
AP Literature 
Ms. Jennings 
Poetry of 9/11 Explication 
& Analytical Essay 
 

1. Choose one of the three poems by Harjo, Ostriker, or Pinsky, all of which follow here.  Read 
through the poem at least twice.  The second time through you should start to take notes on your 
observations, noting words or historical references you are not familiar with.  Look these up!  
Consider the format, tone, word placement.  Write down what you think is most important, 
shocking, moving, confusing—basically what stands out most to you. 

2. Once you have your initial observations recorded, read the poetry explication information 
following the poems in this document.  This will provide you with more questions to direct your 
analysis.  Read through the poem again, working and taking notes on these points. 

3. You should now have a solid understanding of the poem and how you feel it is communicating.  
Now read the poetry explication example, this will provide you with more detail on exactly how 
to structure an essay.   

4. Through this explication, you should have come to an argument, or point, that you can show 
through examples, stanzas, images, or words within the poem.  This will form your analytical 
essay. 

5. DUE MONDAY 11 SEPTEMBER: An explication (2-3 page, double spaced TNR, 1” margins) 
of the poem you’ve chosen and researched 

6. We will review your work, discuss in small groups, and revise your work, forming it into an 
analytical essay.  Due dates for the rough draft will be announced after in-class discussion. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Window, at the Moment of Flame 

Alicia Ostriker 

And all this while I have been playing with toys 
A toy power station a toy automobile a house of blocks 
 
And all this while far off in other lands 
Thousands and thousands, millions and millions— 
 
You know—you see the pictures 
Women carrying their bony infants 
 
Men sobbing over graves 
Buildings sculpted by explosion 
 
Earth wasted bare and rotten— 
And all this while I have been shopping, I have 
 
Been let us say free 
And do they hate me for it 
 

Do they hate me 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



WHEN THE WORLD  
AS WE KNEW IT ENDED 

Joy Harjo 

We were dreaming on an occupied island at the farthest edge 
of a trembling nation when it went down. 
 
Two towers rose up from the east island of commerce and touched 
the sky. Men walked on the moon. Oil was sucked dry 
by two brothers. Then it went down. Swallowed 
by a fire dragon, by oil and fear. 
Eaten whole. 
 
It was coming. 
 
We had been watching since the eve of the missionaries in their 
long and solemn clothes, to see what would happen. 
 
We saw it 
from the kitchen window over the sink 
as we made coffee, cooked rice and 
potatoes, enough for an army. 
 
We saw it all, as we changed diapers and fed 
the babies. We saw it, 
through the branches 
of the knowledgeable tree 
through the snags of stars, through 
the sun and storms from our knees 
was we bathed and washed 
the floors. 
 
The conference of the birds warned us, as they flew over  
destroyers in the harbor, parked there since the first takeover. 
It was by their song and talk we knew when to rise 
when to look out the window 
to the commotion going on-- 
the magnetic field thrown off by grief. 
 
We heard it. 
The racket in every corner of the world. As 
the hunger for war rose up in those who would steal to be president 
to be king or emperor, to own the trees, stones, and everything 
else that moved about the earth, inside the earth 
and above it. 
 
We knew it was coming, tasted the winds who gathered intelligence 
from each leaf and flower, from every mountain, sea 



and desert, from every prayer and song all over this tiny universe 
floating in the skies of infinite 
being. 
 
And then it was over, this world we had grown to love 
for its sweet grasses, for the many-colored horses 
and fishes, for the shimmering possibilities 
while dreaming. 
 
But then there were the seeds to plant and the babies  
who needed milk and comforting, and someone 
picked up a guitar or ukulele from the rubble 
and begin to sing about the light flutter  
the kick beneath the skin of the earth 
we felt there, beneath us 
 
a warm animal 
a song being born between the legs of her, 
a poem. 

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
 



9/11 
Robert Pinsky 

We adore images, we like the spectacle 
Of speed and size, the working of prodigious 
Systems. So on television we watched  

The terrible spectacle, repetitiously gazing 
Until we were sick not only of the sight 
Of our prodigious systems turned against us  

But of the very systems of our watching. 
The date became a word, an anniversary 
That we inscribed with meanings--who keep so few,  

More likely to name an airport for an actor 
Or athlete than "First of May" or "Fourth of July." 
In the movies we dream up, our captured heroes  

Tell the interrogator their commanding officer's name 
Is Colonel Donald Duck--he writes it down, code 
Of a lowbrow memory so assured it's nearly  

Aristocratic. Some say the doomed firefighters 
Before they hurried into the doomed towers wrote 
Their Social Security numbers on their forearms.  

