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An “Undogm atic ”  Reading of  Lyric  Poetry  

D e f e n d i n g  t h e  N a r r a t o l o g i c a l  A p p r o a c h  t o  P o e t r y  
A n a l y s i s  

Peter Hühn  

Proposals for the transgeneric application of narratology to the analysis of lyric po-
ems1 have met with severe criticism,2 not on account of finding fault with the con-
crete results in the analysis of specific poems but for conceptual reasons. The basis 
of the rejection of this approach is the claim that lyric poetry as a genre is fundamen-
tally different from the narrative genre and therefore inaccessible to a narratological 
analysis. Jonathan Culler, the currently most prominent American proponent of a 
general “theory of the lyric”, e. g., rejects what he calls “the development of a novel-
izing account of the lyric that fails to respond to what is most extravagant and most 
distinctive about it” (Culler, 2015, p. 3), an approach which he sees inherent in the 
“model of lyric as dramatic monologue by a fictional persona”, focusing on “who is 
speaking or on what situation”, “arguing instead for a default model of lyric as poetic 
discourse about our world which subordinates fictional and representational ele-
ments to ritualistic features […] such as sound patterning, lyric address and the lyric 
present tense” (Culler, 2017, p. 119). Against this critique, I will restate and defend the 
claim that the application of narratological categories to the analysis of lyric poems 
is legitimate and fruitful and I will demonstrate the fruitfulness by the interpretation 
of one prototypical example. 

My argument is based on two premises. The first concerns the definition of the 
lyric genre. The prototypical lyric poem3 is characterised by two features: 

                                                                          
1
 As put forward e.g. in Hühn (2005); Hühn & Kiefer (2005). 

2
 By Hempfer (2014, pp. 16–21), Dueck (2019) and especially by Culler (2015; 2018). 

3 
See Hempfer’s (2014, pp. 30–45, 68–70) recourse to the concept of prototypes. 
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(a) by a monological speech situation,4 
˗ featuring a coherent utterance from a specific perspective, that of a 

speaker (as the originator of the utterance),5 
˗ the speaker may be more or less personalised or individualised, 
˗ the speaker’s position may be more or less implicitly embedded in a situa-

tion or communicative constellation, i. e. his utterance may be either con-
textualised or decontextualised and 

˗ accordingly, the status of the utterance is either fictional or factual,6 i. e. it 
is intended and can be perceived either as fictional or as factual7, and 

(b) by brevity together with a variable degree of prosodical overstructuring or sound 
patterning8 (which foregrounds the artifice of the text and stresses its sensory 
dimension). 

The second premise concerns the type and form of critical approach to lyric poems. It 
is my assumption that the primary aim of reading a poem is understanding its mean-
ing9 and that analysing the lyrical text in its semantic dimension, in the form of an in-
terpretation, is the proper procedure of engaging with a lyric poem, as Hempfer (2018, 

                                                                          
4

 See Hempfer (2014, pp. 30–45, 68–69); Lamping (1989, pp. 21–22); also: Müller-Zettelmann (2000, pp. 64–
138); Zymner (2016, pp. 23–30). – The central relevance of this feature to lyric poetry has to be stressed 

against Culler, who rejects a focus on the speech situation by narrowly confusing it with the historically spe-

cific subgenre of the dramatic monologue (2017, p. 119). It can be empirically demonstrated that the over-
whelming majority of English poems during all periods feature a monological speech situation, i. e. they 

possess the rhetorical structure of a first-person utterance: poems with a first-person perspective comprise 

88% of John Hayward’s Penguin Book of English Verse (1956), 76% of Christopher Ricks’s Oxford Book of English 
Verse (1999) and 74% of Paul Keegan’s New Penguin Book of English Verse (2000). 

5
 Müller (2019) replaces the term “speaker” with that of “addresser” (“Adressant”) to avoid the possible sug-

gestion of an actually spoken speech. But the English term “speaker”, as used in poetry criticism, does not at 
all presuppose a spoken utterance. 

6
 Hempfer’s (2014, pp. 30–45) definition of the lyrical utterance as “fiction of performance” (“Performativi-

tätsfiktion”) and Culler’s (2015, pp. 117–118) understanding of the poem (drawing on Käte Hamburger) as 

“statement of reality” (“Wirklichkeitsaussage”) have thus to be considered not as alternative or opposed the-
oretical concepts but as possible variants of the status of a lyrical utterance. See also Müller (2019, p. 89). 

7 
Cf. Hühn (2014). 

8 
The extent of overstructuring in lyric poetry is historically variable. This feature is more pronounced in po-

ems up to the 19th century, much less so in modernism and thereafter. Moreover, in earlier periods, this de-

vice was equally used in a great number of other genres (epics, verse narratives, treatises, dramas). There-

fore, this device cannot be said to represent “the most salient features of most lyrics”, as Culler – sweepingly 
– contends (2015, p. 2). 

