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Preface
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Welcome to An Introduction to Poetry Theory, a straightforward guide designed to demystify the world of poetry for beginners, students, and anyone who’s ever felt intimidated by verse. I have been teaching English poetry at university level for nearly two decades, teaching both introductory level and advanced level poetry. Some of my students had little prior knowledge of poetry, while many of them felt fearful of poetry, considering it too difficult to understand. This book grew from my teaching notes, aiming to present the theory of poetry in a simple and accessible way. Since many of my students are not native English speakers, clarity has been essential. For this book I also strived to maintain clarity and straightforwardness. As such, the book should be easily understood, with most sections kept short and examples clear and concise. The book can be read in one sitting and may also function as a simple reference book. I personally use it as an auxiliary textbook in my poetry classes.

All the poems and texts referenced in this book are in the public domain and can easily be found online. Poems that are referred to but not provided in full in the main body of the book have been included in the appendix, except where their length makes it impractical; in such cases, excerpts were usually included. Since my own teaching focus is 19th century poetry, most examples are from that period; nevertheless, lessons learned can be easily transferred to any other era of poetry.

In An Introduction to Poetry Theory, we’ll explore everything from a poem’s emotional tone and hidden meanings to its rhythmic music and structural forms, using timeless examples from poets like William Blake, William Wordsworth, and John Keats. There is also one of my own compositions in the final chapter.

Whether you’re new to poetry or seeking to deepen your appreciation, you’ll gain the confidence to read, analyse, and interpret any poem. Let’s start our journey by considering: What, indeed, is poetry?
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Chapter 1: What Is Poetry?
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“Prose: words in their best order; poetry: the best words in the best order.” – Samuel Taylor Coleridge

Historically, poetry has served various functions: as a medium for remembering oral history, storytelling, genealogy, and law; as a form of worship or prayer; as song; and as a way of expressing the ineffable, whether it be joy, sorrow, love, or the beauty of the natural world. It has also been a medium through which writers have critiqued politics, society, and cultural norms. Some poems, like the great epics of old, are the length of several books. While other poems might be only a couple of lines. The Japanese haiku or the Korean sijo, for instance, consists of just three lines. Because poetry comes in so many forms, it can be difficult to define what exactly makes a poem. Nevertheless, there is a qualitative aspect to poetry that makes it different from other forms of writing. Or, to appropriate the words of U.S. Supreme Court Justice Potter Steward in discussing obscenity: “I know it when I see it.”

Poetry is a literary art form that uses language creatively to evoke meanings in addition to, or in place of, the prosaic or literal meaning. It is different from other forms of writing because it is so aesthetically dense—in other words, poetry has a higher artistic quality than other forms of writing. It is a mode of expression that seeks to capture emotions, sensations, and the subjective experience of reality in a condensed and powerful way, often utilizing figures-of-speech and other poetic devices, as well as prosody—the musicality of words—to convey its messages.

At its core, poetry is about connection: between the poet and the reader/hearer, between ideas and emotions, between the abstract and the concrete. It invites readers to see the ordinary through a lens that renders it extraordinary, to find universality in individual experiences, and to engage with language on a deeper, more nuanced level. Poetry can take many forms, from the structured patterns of sonnets to the free verse that eschews traditional metrics and rhyme schemes. Regardless of its form, poetry often strives to distil complex human experiences into a more potent, evocative language that can offer readers and listeners new perspectives, insights, or emotional experiences.

This short book will help you understand the theory of poetry. After reading this book, you should be able to read nearly any poem with the confidence that you can analyse and interpret it.
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Chapter 2: Message
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Many people fear poetry because they think that poems are too difficult to understand. The good news is that most poems do not have a singular interpretation. In fact, some of the best poetry is open to different and often personal interpretations. While there are certainly unlikely interpretations and even obviously wrong interpretations, poems often lend themselves to more than one possible interpretation. And if a poem speaks to you in a personal way, then your interpretation is at least affectively probable. The best art, the art that has stood the test of time, is art that keeps resonating with people generation after generation. So do not fear poetry. Be open to let the poem speak to you personally. As long as you can give a sensible motivation for your interpretation, your interpretation carries value.

