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# 1—After reading the following article, write a one page typed reflection in which you 

identify Perrine’s argument and explain his justification for his assertions.  Include in your 

reflection your thoughts on the article.  Do you agree or disagree with Perrine?  Is there a 

“correct” interpretation (and thereby an incorrect interpretation) or poetry?  How do we 

(can we even) measure the validity of our interpretations of literature? 

 

"The Nature of Proof in the Interpretation of Poetry" 

Laurence Perrine 

  

 

That a poem may have varying interpretations is a critical commonplace. That all interpretations 

of a poem are equally valid is a critical heresy, but one which perennially makes its reappearance 

in the classroom. “Why can't a poem mean anything that a reader sees in it?” asks the student. 

“Why isn't one person's interpretation of a poem as good as anyone else's?” According to his 

theory the poem is like an ink blot in a Rorschach personality test. There are no correct or 

incorrect readings: there are only readings which differ more or less widely from a statistical 

norm. 

 

This theory is one that poets themselves have sometimes seemed to lend support to. T.S. Eliot, in 

response to conjectures about the meanings of his poems, has replied, "If it suits you that way, 

then that is all right with me." Yeats once wrote to a friend: "I shall not trouble to make the 

meaning clear--a clear vivid story of a strange sort is enough. The meaning may be different with 

everyone." But one is not really quarreling with Eliot or Yeats in challenging this point of view. 

Eliot, as a critic dealing with the poetry of others, has been constantly concerned with 

determining precise meanings. No poet, however, likes to be caught in the predicament of having 

to explain his own poems. He cannot say, "What I really meant was . . ." without admitting 

failure, or without saying something different (and usually much less) than what his poem said. 

And in doing so, he gives this diminished reading the stamp of his own authority. "A writer," E. 

A. Robinson once told an interviewer, "should not be his own interpreter." It is significant that 

Yeats was quite willing to write, for an anthology, a comment on one of his poems so long as the 

comment did not appear over his own name. "If an author interprets a poem of his own," he 

explained to the editor, "he limits its suggestibility." The poet is eager to be understood. But 

where as the comments of a critic may raise the curtain on a reader's understanding of a poem, the 

poet's own comments drop the curtain. We must therefore not mistake the defensive gestures of a 

poet like Yeats or Eliot for a declaration of his critical theory. 

 

In this paper, accordingly, I wish not to advance any new propositions, but only to re-assert the 

accepted principal that for any given poem there are correct and incorrect readings, and to 

illustrate the process which the correctness of a reading may be proved or disproved. For logical 

proof, though not experimental proof, is at least as possible in the interpretation of poetry as it is, 

say in a court of law. 

 

The criteria used for judging any interpretation of a poem are two: (1) A correct interpretation, if 

the poem is a successful one, must be able to account satisfactorily for any detail of the poem. If 

it is contradicted by any detail it is wrong. Of several interpretations, the best is that which must 

fully explain the details of the poem without itself being contradicted by any detail. (2) If more 

than one interpretation satisfactorily accounts for all the details of the poem, the best is that which 



is most economical, i.e. which relies on the fewest assumptions not grounded in the poem itself. 

Thomas Huxley illustrates this principle of judgment in a different area in one of his essays. If, he 

says, on coming downstairs in the morning we find our silverware missing, the window open, the 

mark of a dirty hand on the window frame, and the impress of a hobnailed boot on the gravel 

outside, we logically conclude that the silverware has been stolen by a human thief. It is possible, 

of course, that the silverware was taken by a monkey and that a man with dirty hands and 

hobnailed boots looked in the window afterwards; but this explanation is far less probable, for, 

though it too accounts for all the facts, it rests on too many additional assumptions. It is, as we 

would say, too "far-fetched." 

 

These two criteria, I ask you to notice, are not different from those we bring to the judgment of a 

new scientific hypothesis. Of such we ask (I) that it satisfactorily account for as many as possible 

of the known facts without being contradicted by any fact, (2) that it be the simplest or most 

economical of alternative ways of accounting for these facts. 

 

Problems in Interpretation 

 

Let me illustrate by presenting two problems in interpretation. The first is an untitled poem by 

Emily Dickinson: 

 

Where ships of purple gently toss 

On seas of daffodil, 

Fantastic sailors mingle, 

And then-the wharf is still. 

 

The second consists of a pair of poems, one by Walt Whitman, the other by Herman Melville. 