Easy to imagine them kidding about it a little, 
As if they were filling out some workday form. 
Will Rogers was a Cherokee, a survivor  

Of expropriation. A roper, a card. For some, 
A hero. He had turned sixteen the year 
That Frederick Douglass died. Douglass was twelve  

When Emily Dickinson was born. Is even Donald 
Half-forgotten?--Who are the Americans, not 
A people by blood or religion? As it turned out,  

The donated blood not needed, except as meaning. 
And on the other side that morning the guy 
Who shaved off all his body hair and screamed  

The name of God with his boxcutter in his hand. 
O Americans--as Marianne Moore would say, 
Whence is our courage? Is what holds us together  



A gluttonous dreamy thriving? Whence our being? 
In the dark roots of our music, impudent and profound?-- 
Or in the Eighteenth Century clarities  

And mystic Masonic totems of the Founders: 
The Eye of the Pyramid watching over us, 
Hexagram of Stars protecting the Eagle's head  

From terror of pox, from plague and radiation. 
And if they blow up the Statue of Liberty-- 
Then the survivors might likely in grief, terror  

And excess build a dozen more, or produce 
A catchy song about it, its meaning as beyond 
Meaning as those symbols, or Ray Charles singing "America  

The Beautiful." Alabaster cities, amber waves, 
Purple majesty. The back-up singers in sequins 
And high heels for a performance--or in the studio  

In sneakers and headphones, engineers at soundboards, 
Musicians, all concentrating, faces as grave 
With purpose as the harbor Statue herself.  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  



A poetry explication is a relatively short analysis which describes the possible meanings and relationships of the 
words, images, and other small units that make up a poem. Writing an explication is an effective way for a reader 
to connect a poem’s plot and conflicts with its structural features. This handout reviews some of the important 
techniques of approaching and writing a poetry explication, and includes parts of two sample explications. 

Preparing to write the explication WRITE THE EXPLICATION 

1. Read the poem silently, then read it aloud (if not in a testing situation). Repeat as necessary. 
2. Consider the poem as a dramatic situation in which a speaker addresses an audience or another character. In 

this way, begin your analysis by identifying and describing the speaking voice or voices, the conflicts or 
ideas, and the language used in the poem. 
 

The large issues 
Determine the basic design of the poem by considering the who, what, when, where, andwhy of the dramatic 
situation. 

• What is being dramatized? What conflicts or themes does the poem present, address, or 
question? 

• Who is the speaker? Define and describe the speaker and his/her voice. What does the speaker 
say? Who is the audience? Are other characters involved? 

• What happens in the poem? Consider the plot or basic design of the action. How are the 
dramatized conflicts or themes introduced, sustained, resolved, etc.? 

• When does the action occur? What is the date and/or time of day? 
• Where is the speaker? Describe the physical location of the dramatic moment. 
• Why does the speaker feel compelled to speak at this moment? What is his/her motivation? 

 
The details 
To analyze the design of the poem, we must focus on the poem’s parts, namely how the poem dramatizes conflicts 
or ideas in language. By concentrating on the parts, we develop our understanding of the poem’s structure, and we 
gather support and evidence for our interpretations. Some of the details we should consider include the following: 

Form: Does the poem represent a particular form (sonnet, sestina, etc.)? Does the poem present any unique 
variations from the traditional structure of that form? 

Rhetoric: How does the speaker make particular statements? Does the rhetoric seem odd in any way? Why? 
Consider the predicates and what they reveal about the speaker. 

Syntax: Consider the subjects, verbs, and objects of each statement and what these elements reveal about the 
speaker. Do any statements have convoluted or vague syntax? 

Vocabulary: Why does the poet choose one word over another in each line? Do any of the words have multiple  
or archaic meanings that add other meanings to the line? Use the Oxford English 
Dictionary as a resource. 

The patterns 
As you analyze the design line by line, look for certain patterns to develop which provide insight into the dramatic 
situation, the speaker’s state of mind, or the poet’s use of details. Some of the most common patterns include the 
following: 

Rhetorical Patterns: Look for statements that follow the same format. 
Rhyme: Consider the significance of the end words joined by sound; in a poem with no rhymes, consider the 

importance of the end words. 
Patterns of Sound: Alliteration and assonance create sound effects and often cluster significant words. 
Visual Patterns: How does the poem look on the page? 
Rhythm and Meter: Consider how rhythm and meter influence our perception of the speaker and his/her  

language. 
BASIC TERMS FOR TALKING ABOUT METER 



Writing the explication 

The explication should follow the same format as the preparation: begin with the large issues and basic design of 
the poem and work through each line to the more specific details and patterns. 

