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Poem 1: "Grass"


"Grass" by Carl Sandburg is a poem narrated by grass, which tells of its "work," covering major battle sites of famous wars. Sandburg wrote this poem in 1918, shortly after the end of World War I. In the poem, the grass's "work" is to cover the bodies of war so that in a few years people will not remember what horrors had occurred. The grass is indifferent to the people who lie beneath the soil; it grows and covers the mounds of dirt all the same. Sandburg does not want the readers to adopt the grass's indifference; he wants readers to fight the natural tendency to forget about the people who suffered as the physical reminders of the pain of war, the people's bodies, are buried beneath the grass.


Sandburg's message is conveyed chiefly through the apathetic tone of the grass. As the poem mentions various locations of horrific battles, readers expect some criticism of war or some words honoring those who died in each war. Ironically, the grass's words are simple and unmoved: "Shovel them under me and let me work—" (2). This shocks the reader, causing him to feel indignity at those who would ignore the gruesome turning points in human history. Then, in lines 7-9, when "passengers ask the conductor: / What place is this? / Where are we now", the readers realize that the indifference of the grass is in danger of being mirrored in the indifference of people years after the events have occurred.

There is no rhyme scheme or meter in this free-verse poem, but the stanzas, imagery, figurative language, and repetition of phrases work with the tone of the poem to convey its theme. The poem's three simple stanzas are all that is needed to get the message across; in addition, the brevity of the grass's words adds to the feeling of apathy. Words such as "Pile the bodies high" (1) and "Shovel them under" (2) give readers a picture of the magnitude of the bloodshed and the coldness with which people would bury the bodies. The entire poem is a personification of grass using grass as a narrator. Repetition of the phrases "pile… high", "shovel them under", and "let me work" give the poem some form and emphasizes that the grass acts on the soil in the same way, ignorant of what human affairs had occurred there. Primarily using the devices of irony and imagery in his poem "Grass", Carl Sandburg is able to tell readers that the battles of war are events not to be buried and forgotten about but to be remembered as a warning to prevent future wars.
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Poem 2: "since feeling is first"


E. E. Cummings' "since feeling is first" contrasts emotion with reason. Cummings prefers feeling over intelligence, because in order to wholly experience life, one cannot rely on reason to explain sensations. The poem tells readers to experience life through emotion rather than continually following reason.

The free-verse poem is written in four stanzas with no rhyme scheme or meter. The first stanza introduces the theme, the second and third give images to convey the message, and the last stanza is a single line about death. The speaker is a man, perhaps E. E. Cummings himself. Images in the poem are not thoroughly described; rather, they are triggered by groups of words and left to the reader to imagine. Intelligence and reason are correlated in the poem; they are described with the words "syntax", "wisdom", "brain", "paragraph", and "parenthesis". Images of emotion are prompted by the words "kiss", "fool", "Spring", "blood", "flowers", "flutter", and "laugh". Cummings relies on readers' previous experiences as well as established ideas of romance in the spring to make his words and phrases into meaningful images.

In the poem, syntax is a metaphor for logic. The metaphor is introduced in the first stanza, in lines 2 and 3: "who pays any attention / to the syntax of things". In the third stanza Cummings says "life's not a paragraph" (15), which implies that life cannot be wholly lived or explained through logic. This thought continues in the last stanza with line 16, "And death i think is no parenthesis". Death is not an afterthought, and the emotions that concern it are not bound by logic. In addition, death does not come between anything; it is an ending. The language metaphor employed through the poem: the poem is written in complete free-verse to emphasize the idea of feeling over form, and conventions of grammar are often ignored. In short, the entire poem is structured to tell the reader to let go of logic and experience the passion of life.
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Poem 3: "old age sticks"

E. E. Cummings wrote "old age sticks" to show the conflict between the old and the young. He begins the poem depicting the old as repressing and haughty while depicting the young as energetic and rebellious. However, the mood changes in the last stanza and readers are forced to reconsider their opinion of the old. The theme of the poem is the 
interaction and cycle between the old and the young.
"old age sticks" is a free-verse poem written in four stanzas of four lines each. The stanzas have no rhyme or meter, but the corresponding lines in each stanza have the same number of syllables (for example, the first line of each stanza has three syllables). The speaker is unknown. The tone towards the old and the young changes through the poem. There is some imagery of young people pulling down the "keep off" signs of the old and of youths laughing and scorning their elders as the elderly try to control the energetic youths. There is no traditional figurative language in the poem, but Cummings uses parentheses to represent the elderly and ampersands to represent the young. Parentheses enclose the words of the elderly, implying that the elderly are restricted. The ampersands start off outside of the parentheses, but they gradually move to being enclosed by the parentheses, until the last stanza where the ampersand appears within the parenthesis. This corresponds with the words of the last stanza, which say "&)youth goes / right on / gr / owing old" (17-20). This expresses the thought that, even though youth and old age have their conflicts where the young rebel against their elders' orders, the young eventually become old. The line between the young and the old is blurred, and readers can no longer simply agree with youth in their rebellion. This obscurity is emphasized in the form of the poem; though the stanzas at first look like jumbled words, the poem has more form than many of Cummings' poems, exhibiting uniformity in line and stanza length.
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Poem 4: "Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening"