9 
And not, as Culler assumes, to appreciate what he calls its “ritualistic” qualities (2017, p. 119). It is extremely 
rare that poems are primarily read for their sound patterning – like music.
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pp. 1–36) has compellingly argued under the heading of the “ineluctability of interpre-
tation” (“die Unhintergehbarkeit der Interpretation”): explicating the meaning by way 
of a methodologically explicit and rationally controlled procedure.10 

The transgeneric narratological approach is not proposed here as a contribution 
to the definition of the lyric genre, i. e. it is not presupposed that poetry is a narrative 
genre like novels or short stories, nor is “narrative […] taken as the norm and lyric as a 
variation”.11 Instead, the narratological system of categories is offered as a viable oper-
ational toolkit for the interpretation of lyric texts. The prosodical overstructuring of 
the lyric text is hereby taken into consideration in so far as it modulates the semantic 
structure of the poem, accentuating, supporting or undermining its meaning; it does 
not carry meaning in itself independent of its impact on the semantic content. 

The transgeneric applicability of narratological methodology to the interpreta-
tion of lyric poetry is justified by the following observation and description of the 
ways in which verbal utterances are generally organised in their sequential structure 
to convey their meaning. In the terms of text linguistics, one may distinguish various 
text types or modes of speaking and writing such as narration, description, argumen-
tation, evaluation and naming.12 The text type narration is characterised by specifi-
cally rendering changes of state, explicitly by means of a sequence of verbs or indi-
rectly by means of detailing or summarising the succession of different actions, sit-
uations, states of affairs in the form of nouns or metaphors indicating change and 
development. The narrative genre (with its various subgenres such as novel, short 
story, fairy tale, anecdote) is defined by narrativity as the predominating discourse 
type. But narrative texts inevitably (and to various degrees) also employ other text 
types such as description, naming, evaluating etc. Although the genre of lyric poetry 
– in contradistinction to narrative fiction – is not defined by narrativity as the dom-
inant discourse type, poems do use narrative devices in various ways and they even 
do so pervasively and extensively. This is due to the function of narration (in the gen-
eral sense of formulating “changes of state”) as a privileged instrument for ordering 
and making sense of experience as well as communicating such meaning and under-
standing to others or to oneself. Ultimately, this privileging of narrative is due to the 
anthropological fact that human existence in the world, the conditions of life, expe-
rience, consciousness, social relations and communication are fundamentally and 

                                                                          
10

 That analysing a poem aims in fact at the production of an interpretation is here emphatically insisted on 
against Culler’s unexplained rejection of this goal (2015, p. 5). 

11
 Such is Culler’s (2018, p. 208) mistaken critical imputation against a narratological approach. 

12
 For the distinction between these types, see Virtanen (1992). Virtanen distinguishes between superordinate 

“discourse types”, which determine the overall function of a text, and subordinate “text types”, which are 
employed (alone or in combination) on a lower level to serve this function. 
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inevitably determined by change, i. e. by being subject to time and transience – a con-
dition which individuals, in their thoughts and communications, constantly attempt 
to understand, structure and control with the aim of coping with problems and de-
sires and achieving or securing happiness, fulfillment, stability or clarity, processes 
which centrally underlie the courses of reflection and utterance represented in po-
ems. Because of the pervasive use of narrative elements in lyric poetry, it is legiti-
mate and fruitful to apply categories and methods originally designed for the study 
of narrative prose fiction to analyse how lyric poems provide an aesthetic expression 
of experience and reflection. 

A narrative is basically defined as a change of state, typically resulting in a deci-
sive turn, ascribed to a figure, an agent or a patient, i. e. a figure actively achieving a 
change of state or passively undergoing one. Poems can present narratives on either 
of two levels (or on both): on the level of enunciation, i. e. within the sequence of the 
utterance itself, which typically consists of mental acts of reflection, perception or 
imagination in their temporal development, what Cohn calls “psycho-narration”,13 
and on the level of the enounced,14 i. e. within that which the utterance represents, 
refers to or constitutes, typically brief, abbreviated or condensed states of affairs and 
changes of state. 

Narrative sequences in poetry occur typically in a reduced, abbreviated or sum-
marised form, as compact “stories”, as it were, as “micro-narratives”15 or “mini-sto-
ries”,16 omitting circumstantial details such as proper names, identified settings, 
dates, specified time spans, social backgrounds or outward appearances. The nor-
mal narrative stance is telling a story retrospectively, but it is also possible to tell a 
story prospectively (foreseeing or planning a course of action), simultaneously (pre-
senting ongoing happenings) or hypothetically (imagining what might happen under 
certain circumstances). For their understanding, such mini-stories rely on the read-
ers’ narrative competence to fill in gaps and supply missing or merely implied links 
by associating the appropriate “frames” and “scripts” (Schank & Abelson, 1977), that 

                                                                          
13

 Cohn (1983, pp. 21−57). Cohn restricts this term, however, to mental processes mediated by a narrator, dis-

tinguishing psycho-narration from the “monological technique”, the direct rendering of such processes in 
the first person by a protagonist. This distinction is due to her specific definition of narrativity as based on 

the presence of a mediating instance, a narrator. But this restrictive distinction is implausible since the men-
tal process is the same in both cases. 

