobably

alreadyknowthat.

Whatyoumightnotknowisthatthispoemmaynotbeassimpleandupliftingasitseems.While

"TheRoadNotTaken"isoftenreadasaresoundingnonconformist'scredo,thepoemisn'tso

sureaboutitsmessage.Infact,sometimesitflatoutcontradictsitself.

Butthepossibilitythatthepoemhasmultiplemeaningsdoesn'tmeanthatit'snotworthyofits

popularity.Actually,thepoem'sambiguityimprovesit.Readclosely,thispoemismorethan

popularculturehasmadeitouttobe.It'smorethanacalltogoyourownway;it'sareflectionon

life'shardchoicesandunknowns.

WhyShouldICare?

Mostpeoplehavebeenfacedwithaforkinanactualroadorpath,andnotbeensurewhichpath

togodown.Ofcourse,today,wecanwhipoutaGPSorcellphoneandfigureoutwhichisthe

correctpath.Butifwe'rebeyondthereachofsatellites,wejustmakeachoice,unaidedby

technology.Wemightpicktheroadthatgetsuswherewewanttogo,oronethattakesus

somewherenew,buteitherway,theroadwechoosetakesustowhereweare.

Justliketryingtopickapathwhenwe'redrivingorwalking,we'veallhadtochoosefrom

differentpathsinlife:whichjobtotake,whichcollegetogoto,whichgirlorboytoaskto

homecoming–thelistoflife'schoicesisendless.Andforeverymetaphoricalroadwetakeinlife,

thereisaroadnottaken–theclubwedidn'tjoin,theclasswedidn'ttake,thewordswedidn't

say.

Oneofthebigquestionswefaceiswhetherornottotakethewell-beaten,typicalpath.Isthat

thebestchoice,orshouldwebenon-conformistsandtaketheless-traveledroute?Yearsintothe

future,aftermakingourdecision,howwillwefeelaboutthepathwe'vechosen?

RobertFrost's"TheRoadNotTaken"isaboutthesequandaries,presentineveryperson'slife.A

lotofpeoplethinkthispoemisencouragingustotaketheroadthat'slesstraveled.Andwhileit's

easytofallintothatwell-beatenpathofanalysis,it'snotexactlyaccurate.Somakesurethat

whenyoureadthispoem,youtakeyourownroad,whetherit'stheroadlesstraveledornot.



Ourspeakerhascometoaforkinapathinthewoods.It'sfall,andtheleavesareturningcolors.

He'sunsurewhichwaytogo,andwisheshecouldgobothways.Helooksdownonepathasfar

ashecansee,butthenhedecidestotaketheother.Hethinksthepathhedecidestotakeisnot

quiteaswornastheotherone,butreally,thepathsareaboutthesame,andthefallenleaveson

bothlookprettyfresh.

Thespeakerreflectsonhowheplanstotaketheroadthathedidn'ttakeanotherday,but

suspectsthatheprobablywon'tevercomeback.Instead,faroffinthefuture,he'llbetalking

abouthowhisdecisionwasfinalandlifechanging.

Line1

Tworoadsdivergedinayellowwood,

 Ourspeakerisdescribingaforkintheroad.Thispoem
wasfirstpublishedin1916,whencarswereonlyjust
beginningtobecomeprominent,sotheseroadsinthe
woodareprobablymorelikepaths,notroadslikewe'd
thinkofthemtoday.

 Thewoodsareyellow,whichmeansthatit'sprobablyfall
andtheleavesareturningcolors.

 "Diverged"isjustanotherwordforsplit.There'saforkin
theroad.

Lines2-3

AndsorryIcouldnottravelboth

Andbeonetraveler,longIstood

 Thespeakerwantstogodownbothroadsatonce,but
sinceit'simpossibletowalkdowntworoadsatonce,he
hastochooseoneroad.

 Thespeakeris"sorry"hecan'ttravelbothroads,
suggestingregret.

 Becauseoftheimpossibilityoftravelingbothroads,the
speakerstandstheretryingtochoosewhichpathhe's
goingtotake.Becausehe'sstanding,weknowthathe's
onfoot,andnotinacarriageoracar.

Lines4-5

AndlookeddownoneasfarasIcould

Towhereitbentintheundergrowth;

 Thespeakerreallywantstogodownbothpaths–he's
thinkinghardabouthischoice.He'sstaringdownone
road,tryingtoseewhereitgoes.Buthecanonlyseeup
tothefirstbend,wheretheundergrowth,thesmallplants
andgreeneryofthewoods,blockshisview.

 Thisiswherewestarttothinkaboutthemetaphorical
meaningsofthispoem.Ifourspeakeris,aswesuspect,
ataforkintheroadofhislife,andnotatanactualroad,



hecouldbetryingtopeerintohisfutureasfarashecan.
But,sincehecan'treallypredictthefuture,hecanonly
seepartofthepath.Whoknowswhatsurprisesitcould
hold?

Line6

Thentooktheother,asjustasfair,

 Soafterallthisbuildupaboutoneroad,whichhe's
lookeddownforalongtime,ourspeakertakestheother
path.

 Thenwegetatrickylittlephrasetodescribethisroad.
It's"asjustasfair."Readwithoutthefirst"as,"this
phraseisclear,ifyouthinkoffairasmeaningattractive,
orpretty.Butthefirst"as"makesthephrasealittlemore
difficult.Combiningthewords"just"and"fair"inthe
samephraseisaplayonwords–bothofthesewords
havemultiplemeanings.Thephrasecouldmean
somethinglike"asjustasitisfair,"asinproper,
righteous,andequal.Butthisdoesn'tquiteapplytoa
road.

 Yetwetrustthatourspeakerwouldn'tletthingsget
awkwardwithoutmeaningit.We'reguessingthathe
meanstheroadisjustaspretty,butthatinthe
metaphoricalworldofthispoem,hethinkshemadethe
fair,orright,choice.

 Butit'snotfairer–it'sjustasfair.Sohewaschoosing
betweentworoads,orfutures,thatweredifferentbut
potentiallyequallygood.

Lines7-8

Andhavingperhapsthebetterclaim,

Becauseitwasgrassyandwantedwear;

 Thespeakerstillseemsprettyuncertainwhenhe
explainsthatthissecondpathisbetter.Itisonly
"perhaps"better.

 Thenthespeakertellsuswhythepathisbetter–it
seemslikeithasn'tbeenwalkedonverymuch,because
it'sgrassyanddoesn'tlookworn.

 Becarefulnottothinkthatthephrase"wantedwear"is
personification(itisalliteration,though)."Wanted,"in
thisinstance,meanssomethingmorelike"lacked."

Lines9-10

Thoughasforthatthepassingthere

Hadwornthemreallyaboutthesame,

 Thespeakerofthispoemreallycan'tseemtomakeup
hismind!Justwhenwethinkwe'vegotadeclaration
aboutwhichpathisbetter,hechangeshismindand



admitsthatmaybetheywereequalafterall.
 The"asforthat"referstothepathbeinglessworn.
 "Thepassingthere"referstotraffic,probablyonfootjust

likeourspeaker,thatmayhavewornthepathsdown.

Lines11-12

Andboththatmorningequallylay

Inleavesnostephadtroddenblack.

 Here,again,wehearthatthepathsareequal,butwefind
outsomethingnew,thatit'smorning.It'spossiblethat
ourspeakeristhefirsttotraveltothisplaceonthatday.

 Thepathsarecoveredwithleaves,whichhaven'tbeen
turnedblackbystepscrushingthem.

 Wait,wethoughtonepathwasgrassy…andnowit's
coveredwithleaves.Possibly,theleavesaren'tverythick,
orthegrasssticksupinbetweenthem.Ormaybethe
speakerisn'tbeingquitehonest.

Line13

Oh,Ikeptthefirstforanotherday!

 Thespeakerseemslikehe'salreadyregrettinghis
decision.Heisrationalizinghischoiceofpathbysaying
he'llcomebacktotheonehemissedlater.

 Thisisafamiliarwaytodealwithdifficultchoices;"you
canalwayscomebackandtryitagainlater,"wethink.

 Withan"Oh"atthebeginningandanexclamationpoint
attheend,thislineisemphatic.Thespeakerfeels
stronglyaboutwhathe'ssayinghere.

Lines14-15

Yetknowinghowwayleadsontoway,

IdoubtedifIshouldevercomeback.

 Thespeakerrealizesthathishopestocomebackandtry
theotherpathmaybefoolish.

 Heknowshow"wayleadsontoway"–howoneroad
canleadtoanother,andthenanother,untilyouendup
veryfarfromwhereyoustarted.Becauseofthis,he
doesn'tthinkhe'lleverbeabletocomebackandtake
thatotherpath,asmuchashewisheshecould.

 Herewereturntothemetaphoricalmeaningofthis
poem.Inanylifedecision,wecanhedgeourbetsby
thinkingwecanalwayscomeback,tryadifferentoption
later.Butsometimesourdecisionstakeustoother
decisions,andyetstillothers,andit'simpossibleforus
toretraceourstepsandarrivebackatthatoriginal
decision.

 It'slikedecidingwhichcollegetogoto–"Icanalways
transfer"ahighschoolseniormightthink.Butthen,once



thedecisionismadeandfreshmanyearhaspassed,the
realityhitsthatswitchingschoolsisalotmore
complicatedthanitseems,andit'shardtostart
completelyoversomewhereelse.

Lines16-17

Ishallbetellingthiswithasigh

Somewhereagesandageshence:

 Nowwejumpforwardintime.Wedon'tknowexactly
when,butweknowthatit'sagesandages"hence,"or,
fromnow.Sowe'reprobablytalkingyears,notmonths.

 Weknowthatthisstoryisimportant,becausethe
speakerwillstillbetellingitmanyyearslater.

 He'llbetellingitwithasigh,though,whichisinteresting
becausesighscanbehappy,sad,ormerelyreflective–
andwedon'tknowwhatkindofsighthisis.