Robert Frost's "Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening" uses vivid imagery to depict a traveler who has stopped to contemplate some dark woods. The traveler considers going into the woods for the night, but he remembers that he has duties to fulfill, so he reluctantly turns away from the woods and continues his journey. Frost's poem portrays people's natural longing at times to seek isolation in order to elude their responsibilities.

"Stopping by Woods on a Snowing Evening" is a narrative poem written in four stanzas of four lines each with the perfect rhyme scheme aaba bbcb ccdc dddd. Each line is written in iambic tetrameter. The poem is arranged in chronological order as thoughts about the woods come to the speaker's mind. The speaker is the traveler, and his tone is weary of his responsibilities. Extensive imagery about the cold, dark, peaceful woods and the coldness of the night is used to emphasize the isolation of the traveler. The "lovely, dark and deep" (13) woods represent the isolation that the traveler longs for, a respite from the responsibilities of society. The traveler's journey is his life, full of troubles, and the "darkest evening of the year" (8) is the most difficult time of the traveler's life. The traveler's internal conflict is between the irresistible reprieve offered by the woods and the responsibilities he has in society. At the end of the poem the traveler realizes that there are "miles to go before [he sleeps]" (15). Sleep, the end of the traveler's journey, represents the death, the end of the speaker's life. The speaker realizes that it is not yet his time to leave society behind and that he must continue his journey until the end.

Frost uses a unique rhyme scheme and other sound devices to reinforce the meaning of the poem. The rhyme scheme features one line in each stanza that rhymes with three lines in the next stanza, with all the lines in the last stanza rhyming. This shows the traveler's eagerness to reach the end of his journey, where there will be no more troubles. The last four rhyming lines in the poem give it a sense of completion, and the last two repeated lines give the sense of regret as the speaker turns away from the woods to continue his journey. 
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Poem 5: "Acquainted with the Night"


"Acquainted with the Night" by Robert Frost is a first-person narrative poem that tells of an unknown speaker's lonely nighttime walk through the outskirts of a town. The speaker passes a few people on his stroll, but he chooses to speak to no one. The poem's theme is the isolation in which one must sometimes search for an answer.

Night in the poem represents loneliness, so when the speaker says he is "one acquainted with the night" (1), he sets up his familiarity with solitude. The entire poem is written to flow, the same way the narrator walks uninterrupted searching for an answer. The five stanzas are written in iambic pentameter with an aba bcb cdc aea aa rhyme scheme; each stanza rhymes with the one before it to make the poem flow and connect. The last stanza, a rhyming couplet, connects the end of the poem to the beginning (in fact, the last line of the poem is the same as the first line), showing that the narrator's quest does not end. Enjambments add to the connected feel of the poem; enjambment occurs between lines 5 and 6, 8 and 9, and 12 and 13. These help emphasize the speaker's continual walk, unbroken by speech with others. The speaker knows that the answer to his question, whatever it may be, must be discovered by himself; he does not ask for help because he knows that no one can help him. Readers can identify with the speaker, because every person must face a conflict that he must solve himself. The reader does not know where the speaker is going, the same way that we do not know where we are headed in life. The poem leaves many questions unanswered, which reinforces the modernist theme that there is no answer to many questions.

Frost uses vivid night imagery to capture the feeling of isolation in the poem. The first stanza mentions rain, which is associated with coldness and grayness. In line 3 the speaker claims he has "outwalked the furthest city light" (3); this gives the reader a picture of a lonely traveler on an unlit road at night. The second and third stanzas describe the speaker leaving the town, not bothering to acknowledge the town watchman or whoever else might be awake at night. Finally, the speaker leaves town, and the moon, "[o]ne luminary clock against the sky" (12), reinforces the quiet solititude and the darkness of the poem.
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Poem 6: "Any Human to Another"


Countee Cullen's "Any Human to Another" is a poem against racial inequality. The speaker is a black man, perhaps Cullen himself, addressing a white person or white people. The theme of the poem is that no person or race should isolate themselves from the grief of other humans.