The first paragraph 
The first paragraph should present the large issues; it should inform the reader which conflicts are dramatized and 
should describe the dramatic situation of the speaker. The explication does not require a formal introductory 
paragraph; the writer should simply start explicating immediately. According to UNC ‘s Professor William 
Harmon, the foolproof way to begin any explication is with the following sentence: “This poem dramatizes the 
conflict between …” Such a beginning ensures that you will introduce the major conflict or theme in the poem 
and organize your explication accordingly. 

Here is an example. A student’s explication of Wordsworth’s “Composed upon Westminster Bridge” might begin 
in the following way: 

   This poem dramatizes the conflict between appearance and reality, particularly as 
this conflict relates to what the speaker seems to say and what he really says. 
From Westminster Bridge, the speaker looks at London at sunrise, and he 
explains that all people should be struck by such a beautiful scene. The speaker 
notes that the city is silent, and he points to several specific objects, naming them 
only in general terms: “Ships, towers, domes, theatres, and temples” (6). After 
describing the “glittering” aspect of these objects, he asserts that these city places 
are just as beautiful in the morning as country places like “valley, rock, or hill” 
(8,10). Finally, after describing his deep feeling of calmness, the speaker notes 
how the “houses seem asleep” and that “all that mighty heart is lying still” (13, 
14). In this way, the speaker seems to say simply that London looks beautiful in 
the morning. 

 
The next paragraphs 
The next paragraphs should expand the discussion of the conflict by focusing on details of form, rhetoric, syntax, 
and vocabulary. In these paragraphs, the writer should explain the poem line by line in terms of these details, and 
he or she should incorporate important elements of rhyme, rhythm, and meter during this discussion. 

The student’s explication continues with a topic sentence that directs the discussion of the first five lines: 

  However, the poem begins with several oddities that suggest the speaker is 
saying more than what he seems to say initially. For example, the poem is an 
Italian sonnet and follows the abbaabbacdcdcd rhyme scheme. The fact that the 
poet chooses to write a sonnet about London in an Italian form suggests that what 
he says may not be actually praising the city. Also, the rhetoric of the first two 
lines seems awkward compared to a normal speaking voice: “Earth has not 
anything to show more fair. / Dull would he be of soul who could pass by” (1-2). 
The odd syntax continues when the poet personifies the city: “This City now 
doth, like a garment, wear / The beauty of the morning” (4-5). Here, the city 
wears the morning’s beauty, so it is not the city but the morning that is beautiful 
… 

The conclusion?? 
The explication has no formal concluding paragraph; do not simply restate the main points of the introduction! 
The end of the explication should focus on sound effects or visual patterns as the final element of asserting an 
explanation. Or, as does the undergraduate here, the writer may choose simply to stop writing when he or she 
reaches the end of the poem: 

 



  The poem ends with a vague statement: “And all that mighty heart is lying still!” 
In this line, the city’s heart could be dead, or it could be simply deceiving the one 
observing the scene. In this way, the poet reinforces the conflict between the 
appearance of the city in the morning and what such a scene and his words 
actually reveal. 

 
Tips to keep in mind 
1. Refer to the speaking voice in the poem as the speaker” or “the poet.” For example, 

do not write, “In this poem, Wordsworth says that London is beautiful in the 
morning.” However, you can write, “In this poem, Wordsworth presents a 
speaker who…” We cannot absolutely identify Wordsworth with the speaker of 
the poem, so it is more accurate to talk about “the speaker” or “the poet” in an 
explication. 

2. Use the present tense when writing the explication. The poem, as a work of literature, 
continues to exist! 

3. To avoid unnecessary uses of the verb “to be” in your compositions, the following list 
suggests some verbs you can use when writing the explication: 

 
 dramatizes         asserts      contrasts      addresses 
 presents      posits      juxtaposes   emphasizes 
 illustrates     enacts      suggests   stresses 
 characterizes    connects    implies   accentuates 
 underlines    portrays     shows   enables   
 
An example of an explication written for a timed exam 
AN EXAMPLE OF AN EXPLICATION WRITTEN FOR A TIMED EXAM 

The Fountain 
 
Fountain, fountain, what do you say  
Singing at night alone?  
“It is enough to rise and fall  
Here in my basin of stone.”  
 
 
But are you content as you seem to be  
So near the freedom and rush of the sea?  
“I have listened all night to its laboring sound,  
It heaves and sags, as the moon runs round;  
Ocean and fountain, shadow and tree,  
Nothing escapes, nothing is free.”  