 So,weknowthatthischoiceisprobablygoingtobe
importantforthespeaker'sfuture,butwedon'tknowif
he'sgoingtobehappyaboutitornot.

Line18

Tworoadsdivergedinawood,andI—

 Thislineisarepetitionofthefirstlineofthepoem,with
thesubtractionoftheword"yellow"andtheadditionof
thewords"andI."

 Thisrepetitionhelpstobringthepoemtoaconclusion.It
remindsuswhat'simportantinthepoem–theconcept
ofchoosingbetweentwodifferentpaths.

 Then,wegetthehesitationof"andI"andthedash.This
letsusknowthatwhateverthespeakerisabouttosay
nextisimportant.

Line19

Itooktheonelesstraveledby,

 Inthisline,thespeakersumsuphisstoryandtellsus
thathetooktheroadlesstraveledby.Withthehesitation
inthelinebefore,thisdeclarationcouldbetriumphant–
orregretful.

 Also,rememberitwasn'texactlyclearthattheroadour
speakertookwastheonethatwaslesstraveled.Hesaid
atfirstthatitlookedlessworn,butthenthatthetwo
roadswereactuallyaboutequal.

 Beforeyoustartgettingmadatourspeakerfor
stretchingthetruth,rememberthathe'stellinghisstory
farinthefuture,alongtimefromwhenitactually
happened.He'spredictingthathismemorywilltellhim
thathetooktheroadlesstraveledby,orthathe'llliein
thefuture,nomatterwhattherealityofthesituationwas.



Line20

Andthathasmadeallthedifference.

 Atfirstglanceitseemsthatthislineistriumphant–the
narratortookthepaththatnooneelsedid,andthatis
whathasmadethedifferenceinhislifethatmadehim
successful.

 Buthedoesn'tsaythatitmadehimsuccessful–an
optimisticreaderwantsthelinetoreadpositively,butit
couldbereadeitherway.A"difference"couldmean
success,orutterfailure.

 Remember,thespeakeristellingusaboutwhathe's
goingtosayinthefuture.Fromwhereheisnow,just
lookingdownthepathasfarashecansee,hecan'ttellif
thefuturethatitleadshimtoisgoingtobegoodorbad.
Hejustknowsthathischoiceisimportant–thatitwill
makeallthedifferenceinhislife.

 Thespeakerofthispoemcouldbesayingthathischoice
madeallthedifferencewhilehe'ssurroundedbyhis
grandchildren,byafireinacozylittlehouse.Orhecould
besayingittothewind,whilewalkingaloneonthe
streets.Atthispoint,hedoesn'tknow–andneitherdo
we.

Roads
SymbolAnalysis

Thispoemisaboutactualandfigurativeroads:theroadswewalkanddriveon,andtheroadswe

takethroughlife.Asthespeakerofthispoemdiscusses,foreveryroadwetake,there'saroad

wedon'ttake.Wrongturnornot,theroadswetakecanendupmakingsignificantchangesinour

lives.Andwe'llalwayswonderabouttheroadsthatwedidn'ttry.

 Line1:Thislinesetsthescenefortheliteralandmetaphoricalforkintheroadthatthe
speakerfaces.Theroadsplittinginthewoodsisametaphorforachoice.Whereverthe
speaker'slifehastakenhimsofar,hehascometothepointwhere,togoanyfarther,he
needstomakeachoicethattakeshimdownonepathandprecludeshimfromtakingthe
other.Becausetheforkintheroadisametaphorforchoicesthroughoutthepoem,it's
calledanextendedmetaphor.

 Lines4-5:Thisdescriptionoftheroadisametaphorforthefuture.Justlikewecanonly
seeapathinthewoodsforsofar,wecanonlyseetheconsequencesofourdecisions
forashortwhileintoourfuture.

 Line6:Here,thespeakerdecidesthat,eventhoughhe'sspentalongtimelookingdown
oneroad,he'sgoingtotaketheother,whichseemsjustasinteresting.Thisisprobablya
metaphorforasuddendecision–whenwethinkaboutdoingonething,like,say,staying
withaboyfriendorgirlfriend,foralongtime.Butthen,allofasudden,wefindourselves
doingsomethingelse–dumpingtheboyorgirl,andsettingoutonanewpath.Wedon't
knowwhywedidit,otherthanthatwethoughtwe'dbejustashappywithonechoiceas
theother.

 Lines13-15:Thespeakerwantstobeabletotakebothroads,butrealizesthatthenature
oftheseroadsissuchthatheprobablywillneverbeabletocomebacktothisplace.This
isametaphorforadecisionthatchangeseverything–onceyou'vemadeityoucannever
goback.



 Lines18-20:Therepetitionofthefirstlinebringsusbacktothebeginningofthe
extendedmetaphor,andthenthelasttwolinesconcludethemetaphor.Inline19,oneof
theroadsisbeingaffirmedaslesstraveled,eventhoughthenarratorseemedunsure
before.Andthenwegetthefamousline"andthathasmadeallthedifference,"which
solidifiesthefigurativelevelofthispoembysayingthattakingtheroadthatthespeaker
took,makingthechoicethathemade,haschangedhislife.

Nature
SymbolAnalysis

Youmightnotassociateroadswithnature,butremember,we'retalkingaboutaRobertFrost

poemhere.We'renottalkinghighways–highwaysdidn'tevenexistwhenthispoemwaswritten.

Instead,thispoemcentersontworoads(morelikepaths)goingthroughthewoodsinautumn.

Natureinthispoemsetsthescene,andcouldholdmetaphoricalmeaningaswell.

 Line1:Thislinegivesusthesettingofthepoem.Thespeakertellsusthewoodsare
yellow,sowecaninferthatit'sautumn.Themetaphoricalsignificanceofthispoem
takingplaceinautumncouldbethatthespeakerismakingthischoiceinthefallofhis
life,whenhe'sbeginningtogrowold.

 Line5:Wefindoutherethatthesewoodsmustbeprettythick,becausearoadcan
disappearintheundergrowth.Metaphorically,theundergrowthcouldrepresentaspects
ofthespeaker'sfuturethatareunclear.

 Lines7-8:Thespeakerisbiasedinfavorofnature.Hethinksonepathcouldbebetter
becausefewerpeoplehavewornitdown.Theselinesarenotjustaboutnature,butarea
metaphorforadecisionthatislesscommonlymade.

 Lines11-12:Here,weseetheautumnimagerycontinue,andwefindoutthatit'smorning.
Wealsoseeacontradictionoftheearlierclaimthatonepathislesswornthantheother.
Thislineshowsusthattheleaveshavefreshlyfallen–perhapsmaskingwhichpathwas
moreorlesstraveledthedaybefore.So,metaphorically,thislinepointsoutthat
sometimesthere'snowaytotellwhichdecisionisbetter.

 Line18:Thefirstlineisrepeatedhere.Thedetailthatthewoodsareyellowisleftout,but
therepetitionshowsthatnatureisstillimportanttothespeaker.

 RhymingQuintainsofIambicTetrameter

 Thispoemhasaprettycomplicatedform.We'llstartwiththe(relatively)simplestuff.

Thepoemconsistsoffourstanzaswithfivelineseach.Thesearecalledquintains.And

ineachquintain,therhymeschemeisABAAB.Forexample,takethefirststanza:

Tworoadsdivergedinayellowwood,(A)

AndsorryIcouldnottravelboth(B)

Andbeonetraveler,longIstood(A)

AndlookeddownoneasfarasIcould(A)

Towhereitbentintheundergrowth;(B)

Therhythmofthepoemisabittrickier.Itisbasicallyiambic,whichmeansthatthereis

oneunstressedsyllablefollowedbyastressedsyllable(daDUM).Therearemany

variationsinthispoem,mostofwhichareanapestic,whichmeansthattherearetwo

unstressedsyllablesfollowedbyastressedsyllable(dadaDUM).

Themostcommonuseofiambsinpoetryisinpentameter,whichmeansthatthereare



five"feet,"orunitsofstressedandunstressedsyllables,inthepoem.Butthispoemisin

iambictetrameter,whichmeansthatthereareonlyfourfeet(tetra=four).Ifyoureadthe

poemaloud,youshouldbeabletohearfourdistinctbeatsperline.Itwillsoundroughly

likethis:daDUMdaDUMdaDUMdaDUM.

Let'slookatthefirstlineasanexample.Stressedsyllablesareinboldanditalic.

Tworoads|diverged|inayell|owwood

Eachofthefourfeetinthislineisiambicexceptforthethird,becauseboth"in"and"a"

areunstressedsyllables,makingitananapest.

Sothispoemhasarhythmandrhymescheme,buttheydepartalittlefromthenorm,just

likethespeakerofthispoem,whochooseshisownpath.

SpeakerPointofView
Whoisthespeaker,cansheorhereadminds,and,moreimportantly,canwetrustherorhim?

Ourspeakerisaveryconflictedguy.Hedoesn'ttellustoomuchabouthimself,butweknowthat

heisfacingabigdecision;theroadhe'swalkingon,andthelifehe'sleading,issplittingintotwo

separateroadsupahead.Leavesarefallingandthewoodsareyellow,so,ifthewoodsarea

metaphorforthespeaker'slife,wecanguessthathe'ssomewhereinthefallofhislife,maybe

hisfortiesorfifties.Inthisstageofhislife,it'sprobablytoolatetogobackandchangehismind

afterhemakesbigdecisions;heknowsthatheprobablywillneverhavetime.

Thedecisionhe'supagainstcouldbesomethinglikechangingcareersormovingtoadifferent

place.Hecouldjustbehavingthetypicalmid-lifecrisis,unsureifhelikeswherehislifeisgoing,

eventhoughhealwaysthoughthewould.Whateverthedecisionis,itmustbemajor,becausehe

knowsthathe'llstillbetalkingaboutitfarinthefuture,sayingthatitmadeabigdifferenceinhis

life.