The poem consists of five stanzas of varying lengths; although the poem has no specific rhyme scheme or meter, the last word of every line rhymes with another, except for line 12: "Forever and forever", which still flows in the poem because it involves a repeated word at the end of the line. This interconnected rhyme scheme reinforces the idea that the grief of everybody is connected and the grief of any person must be shared within the human race. Each stanza depicts a separate image, every image being a metaphor for racial inequality. The first stanza depicts the speaker's sorrows as "an arrow / Pierce to the marrow" (4, 5). This connection with physical pain allows all readers to sense the speaker's pain, regardless of their own experiences. The second stanza describes the wish of the speaker: that "Your grief and mine / Must intertwine … Be fused and mingle, / Diverse and single" (7 – 11). Now that the pain is described, the speaker wishes for all races to share the same grief as humans. In the third stanza the image is of a man in a tent "All his little own" (19), unwilling to experience the woes of other humans. Cummings condemns the people in isolation. The fourth stanza personifies joy and sorrow. The last stanza uses the imagery of a blade to represent the sorrows of the speaker given to him by the white man he addresses. A crown of spiky aloe also represents the sorrows of the speaker; the speaker wishes to crown the white man with this paradoxical circlet.

Although the fact that Countee Cullen is African American may have helped me interpret the poem, his race does not affect my view of his poem. Racial equality is a universal struggle, and whether it was written about by a black man or a white woman makes no difference.
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Poem 7: "The Tropics in New York"


Claude McKay wrote "The Tropics of New York" longing for his homeland of Jamaica. The first-person narrative poem tells the story of a speaker whose memories of home are triggered by a display of fruit in a window. The theme of the poem is the remembrance and longing for one's mother country.


The poem is divided into three stanzas of four lines each. The first stanza describes the fruit in the window, the second relates the fruit to the speaker's memories of his homeland, and the last stanza describes the speaker's reaction to the homesickness triggered by the sight of the fruit. The lines are written in iambic pentameter with a simple perfect rhyme scheme of abab cdcd efef. The traditional form of the poem, as well as its simple childlike structure, supports the idea of the poem being about a longing for a childhood home. Additional sound devices include alliteration, for example, the g's in "Bananas ripe and green in ginger root" (1). Alliterations in the poem serve in the first stanza to imitate the fresh crunch of fruit and in the second stanza to emphasize adjectives describing the speaker's homeland.

The diction of the poem is personal for Claude McKay. The poem is about homesickness in general, but McKay's imagery is about longing for his childhood home in Jamaica while in New York. In addition, the last line of each stanza contains a religious reference ("parish fairs" in line 4, "benediction over nun-like hills" in line 8, and "bowed my head" in line 12). This is a reference to McKay's personal history; he was of the Roman-Catholic religion.

Vivid imagery and a traditional rhyme scheme with conventional sound devices help Claude McKay convey the universal human truth of homesickness, that one will inevitably long for one's childhood home.
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Poem 8: "A Black Man Talks of Reaping"

Arna Bontemps' "A Black Man Talks of Reaping" is a first-person narrative poem written from the point of view of a black farmer. The poem uses biblical references to highlight its theme of the unfairness of African Americans laboring on the fields as Caucasians benefit from the work.
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Poem 9: "The Weary Blues"


"The Weary Blues" by Langston Hughes is a lyric 
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Poem 9: "Once More, the Round"
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Poem 11: "Mirror"


Sylvia Plath wrote "Mirror" as an outlet for her frustration in her search for truth and her old age. The poem is written through the perspective of a mirror about a woman who searches for truth in her mirror. Plath uses visual imagery and symbolism to convey the theme of uncertainty in the search for truth.

The poem, written in a single stanza completely in free-verse, uses no sound devices to help convey its meaning. This may be reflective of its narrator, whose only sense is that of sight. The only imagery used is sight imagery. At first it serves to give readers a picture of the mirror and what it is reflecting; in line 7 the image is given of the wall opposite the mirror: "It is pink, with speckles." Later, the imagery turning the mirror into a lake becomes more significant. At line 10, a woman searches the mirror for truth, but she does not realize that the mirror is only as deep as what she sees. When the woman bends over the mirror, the mirror becomes a lake because the woman tries to search its depths for "what she really is" (11). Unfortunately, the mirror can only show the woman her appearance. The woman, focused on the mirror, sees that she is growing old. She feels overwhelmed by the coming of old age, and she likens her new appearance to that of "a terrible fish" (18).

In the poem the mirror is symbolic of the woman's search for truth. The lake is the search's futility; the woman attempts to project depth where there is none. The fish is the only answer that the woman gets from the lake; she can only see that she grows older day by day. These symbols help convey the central theme of the poem: the universal search for truth. The woman searches for an answer, but she cannot find an answer from outside sources. She must search her own depths for an answer, but she feels too overwhelmed by her reflection, her appearance to the outside world.
