
Honors English 11 
Poetry Explication: Two Methods 
 
Regardless of which English course you choose for next year, you will 
have to explicate a poem.  To prepare you for this work, we will begin to 
think about how explication is done and why it’s important.  We will also 
practice explicating several poems that connect to the topics we are 
studying in class. 
 
Beyond this rationale, though, there is a personal and even a cultural 
significance in poetry that is best articulated through the act of 
explication.  We wish to go beyond simple judgments like, “This is 
good,” or “I didn’t like this,” and the two methods below will help us to 
better articulate and express our thoughts. 
 

   

To Start: The Definition 

 
Explication: the act of making clear or removing obscurity from the meaning of a 
word, symbol or expression 
 

 

Method One: SOAPS 
 
SOAPS is a helpful acronym that breaks down essential areas of study when thinking about a poem.   To make 
clear the work that a poem is “doing,” we will want to consider each of these areas and each of these questions.  
 

 Speaker 
o Who is the speaker of this piece? Identifying “the voice” that speaks the words will give you 

a greater insight into what it is the poem is attempting to do.  What is his/her emotional 
state?  How might this create a tone throughout the poem?  Whatever your answer, you 
must be able to cite evidence from the text that supports your answer.  
 

 Occasion 
o What is the (historical) occasion? In other words, the time and place of the piece. What 

prompted the author to write this piece? How, if at all, do you know from reading the text? 
What event led to its publication or development? Knowledge of the historical moment that 
“produced” the piece is very important in understanding the work in greater 
historical/social/ political/sexual contexts. 
 

 Audience 
o Who is the audience? This refers to the group of readers to whom this piece is directed. The 

audience may be one person, one idea, or even an entire country.  What assumptions can 
you make about the audience?  What social class? What race or gender? What political 
persuasion? Who was the work created for and how do you know? Are there any words or 
phrases that seem especially unusual to you? Does the speaker use this language specifically 
for a unique audience? Does the speaker evoke God? Nation? Liberty? History? Hell? Why 
might the speaker be using this type of language? 
 

 Purpose 
o What is the purpose of this work?   This category covers a lot of ground.  Why might the 

poet have produced this work?  What is it that s/he is trying to communicate and is the 
message communicated effectively?  How is the poem supposed to make the reader feel? To 
what degree is the poet successful in this? 
 
 

 Subject 
o Who/ what is the subject of the document? Essentially, the question here becomes: To 

whom is the speaker speaking?  What is the speaker saying and how might the subject feel 
during/after reading?  Could these feelings be a reflection of what the reader ought to feel?  
Why or why not? 
 

 
…never let me lose what I have gained, 
and adorn the branches of your river 
with leaves of my estranged Autumn 
                                                    -Lorca 



 

Method Two: The Three L’s 

 
I once saw a film where a well-known contemporary poet (Nick Flynn maybe?) said that while reading a poem, 
he was only concerned with three things, the “Three L’s,” he said.  They are Language, Lenses, and 
Linebreaks.  Like SOAPS, here’s what you’ll need to ask yourself before, during, and after reading a poem: 
 

 Language: 
o This focus area is directly interesting in identifying anything that you find interesting, 

shocking, troubling, problematic, revealing, etc. about specific words and/or phrases.  
Misspellings, metrical/rhythmic choices, structural choices centered on the words that are 
used are all fair game to discuss here. 

 Lenses: 
o This involves some detective work and maybe a bit of prior knowledge (or perhaps even a 

quick amount research, ahh!).  Consider the “lens” that the poet was “looking through” 
while writing this poem.  You can think of lenses as a set of ideas that make up a kind of 
“theoretical glasses” that the poet wore.  If you were a Marxist, how would you write a 
poem?  What about a feminist?  What about a transcendentalist? What about a Romantic?  
Or maybe just a romantic?  Each lens gives a very different perspective.  That perspective is 
what you will want to consider here. 

o If you really want to be a poetry superstar, consider multiple lenses for an even greater 
analysis of a poem.  Your thinking might sound something like this:  

o If one were to understand this from a transcendentalist perspective, she would think of the poem as meaning 
X because of reasons A,B, and C.  Nevertheless, if one were to understand this from a Marxist perspective, 
she might think of the poem as meaning Z because of reasons Q,R,X.  Furthermore, I am the greatest person 
ever. 

o If you produced anything like this in your own work with poetry explication, you would 
probably go down in the annals of poetry explication (this isn’t an actual thing, btw) as the 
greatest person ever too.  No pressure.  

 Linebreaks: 
o The line break is the end of the line where one line ends and then picks up again at the 

following line.  Some poets break their lines with simple sentences, while others break their 
lines in interesting places.  If you stop at the end of the line, the poem has one certain 
meaning.  But reading on, the poem’s meaning changes with each new line, not each new 
sentence.  This is a slick move, and certainly one worth discussing. 

o To see this done by a master, check out Leonard Cohen’s poem “It has Been Some Time.”  
Take your time reading it and consider each line before moving on to the next. 
 

It has been some time 
since I took away 
a woman's perfume on my skin 
I remember tonight 
how sweet I used to find it 
and tonight I've forgotten nothing 
of how little it means to me 
knowing in my heart 
we would never be lovers 
thinking much more about suicide and money 

 