14
 The terms “enunciation” and “enounced” were taken over from Benveniste and introduced to the analysis of 

poetry by Easthope (1983, pp. 40–47). 
15

 Cohn also describes compact or condensed forms of psycho-narration, which she calls “summaries” (1983, 
pp. 34–35) and which might be termed “micro-narratives” or “mini-stories”. 

16
 Fludernik (2009, p. 124) uses the term “mini-story” to designate the narrative sequences implicitly inherent 

in certain images or metaphors. 
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is, the conventional schemata, stereotypical scenarios or procedural patterns with 
which readers are already familiar on account of their world-knowledge. Critics of a 
transgeneric approach to poetry usually object to applying the term “narrative” or 
“story” to poems.17 But if a story is defined as a change of state with an implied turn 
ascribed to an agent or patient, there is no reason why condensed or summarized 
changes of state should not be called (rudimentary) stories, as Fludernik and Cohn 
point out. In this general sense, the term “story” or “narrative” is used in the 
transgenerical narratological analysis of poetry. 

I will now demonstrate the procedure and efficacy of applying narratological cat-
egories to the analysis of one poem, Robert Frost’s Spring Pools, which Culler (2015, 
pp. 116–118) discusses to illustrate what he claims is missed if one treats it as “a fictional 
imitation of a nonpoetic speech act”, “focus[ing] on a speaker and see[ing] the poem as 
a drama of attitudes”. 

These pools that, though in forests, still reflect 
The total sky almost without defect, 
And like the flowers beside them, chill and shiver, 
Will like the flowers beside them soon be gone, 
And yet not out by any brook or river, 
But up by roots to bring dark foliage on. 
The trees that have it in their pent-up buds 
To darken nature and be summer woods--- 
Let them think twice before they use their powers 
To blot out and drink up and sweep away 
These flowery waters and these watery flowers 
From snow that melted only yesterday. 

The poem clearly features a speaker who makes a coherent utterance (on the level of 
enunciation), a reflection about the situation of pools in woods (the “existents” in this 
scene) and their changes from early spring to summer. The speaker is not personal-
ised or individualised, nothing concrete about him or her (not even the gender) can 
be gathered from the text and the speaker is not dissociated from the author as a 
“fictional” character. The situation in which this utterance is performed can be spec-
ified, however, with respect to time and place: a present state of affairs (see the pre-
sent-tense verbs), during early spring (“still”, l. 1; “chill and shiver”, l. 3; “will […] 
soon”, l. 4; “snow melted […] only yesterday”, l. 12) and in imagined, if not actual pres-
ence of the spring pools, though not of a particular one (see the plural of “these pools”, 

                                                                          
17

 See, for instance, Culler (2018, pp. 201–216). 
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l. 1; “these flowery waters and these watery flowers”, l. 11). The utterance, comprising 
perception, description, prediction, warning and recollection, as a whole consists of 
a train of thoughts, a developing reflection about an ongoing natural process, con-
stituting a kind of mental story, “psycho-narration”. The speaker’s utterance func-
tions as a factual statement about imminent changes in nature. 

The solitary reflection presented in the poem is not addressed to anyone and 
presupposes no communicative constellation vis-à-vis an addressee (it is no dra-
matic monologue in the strict sense of the term). However, the phrase “Let them 
think twice before they use their powers” (l. 9) constitutes a warning to the trees 
against effecting the change in the state of the forests, the transition from late winter 
or early spring to summer – but it is only imaginatively directed at the trees, obvi-
ously uttered in the full knowledge of its ineffectuality and in the ironic awareness of 
the inappropriateness of ascribing the capacity of “thinking” to the trees. That the 
warning is uttered at all in spite of this awareness implies a certain emotional atti-
tude on the part of the speaker – the desire to arrest change, a regret about the tran-
sitoriness of things, which is also conveyed by the “negative” verbs employed to de-
scribe change in the form of terminating or finishing the process: “To blot out and 
drink up and sweep away” (l. 10). A similar attitude is expressed in the closing line by 
its reference to “[…] snow that melted only yesterday” (l. 12), alluding, as Culler (2015, 
p. 118) points out, to Villon’s “où sont les neiges d’antan”, expressing sadness about 
the general transience of things. 