The poem by Whitman appeared in his volume of Civil War poems, Drum-Taps. Melville, who 

was Whitman's almost exact contemporary, also published a book of war poems (Battle-Pieces), 

though the following poem did not appear in it. I ask you with the Dickinson poem merely to 

decide what it is about; with the Whitman and Melville poems, to determine the principal 

difference between them.  

 

AN ARMY CORPS ON THE MARCH 

 

With its cloud of skirmishers in advance, 

With now the sound of a single shot snapping like a whip, and now 

an irregular volley. 

The swarming ranks press on and on, the dense brigades press on, 

Glittering dimly, toiling under the sun-the dust-cover'd men, 

In columns rise and fall to the undulations of the ground, 

With artillery interspers'd-the wheels rumble, the horses sweat, 

As the army corps advances. 

--Walt Whitman 

 

THE NIGHT-MARCH 

 

With banners furled, and clarions mute, 

An army passes in the night; 

And beaming spears and helms salute 

The dark with bright. 

 



In silence deep the legions stream, 

With open ranks, in order true; 

Over boundless plains they stream and gleam 

No chief in view! 

 

Afar, in twinkling distance lost, 

(So legends tell) he 

lonely wends 

And back through all that shining host 

His mandate sends. 

--Herman Melville 

 

Several years ago I presented the Emily Dickinson poem to a number of students and colleagues 

and discovered that not one of them interpreted the poem as I did. Almost universally they read 

the poem as being descriptive of a scene in a garden or meadow. A consensus of their 

interpretations runs as follows: 

 

Tall purple flowers (iris?) stand above the daffodils and are tossed in the breeze. Bees and 

butterflies ("fantastic sailors") mingle with the flowers. The wind stops, and then the garden is 

still, 

 

Beside this let me place the interpretation which I hope to prove the correct one: 

 

The poem is a description of a sunset. The "ships of purple" are clouds. The "seas of daffodil" are 

skies colored golden by the setting sun. The "fantastic sailors" are the old-fashioned seamen 

dressed in gorgeous garments of many colors brought from exotic lands. The sun sinks and the 

wharf (the earth where the sun set-the scene of this colorful activity is still. 

 

How do we demonstrate the “sunset” reading to be correct and the “garden” reading to be 

incorrect? By some such argument as this: 

 

“Ships of purple” is a more apt metaphor for clouds than for flowers, both as to size and to 

motion (we often speak of clouds as “sailing”). “Daffodill” would normally be in the plural if it 

referred to flowers rather than to color: why would not the poet say “On a sea of daffodils”? 

“Mingle” fits better the intertwining colors of the sunset than it does the behavior of bees, which 

mingle with flowers perhaps but not, except in the hive, with each other (and the flowers here are 

“seas”). The “garden” reading provides no literal meaning for the “wharf.” The “garden” reading, 

to explain why the wharf becomes “still”, demands the additional assumption that the wind stops 

(why should it? and would the bees and butterflies stop their activity if it did?); the disappearance 

of the sun, in contrast, is inevitable and implicit in the sunset image. Finally, the luxuriance of 

imagination manifested in the poem is the more natural consequence of looking at clouds and 

sunset sky than at flowers. We look at clouds and see all sorts of things-ships, castles, animals, 

landscape-but it takes some straining to conjure up a scene such as this one from a garden. The 

"garden" reading is therefore incorrect because it fails to account for some details in the poem 

(the wharf), because it is contradicted by some details (the singular use of “daffodil”), because it 

explains some details less satisfactorily than the “sunset” reading (“ships of purple,” “mingle”), 

and finally because it rests on assumptions not grounded in the poem itself (the wind stops). The 

“sunset” reading explains all these details satisfactorily. 

 

 Ordinarily we have only the internal evidence of the poem itself on which to rest an 

interpretation. In this instance, as I discovered some time after the incident related, there is 



external proof also of the "sunset" reading. The poem was first published in 1891 under the title 

"Sunset." Though this title was editorially supplied by T. W. Higginson after Emily's death, its 

correctness is established by two other poems in which the poet uses substantially the same 

imagery (yellow and purple, sea and ships). One poem itself contains the word "sunset"; the other 

was entitled "Sunset" by the poet in a letter to a friend. 

 

The Whitman-Melville problem I presented more recently as a theme assignment to an Honors 

section in freshman English. Again I received not a single correct solution. I should confess at the 

outset, however, that I am guilty of having planted a false clue. The false clue lies in the 

information that Melville wrote a book of poems about the Civil War-perfectly true, of course, 

but totally irrelevant. This poem is not about the Civil War, as is manifest from "spears and 

helms"-items not stocked by Civil War quartermasters. More important, this poem is not about 

war at all. The main difference between this poem and Whitman's is that Whitman's is literal, 

Melville's metaphorical. Whitman's is about an army corps on the march, Melville's is about the 

stars. 

