
LT 201 - Introduction to Literature I POETRY EXAMINATION KEY

Part I. Identification 
Identify the literary technique(s) used in the following excerpts. Also, give a brief 
interpretation or explanation how such techniques are effectively employed. 

1.  All the world’s a stage,  
 And all the men and women merely players;  
 They have their exits and their entrances,  
 And one man in his time plays many parts,        

The poet uses metaphor to compare the world to a stage and human to actors. He also uses 
extended metaphor to further compare exits and entrances on the stage to birth and death, 
and the actor’s roles (“parts”) to many duties or responsibilities which each of us have in our 
lives. 

2. We dance round in a ring and suppose, 
 But the Secret sits in the middle and knows.     

The speaker uses personification technique to make “Secret” (an abstract idea) act like a 
human being (‘sitting’ and ‘knowing’). The speaker says that we all dance around in the ring 
and trying to guess at (“suppose”) the secret. We can only guess but we will never know 
exactly what the secret is even though it’s sitting right in front of us at all time. 

3. I will go back to the great sweet mother, 
     Mother and lover of men, the sea. 
 I will go down to her, I and none other, 
     Close with her, kiss her and mix her with me;     

The speaker uses metaphor in comparing the sea to a loving mother (“Mother and lover of 
men, the sea.”) The sea is the mother because all life on earth originated from the sea. He 
wants to go swimming alone in the sea, the place where all life began, in order to feel alive 
again. 

4. I wakened on my hot, hard bed, 
 Upon the pillow lay my head;  
 Beneath the pillow I could hear  
 My little watch was ticking clear.  
 I thought the throbbing of it went  
 Like my continual discontent. 
 I thought it said in every tick:  
 I am so sick, so sick, so sick;  
 O death, come quick, come quick, come quick,  
 Come quick, come quick, come quick, come quick!     

The speaker uses tactile and auditory imagery to describe his surrounding. He is lying on a 
“hot, hard bed” and hearing the ticking sound of his watch. He employs onomatopoeia 
technique in repeating the words “tick” “sick” and “quick” to imitate the ticking sound of the 
watch’s second hand. He is probably very sick and imagining that he will die soon. He is 
waiting impatiently for death because he hopes that death can end his suffering. 
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5. I know a hundred ways to die. 
 I’ve often thought that I’d try one: 
 Lie down beneath a motor truck 
 Some day when standing by one. 
  
 Or throw myself from off a bridge—  
 Except such things must be 
 So hard upon the scavengers 
 And men that clean the sea. 

 I know some poison I could drink. 
 I’ve often thought I’d taste it. 
 But mother bought it for the sink, 
 And drinking it would waste it.       

The speaker employs verbal irony in saying that he would like to try out some possible ways 
to die. He doesn’t want to die. In fact, we can see that he’s actually afraid of death because he 
always comes up with absurd reasons why he cannot attempt to die such as fearing that 
others will have a hard time cleaning after his mess or not wanting to waste the cleaning 
product that his mother bought for the sink by drinking it. 

6. Your absence has gone through me    
 Like thread through a needle. 
 Everything I do is stitched with its color.      

The speaker uses simile to compare his beloved to the thread and himself to the needle. Even 
when his loved one is absent or away, she is still with him. Whatever he does, he always 
thinks of her like the needle that keeps stitching that thread onto everything that it sews. 

7. Success is counted sweetest 
 By those who ne’er succeed. 
 To comprehend a nectar 
 Requires sorest need.         

The poet uses metaphor in comparing success to sweet nectar. The statement is also a 
paradox. How could those who never succeeded (never tasted the nectar) know what success 
tastes like? And yet they want to taste the success because they truly understand 
(“comprehend”) its sweetness. It’s paradoxical because we have to know failure to know what 
success is. If we don’t fail, we won’t appreciate success. 

8.     Music, when soft voices die, 
 Vibrates in the memory— 
 Odours, when sweet violets sicken, 
 Live within the sense they quicken. 

     Rose leaves, when the rose is dead, 
 Are heaped for the belovèd’s bed; 
 And so thy thoughts, when thou art gone, 
 Love itself shall slumber on.       
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The speaker uses metaphor in comparing the thoughts of his ex-lover to series of good things 
which are no more but are still within senses or memory (music, odours of violet, rose 
leaves). The speaker cherishes the memory of his beloved although she is no longer with him. 
The love he has for her does not disappear but remains asleep in his thoughts. Auditory and 
olfactory imagery are presented in the sound of music and the smell of flowers. Also, 
personification is subtly employed since voice and rose can “die,” and violets can become 
sick. 