The narratological approach is particularly apt to analyse the sequential struc-
ture of the speaker’s utterance, both on the level of enunciation, the succession of 
thoughts, as psycho-narration, and that of the enounced, the represented state of 
affairs and its changes. The speaker perceives or imagines the present situation of 
pools in forests during the early spring season and goes on to foresee the change of 
the situation during the imminent spring, finally thinking back to the past, the ad-
vent of the present state at the end of winter with the melting of the snow. What the 
speaker does in his reflections is tell a micro-story, the process of the seasonal change 
from early spring to summer, starting from the perception of the present stasis (cf. 
ll. 1–3), which is already seen as unstable (“still”, l. 1). He tells this micro-story twice, 
prospectively, i. e. he foresees that it will happen in the immediate future (“soon”, 
l. 4): first as a passive process of transformation, the trajectory of the waters, as “pa-
tients”, from the pools into the leaves (cf. ll. 4–6), happening of their own accord; 
then narrated again (cf. ll. 7–11), this time as a process actively driven by the trees as 
“agents”, on account of the innate active power of vegetation. The agency of the trees 
implied thereby enables the speaker, imaginatively, to voice a warning against this 
imminent change. After these two prospective micro-narratives, the speaker looks 
further back and ends with a – very short – retrospective story, which in the past had 
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led to the present state of affairs, the spring pools: “From snow that melted only yes-
terday”. This intricate concatenation of micro-narratives constitutes a complex way 
of reacting to change, presenting it as a natural and unavoidable process as well as 
surreptitiously revealing regret about it. This regret is also revealed by the beauty, 
perfection, integration and wholeness which is ascribed to the present situation: the 
intimate connection, through reflection, between the pools and the “total sky almost 
without defect” (l. 2), between earth and heaven, and the intimate link between the 
waters and the flowers in the present scene, which is expressed twice, conspicuously 
emphasised by poetical – prosodical – means: by anaphoric repetition in lines 3 and 
4 and by chiastic coupling and permutation in line 11, constituting in its succession 
an intensification of the interconnectedness of both existents. The speaker adds a 
realistic, non-idyllic note to the balanced integration of the present stasis: flowers 
and waters are united both in their painful condition (they “chill and shiver”, l. 3) and 
in their transience and imminent evaporation (“soon be gone”, l. 4). The nostalgic re-
gret about transience and change is expressed by the application of narrative struc-
tures which as such are essentially based on change of state. And the change implied 
here is the transience of the stasis of a totalised, perfect state. 

Further prosodic devices serve to emphasise the opposition of stasis and change 
as well as the implied reaction to stasis and change. The abstract doubleness which 
underlies this opposition is reflected in the subdivision of the poetic text. The twelve 
lines are subdivided by the rhymes and the syntax into two parts of six lines each, 
both starting with two pair-rhymed lines followed in each half by four cross-rhymed 
lines. Both halves start with structurally parallel phrases consisting of noun plus rel-
ative clause: “The pools that […]” and “The trees that […]”, thus contrasting pools and 
trees, beneath and above, the patients and agents of the two respective two-step mi-
cro-narratives in the subsequent lines. 

The meaning of the speaker’s reflection about the spring pools, his attempt at 
clarifying, understanding and coming to terms with an experience of natural sea-
sonal change, can be further specified by placing it into an appropriate frame or con-
text, which as an operational move is always necessary to determine the specific sig-
nificance of an utterance. The context in this case is the traditional motif (i. e. 
“script”) of nature poems celebrating spring as the sprouting and flowering of vege-
tation, from Chaucer’s introduction to The Canterbury Tales to Herrick’s Corinna’s Go-
ing A-Maying and to Wordsworth’s Lines Written in Early Spring. Frost’s Spring Pools 
deviates from this traditional script by unexpectedly focusing on the seasonal phase 
before the onset of spring, accentuating the experience of transitoriness by linking it 
to the transitional stage between winter and spring, which is characterised by its in-
between-ness and displays a more comprehensive totality and interconnectedness 
of earth, water, flowers, trees and sky than even spring itself. 
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Analysing this poem with respect to the speech situation in this manner does not at 
all mean, as Culler (2015, p. 118) alleges, treating it as a dramatic monologue and 
“push[ing] lyric in the direction of the novel”. Rather, the transgeneric narratological 
approach shows that the speaker’s employment of (rudimentary, condensed) narra-
tive structures is essential to its meaning, the reaction to the experience of change as 
the core element of narrative. This approach also allows for a linking of the prosodic 
overstructuring of the utterance to the semantic dimension as a means of modulat-
ing the meaning. So, it cannot be said that this model “denies three dimensions of 
lyric: the effects of presentness of lyric utterance, the materiality of lyric language 
[…] and the rich texture of intertextual relations” (Culler, 2015, p. 119). Rather, it al-
lows for the close and explicit functional integration of these dimensions in the 
analysis of the meaning of poems.18 
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