 

My freshmen immediately identified subject matter when I wrote the Melville poem on the board 

and circled words: "beaming," "bright," "gleam," "twinkling," "shining." The five words together 

form a constellation whose reference, once the pattern is recognized, is almost immediately clear. 

That "twinkling" modifies "distance" and that "shining" modifies "host" provides additional 

confirmation. The phrase "host of heaven" is used extensively for stars in the Bible. 

 

From this starting point the proof proceeds with logical rigor: (1) The close repetition of 

"beaming," "bright," "gleam," "twinkling," and "shining" immediately suggests stars. (2) The 

setting is night. (3) The poem emphasizes the silence of the procession, which moves "in silence 

deep" and "with clarions mute." (No actual army, of course, no matter how secret its movements, 

is ever quite so stealthy. In Whitman's poem "the wheels rumble," as indeed wheels do.) (4) The 

poem also emphasizes the idea of infinite space: the army marches "over boundless plains"; its 

leader is "Afar, in twinkling distance lost." (5) The army marches "With open ranks, in order 

true"-a formation more star-like than military. No actual legions ever "stream" in perfect order; 

but the stars keep an eternally fixed but open relation to each other. (6) Finally, no commander of 

this army is in view -a situation especially unusual in an army proceeding in perfect order. 

Indeed, the "army" interpretation cannot explain this detail without assumptions grounded outside 

the poem. 

 

The real difficulty of interpreting the Melville poem comes, of course, at this point, for the 

Melville poem is not simply descriptive, as Whitman's is, but philosophical. As I read it, the 

poem poses the question of the existence of God. No God is observable in the heavens (which are 

silent), yet the stars follow an “order true,” and legends (e.g. the Bible) tell us that God orders 

them. These stories, however, are indeed “legends,” i.e., they are of doubtful authenticity; and 

even if they be true, the God they speak of is “Afar, in twinkling distance lost,” not in daily 

confrontation of man or nature. One hundred years earlier a poet writing on this theme would 

have declared without hesitation that "The heavens declare the glory of God, the firmament 

showeth his handiwork"; Melville ends his poem with a question or a doubt. In the nineteenth 

century the argument from design had been shattered. 

 

If a poem, then, does have a determinable meaning-if, in the interpretation of poetry, we can't say 

that “anything goes”-why does the opposite theory so often arise? It is because of some false 

analogy drawn with music or abstract art? Perhaps. But, first of all it arises because within limits 

there is truth in it. A poem-in fact, any pattern of words-defines an area of meaning, no more. 

Any interpretation is acceptable which lies within that area. The word “horse” may justifiably call 



up in a reader's mind the image of a black, a roan, or a white horse; a stallion, a mare, or a 

gelding; even a wooden sawhorse, a human “work horse,” or a female “clothes horse.” But as 

soon as the word is combined with another, say “roan,” the area of meaning is drastically 

reduced. It can still be stallion, mare, or gelding; but it cannot be a white or black horse, a 

sawhorse, “work horse,” or “clothes horse.” Further expansions of the context limit the meanings 

still further. But even without context the word cannot mean cow. 

 

In poetry, context may function to expand meaning as well as to limit it. Words in poetry thus 

have richer meanings than in prose-they may exhibit purposeful ambiguities-but the meanings are 

still confined to a certain area. With a poem like Whitman's that area is fairly narrowly 

circumscribed. The reader may legitimately see a Northern or Southern army (if he knows 

nothing of Whitman's life); in fact, if the poem is removed from its context in DrumTaps he may 

legitimately see a Revolutionary War army, but in no case may he interpret the poem as being 

about stars. 

 

 

The Problem of Symbols 

 

The areas of greater meaning are created by symbolical poems. “A symbol,” writes John Ciardi, 

“is like a rock dropped into a pool; it sends out ripples in all directions, and the ripples are in 

motion. Who can say where the last ripple disappears?” True, But even a symbol does not have 

unlimited meaning. The pool in which the rock is dropped has borders. A symbol in literature is 

made up of words which, by the way they are used, have acquired a sometimes tremendously 

increased area of meaning. To switch from Ciardi's figure, we may envision such a symbol as a 

powerful beam of light flashed out into the darkness by a searchlight from a point on earth. The 

cone of light is the area of meaning. Its point is precise and easily located. But its base fades out 

into the atmosphere. Its meanings are therefore almost infinite. But they are not unlimited. They 

must be found, at whatever distance from the apex, within the circumference of the cone. 

