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PAPER 2 ASSIGNMENT 
 
OVERVIEW: 
This paper invites you to analyze one or more poems, thinking about how and why the poet’s use 
of form imagery, tone, poetics devices (synecdoche, allusion etc.) illustrates his/her thematic 
content. How do the author’s specific choices portray or illuminate his or her major ideas and 
concerns? Do not simply summarize what is happening in the poem; analyze what is happening. 
Your arguments should be backed up primarily by evidence from the poem itself; however, this 
paper should also engage with a few (no more than 3) outsides sources to support your 
arguments. These can be historical, biographical, or critical sources, but they must be legitimate 
sources. Online blogs or analyses by people who are not professionals are not good sources (e.g. 
Wikipedia, Sparknotes, Schmoop, student-written pieces).  
 

• Strive to write clearly and correctly. Use active verbs and descriptive language (e.g. “the 
thing the poet wants to show vs. “the poet portrays the idea that…”) Good grammar and 
organization count. Proofread your work. 

 
• Come discuss your paper with me. If you cannot make it my office hours, email me and 

we can arrange a time.  
 
PROMPTS for thinking & writing 
 
The point is not necessarily to answer all of these questions. No matter what poem(s) you choose, you 
should approach the paper as a close-reading exercise backed up by a limited amount of outside research. 
These prompts are merely suggested starting places to help guide your thinking about big ideas or aspects 
of the poem(s) to focus on. 
 
POETRY & HISTORY 
1A. Discuss the role of history in Phillis Wheatley’s “On Being Brought to Africa,” OR in Ralph 
Waldo Emerson’s “Concord Hymn.” What is the poet’s position toward history? Is it critical? 
Celebratory? Ambivalent? What specific events does the poet invoke and what is the response? 
How does the poet utilize history to make a point about contemporary politics or society? How 
does the poem’s imagery, diction, tone, etc. portray this stance?  
 
1B. Consider Whitman’s poetry. Does it portray a particular political ideal? What, for instance, is 
the poet’s relationship to Lincoln in “O Captain, My Captain?” How does the address to a 
divisive and political figure inform Whitman’s verse? What about Whitman’s language, images, 
form etc. either in “O Captain” or “Song of Myself” seems to be a response to the historical 
backdrop of his poems – the Civil War?  
 
POETRY & SOCIAL CRITIQUE 
2A. Much of the diction and imagery in T.S. Eliot’s “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” and 
“The Hollow Men” is negative.  “Love Song” ends with “drowning.” “The Hollow Men” ends 
with a pathetic “whimper.” Eliot is interested in critiquing modern society. What kinds of things 
does he critique about his society, particularly? Choose one of these poems to focus on by 
examining the language, imagery etc, to make an argument for Eliot’s disenchantment with the 
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contemporary world. You might also consider the inter-war years in which he is writing as a 
historical context.  
 
2B. The poets of the Harlem Renaissance were interested in their social setting and especially the 
issue of race in the 1920s. Choosing one or two of the poets we have read, consider how the 
poets works respond to their social environment (including the jazz age, particularly for Hughes 
and Brooks). How do their poems function as critiques? Do specific language choices (e.g. using 
the vernacular dialect versus using “proper” American English) or formal choices (e.g. Countee’s 
use of the sonnet or Wright’s use of Haiku) contribute to the way they express their concerns? 
You might compare two of the poems we read or you might focus on one poem, specifically. It 
might be useful here to research the Harlem Renaissance as well.  
 
3. Both Tennyson’s “Ulysses” and Yeats’ “Sailing to Byzantium” deal with old age. Consider 
these poems together; how might they be in conflict or in conversation? How do these poets 
approach the idea of aging; what is their tone towards it? How might the idea of journeying 
inform both of these poems? Do the formal aspects or particular images in each poem contribute 
to thematic content each poet portrays? You may choose to analyze one of these poems by itself 
or you may choose to analyze them together. 
 
4. Topic of your choice, as long as it involves a poem or poem(s) from the second half of the 
semester. I highly encourage this option, but PLEASE SEE ME IN ADVANCE so we discuss 
your selection.  
 
SPECIFICATIONS: 

• Your analysis should be 5-6 pages in length (approx. 1250-1500 words).  
• You should follow MLA guidelines (12 pt, Times New Roman, double spaced, with 1 

inch margins, MLA heading). Cite the poem(s) and any sources you choose in proper 
MLA format in a Works Cited at the end of the paper. For more information about MLA 
see: https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/06/ 

 
• To cite a poem in an anthology: Donne, John. “The Flea.” The Norton Anthology of Poetry, 

5th edition. Ed. Margaret Ferguson, Mary Jo Salter, Jon Stallworthy. Norton: New York, 2006.  
 

• Specific parts of the poem(s) you quote within the paper should be identified by line 
number, which follows the quoted excerpt in parentheses: By using phrases like 
“marriage bed” and “marriage temple,” to describe “this flea,” John Donne exaggerates the 
solemn and sacred nature of the union he is trying to effect” (11-12).  

 
 Note: If you are working with more than one poem, include the poet’s name in the 
 parentheses [(Donne 11-12)]. If you are working with two poems by the same author, 
 identify the poem by title [“Sonnet 18,” 11-12)] 

 
• When quoting more than one line of poetry, show where the line breaks with a 

slash: “I celebrate myself and sing myself/And what I assume you shall assume,/ For every atom 
belonging to me as good belongs to you” (1-2).  

Note: If you quote more than 4 lines, you should indent them and use the original formatting. 


