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Analysing Poetry (1) 

 
Reading poetry should be a pleasure, not a chore. However, it can sometimes be difficult 
to know where to start, and a few guidelines may be useful. Remember, though, that these 
are only intended as suggestions to help you in your reading, and you will probably soon 
discover your own way of approaching a new poem. 
 
Let's begin by reading a poem by the American poet Robert Frost. 

Design 

I found a dimpled spider, fat and white,  
On a white heal-all, holding up a moth  
Like a white piece of rigid satin cloth --  
Assorted characters of death and blight  
Mixed ready to begin the morning right,  
Like the ingredients of a witches' broth --  
A snow-drop spider, a flower like froth,  
And dead wings carried like a paper kite.  
 
What had that flower to do with being white,  
The wayside blue and innocent heal-all?  
What brought the kindred spider to that height,  
Then steered the white moth thither in the night?  
What but design of darkness to appall?--  
If design govern in a thing so small. 

 

A good first step is often to make a prose summary of the poem. This does two things: it 
helps to clarify the basic meaning of the poem, which may otherwise remain obscure, and 
it helps to show what the prose version omits, which is precisely what makes the poem a 
poem. 

For “Design” the prose summary might be: 

The speaker found a spider sitting on a flower holding a dead moth. This causes him to ask 
why the flower was white, why the spider found itself in that place and what caused the 
moth to fly to the same place. He suggests that perhaps there is a malevolent force which 
governs all things. 

It may be, of course, that a subsequent closer reading will cause us to modify our original 
views as to the “meaning” of the poem, but this at least gives us somewhere to start. 

The next step is to consider why the poem is so much more powerful than the flat prose 
summary. In other words, what poetical techniques does the poet employ? 

First, let us consider the poetic form. The poem is a sonnet (a lyric of fourteen lines), and 
it contains a very precise rhyme scheme (abba, abba, acaacc). The poem is about how 
design (it is strongly suggested, an evil design) is at work in the universe. Frost chooses 
one of the most difficult of all poetic forms (one of the most designed forms) to articulate  
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his message, and recognising this irony is part of the pleasure we get from reading the 
poem. 

Much of a poem's effectiveness can only be understood when we read it aloud. This often 
helps to reveal details of rhyme and rhythm that we can easily miss if we only read 
silently.  Reading aloud often helps us to get a clearer sense of the tone of a poem – that 
is, if the voice which is speaking to us is angry, or sad, or affectionate or ironical. 

At this point we are ready to examine in more detail the exact words that the poet uses. It 
is usually safe to assume that, particularly in shorter poetry, nothing is there by chance – 
that is, the writer has chosen the words he has because of their particular connotations 
(feelings or ideas that are suggested by the word) as well as their dictionary meaning. 

We need in particular to be alert to words being used in unusual contexts or combinations, 
It is often useful to ask what the usual context of the word is, and what this adds to the 
power of the poem. For example, the word dimpled is usually used to describe a baby's 
fat cheeks. It normally has positive connotations, and these positive connotations add to 
the horror and disgust when it is applied to a spider. 

The spider is described as white and this is the first of two examples of things having a 
different colour to their usual one. The flower (the “blue and innocent heal-all) has also 
taken on the unusual colour white. White itself is traditionally  the colour of innocence, here 
it has become the colour of evil. The name of the flower (heal-all) is clearly ironic in this 
context. The phrasal verb “hold up” here has a literal meaning, but it also has 
connotations of crime (holding up a bank). Rigid satin cloth inevitably makes us think of 
coffins, and hence of death again.  

Line five (“Mixed ready to begin the morning right”) sounds almost like an advertisement 
for a breakfast cereal, and the irony of this is echoed by the “witches broth”, which brings 
to mind the “weird sisters” of Macbeth and their cauldron. The Shakespearian echoes 
bring us back to the “characters” in line 4 and the characters in a play. Notice too the puns 
on “morning” and “mourning”  “piece” and “peace” (rest in peace) and “right” and “rite” 
so that “morning right” is transformed into “mourning rite”. This is another reason for 
reading the poem aloud at least once, as these homophones are easy to miss on the 
printed page.  A snowdrop has traditional associations with spring, hence rebirth and new 
beginnings, but drop may make us think of  “drop dead”. “Froth” calls up associations of 
rabid dogs, and a “kite” is both a child's innocent toy and a bird of prey.  

The word kindred contains within it echoes of “kin” and “kind” (more echoes of 
Shakespeare, this time Hamlet's aside that the King is “more than kin and less than kind”) 
as well as “dread”. “To that height” is ironic – it is high for the spider but presumably low 
down for the human speaker, and implies that just as the speaker must bend down to 
observe the scene on the flower, so any Creator must do the same to bring himself down 
to our level. The word steered has mechanical connotations, and links to the idea of “the 
argument from design” in eighteenth century philosophy – God as a kind of watchmaker, 
as well as asking implicit questions about free will and determinism.  Finally, the word 
appall, which in modern English means to shock and horrify, originally meant “to make 
white” - hence our modern word “pallid”. Thus the design of darkness makes things (the 
spider, the flower) white in order to cause suffering or death, and this is an “appalling” 
idea. 
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The last two lines resist any definitive reading. The speaker may be saying that such a 
scene as he has described lead to a bleak conclusion regarding a malevolent “design” at 
work in the universe, but a more optimistic reading is also possible – perhaps a benevolent 
Creator is so concerned with frustrating evil that he takes pains to demonstrate his power 
even over the most insignificant details. Perhaps the speaker, who has descended to the 
level of the most insignificant aspects of creation, is in some senses an embodiment of the 
Divine.  

A poem, ultimately, is not a treatise, and just as the poet’s voice is wondering and 
tentative, so must our conclusions be, or we risk reducing the poem to an argument and 
losing something of its essential nature. A good poem will often draw us back to read it 
again and again, and we will often see more, and different,  things in it with each re-
reading. 

 

 

 