Wecanguessthathelikesnature,becausehe'soutinthewoods,justwanderingaroundwithout

aplanofwheretogonext.Weknowhe'sadventurousandimpulsive,becausethoughhespends

alongtimecontemplatingonepath,hetakestheotherinasplitsecond.Hepreferstothinkthat

thepathhetakesislesstraveled,eventhoughbothpathsareaboutthesame,andthinksthat,in

thefuture,he'llsaythathetookthepathlesstravelednomatterwhat.

We'renotsureifourspeakerishappyorsadwiththechoicehe'smade.Whatdoyouthink?He

mightnotknoweither.

TheRoadNotTakenSetting
WhereItAllGoesDown

Oursettingisinaforest,butit'snot"lovelydarkanddeep"likethewoodsinoneofFrost'sother

famouspoems,"StoppingbyWoodsonaSnowyEvening."Instead,thesewoodsarejustyellow,

andourspeakerisnot,likeintheotherpoem,inahorsedrawncart,butonfoot.



It'sfallinthispoem–thetreesareturningcolors,andtheleavesarefalling.It'sprobablyquite

prettyout,withthecrispsmellofautumnintheair.There'sanicelittleroad,probablygravelor

dirt,runningthroughthewoods,whichsuggeststhatthere'sagoodamountoftrafficrunning

throughhere.Butit'searlyenoughinthemorningthatthefallenleavesarestillfreshontheroad,

andoneroadisevengrassy.Neitherroadshowsmuchsignofwear.

Sohereourspeakeris,inthefallwithoutamaporawornpathtoleadhimonhisway.He

studiesthepaths,butmoretotryandchoosewhichonetotakethantoappreciatetheirbeauty.

Overall,thissettingwouldbeaprettyniceplacetobe,lookingatthecolors,choosingourpathas

wewent,andwalkinginthefreshairallday.

Readthispoemaloud.Whatdoyouhear?

Therhythmofthispoemmakesusfeellikewearewalkingthroughthewoodswiththespeaker.

Wecanhearhisfootstepsinthesteadyrhythmandrhyme,withtheoccasionaldiversiontolook

atthecolorsofaparticularlybrillianttree.Withlinesalittleshorterthantheaveragemetrical

poem(apoemthatfollowsasetpatternofrhythm)andstanzasalittlelongerthantheaverage

rhymingpoem,thesoundof"TheRoadNotTaken"isn'tlikemanyotherpoems,justlikethe

speaker,whotriestobedifferentfromeveryoneelsewhenhechooseshispath.

Still,wecanhearinthesoundofthepoemthatthespeakerisn'tspeedingahead,butproceeding

slowlyandcarefully,ashe'snotquitesurehe'sontherightpath.Themostobviousindicationof

thishesitationinthesoundofthepoemisinthelaststanza,wherethespeakerrepeatstheword

"I."Thissoundslikethespeakerhasstoppedwalkingforamoment,andeventhebirdsinthe

woodhavestoppedtolistentohowthespeakerwillendthepoem.

Thetitleofthispoemmaybethekeytoitsinterpretation.Thetitleisnot,asitisoftenmistaken

tobe,"TheRoadLessTraveled,"butis"TheRoadNotTaken."Ifthetitlewere"TheRoadLess

Traveled,"thepoemwouldhaveastrangerfocusonnonconformity–takingthepaththatothers

don'ttake.Butthetitle"TheRoadNotTaken"focusesthepoemonlostopportunities–theroad

thatthespeakerdidnottake.

Thepoemshowsconsiderableambivalenceaboutwhichroadislesstraveled–onemoment,

oneismoregrassy,thenext,they'rebothequallycoveredwithfreshleaves.Itseemsthat,onthis

autumnmorning,neitherroadlookedworn,regardlessofwhatthespeakermaysaywhenhetells

thestoryyearsfromnow.

Butthespeakermadeachoice,andtookapath.Intakingthatpath,hegaveuphischanceto

taketheotherone.Metaphorically,thismeansthatthespeakerisreflectingonhislifechoices,

andhowtheyaregoingtoaffecthislife.Whatcouldhavehappenedifhemadeadifferentchoice?

Whathislifewouldhavebeenlike?

Morethananythinginthetextofthepoem,thistitlehintsthatthepoemisaboutlost

opportunities,andthecomplexitiesofchoices,notjustchoosingthepaththatisfreshandnew.

Whatisthepoet’ssignaturestyle?



PickYourOwnMeaning

Frostlikestoleavethemeaningofhispoemsuptothereader.Heguidesusintherightdirection

withhintsandsuggestions,butintheend,heusesalotofwordsandphrasesthatprobably

meanonething–butcouldverywellmeansomethingcompletelydifferent.ThismakesFrost

poemsfuntoread,becausethereadergetstobrainstormlotsofpossiblemeanings,andthen

choosewhatthepoemmeanstothem.ItalsomakesitsothateverynewtimeyoureadaFrost

poem,youcanfindaslightlydifferentmeaninginit.

We’vegotyourback.WiththeTough-O-Meter,you’llknowwhethertobringextralayersorSwiss
armyknivesasyousummittheliterarymountain.(10=Toughest)

(3)BaseCamp

Thedifficultyofthispoemfitsitssubject:you'renothikingupamountain,buttakingalovely

walkinthewoods.Thelanguageisprettystraightforwardandeasytofollow,withlittlebumps

butnomajorhillstoclimb.However,justlikethespeakerofthepoemhastomakeadecision

aboutwhichpathtotake,youhavetomakeadecisionaboutwhatthepoemmeanstoyou,

becausethere'smorethanonepossiblemeaning.Luckily,unlikechoosingapathinthewoods,

withpoeticmeaning,youcanchoosemorethanone.

TheRoadNotTakenTrivia
BrainSnacks:TastyTidbitsofKnowledge

WhenFrosttriedtosubmitpoetrytoTheAtlanticMonthlyin1912,hewasrefused.(Source)

WhenFrostspokeatPresidentKennedy'sinauguration,KennedywasafraidthatFrostwould

showhimup.TurnsoutFrost,whohadwrittenanewpoemfortheoccasion,couldn'tseeorhold

thepagesofhisnewpoemonthesunnyandwindyday,andrecitedanoldpoem,"TheGift

Outright,"instead.Goodthinghehappenedtohaveitmemorized!(Source)

WhenFrostdied,hisfamilyrequestedthatpeoplesendnotflowers,butmoney,sotheycould

createafoundationforrewardinghighschoolteachers.(Source)

TheRoadNotTakenThemeofChoices

"TheRoadNotTaken"centersontheconceptofchoice.Thepaththatthespeakeriswalkingon

issplittingintwodirections,andhehastodecidewhichwaytogo.Thispathisnotjustinthe

woods,butalsorepresentsadecisioninhislife.Somethinginhislifeischanging,forcinghimto

makeachoice.Yethehasareallyhardtimedeciding–onemoment,hethinksonewayisbetter,

thenext,bothpathsareaboutthesame.Whetherornothehasareasonwhythechoicehe

makesisbetter,hehastomakeit.Andthatchoicechangeshislife.

QuestionsAboutChoices

1.Whatdoyouthinktheforkintheroadcouldrepresentinthespeaker'slife?
2.Doyouthinkthespeakerishappywithhischoiceornot?Why?



3.Whichroaddoyouthinkyouwouldhavetakenifyouwerethespeaker?Why?
4.Whatdoyouthinkthedifferencesbetweenthetworoadsinthispoemare,ifany?

ChewonThis

Tryonanopinionortwo,startadebate,orplaythedevil’sadvocate.

Despitewhatthespeaker'smemorytellshimlater,theroadsinthispoemareequallytraveled,

makingthespeaker'schoicemoredifficult.

Thespeakerispurposefullyambiguousaboutwhetherornothe'shappywithhischoice.

TheRoadNotTakenThemeofDreams,Hopes,andPlans

Choices,likethechoice"TheRoadNotTaken,"arelinkedtothefuture.Thespeakerofthispoem

realizesthathischoiceofpathwillchangehislife.Butthetrickypartaboutthenatureofthe

futureisthatthespeakerwon'tknowhowhisdecisionwillchangehislifeuntilithasalready

changedit.Thespeakerthinksofhislostopportunitiesashischoicetakeshimintoonefuture

andleavesanotherbehind.

QuestionsAboutDreams,Hopes,andPlans

1.Whatdoesthetitleofthepoemsuggestabouthowthespeakerfeelsabouthisdecision?
2.Howolddoyouthinkthespeakerinthispoemis?Doesthataffecthisperspectiveonthefuture?
3.Whatdoesthespeakerthinkhisfuturewillbelikenowthathe'smadethischoice?
4.Howsuredoyouthinkthespeakeristhathewillnevercomebacktotrytheotherroad?

ChewonThis

Tryonanopinionortwo,startadebate,orplaythedevil’sadvocate.

Thespeakerofthispoemwillonlyknowwhetherornothemadetherightdecisionalongtimein

thefuture.

Thespeakerofthispoemisnotunhappywithhischoice,butwillalwayswonderwheretheother

path,theroadnottaken,wouldhaveledhim

TheRoadNotTakenThemeofManandtheNaturalWorld

Throughout"TheRoadNotTaken,"natureisusedasametaphorforthelifeofthespeaker.The

speakercontextualizesamajordecisionbywritingaboutitasifitweresomethinghe

encounteredwhilewalkinginaforestinthefall.Thismetaphorhelpsuswrapourmindsaround

thecomplexitiesofachoicethatwilldecidehisfuture.

QuestionsAboutManandtheNaturalWorld

1.Whydoyouthinkthispoemtakesplaceinautumn?
2.Whatdoyouthinktheroadsinthispoemlooklike?



3.Whatistheeffectofthispoemtakingplaceinaforest?
4.Ifyouhadtocreateametaphoraboutoneofyourmajorlifedecisions,wherewouldyoursetting

be?

