Sample Exegesis Theses
Culled with permission from essays written by students in the Major British Poets senior elective, fall 2002.
In “She Walks in Beauty” the speaker uses balance in the style of the poem to reveal outer beauty and bemoan the lack of balance in the inner soul, thereby subtly criticizing the lady in question.

John Milton’s “When I Consider How My Light Is Spent” represents a paradox because it discusses the futility of poetry to God and yet it takes the form of a perfect sonnet.

“A Valediction: of Weeping” uses multi-layered conceits, complicated imagery, intentional visual composition, concise language, straining rhyme scheme, ambiguity of language and obscure allusions to dramatize the conflict between speaker and mistress by providing a deeper look at the speaker’s emotions.

The poem’s turn, the complicated imagery and allusions, the repetitive alliteration, the numerous enjambments, and the intricate rhyme scheme highlight the conflict between the speaker’s desire, and Kubla’s ability to articulate genius.

Thus, the main conflict of the piece occurs between the perception that the speaker attempts to peddle and actual reality.

So is this poem an incantation, or is it a prayer?  The form and imagery of the poem seem to reveal that the narrator desires more than muse-like guidance from the wind—he seems rather to be seeking divine inspiration. Shelley’s careful control of form—specifically structure and rhyme scheme—and imagery in his “Ode to the West Wind” support the view that the poem is a prayer, rather than an incantation, for poetic inspiration.  

Using the biblical story of Absalom, King David’s rebellious son, as an allegory he argued James II—the catholic brother of Charles—should succeed the throne as opposed to Charles’ protestant, illegitimate son James the Duke of Monmouth.  

N.B. Note that while these student samples provide a wide range of quality, the best theses offer three key components:

1. Specific language for each term

2. A clear link between the formal elements of the poem and the meaning of the poem, usually expressed as a causal analysis claim, in a structure that reveals how the specific elements of poetry yield the meaning of the poem
3. Strong verbs, in the present tense.

