How to do a close reading of a poem

The Purdue OWL (Online Writing Lab) defines a close reading as “the careful, sustained analysis of any text that focuses on significant details or patterns and that typically examines some aspect of the text’s form, craft, and meaning.”  The OWL continues that the purpose of close reading is to:


	
1.  Learn about language and rhetoric.

2.  Gain a deeper understanding of a text.

3.  Explore a specific theme or pattern within a text.

4.  Understand how writers craft their work.




Procedure:

1.  Read the poem aloud one time through without writing anything down.  Pay attention to first impressions - what stands out?

2.  Read the poem a second time through and begin looking for patterns.

3.  Consider the structure of the poem and how it affects the understanding of the poem.  Work through the list of items below and annotate, marking patterns that you notice.  Write with different colors when you find extensive patterns.  For example, if you notice that an author is using references to food frequently, use one color (for example, green) to circle all of the food references.  This allows you to see what the author is specifically doing with the pattern.

	author & narrator
	line
	stanza
	simile
	metaphor

	tone & mood
	symbol
	alliteration
	allusion
	hyperbole

	irony
	personification
	theme
	motif
	juxtaposition

	rhyme
	foreshadowing



4.  Consider the connotation and denotation of words.  Look up words for their denotations (literal meanings) and consider connotations (cultural ideas associated with the words).

5.  Consider the title and what role it plays in the poem (the author’s name is not part of the poem).
6.  Fill up the entire page with your markings.

7.  Consider the larger themes of the poem.  What roles do the devices above play with the larger themes that you noticed?

8.  Ask (and write down) questions that you have about the poem.  What do you want to know more about?  What do you find yourself thinking about?