Part II. Analysis 
Discuss the main idea of the poem and how that idea is effectively conveyed. 

‘Mid-Term Break’ by Seamus Heaney 

I sat all morning in the college sick bay 
Counting bells knelling classes to a close. 
At two o’clock our neighbours drove me home. 

In the porch I met my father crying— 
He had always taken funerals in his stride°—    
And Big Jim Evans saying it was a hard blow. 

The baby cooed and laughed and rocked the pram 
When I came in, and I was embarrassed 
By old men standing up to shake my hand 

And tell me they were ‘sorry for my trouble’. 
Whispers informed strangers I was the eldest, 
Away at school, as my mother held my hand 

In hers and coughed out angry tearless sighs. 
At ten o’clock the ambulance arrived 
With the corpse, stanched and bandaged by the nurses. 

Next morning I went up into the room. Snowdrops° 
And candles soothed the bedside; I saw him 
For the first time in six weeks. Paler now, 

Wearing a poppy° bruise on his left temple, 
He lay in the four-foot box as in his cot. 
No gaudy scars, the bumper knocked him clear. 

A four-foot box, a foot for every year. 

to take something in stride - to calmly deal with something that is unpleasant; to accept 
snowdrops - a plant that bears drooping white flowers during the late winter 
poppy - red 
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Guiding questions 
• What is the significance of the ‘box’ and its size? What is the situation in this poem?  
• How do the speaker, his father, and his mother react in such situation? 
• Are there any words with connotation? What meanings do they convey? 
• Is there any imagery that stands out in this poem? 
• How is the title of the poem in contrast with its story? 
• Is the speaker’s tone of voice appropriate to the situation he is facing? 

 ‘Mid-Term Break’ by Seamus Heaney recounts the situation that happened during one 
midterm break of the speaker while he was still in college. The speaker was the eldest son of 
the family, and he had been away in college for six weeks then since the semester began. The 
speaker was apparently sick (he was staying in the college’s “sick bay” or infirmary) when he 
received the news of the death of his younger brother who got hit by a car. The title ‘Mid-
Term Break’ is in contrast with the story because midterm vacation  is supposed to be an 
enjoyable time but the speaker had to deal with his own sickness and his brother’s death. The 
word ‘knell’ has connotation of the bell that tolls for the dead, so the “bells knelling” 
foreshadow such unfortunate event in the poem. He was driven back home by his neighbours. 
At home, his father was crying but his mother showed no sign of outward grief except anger. 
It’s rather strange because the father was supposed to be strong while the mother should be 
the one crying. The father used to accepted death calmly (“He had always taken funerals in 
his stride”) but this time he cried because it was “a hard blow” to lose his young son. Other 
people were also present at the speaker’s house to offer condolences to his family. “The baby 
cooed and laughed” because the baby was innocent and didn’t know what death was. The 
baby was not aware of the funeral. Maybe the speaker’s younger brother who had died didn’t 
know what death was too since he was only four years old. But death took his life no matter 
what. This is the main idea of the poem, that death comes to us all—young or old, big or 
small. 
 At ten o’clock (maybe at night but the poem didn’t say when) the ambulance brought 
the dead boy to the house. The speaker waited until next morning to go up to the dead boy’s 
room to see him. It’s strange that he didn’t want to see his younger brother right away. Maybe 
he was too sick to grieve, or maybe he was not ready to accept such loss. Also, the reader had 
not seen him cry once. The tone of this poem is definitely sad and gloomy, but not in a tearful 
way because the speaker only recounts the outward events and situation but rarely shows us 
what he feels or how he feels inside. In the boy’s room, the visual imagery suddenly became 
prominent: “snowdrops” on the bedside and “poppy bruise” on the head of the boy. Red and 
white, colours of corpse and blood. The word “snowdrops” also connotes winter or death 
while “candles” connotes human’s short life. The dead boy himself, whom the speaker had 
not seen for six weeks, was “paler now.” Everything else about him remained almost the same 
because the car accident didn’t leave any big wound on him except for a “bruise on his left 
temple” (left side of his head). Simile technique is employed as the speaker compares the 
“box” or the coffin that the boy slept in to the “cot” or the small bed. To the speaker, it was as 
if his younger brother didn’t die but was only sleeping. The word “poppy” also connotes 
sleepiness or drowsiness because this red flower is used to make a medicine that can induce 
sleep. “A four-foot box” in the last line symbolizes the short life of the speaker’s dead brother. 
He was getting taller by one foot for every year in his life. He was only four feet tall or four 
years old, and his coffin was so small. He was only a small boy when he died.
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