ChewonThis

Tryonanopinionortwo,startadebate,orplaythedevil’sadvocate.

Thespeakerwouldprefertotakeapaththatwouldkeephimclosertonature,andfartheraway

fromotherpeople.

TheRoadNotTakenThemeofExploration

Ourspeakerisoutinthewoodswithoutamap,andhedoesn'tknowwhichpathtotake.But

insteadofturningtailandrunningbacktowherehecamefrom,hechoosesapathandforgeson,

willingtofacewhateverchallengesthatpathmayleadhimto.Heisattractedtoapaththat

mightbelesstraveled,whichsuggeststhathelikestogowherefewpeoplehavegonebefore.

"TheRoadNotTaken"embracesexploration,suggestingthattheonlywaytoseewhat'sbeyond

thebendintheroadistokeepwalking.

QuestionsAboutExploration

1.Istheroadthespeakertakesactuallylesstraveled?Whyorwhynot?
2.Whydoyouthinkthespeakerchoosesthepaththathedoes?
3.Ifthespeakercoulddisregardtheconstraintsofreality,whatdoyouthinkhewouldhavedone?
4.Whydoesthespeakerplacesomuchemphasisontakingtheroadlesstraveled?

ChewonThis

Tryonanopinionortwo,startadebate,orplaythedevil’sadvocate.

Evenifbothroadsseemwornaboutthesame,thespeakertriestotaketheonelesstraveled.

Thespeakerchoosestotakethepaththathedoesbecauseit'sdifferentfromwhatheoriginally

plannedondoing.

Summary

Thespeakerstandsinthewoods,consideringaforkintheroad.Bothwaysareequallywornandequallyoverlaid

withun-troddenleaves.Thespeakerchoosesone,tellinghimselfthathewilltaketheotheranotherday.Yethe

knowsitisunlikelythathewillhavetheopportunitytodoso.Andheadmitsthatsomedayinthefuturehewill

recreatethescenewithaslighttwist:Hewillclaimthathetooktheless-traveledroad.

Form

“TheRoadNotTaken”consistsoffourstanzasoffivelines.TherhymeschemeisABAAB;therhymesarestrict

andmasculine,withthenotableexceptionofthelastline(wedonotusuallystressthe-enceofdifference).There

arefourstressedsyllablesperline,varyingonaniambictetrameterbase.



Commentary

Thishasgottobeamongthebest-known,most-often-misunderstoodpoemsontheplanet.Severalgenerations

ofcarelessreadershaveturneditintoapieceofHallmarkhappy-graduation-son,seize-the-futurepuffery.Cursed

withaperfectmarriageofformandcontent,arrestingphrasewroughtfromsimplewords,andresonant

metaphor,itseemsasif“TheRoadNotTaken”getsmemorizedwithoutreallybeingread.Forthisithasdiedthe

cliché’sun-deathoftrivialimmortality.

Butyouyourselfcanresurrectitfromzombie-hoodbyreadingit—notwithimagination,even,butsimplywith

accuracy.Ofthetworoadsthespeakersays“thepassingthere/Hadwornthemreallyaboutthesame.”Infact,

bothroads“thatmorninglay/Inleavesnostephadtroddenblack.”Meaning:Neitheroftheroadsislesstraveled

by.Thesearethefacts;wecannotjustifiablyignorethereverberationstheysendthroughtheeasyaphorismsof

thelasttwostanzas.

Oneoftheattractionsofthepoemisitsarchetypaldilemma,onethatweinstantlyrecognizebecauseeachofus

encountersitinnumerabletimes,bothliterallyandfiguratively.Pathsinthewoodsandforksinroadsareancient

anddeep-seatedmetaphorsforthelifeline,itscrisesanddecisions.Identicalforks,inparticular,symbolizeforus

thenexusoffreewillandfate:Wearefreetochoose,butwedonotreallyknowbeforehandwhatweare

choosingbetween.Ourrouteis,thus,determinedbyanaccretionofchoiceandchance,anditisimpossibleto

separatethetwo.

Thispoemdoesnotadvise.Itdoesnotsay,“Whenyoucometoaforkintheroad,studythefootprintsandtake

theroadlesstraveledby”(oreven,asYogiBerraenigmaticallyquipped,“Whenyoucometoaforkintheroad,

takeit”).Frost’sfocusismorecomplicated.First,thereisnoless-traveledroadinthispoem;itisn’tevenan

option.Next,thepoemseemsmoreconcernedwiththequestionofhowtheconcretepresent(yellowwoods,

grassyroadscoveredinfallenleaves)willlookfromafuturevantagepoint.

Theironictoneisinescapable:“Ishallbetellingthiswithasigh/Somewhereagesandageshence.”Thespeaker

anticipateshisownfutureinsincerity—hisneed,lateroninlife,torearrangethefactsandinjectadoseofLone

Rangerintotheaccount.Heknowsthathewillbeinaccurate,atbest,orhypocritical,atworst,whenheholdshis

lifeupasanexample.Infact,hepredictsthathisfutureselfwillbetraythismomentofdecisionasifthebetrayal

wereinevitable.Thisrealizationisironicandpoignantlypathetic.Butthe“sigh”iscritical.Thespeakerwillnot,in

hisoldage,merelygathertheyouthabouthimandsay,“DowhatIdid,kiddies.Istucktomyguns,tooktheroad

lesstraveledby,andthathasmadeallthedifference.”Rather,hemaysaythis,buthewillsighfirst;forhewon’t

believeithimself.Somewhereinthebackofhismindwillremaintheimageofyellowwoodsandtwoequally

leafypaths.

Ironicasitis,thisisalsoapoeminfusedwiththeanticipationofremorse.Itstitleisnot“TheRoadLess

Traveled”but“TheRoadNotTaken.”Evenashemakesachoice(achoiceheisforcedtomakeifdoesnotwant

tostandforeverinthewoods,oneforwhichhehasnorealguideordefinitivebasisfordecision-making),the

speakerknowsthathewillsecond-guesshimselfsomewheredowntheline—orattheveryleasthewillwonderat

whatisirrevocablylost:theimpossible,unknowableOtherPath.Butthenatureofthedecisionissuchthatthere

isnoRightPath—justthechosenpathandtheotherpath.Whataresighedforagesandageshencearenotso

muchthewrongdecisionsasthemomentsofdecisionthemselves—momentsthat,oneatoptheother,markthe

passingofalife.Thisisthemoreprimalstrainofremorse.

Thus,toaddafurtherlevelofirony,thethemeofthepoemmay,afterall,be“seizetheday.”Butamorenuanced

carpediem,ifyouplease.

“Birches”



Readers'Notes
MostHelpfulReaders'Notes(3total)

myinterpretation

Heisdying--righthererightnowfallingdowndeadandiswonderingifitwillbeabadthingliketheicefallingand

breakingortheapplesfallingandgoingtotheciderheap.Hespentalifetimepickingapplesandnowishis

naturalmomentofdeath.Thisismyinterpretationofthepoemandwhatfrostisconveyinginthispoem.

Re:youstatement:"Neitheroftheroadsislesstraveledby."

Re:youstatement:Neitheroftheroadsislesstraveledby.

Takealookatthesecondstanza:

Thentooktheother,asjustasfair

Andhavingperhapsthebetterclaim,

Becauseitwasgrassyandwantedwear;

Meaningtheotherwasnotgrassy,andmoreworn.I.e.moretravelledby.

MyInterpretation

IbelieveFrostisspeakingtotheuniquepathwealltravelinlife.Everydaywearefacedwithdecisions.Weweigh

ouroptionsandtrytopredictwhattheoutcomeofadecisionmightbe.Unfortunatelywecannotpredictthe

future...Welookdownonepathasfaraswecan"towhereitbendsintheundergrowth"orasfaraswecan

predicthowevertherewillalwaysbevariablespreventingusfromseeingtoofarintothefuture.Frostsayshe

choosesthepathleasttraveledby,butrealisticallythepathweareallonisthisveryroadhespeaksof.Noone

haswalkedinmyfootstepsandIhavenotwalkedinanotherperson'sfootsteps...weforgeourownpath.The

optionoftherebeingtworoadssimplyreferstothedecisionsweface.FurtherFrostspeaksofkeepingthenot

takenpathforanotherdayandneverreturningtotravelit.Tomethisisnotanegativestatementfilledwithregret;

itisastatementofacceptance."knowinghowwayleadsontoway"speakstothefactweindeedgetcaughtupin

thepathwechooseorcreateandyoucanbetthatthatpathisgoingtobranchtoanotherandthenanother.Life

takesusdownroadspresentingnewdilemmasandchoices.Mostpeoplewillnotcomebacktothatsameforkin

theroad.

ThepoemdoesleavealingeringsenseofmelancholymysteryinmymindandIthinkboththe"sigh"andtitle

expressthis.Whatdidtheotherpathreallyhold?...Thiswe'llneverknowthoughwèlloftenwonderabout.Weare

buttravelersandallwehaveisthepathwe'reon...anditreallyistheonlyonethatmakesadifference.

Thisisjustmyinterpretation,onlyRobertFrostknowswhatthepoemwastrulyabout,ifitdoesindeedhavea

definitivemeaning.

StillIrise

ThispoemiswrittenwithMayaAngelouherselfasthespeaker.Sheisspeakingtoheraudienceofoppressors
abouthowshehasovercomeracism,criticism,sexism,andpersonalobstaclesinherlifewithprideandgrace.



Thispoemishistoricallyrootedwiththementionsofslavery,a“pastofpain,”and“giftsofancestors,”however
sheisspeakinginthepresenthavingovercomeallofthehardshipsofherpastandembarkingontherestofher
journeywiththeknowledgethatsheisastrongAfricanAmericanwoman.StillIRiseisaboutovercoming
oppressionwithgraceandpride,havingnosympathyfortheoppressorsandgivingtovaliditytothereasonsfor
oppression.