 

By the very nature of the case the process of proof or demonstration with symbolic literature is 

more difficult than with nonsymbolic, just as complex logical problems are more difficult than 

the simple ones by which logicians demonstrate their principles. Scholars will continue to debate 

the meanings of the “white whale” in Moby-Dick for years to come. Their argument, however, 

has meaning. Some interpretations do make more sense than others. More than one meaning may 

be valid, but not just any meaning can be. The white whale is not an ink blot, not even a white ink 

blot. 

 

 

Let me illustrate with a poem by William Blake: 

 

THE SICK ROSE 

 

O Rose, thou art sick! 

The invisible worm 

That flies in the night, 

In the howling storm, 

 

Has found out thy bed 

Of crimson joy, 

And his dark secret love 

Does thy life destroy. 



 

 

The essential difference between a metaphor and a literary symbol is that a metaphor means 

something else than what it is, a literary symbol, means something more than what it is. In the 

word of Robert Penn Warren, a symbol "partakes of the reality which it renders intelligible"; in 

the words of E. E. Stoll, a symbol "means what it says and another thing besides." if we use I. A. 

Richards' terms vehicle and tenor for the two things equated by a metaphor, we must say that with 

a symbol the vehicle is part of the tenor. The vehicle in this case is not like one of those long 

trucks we see on the highways carrying automobiles from manufacturer to dealer; it is more like a 

new automobile filled with presents at Christmas time in which the automobile is part of the gift. 

Melville's "Night-March” is not really about an army at all; Blake's poem is about a rose and a 

cankerworm. 

 

But Blake's poem is so richly organized that the rose and the worm refuse to remain a rose and a 

worm. The phrase “dark secret love” is too strong to be confined to the feeding of the worm on 

the rose; “thy bed of crimson joy” suggests much more than the rose bed which it literally 

denotes. The powerful connotation of these phrases, added to those of “sick,” “invisible,” “night,” 

and “howling storm,” and combined with the capitalization of “Rose” and the personification of 

the flower, force the reader to seek for additional meanings. Almost immediately the Rose 

suggest a maiden and the worm her secret lover; but these meanings in turn suggest still broader 

meanings as the cone of light broadens. The poem has been read by different readers as referring 

to the destruction of joyous physical love by jealousy, deceit, concealment, or the possessive 

instinct; of innocence by experience; of humanity by Satan; of imagination and joy by analytic 

reason; of life by death. Some of these meanings are suggested entirely by the poem itself, some 

by a knowledge also of Blake's other writings. 

 

It is not my purpose here to make a detailed examination of these interpretations in the light of 

my two criteria. My belief is that a case can be made for all of them; that the symbols allow them 

all; that we are not forced to choose between the two interpretations of the Dickinson poem or the 

one by Melville. But if the rose can mean love, innocence, humanity, imagination, and life; and if 

the worm can mean the flesh, jealousy, deceit, concealment, possessiveness, experience, Satan, 

rationalism, death (and more), can the two symbols therefore mean just anything? The answer is 

No. The rose must always represent something beautiful or desirable or good. The worm must 

always be some kind of corrupting agent of youth. Both symbols define an area of meaning and a 

viable interpretation must fall within that area. Blake's poem is not about the elimination of social 

injustice by an enlightened society; it is not about the eradication of sin by God; it is not about the 

triumph of freedom over tyranny. Any correct interpretation must satisfactorily explain the details 

of the poem without being contradicted by any detail; the best interpretations will rely on the 

fewest assumptions not grounded in the poem itself. 

 

A rose is a rose is a rose, and is more than a rose. But a rose is not an ink blot. Nor is a poem. 

 

from The English Journal (September 1962; pp.393-98) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

#2—Read and annotate each poem.  Focus your annotation on author’s purpose and how 

he/she accomplishes that purpose.  After analyzing the poem, read and annotate the 

commentary that follows.  Identify, through your annotation, the main assertion of the 

explicator and the textual evidence cited to support his/her claims.  For each poem-

commentary pair, write an extended paragraph (typed, double spaced) in which you 

identify the explicator’s thoughts and evaluate his/her analysis.  Do you agree or disagree?  

Does the poem lend itself to the interpretation provided or is it “way out there?”  

Explain/Expand.  

 

THE FLEA. 
by John Donne 

 

 

MARK but this flea, and mark in this, 

How little that which thou deniest me is; 

It suck'd me first, and now sucks thee,  

And in this flea our two bloods mingled be. 

