Poetry Unit -- Responding to and criticizing poetry

Advanced Students

I. “Fifteen” -- William Stafford

South of the Bridge on Seventeenth

I found back of the willows one summer 

day a motorcycle with engine running

as it lay on its side, ticking over

slowly in the high grass.  I was fifteen.

I admired all that pulsing gleam, the 

shiny flanks, the demure headlights

fringed where it lay; I led it gently

to the road, and stood with that 

companion, ready and friendly.  I was fifteen.

We could find the end of a road, meet

the sky out on Seventeenth.  I thought about

hills, and patting the handle got back a 

confident opinion.  On the bridge we indulged

a forward feeling, a tremble.  I was fifteen.

Thinking back farther in the grass I found 

the owner, just coming to, where he had flipped

over the rail.  He had blood on his hand, was pale -- 

I helped him walk to his machine.  He ran his hand

over it, called me good man roared away.

I stood there, fifteen.

1. List several things that motorcycles symbolize for people.

2. How do you think the boy in the poem felt about motorcycles?

3. Were you surprised by the ending of the incident?  How do you think the boy felt at the end?

4. How might the poem be different if the person who found the motorcycle had been an adult?

5. a) Judging from the words the speaker uses, what does the following line tell us about his feelings:  “the demure headlights/ fringed where it lay”?

b) What feeling did the speaker almost give in to when he said: “We indulged/ a forward feeling”?

c) Consider the last line: “I stood there, fifteen.”  Do you think that it indicates that the boy was changed by his ixperience or that he regrets what he did?  Explain your choice.

6. One word in the poem signals an important shift in direction, both in the boy’s attitude and in the poem.  What is this word?

7. When the boy refers to the motorcycle as his “companion,” what poetic device is the poet using?

II. “Afternoon Visit” -- Glen Sorestad

The cruel tricks of Alzheimer’s

has erased the past half-century

and left her only her farm in Saskatchewan.

Five decades on Vancouver Island,

a quarter-century in her own house

raising her family in Victoria -- all gone.

Her children, a puzzlement.

“How long has it been now

since we left the farm?” she asks

her brother now for the third time.

“Forty-five years, I told you,” he replies.

He too aging, but memory still intact.

She reminds him of the wonderful barn,

the heavy crops the land yielded, 

The horses they kept, the hailstorms.

She is there.  Each note of history

Rings from her with a pure clarity.

A half-century is a mere day ago

and lies fragrant as new-mown hay.

1. Do you know any very old people?  Tell what they are like.  What is it like to visit them?  What do they like to talk about?

2. What is Alzheimer’s Disease?  What effect does it have on people?

3. How would you feel if your mother or father could not remember who you were?

4. How does the woman’s brother seem to feel about her disorientation?

5. Is she merely recalling experiences on the farm or actually reliving them in her mind?   Which image and which sentence tells you?

6. How do you think the poet feels about the woman and her difficulty in remembering?

7. Make a list of ideas that come to your mind when you think of:

Problems that the elderly face

What life would be like for a person living in a senior citizen’s home.

What we could do to make older people’s loves easier and happier


Then, arrange your ideas into a free verse poem of your own.

III. “Mother to Son” -- Langston Hughes

Well, son, I’ll tell you; 

Life for me ain’t been no crystal stair.

It’s had tacks in it,

And splinters,

And boards torn up,

And places with no carpet on the floor--

Bare.

But all the time

I’se been a-climbon’ on,

And reachin’ landin’s,

And turnin’ corners,

And sometimes goin’ in the dark

Where there ain’t been no light.

So, boy, don’t you turn back.

Don’t you set down on the steps

‘Cause you find it kinder hard.

Don’t you fall now--

For I’se still goin’, honey,

I’se still climbin’

And life for me ain’t been no crystal stair.

1. What is the theme (or lesson to be learned) of this poem?

2. What is the mother comparing her life to?  Is the poet using simile or metaphor to do this?

3. Do you think this poem is bleak and depressing, hopeful and uplifting, or somewhere in between?  Explain why you think as you do.

4. What impression do you get of the mother from what she says?  What qualities would she have?  Would you like to know her?

5. An extended metaphor is when an entire poem is based on one comparison that builds over each line.  Give three examples of how the metaphor is extended.

6. Do you think it helps young people to cope with life when adults tell them about their own experiences?  Discuss your opinion in the form of a journal entry of at least 8 sentences.

IV. “Remembrance” -- Nika Turbina

I want to sit alone with you

I want to sit alone 

near the old house,

the house that stands

by the river of memory.

The print of your bare foot

smells of last Summer’s sun.

Where you and I wandered

on the still unmown grass.

The skies were blue,

and disappeared beyond the outskirts.

Voices rang out

and that’s all I remember.

The accounting of the days 

has reached an end

Like a flock of birds

all the days

have gathered at our feet.

I don’t know what to feed them,

there are no lines left.

1. Write a paragraph describing the feelings you have experienced when a friendship ended.  Then, take the key words and phrases our of your paragraph, and arrange them into a poem.  

2. What lines, words, or groups of words in the poem made you feel… sad? Puzzled?

3. What does comparing memory to a river (“river of memory”) suggest about remembering?

4. In what way is the past like a flock of birds?  What would the speaker like to have to feed them with?

5. The poet uses simile and metaphor once in her poem.  Note the words in the poem that form the simile, and the words that form the metaphor.  Do you think that this poet’s comparisons are effective, or does she seem to be reaching too far to compare things that are too different?

End:  Write two paragraphs.  One paragraph should describe which of these four poems is your favorite and why.  The other paragraph should describe which of these four poems is the worst and why.