Thereisrhymeeveryotherlineformostofthepoemthatimmediatelyguidesthereaderthroughthepoem.The
phrases“Irise”and“StillIrise”areusedrepetetivelythroughoutthepoemtoshowthatthespeakercontinuesto
overcomeeachsituationofoppressionandeachoppressor.Imageryisdominantinthispoem,especiallyafter
Angelouquestionsheroppressors.Shegivestheusimageslike“IwalklikeI’vegotoilwells/Pumpinginmy
livingroom”and“Shouldersfallingdownliketeardrops”and”IdancelikeI’vegotdiamonds/Atthemeetingof
mythighs.”Thereisalsotherepeatingimageofairanddustrising.Muchofherimageryisconveyedthrough
similesandmetaphors.ThisusuageoffigurativelanguagesgivesusaveryclearpictureofwhatAngeloumeans
andusuallyconveysastrongemotion.Forexample,whenAngelousays“Shouldersfallingdownliketeardrops,”
wegetanimageofdroopingshoulders(liketheshapeofatear)andthetearitselfisimmediatelyassociated
withsadness.Thetwoofthesecombinedmakestheimagesevenstronger.Thepoemismoreanarrativethan
anythingelsebecauseAngelouinteractswithheraudienceasshetalksaboutthehighsandlowsofherlifeand
history.

Themainsymbolthroughoutthepoem isthatofrisingdust.Fordusttorise,itmustbeunsettledfrom the
groundinsomewayandthenformsadustcloud.Butoncethedusthasbeenunsettledfromtheground,itcan
leaveandRISE.ThiscanbeappliedtoAngelou’sovercomeoftheobstaclesandheroppressorsonthe“ground”
andrisingabovethemall,unsettlingandchallengingtheoppression.

Thispoemhasaverycertainseriousnesstoit,butAngeloubringsinherprideasanAfricanAmericanwoman
andinjectsplayfulimagesintothepoem whenquestioningheroppressors.Thestanzasthathavequestions
showthedirectrelationshipbetweenthespeakerandtheaudience,Angelouandheroppressors,andallowsthe
readertoputthemselvesintheheatofthediscussionandintheheartofthepoem.Thetoneisoneofsureness,
pride,andgrace.

Thisonlineanalysissaysthatthe“you”thatthepoemisspeakingtoisthewhiteraceandthatthe“I”istheblack
race.Thisanalysissaysthatthepoem isadiscussionbetweenblackandwhite,wheretheblack,withMaya
Angelouspeaking,istakingprideinherheritageandwhatshehascomefromandintimidatingthewhiterace.
Thisanalysissaysthat“Mayaispretentiouslyassuringtheaudiencethatshewill‘rise”toanyoccasionandher
colorwon’tholdherback.”Afterreadingthisanalysis,Iagreewiththe“you”beingthewhiterace.Ithoughtbefore
thatthe“you”hadbeenspecifictoherownlife,butthisinterpretationmakessensewiththemultiplereferences
toslavery.

PoemAnalysis

RhymeScheme
-lies,rise
-gloom,room
-tides,rise
-eyes,cries
-hard,yard
-eyes,rise
-wide,tide
-fear,clear
-gave,slave

Withtheexceptionofthelaststanza,therhymeschemeisA,B,C,B.Inthelaststanza

Justlikemoonsandlikesuns–simile
Comparinghowshecontinuouslyraisesherselfupemotionallytostaystrongjust,
likehowthemoonandsunriseseverydaynomatterwhathappens.
I’llrise;Irise–repetition
Byrepeatingthesewordsitmakesthewordsthatmuchmorepowerfulandmakesit



standoutandalsoemphasisesAngelou’smessage,whichistostaystrongandto
neverallowanythingoranyonestopyoufromfightingandlivingstrong.
Doesmysassinessupsetyou?;Doyouwanttoseemebroken?;Doesmy
haughtinessoffendyou?;Doesmysexinessoffendyou?
Byquestioningthereaders(“you”),itcatchesthereader’sattentionandisaffective
becauseitmakesreadersrealizehowmanypeoplehavemadetheperson(“I”)feel
andhowmanypeoplemaybefeeling,itmakesreadersreadthepoemandtakeitto
amorepersonallevel.
oilwells;goldmines;diamonds–metaphor
Theseareoftenknowntobeexpensiveandvaluable,andAngelouisrelatingthese
tothevalueofherself.Sheisworthjustasmuchaseveryoneelseandthereforeshe
shouldreceivejustasmuchrespectandlovelikeothers.
Shouldersfallingdownliketeardrops–simile
Comparinghowaperson’sshouldersdropastheyloseconfidenceinthemselfand
whenfeelingdown,similartohowtearsdropdoneone’sfacewhenupsetorhurt.
Atthemeetingofmythighs
Expressinghersexualityofbeingawoman
I’mablackocean,leapingandwide
Thecolourblackisusuallyusedtocreateasenseoffearandevil.A“blackocean”
seemstodescribeanoceanthatisfullofcrueltyandhowthingsoccurunexpectedly.
Thismaybereferringtohowherownlifeis,fullofhorrificandunexpectedevents.
The“blackocean”mayalsobedescribingherownracewhichallowsreadersto
understandthatthepoemisaboutracism.

StillIRisehasapositiveandstrongtonethroughouttheentirepoem.Thewords
Angelouusedalsomakesitseemasthoughthecharacterinthepoemistalkingto
thereaders.BydoingsoAngelougotthereaderstogetmorepersonallyinvolvedin
thepoememotionallywhichhelpstomakereadersrealizehowhumansareallguilty
ofdiscriminatingothersinsomeform.Thepoemshouldbereadwithconfidence,
especiallyintheparts“I’llriseand“Irise”toshowthestrongattitudetheperson(“I”)
hasaboutthemself.Insomelinesforexample“’CauseIlaughlikeI’vegotgold
mines”thetonechangesalmosttoapointwherethereaderischucklinglikehowit
saysinthepoem.

ThemainthemeinthepoemStillIRiseisdiscrimination.Thispoemportraysa
strongpersonlivingwithapositiveattitude.Ichosetodothispoembecause
althoughitwaswrittenin1978,themessageportrayedinthepoemisverypowerful
andcanberelatedbyanyoneeveninthistimeperiod.Thispoemisvery
straightforwardwhichmakesthemessagethatmuchmoremeaningfulandaffective.
Atsomepointinlifeeverybodyexperiencesdiscrimination,althoughitmaybein
differentwaysandextentsitisastrugglethatallpeoplegothroughwithintheir
lifetime.Thispoemteachesreadersthatallhumanshavestrengththatlayswithinus
thatcanhelptoovercomeanyobstacles.Thispoemalsomakesreadersrealizethe
importanceofhavingprideandhopeinourselves.Theline“Bringingthegiftsthatmy
ancestorsgave”showstheimportanceofhavingappreciationinthoseinprevious
generationsforwhattheyhavedoneforusandwhattheyhaveleft.Also,theline“I
amthedreamandthehopeoftheslave”showshowAngeloubelievesthatone
personsteppinguptomakeadifferenceortohavetheirvoicesheardwillnotonly
helpthemselves,butitalsohasapotentialofhelpingthosewhoarealsosuffering
fromthesameorsimilardiscrimination.



Therearemanyformsofdiscrimination,andthereisalwayssomeoneintheworld
tryingtoovercometheseobstacles,hencewhythispoemisstillfamousandread
today.ThroughthispoemAngeloucreatedaninspiringmessageforthosewhowere
alsosufferingwhatshehadsuffered,racismandstereotypesduetohergender.
Therearealsomanyotherinspirationalpeoplewhohavefoughtfortherightsoftheir
ownandalsofortherightsofothers,andJackieRobinsonandAbrahamLincolnare
primeexamples.JackieRobinsonwasthefirstblackmantobecomeaprofessional
baseballplayer.Heprovedmanypeoplethatracedoesnotdeterminehowwellofa
playersomeonecanbe.Robinsonbroketheseparationamongthedifferentraces
andwhathedidalsocontributedtotheCivilRightsMovement.AbrahamLincolnis
consideredtobeoneofthemostmemorableU.S.presidentsofalltimes,thisis
becausehefoughtfortherightsofblackpeopleandfreeingslavesandSoutherners.
Whatthisheroicmandidchangedthelivesofmanypeopleatthattimeandhasalso
influencedthelivesofmanypeopletoday.Thereasonwhypeopleargueistohave
theirvoicesheardandbecausetheyaretryingtomakesomekindofdifference.For
example,achildmaycryandwinetotheirparentssotheirvoicescanbeheardand
becausetheywanttobeunderstoodandtheyaretooyoungtoknowanyotherways
ofdoingthisbuttowineorcry.Tryingtohaveyourvoiceheardandtryingtoprove
yourrightsforyourselfandforothersisnoteasy,itrequiresalotofcourageand
commitment,howeveronceapersoncanovercometheobstaclesthattheyface
throughouttheirwaytheycancreateabigdifference.Humansareverystrong,we
havesomuchpotentialthatweshouldprideandhavefaithin,andwearetonot
allowanythingtostopusfrombecomingastrongindependentperson;thisstrong
messageisportrayedthroughoutthispoemthroughtheeyesofapersonstruggling
fromdiscrimination,astrugglehumansallgothroughandaonethateveryonecan
relateto.

Theme:
OneofMayaAngelou’smostcelebratedpoemsis“StillIRise.”Throughit,Angelou
conveyshersenseofconfidence,African-Americanpride,feminism,independence,
andbeauty.

Angeloubeginsherpoemwith,“Youmaywritemedowninhistory/Withyour
bitter,twistedlies.”Withthefirsttwolinesofherpoem,Angeloutransmitstoher
audiencetheimmenseconfidenceshehaswithinher.Sheusesthisapproach
becauseshelikestobeseenasastrongperson.Asshecontinues,Angelou
questionsherreaderwith rhetoricalquestionsto furtherunderlineherself-
confidence.