––––––––
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2.1 Tone

Poetry, more than any other literary genre, conveys feelings and emotions. Even if you don’t necessarily understand the poem completely, you are likely to at least get a sense of the emotional mood of the poem. This ‘feeling’ that the poem conveys is known as the poem’s tone. Everything in the poem work together to create the poem’s tone: the specifically chosen words (diction), the sounds, rhythms, rhyme, figures-of-speech, and schemes all construct an emotional quality in the poem. Identifying the tone of the poem is one of the easiest ways to start to understand and interpret the poem. 

––––––––
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2.2 Topic

Another important step in understanding the poem is to identify its topic and central themes. The topic of the poem is the specific subject of the poem; in other words, the obvious thing that the speaker in the poem is talking about. Often the title of the poem reveals the topic. For instance, the topic of William Blake’s poem “The Sick Rose” is a sick rose. Blake’s poem “London” is a description of the city London and its inhabitants at a particular point in time. The title of the poem does not always divulge the topic of the poem, and many poems do not have titles, but it is usually a good place to start. Another way to identify the topic of the poem is to try and summarise the poem in one sentence. Such a précis (succinct summary) will help you identify the main idea of the poem.

––––––––
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2.3 Theme

A difference between topic and theme is that the topic is generally specific, i.e., the specific subject of the poem; while the poem’s themes are more implicit, more general and universal. Theme is the central message or universal concept that runs through the work. Below is a survey of some common themes found in poetry.

––––––––
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Themes of Love and Desire

Love is probably the most common poetic theme. Most songs you hear are about love. One can hardly go through a day without hearing love lyrics while sitting at a café or watching a series on your favourite streaming service. Love poems can sing the praises of a beloved or lament the sorrows of love when it is nonreciprocal. It may cover filial love for parents or children (including pets) or even love for oneself. It may cover the platonic love for a friend, the sensual love of a delightful (or frightful) experience, erotic love towards a lover, or the ecstatic love for God. Desire: passions, longing, and yearning are all aching emotions that are best described through poetic language.

––––––––
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Themes of Loneliness, Loss, and Grief

Humans are wired for love and connection; sadly, many people do not feel the connection they so desperately crave for. It is therefore not surprising that the expression of loneliness is a common theme explored by poets. Loneliness might be the result of loss—the loss of a loved one through a breakup or loss because of tragedy. Although poems of loss are usually about the loss of people in our lives, they may also be about the loss of less obvious things, such as the loss of youth or the loss of an unfulfilled dream.

Loss, inevitably, leads to grief. There are several genres of grief poems that deal with mourning and remembrance, for instance the elegy, a formal lamentation that reflects on death or loss, often in a meditative or solemn tone; or the requiem, which is a musical or liturgical composition intended to honour the dead, specifically within the context of a funeral or memorial service.

––––––––
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Themes of Relationships and Bonds

Many poems reflect on the various bonds between people. Relationships with family, friends, or with God, are common threads in poetry. Not only filial or platonic love, but also topics of heritage, legacy, loyalty, and companionship are regularly explored. Conversely, bonds broken—deceit, disloyalty, adultery, treachery—can also be inspiration for deeply emotional poems.

––––––––
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Themes of Change, Growth, and Mortality

An important part of life is making peace with the reality of mutability. Things change. Themes of birth (or rebirth) or new life often represent beginnings, innocence, or renewal. These are usually interpreted as joyous occasions. Poems of growth often include personal development, learning from experience, and loss of innocence. Whether willingly or while kicking-and-screaming, transformation brings maturity: coming to terms with the inevitability of change and the consequences of our actions. Hence, poems on coping with setbacks and disappointments, and learning to accept the unstoppable passage of time and certainty of aging, death and decay abound. Indeed, the reality of human finitude and mortality are frequent themes explored in poetry.