—Sara Teasdale (American, l884-1933) 

As a direct address to an inanimate object “The Fountain” presents three main conflicts concerning the appearance 
to the observer and the reality in the poem. First, since the speaker addresses an object usually considered 
voiceless, the reader may abandon his/her normal perception of the fountain and enter the poet’s imaginative 
address. Secondly, the speaker not only addresses the fountain but asserts that it speaks and sings, personifying 
the object with vocal abilities. These acts imply that, not only can the fountain speak in a musical form, but the 
fountain also has the ability to present some particular meaning (“what do you say” (1)). Finally, the poet gives 
the fountain a voice to say that its perpetual motion (rising and falling) is “enough” to maintain its sense of 
existence. This final personification fully dramatizes the conflict between the fountain’s appearance and the 
poem’s statement of reality by giving the object intelligence and voice. 

 



The first strophe, four lines of alternating 4- and 3-foot lines, takes the form of a ballad stanza. In this way, the 
poem begins by suggesting that it will be story that will perhaps teach a certain lesson. The opening trochees and 
repetition stress the address to the fountain, and the iamb which ends line 1 and the trochee that begins line 2 
stress the actions of the fountain itself. The response of the fountain illustrates its own rise and fall in the iambic 
line 3, and the rhyme of “alone” and “stone” emphasizes that the fountain is really a physical object, even though 
it can speak in this poem. 

The second strophe expands the conflicts as the speaker questions the fountain. The first couplet connects the 
rhyming words “be” and “sea” these connections stress the question, “Is the fountain content when it exists so 
close to a large, open body of water like the ocean?” The fountain responds to the tempting “rush of the sea” with 
much wisdom (6). The fountain’s reply posits the sea as “laboring” versus the speaker’s assertion of its freedom; 
the sea becomes characterized by heavily accented “heaves and sags” and not open rushing (7, 8). In this way, the 
fountain suggests that the sea’s waters may be described in images of labor, work, and fatigue; governed by the 
moon, these waters are not free at all. The “as” of line 8 becomes a key word, illustrating that the sea’s waters are 
not free but commanded by the moon, which is itself governed by gravity in its orbit around Earth. Since the 
moon, an object far away in the heavens, controls the ocean, the sea cannot be free as the speaker asserts. 

The poet reveals the fountain’s intelligence in rhyming couplets which present closed-in, epigrammatic 
statements. These couplets draw attention to the contained nature of the all objects in the poem, and they draw 
attention to the final line’s lesson. This last line works on several levels to address the poem’s conflicts. First, the 
line refers to the fountain itself; in this final rhymed couplet is the illustration of the water’s perpetual motion in 
the fountain, its continually recycled movement rising and falling. Second, the line refers to the ocean; in this 
respect the water cannot escape its boundary or control its own motions. The ocean itself is trapped between 
landmasses and is controlled by a distant object’s gravitational pull. Finally, the line addresses the speaker, 
leaving him/her with an overriding sense of fate and fallacy. The fallacy here is that the fountain presents this 
wisdom of reality to defy the speaker’s original idea that the fountain and the ocean appear to be trapped and free. 
Also, the direct statement of the last line certainly addresses the human speaker as well as the human reader. This 
statement implies that we are all trapped or controlled by some remote object or entity. At the same time, the 
assertion that “Nothing escapes” reflects the limitations of life in the world and the death that no person can 
escape. Our own thoughts are restricted by our mortality as well as by our limits of relying on appearances. By 
personifying a voiceless object, the poem presents a different perception of reality, placing the reader in the same 
position of the speaker and inviting the reader to question the conflict between appearance and reality, between 
what we see and what we can know. 

SUGGESTIONS FOR IMPROVEMENT: 

The writer observes and presents many of the most salient points of the short poem, but she could indeed organize 
the explication more coherently. To improve this explication, the writer could focus more on the speaker’s state of 
mind. In this way, the writer could explore the implications of the dramatic situation even further: why does the 
speaker ask a question of a mute object? With this line of thought, the writer could also examine more closely the 
speaker’s movement from perplexity (I am trapped but the waters are free) to a kind of resolution (the fountain 
and the sea are as trapped as I am). Finally, the writer could include a more detailed consideration of rhythm, 
meter, and rhyme. 

 

 This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 2.5 License. You may 
reproduce it for non-commercial use if you use the entire handout (just click print) and attribute the source: The Writing Center, University 
of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 

http://writingcenter.unc.edu/handouts/poetry-explications/ 

 