Atvariouspointsinthepoem “StillIRise,”AngeloualludestoherAfrican-
AmericanrootsandshowsprideinbeingBlack.Shesays,“Upfrom apastthat’s
rootedinpain/Irise,”andreferstoherselfas“ablackocean.”Whenshewasyounger,
AngelouhadamisconceptionthatBlackswereinferiortoWhites,butnowshewants
toexpressthatBlacksarenotinferior.Instead,Angeloufeelsallpeopleareequal
andsheshowsprideinbeingAfrican-Americansothatotherswhoreadherworks
willvalidateBlacksasequals,too.

MayaAngelouisoftenheardasaman,duetoherdeepvoice,butthroughher
poems,onecannotdoubtherfeminism.In“StillIRise,”shewrites“Doesmy
sexinessupsetyou?/Doesitcomeasasurprise/ThatIdancelikeI’vegot
diamonds/Atthe meeting ofmy thighs?”Even while growing up,Angelou
experiencedgenderdiscriminationbecauseoftheerashewasbornin.Shenever
agreedwithit,however,andinthispoemsheflauntsherwomanhood.



Angelounevertrulyexperiencedloveinherchildhood,andinsteadshegained
independencefrom herexperiences.Asanadolescent,notmanywouldaccepta
woman’sindependence,butAngeloucontinuedtobestronginherbeliefs.She
showsherindependenceinthepoem “StillIRise”whereshewrites,“Whyareyou
besetwithgloom?/’CauseIwalklikeI’vegotoilwells/Pumpinginmylivingroom.”
Throughtheselines,Angelouisdefyingthestereotypethatwomanarenotfitto
work,earnmoney,ormanagemoney.

Toomanypeoplebecometimidbecauseoftheirbodymass,forinstanceif
theyareoverweight.MayaAngelouisphysicallyheavyset,butshedoesnotletthat
factorbringherdown.Asanalternative,sheshowsprideinherphysicalattributes.
Angelouwrites,forexample,“Doesitcomeasasurprise/ThatIdancelikeI’vegot
diamonds/Atthemeetingofmythighs,”and“I’m ablackocean,leapingand
wide,/WellingandswellingIbearinthetide.”Sheisacceptingherpsychical
appearanceandisputtingitinapositiveoutlook.

MayaAngelouisapersonwhohasundergonemorelifeexperiencesthan
manypeopleonthisearth.Asawriter,shecommunicatesherexperiencesthrough
herworks,andtheyoftenbecomethethemeofmanyofherpieces.“StillIRise”is
onepiecethatcoversseveralofAngelou’sexperiences.

StillIRiseisapoemofinspiration,appearingin1978withacollectionofother
poemsinabookknownbythesametitle.It'safairlyshortpoemconsistingof8
stanzas.It'saninspirationalnarrativewrittenfromthestandpointofavictorious
womanspeakingdirectlytothosewhowishtooppressanddefamehercharacter.

Inthefirststanza,itappearsasifsheisspeakingonbehalfofacollective
experienceofblackwomen,whoatthetimewerebattlingagainstbeingblamednot
onlybysociologistsbutalsoblackmalenationalistsforthedestructionoftheblack
familyasaresultofslaverycreatingamatriarchalfamilystructure.Shewrites;

Youmaywritemedowninhistory
Withyourbitter,twistedlies,
Youmaytrodmeintheverydirt
Butstill,likedust,I'llrise.

Thatversealoneappearstotakeonthesentimentsofabookwrittenbythelate
DanielP.Moynihancalled,“TheNegroFamily:TheCaseforNationalAction”aswell
astheimageofthe''welfarequeen''whichbegantopopulatearoundthesametime.

Insecondstanza,shetakesontheSapphireimageandaloofimagessooftenused
tocharacterizeblackwomen.

Doesmysassinessupsetyou?
Whyareyoubesetwithgloom?
'CauseIwalklikeI'vegotoilwells
Pumpinginmylivingroom.

However,thismaybespeakingtothecommonoccurrencesofverbalassault
encounteredbyblackwomenbyblackmen.The''youain'tallthatanyway''and''B-''
wordsheardbyaverageblackwomenwhomayresponddefensivelyornotrespond
atalltocatcalls.



Thethirdandfourthstanzasseemtospeakfromthestandpointofprofessional
womenwhoareoftenaccusedofhavingattitudes,orbeingarrogant,bycoworkers,
friendsandfamily.Shewrites,

Didyouwanttoseemebroken?
Bowedheadandloweredeyes?
Shouldersfallingdownliketeardrops.
Weakenedbymysoulfulcries.

Doesmyhaughtinessoffendyou?
Don'tyoutakeitawfulhard
'CauseIlaughlikeI'vegotgoldmines
Diggin'inmyownbackyard.

Wecanspeculatemanythingsaboutherintentions,butbeingablackwoman,Itend
tointerpretthemeaningofherwordsbasedoncommonsentimentsand
experiencesbythemajorityofblackwomen.Intheaforementionedstanzas,alldeal
withmis-characterizationsandassaultsagainstblackwomanhood.

Theconclusioninthefinalstanzaisagloriousendingandreflectionofbeingthe
hopeandthedreamofslavesasreflectedinthefreedomandopportunityofthe
presentday.Themessagedrivesapointthatnomatterwhatstumblingblocks,cruel
wordsorexpressionsofcontempt,theprotagonistwillbetriumphant.

Outofthehutsofhistory'sshame
Irise
Upfromapastthat'srootedinpain
Irise
I'mablackocean,leapingandwide,
WellingandswellingIbearinthetide.
Leavingbehindnightsofterrorandfear
Irise
Intoadaybreakthat'swondrouslyclear
Irise
Bringingthegiftsthatmyancestorsgave,
Iamthedreamandthehopeoftheslave.
Irise
Irise
Irise.

StillIRise

Asthetitleindicates,thispoemisatributetoAngelou’sabilitytoriseaboveanythingthat
happensorhashappenedtoher.Thepoemcreatesavoiceforallpeople,notjusther
individualstory.

‘StillIRise’beginswithamentionofwritingdownhistory.Therehasbeenamovementto
analyzethetextbookspresentedtostudentstoseeiftheyholdthetruehistory,orjustone
rosecoloredversion.Itisinterestingthat‘StillIRise’beginsbymakingthereader
immediatelythinkoftheskewedversionsofhistorytheyhavebeentaughtovertheyears.



ThereisasenseofliesandsilentdiscriminationthatsurroundsthehistoryofAfrican
Americans.Shealsomentionsdustinthefirststanza.Thisgoesalongwiththetheme,
bringingtomindmanyblackswhowerekilled.However,shesaysthatthedustwillrise,
indicatingthatalthoughthehistoryhasbeendifficult,thespiritwillprevail.

Thesecond,fourth,fifth,andseventhstanzasbeginwithdifferentquestions.Thisquestion
isspokentothosethatareperceivedastakingoffenseattheriseofherspirit.Thetacticof
askingthequestionspullsthereaderintothepoem.Insteadofbeingabletoskimoverthe
content,thereaderisforcedtoexaminehisorherownbeliefs.Thefirst,third,andsixth
stanzas,thosethatdonotquestionthereader,endwiththephrase“I’llrise.”Themixtureof
questionsandassertionthat“I’llrise”letsthereaderknowthattheanswerstothequestions
aremute.Theyaretobefilledinbythereader.

Thispoemhasaconsistentrhymingpatternuntilitreachesthelasttwostanzas.Withthese
twostanzastheformatchanges.Insteadoftalkingtothereader,Angeloubeginstoassert
therisingthetitlespeaksof.Shemakesreferenceto‘roots’andtheslaveryera.Insteadof
theseexperiencesbeingaweightaroundherneck,shedrawsonthestrengthofher
ancestorstoincreaseherown.Shesaysthatsheisable,infactobliged,topersevereto
fulfillthedreamsofherancestorsfortheopportunitytobeasuccessinafreeworld.

Whileteachingthispoemtostudents,Iwillmakethemexaminetheirowncharactertraits.
Theywillhavetheopportunitytoexaminetheirpersonalstrengthsandhowtheyhavehelped
themdevelop.Manyofmystudentsfeelmoderndayeffectsofracismandpowerstruggles,
including‘drivingwhileblack’,frequentquestioningbythepolice,andclosescrutinyinstores.
Thispoemwilltapintotheirpriorexperiencesandprovideaninterestingforumfor
discussion.

TeacherComments:Alessonplanusingthefamouspoem,"StillIRise"byMayaAngelou.
IcreatedthislessonplantoexposestudentstoMayaAngelou’spowerfulpoem,"StillI
Rise"aswellastoenhancetheirunderstandingofthepowerofpoetry.Inaddition,it
informsstudentsonhowpoetryhasitsownuniqueformat,language,andpoeticdevices
suchasmetaphors,similes,andpersonificationandhowthesepoeticconventionscan
addatremendouspunchtoapoet’smessage.

Thislessonconformstothelearningconceptof"ThematicLearning."Themajortheme
(ThematicLearning)ofthispoemistheundeniableandunbreakablestrengthandspiritof
theAfricanAmericanpeople,pastandpresent;however,studentswillbegintoformulate
theirownidentificationwiththepoem'smessagebyseeingbeyondtheculturalrelevance
andfindingaconnectiontotheirownteenagelives,inspiteofraceorculture.

Manystudentswillrespondbysayingthatinspiteofpeerpressure,trends,ornegative
situationsthattheyhavebeenconfrontedwith,they,too,havefoundwaystoriseabove
theadversitiesthatoftenplaguethosetoconformtothenegativestandardsandtrends
setbyotherteenagers.

Goals:Studentswillbetterunderstandslavery,oppression,andresiliency.



Objectives:

Thelearnerwill:

 annotatethepoem,"StillIRise,"forthepoet'stoneandtheme;

 beabletoidentifysimiles,metaphors,allusions,andpersonificationinthepoem,"StillI
Rise."