––––––––
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Themes of Remembrance, Meaning, and Spirituality

Not surprisingly, themes of remembrance and nostalgia are common, especially by poets advancing in years. Many a poem reveals that eternal quest for the archetypal Philosopher’s Stone, that longing to discover immortality, or if that is impossible, at least the discovery of the meaning of it all: the meaning of life, or the wish to leave a legacy, to find a sense of significance within the great Void. Meaning may be found in culture: traditions, customs, and heritage. But many turn to religion or spirituality in search of answers to these important questions. Poems about faith, the human spirit, salvation and damnation have always been an important subgenre, and through such spiritual meditations, many have discovered hope and even transcendence or spiritual transmutation. While most poets seem to find hope—often in beauty—, the harshness of life, or suffering, can also cause hopelessness, anxiety, and fear. Despair, therefore, remains a theme confessed by the brave and honest poet.

––––––––
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Themes of Freedom, Justice, and Morality

Purpose is often found in the fight for freedom. Hence, poems about liberation, independence, or breaking constraints are plenty. Resistance against oppression, standing up for one’s beliefs, fighting for equality or for one’s rights, and pursuing justice are important themes in literature. Themes of class, social hierarchy, and economic and gender inequality have evolved with the times. Although poems may be political, often for the poets the most important shackles to throw off are those personal limitations, self-delusions, and self-sabotage, or as William Blake puts it: “mind-forged manacles”.

Broad discourses on morality, questions about good and evil, and explications of ethics and values are not avoided in the poetic tradition—but are usually visited indirectly, and contemporary poems are much less normative, unlike the religious poems of the past. Instead, poetry is usually more personal.

––––––––
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Themes of Self-Discovery and Identity

The maxim “Know thyself” was inscribed on the entrance of the Temple of Apollo at Delphi and was the cornerstone of the teachings and method of inquiry of the great philosopher Socrates. Knowing the self, self-discovery and self-acceptance, is not just foundational to Western philosophy and psychology, but also a major theme in poetry. In this regard, the poet and the psychoanalyst follow a similar path—that of the subconscious—the landscape of surreal dreams. The self also involves concepts of identity, which are deeply intertwined with notions of gender and sexual orientation. The journey toward fully knowing and accepting one’s gender identity or sexual orientation mirrors the broader quest for self-awareness; both demand an exploration of the subconscious, a reconciliation of internal with external realities, and an embrace of authenticity.

––––––––
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Themes of Wisdom, Experience, and Truth

The poet also journeys alongside the philosopher in search of truth, but their conclusions are often different. Where the philosopher generally walks the road of rationality, the poet meanders the paths of emotions and imagination. The poets are especially fond of those often-neglected faculties, such as intuition and creativity. And the importance of art and beauty is one of the vital lessons taught by the great poets.

Poets are often oracles of wisdom. The source of their wisdom is partly from inspiration (by the muses or the Holy Ghost) and partly knowledge gained through life experience. The former, though not necessarily without risk or pain as any prophet will attest, is easier. The latter, however, is usually much more painful. The true poet nearly always writes from personal experience, which requires a great amount of honest vulnerability. So, whether it is a poem of celebration of triumph or achievement, or the devastation of war that required heroic valour and an excessive cost of human lives, or suffering from illness or a broken heart, the greatest of these poems were born from lived experiences.

––––––––
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Themes of Nature and Technology

After poems about love, poems about nature are probably the most common. The beauty of the natural world, landscapes, the vast array of fauna and flora, and the cycles of time, day-and-night, sunrise and sunset, and the seasons, provide endless inspiration to the poets. Our place in nature or our animosity with it (nature vs man, the wild vs civilization, rural vs urban) are frequently explored. Finding our place in the world—home, belonging, or displacement—is another important theme, and returning to nature or being estranged from it while grappling with our modern existence in cities and with humans’ artificial and technological creations are regularly visited.

Since the 19th century, technology—the marvel of it, and its harms—have become an increasingly pondered theme. With the current prominence of artificial intelligence, related themes, including the question of being, what it means to be human or a person, what is consciousness, and what it means to have a soul will increase exponentially.

While all poems have a central theme, most poems have more than one theme. When identifying a poem’s themes, present them as a statement. Don’t say that the central themes of the poem are joy and nature. That is too broad and abstract. Rather say:
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