Thou know'st that this cannot be said 

A sin, nor shame, nor loss of maidenhead; 

    Yet this enjoys before it woo, 

    And pamper'd swells with one blood made of two ; 

    And this, alas, is more than we would do. 

 

O stay, three lives in one flea spare, 

Where we almost, yea, more than married are. 

This flea is you and I, and this 

Our marriage bed, and marriage temple is. 

Though parents grudge, and you, we're met, 

And cloister'd in these living walls of jet. 

    Though use make you apt to kill me, 

    Let not to that self-murder added be, 

    And sacrilege, three sins in killing three. 

 

Cruel and sudden, hast thou since 

Purpled thy nail in blood of innocence? 

Wherein could this flea guilty be, 

Except in that drop which it suck'd from thee? 

Yet thou triumph'st, and say'st that thou 

Find'st not thyself nor me the weaker now. 

'Tis true; then learn how false fears be ; 

Just so much honour, when thou yield'st to me, 

Will waste, as this flea's death took life from thee. 

 

 



 

  
  



 
 

The Red Wheelbarrow  

by William Carlos Williams  

so much depends 

upon 

 

a red wheel 

barrow 

 

glazed with rain 

water 

 

beside the white 

chickens. 

 

 

http://www.poets.org/poet.php/prmPID/119


 

 



 

 

 

 

This Is Just To Say     

by William Carlos Williams  

I have eaten 

the plums 

that were in 

the icebox 

 

and which 

you were probably 

saving 

for breakfast 

 

Forgive me 

they were delicious 

so sweet 

and so cold 

 

http://www.poets.org/poet.php/prmPID/119


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 



#3—Time to Practice:  carefully read and analyze the following poem.   Provide a detailed 

annotation of the poem.  Focus your annotation on the meaning of the poem and how the 

poet is accomplishing the meaning.  Consider what stands out to you.  Remember 

annotation is highlighting AND notetaking.  This poem would lend itself nicely to your first 

writing assignment, don’t you think? 

 
 

 

 

My Last Duchess 
Robert Browning 

 

That's my last Duchess painted on the wall, 
Looking as if she were alive. I call 

That piece a wonder, now: Frà Pandolf's hands 
Worked busily a day, and there she stands. 

Will 't please you sit and look at her? I said 
'Frà Pandolf' by design, for never read 

Strangers like you that pictured countenance, 
The depth and passion of its earnest glance, 

But to myself they turned (since none puts by 
The curtain I have drawn for you, but I) 

And seemed as they would ask me, if they durst, 
How such a glance came there; so, not the first 

Are you to turn and ask thus. Sir, 't was not 
Her husband's presence only, called that spot 

Of joy into the Duchess' cheek: perhaps 

Frà Pandolf chanced to say, 'Her mantle laps 
Over my lady's wrist too much,' or 'Paint 

Must never hope to reproduce the faint 
Half-flush that dies along her throat:' such stuff 

Was courtesy, she thought, and cause enough 
For calling up that spot of joy. She had 

A heart -- how shall I say? -- too soon made glad, 
Too easily impressed; she liked whate'er 

She looked on, and her looks went everywhere. 
Sir, 't was all one! My favour at her breast, 

The dropping of the daylight in the West, 
The bough of cherries some officious fool 

Broke in the orchard for her, the white mule 
She rode with round the terrace -- all and each 

Would draw from her alike the approving speech,   

Or blush, at least. She thanked men, -- good! but thanked 
Somehow -- I know not how -- as if she ranked 

My gift of a nine-hundred-years-old name 

   



With anybody's gift. Who'd stoop to blame 

This sort of trifling? Even had you skill 
In speech -- (which I have not) -- to make your will 

Quite clear to such an one, and say, 'Just this 
Or that in you disgusts me; here you miss, 

Or there exceed the mark' -- and if she let 
Herself be lessoned so, nor plainly set 

Her wits to yours, forsooth, and made excuse, 
-- E'en then would be some stooping; and I choose 

Never to stoop. Oh, sir, she smiled, no doubt, 
Whene'er I passed her; but who passed without 

Much the same smile? This grew; I gave commands; 
Then all smiles stopped together. There she stands 

As if alive. Will 't please you rise? We'll meet 
The company below then. I repeat, 

The Count your master's known munificence 

Is ample warrant that no just pretence 
Of mine for dowry will be disallowed; 

Though his fair daughter's self, as I avowed 
At starting, is my object. Nay, we'll go 

Together down, sir. Notice Neptune, though, 
Taming a sea-horse, thought a rarity, 

Which Claus of Innsbruck cast in bronze for me! 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