Materials:

 MayaAngelou'spoem,"StillIRise"(seebelow)

 writingutensils

 AnnotationChart.PDFfile

Procedure:

Distributeacopyofthepoem,"StillIRise"toeachstudentalongwithacopyofthe
annotationchart.Explaintostudentsthatpoetryisbestenjoyedandunderstoodwhen
readaloud.Togivestudentsastrongunderstandingofthepoem'stone,itisbestthatthe
teacherreadthepoemfirstwithlotsoffervorandemotion.Thenhaveafewstudents
readthepoemaloudtoseeiftheycanmirrortheteacher'stone.

Putthefollowingliterarytermsontheboard:personification,metaphor,simile,tone,and
allusion.Havestudentsdefinethesetermsbylookingthemupintheirliterature
textbooks.Explaintostudentsthattheywillbeusingtheirannotationchartstolookfor
thesepoeticdevicesthroughoutthepoem.Discusshowthesedeviceshelpthereader
understandandenjoythespeaker'smessagebetter.Theywillbegintosearchforsimiles,
metaphors,personification,allusions(madetoslavery),andthespeaker'stoneandplace
themintheannotationboxes.Afterstudentshavecompletedtheircharts,theyareto
summarizewhatthepoem'smessageorthemeappearstobe.Studentsshouldexplain
howthatdeterminationwasmadebyusingtheiranalysistoconnectthepoeticdevices
listedinthecharts.

Assessment:



Providestudentswithanotherpoemandhavethemusethesametechniquesofannotationto

identifythepoetictermstheydefinedforAngelou'spoem.Studentsshouldalsowriteashort

summarydiscussingthepoet'smessageortheme.

SpecialComments:Studentsshouldbeabletounderstandthespeaker’sindomitablespiritto

overcomeAmerica’sshameofslavery.Theteachercangiveabriefoverviewoftheslavery

institutionandthendiscusshowAfricanAmericansovercameoppressioninspiteofbondage.

“StillIRise”!ThepoemStillIRisewrittenbyMayaAngelouisalegendarypoemwheresheisproclaiming

hervictoryofbeingabletoovercomeanyobstaclesthatmaytrytohinderheronherlifejourneyasan

African-Americanwoman.MayaAngelouprimarilyusespathosasarhetoricalelementtohelptoconveya

verystrongmessagetowomenofcoloraboutbeingconfidentaboutwhotheyareandnotallowing

circumstancesorpeopletodefeatthemordictatetheirlevelofselfesteemorhappiness.

MayaAngelouusespathostoappealtotheemotionsoftheaudiencebycomparingthequalitiesofwoman

ofcolortoCaucasianwoman.Thishasbeenaverysensitiveissueformanydecades.Throughoutthe

poemMayaAngelouuses“my”inreferencetoherselfasacoloredwomanwhilealsorecitingthepoemina

firstpersonnarrativeasifshespeaksforherentirerace.Sheposesquestionstowhatseemstobethe

womenoftheCaucasianracebasedonsociety’sjudgmentsofcoloredwoman.Duringthetimethepoem

wascomposed,womanofcolorwerelookeduponasinferiortoCaucasianwomenbecausetheywereofa

lowersocioeconomicclass.MayaAngelouattemptstobuildconfidenceandlevelsofself-esteeminother

African-Americanwomanbycreatinganalogiesequatingtheirsenseofworthtothingsofrarevalue.She

alsousespathostoappealtotheemotionsoftheaudienceinthefirstandseventhstanzasofthepoem.In

thefirststanzashemakesreferencetoovercomingthestereotypesthatblackwomenmayhavepreviously

beenlabeledwith.Blackwomenwereconsideredtobesubstandardanddidnothaveequalrightswhich

wereverydifficulttimesforthem,nottomentionintheseventhstanzaofthepoemshequotes“outofthe

hutsofhistory’sshame,Irise,upfromapastthat’srootedinpain,Irise”.MayaAngeloudefinitelyreaches

outtoblackwomanwithintentionsofencouragingthemtobeabletoriseaboveracialbarriersandgiving

themasenseofhopeandthewilltodowhateveritisthattheydesire.

AlthoughMayaAngelouusespathostotrytoconveyapositivemessagetowomanofcolorandtotear

downtheracialbarrierthatsupposedlyinhibitsthegrowthofablackwoman,shealsousespathosto

reinforcethosesamebarriers.WhileawomanofcolormayreadStillIRiseandinterpretitasapersonal

messageaboutprevailingoveroppression,awomanofdifferentethnicitymayreadStillIRiseand

construeitasforcefulsegregationofwoman.MayaAngelouforcesthereader’sreactiontowhatshe

presumesitwillbewithoutleavingroomforthereadersthemselvestointernalizeanddeveloptheirown

opinionbasedonwhatsheahswritten,Thisreinforcesthesamebarrierssheistryingtodestroyfor



womanofcolorbyincreasingthedividebetweenthewomenoftheracesheisrepresentingandthoseof

anyotherrace.

TheinfamouspoemStillIRisebyMayaAngelouwaswrittentoconveyamessagewhichshefeelsisvital

towomenofcolorthatistodestroytheracialbarriers,overcomeobstaclesthatmayhinderthem

throughoutlife’sjourneyandtobeconfidentaboutthemselves.Sheprimarilyusespathostoappealtothe

emotionsofherreadersbymakingreferencetothedifferentstrugglesthatwomanofcolorhavehadto

endureandsurmountthroughouttheirlives.Thiswillhopefullyserveasinspirationtootherwomanofthe

dayaswellasadrivetosucceed.However,inherattemptstostrengthentheblackwomanbytearingdown

theirracialbarrier,sheisinturnreinforcingthesamebarriersforwomanofotherraceswhomaydevelopa

differentinterpretationofthepoembasedonitshostilepresentation

InExilenonotes

Thechildwhowasshotdeadbysoldiersat
Nyanga

Thebodyinthesea

Intheearlyhoursofthemorningof19July1965alovelyyoungwomanwalkedintotheseaat

ThreeAnchorBay,CapeTown,anddrowned.Herlifelessbodywasfoundbythepoliceinabout

threefeetofwateratabout7.30thatmorning.AndsoendedthelifeofoneofSouthAfrica's

mostpromisingyoungwriters,apoetofgreatpowerandoriginality,avoiceofhonestyand

openness,apersonwithagreatloveoflifeandthelifeofwords.

IngridJonker,theyoungpoetwhodiedsotragically,hassincebecomeaniconinSouthAfrica,

especiallyamongyoungpeoplewholoveliterature,andhasachievedindeathafamefarbeyond

whatshehadexperienced,or,perhaps,evenhopedfor,inlife.

ShewasanAfrikaner,thedaughterofaNationalistPartyMemberofParliament,andyetwas

honouredbytheGovernmentofafreeanddemocraticSouthAfricafor"herexcellent

contributiontoliteratureandacommitmenttothestruggleforhumanrightsanddemocracyin

SouthAfrica."



EvenbeforetheadventofdemocracyinSouthAfrica,thethenPresidentoftheAfricanNational

Congress,thelateO.R.Tambo,ina1987speechinHarare,Zimbabwe,hadthistosayabouther:

"Byherdeath,shejoinedherselftothechildrenofourcountryaboutwhomshehadwritten.Her

tragicpassingwasaspowerfulanindictmentoftheapartheidsystemasweretheseverses

whichshehasleftus."

AndwhenNelsonMandela,on24May1994,openedthefirstdemocraticparliamentinSouth

AfricaasthefirstdemocraticallyelectedBlackpresidentofthecountryhequotedherpoem"Die

kindwatdoodgeskietisdeursoldatebyNyanga"(Thechildwhowasshotdeadbysoldiersat

Nyanga)andsaidthesewords:“Thetimewillcomewhenournationwillhonourthememoryof

thosewhogaveustherighttoassertwithpridethatweareSouthAfricans,thatweareAfricans

andcitizensoftheworld.Thecertaintiesthatcomewithagetellmethatamongtheseweshall

findanAfrikanerwoman…HernameisIngridJonker.”

CoveroftheCollectedWorks,ThirdEdition,1993

CoveroftheBrinkandKrogcollectionoftranslationsofaselectionofIngridJonker'spoems

publishedin2007

ThememorialtoIngridJonkeronthebeachatGordon'sBaywithabriefquotationfromthe

poem"Thechildwhowasshotdead..."PhotobyTonyMcGregor

"DieKind"settomusicandsungbyDutchcomposerPeterdeJonge

DieKind

NyangaisoneoftheBlacktownshipsaroundCapeTownandwasacentreofprotestinMarch

1960againsttheinfamous"PassLaws"theninforce,protestswhichwereviolentlysuppressed

bypoliceandarmyunitsthereand,inabetter-knownincident,atSharpevilleinthethen

Transvaal.Ingridwasdeeplymovedbythereportofachildwhowasshotinhismother'sarms

andwrotethispoem,"DieKind",aboutwhichshewroteinaDrumMagazinearticlein1963:"Go

backtothedaysinMarch1960,whenbloodflowedinthisland.Formeitwasatimeofterrible

shockanddismay.Thencametheawfulnewsabouttheshootingofamotherandchildat

Nyanga.Thechildwaskilled.Themother,anAfrican,wasonherwaytotakeherbabytothe

doctor....Isawthemotheraseverymotherintheworld.Isawherasmyself...Icouldnotsleep.I

thoughtofwhatthechildmighthavebeenhadhebeenallowedtolive.Ithoughtwhatcouldbe



reached,whatcouldbegainedbydeath?"

DiekindwatdoodgeskietisdeursoldatebyNyanga

Diekindisniedoodnie

diekindligsyvuisteteensymoeder

watAfrikaskreeuskreeudiegeurvanvryheidenheide

indielokasiesvandieomsingeldehart

Diekindligsyvuisteteensyvader

indieoptogvandiegenerasies

watAfrikaskreeuskreeudiegeur

vangeregtigheidenbloed

indiestratevansygewapendetrots

Diekindisniedoodnie

nògbyLanganògbyNyanga

nògbyOrlandonògbySharpville

nògbydiepolisiestasieinPhilippi

waarhylêmet‘nkoeëldeursykop

Diekindisdieskaduweevandiesoldate

opwagmetgeweresaraseneenknuppels

diekindisteenwoordigbyallevergaderingsenwetgewings

diekindloerdeurdievenstersvanhuiseenindiehartevanmoeders

diekindwatnetwouspeelindiesonbyNyangaisorals

diekindwat‘nmangewordhettrekdeurdieganseAfrika

diekindwat‘nreusgewordhetreisdeurdiehelewêreld

Sonder‘npas

TheEnglishtranslationbelowisbyIngrid'sfriend,mentorandloverJackCope,famousSouth

Africanauthor.

ThechildwhowasshotdeadbysoldiersatNyanga



Thechildisnotdead

Thechildliftshisfistsagainsthismother

WhoshoutsAfrika!shoutsthebreath

Offreedomandtheveld

Inthelocationsofthecordonedheart

Thechildliftshisfistsagainsthisfather

inthemarchofthegenerations

whoshoutsAfrika!shoutthebreath

ofrighteousnessandblood

inthestreetsofhisembattledpride

Thechildisnotdead

notatLanganoratNyanga

notatOrlandonoratSharpeville

noratthepolicestationatPhilippi

wherehelieswithabulletthroughhisbrain

Thechildisthedarkshadowofthesoldiers

onguardwithriflesSaracensandbatons

thechildispresentatallassembliesandlaw-givings

thechildpeersthroughthewindowsofhousesandintotheheartsofmothers

thischildwhojustwantedtoplayinthesunatNyangaiseverywhere

thechildgrowntoamantreksthroughallAfrica

thechildgrownintoagiantjourneysthroughthewholeworld

Withoutapass

IntheMay1963DrumMagazinearticleIngridwrotefurther:"IamnotsurehowIcametowrite

thepoem.Itgrewoutofmypoetictechnique,whichIhaveslowlydevelopedlikeanyworkman

whoimproveshisskillbyhardwork."

AndyetthepoemtouchesonissuesthatIngridreturnedtoagainandagaininallherpoetry-

deathandchildhood,andtheroleofrejection,theimpactofrejection,onboth.Herownmother

wasrejectedbyherfatherbeforeIngridwasborn,andshesawhermotherdescendintopoverty

andinsanityasaresultofthisrejection.

Gedigte-collectionsofpoemsbyJonker

Inherlifetimetwocollectionsofherpoetrywerepublished.Thefirst,Ontvlugting(Escape),was

publishedin1956,andcontainedmostlyworkswritteninheryouth.Shededicatedthebookto

herfather,AbrahamH.Jonker,MP.Hisreactiononbeingtoldbyherthatherpoemshadbeen

publishedandthatthecollectionwasdedicatedtohim,wastypicallydismissiveandcruel:"My

child,Ihopethere'smoretoitthanthecovers.I'lllookatittonighttoseehowyouhavedisgraced

me."



Thesecondcollection,RookenOker(SmokeandOchre)appearedin1963andimmediatelydrew

favourableattention.Itwasacollectionofamatureartist,sureofherselfandherart,andindeed

breakingnewgroundinAfrikaansliterature.

Athirdcollection,Kantelson(TiltedSun)appearedin1966.Itwasputtogethermostlybyher

sisterAnna,fromnotesandpoemsleftbyIngrid.Itcontainssomeofthemostpersonalofher

poems,writtenforvariousloversandfriends.Alsooneofthemostunusual,called"Wagtydin

Amsterdam"(WaitinginAmsterdam),whichshesenttotwoofhermostintimatefriends,witha

dedicationtoeach:theAfrikaanswriterAndreP.BrinkandtheEnglishSouthAfricanauthorJack

Cope.ThispoemhasbeenpublishedinthecollectionofEnglishtranslationsofIngrid'spoetryby

AndreBrinkandAntjieKrog,BlackButterflies(HumanandRousseau,2007).

ShewrotethepoemwhileonatriptoEuropein1963.HersisterAnnawasverydubiousabout

publishingthepoembecauseofoneparticularlinewhichshethoughttoorisqué.



Thepoem,inBrinkandKrog'stranslation:

IcanonlysaythatIwaitedforyou

throughwesternnights

attramstops

inlanes

bycanals

andthetoweroftears

Youcame

throughtheforlorncitiesofEurope

Irecognisedyou

Ipreparedthetable

withwinewithbreadwithgrace

butunperturbedyouturnedyourback

youtookoffyourcock

laiditonthetable

andwithoutaword

withyourownsmile

forsooktheworld.

Annafounddisturbingtheuseoftheword"cock"inthecontextofapoemdeliberatelyevoking

Psalm23andtheChristianEucharist.Ingridapparentlythoughtithilarious.

AndreBrinkreadshistranslationofIngrid'spoem"AutumnMorning"

Valkenburgandthestruggleforsecurity

Herlife,though,wasnothilarious,itwasastruggle,withpoverty,withfailedloverelationships,

withhersometimestenuousgriponreality,andinparticular,herconstantandultimately

unsuccessfulsearchforacaring,trustworthyfatherfigure.

Atonetime,inJuly1961,shespenttimeinthepsychiatrichospitalValkenburg,inCapeTown,

tryingtodealwithherreactiontohavingfeltherselfforcedtoabortthechildofherloverJack

Cope.Againafailureofafatherfigure.CopewasconsiderablyolderthanIngridandshehad



cometorelyverymuchonhim,bothintermsofherwritingandinherlife.Shewrotethenow-

famouspoem"KorreltjieSand"(GrainofSand)inreactiontothisexperience.Infact,shegavethe

originalcopyofthepoemtothepsychiatristwhohadtreatedherinValkenburg.

ThepoemhasinAfrikaansanalmostchildlikerhythmandrhymingstructure,almostlikea

nurseryrhyme,butthedeepersignificanceofthewordsgiveitanoverallbleaknessbeliedbythe

outwardform.

Thelasttwostanzasread,inBrinkandKrog'stranslation:

Smallarrowfeatheredintospace

lovefadesawayfromitsplace

Carpentersealsacoffinthat'sbought

Ireadymyselfforthenought

Smallgrainofsandismyword,mybreath

smallgrainofsandismydeath.

Whilethistranslationdoescapturetheliteralmeaningofthewords,itdoesn'tquitecapturethe

depthofthefeelingwhichtheAfrikaanswordscarry,whichIcan'treadwithoutwantingtocry

withthepain:

Pyltjiegeveerinverskiet

liefdeverkleinindieniet

Timmermanbouaan'nkis

EkmaakmygereedvirdieNiks

Korreltjiekleinismywoord

korreltjieniksismydood.

NotapoetmyselfIcanonlytranslatethewordsprosaicallybuthopetocapturesomethingofthe

feelingthatIgetfromthem:"littlearrowshotintothedistance(theword"verskiet"canalsobe

understoodasbeing"usedup",orashiftingofpain)/lovereducedintothenothingness/

Carpenterisbuildingacoffin/IgetmyselfreadyfortheNothing/littlegrainismyword/grain

ofnothingismydeath."

Inthepoemtheconstantuseofthediminutiveisalsoimportant:Ingridreferstothe"littlegrain",

the"littlepebble",the"littlesun",the"littleeye"andsoon.Itsalmostasifsheistryingtoreduce



theimpactofherpainandherfeelingofloss.Againthesenseofalostfuture,justlikethechild

whowasshotatNyangathepreviousyear.Suchpaintofeel.

ThisvideoisofDutchartistsNikiRomijnandbassistErikRobaardsingingaversionofthispoem.

ThisisanearlypoemwhichrecallsIngrid'schildhoodinthelittletownofGordon'sBayonthe

coastofFalseBay,ontheCapeSouthCoast.Thelastcoupletispoignantlyprescientofthe

deathshewouldactuallydie:"mybodylieswashedoutinweedandgrass/inalltheplaces

whereweoncewere."

Loveandredemption

InherlastlettertoJackCope,whichhedidn'treceiveuntilafterhersuicide,shelistedallthe

peoplesheloved,andespecially,shewrote,"daardiekuikentjievanonswat'ngrafhetindie

hemel(thatchickenofourswhohasagraveinheaven)".

Thepainthatshefeltwastosomeextentcounteredbytheloveoflifeshehad,theloveof

significantpeople,likeCope,towhomshededicatedawonderfulpoemcollectedinKantelson

entitled"Gesigvandieliefde(Faceoflove)"whichBrinkandKrogtranslatedthus:

Yourfaceisthefaceofalltheothersbeforeyouandafteryouandyoureyescalmasa

blue

dawnthatbreaksagainandagain

herderoftheclouds

keeperofthewhiteever-changingbeauty

thelandscapeofyourdeclaredmouththatIhavediscovered

retainsthesecretofasmil

likesmallwhitevillagesbeyondthemountains

andyourpulsethemeasureoftheirrapture

thereisnoquestionofbeginning

thereisnoquestionofpossession

thereisnoquestionofdeath

facethatIlove

thefaceoflove

Mandela,inhisaddressattheopeningofthefirstdemocraticparliamentquotedabove,alsosaid



ofIngrid:"Inthemidstofdespair,shecelebratedhope.Confrontedbydeath,sheassertedthe

beautyoflife.Inthedarkdayswhenallseemedhopelessinourcountry,whenmanyrefusedto

hearherresonantvoice,shetookherownlife.Toher,andotherslikeher,weoweadebttolife

itself.Toherandotherslikeher,weoweacommitmenttothepoor,theoppressed,thewretched

anddespised."

Ithinkshe,inherlifeandinherdeath,answeredherownquestion:"Whatcouldbereached?"-

thebreathoffreedomandtheveld,thebreathofrighteousnessandblood.

Alexandra


