*"Evening Hawk" by Robert Penn Warren*



Robert Penn Warren's 1975 poem, "Evening Hawk," was the poetry selection for the 2006 Operational Exam. Students were asked to write about how the poet used language to describe the scene and to convey mood and meaning. Overall, students found the poem sufficiently accessibly to allow for multiple interpretations and they appeared to feel confident in their own abilities to comment on the poet's use of language.



Many of the better students immediately claimed an analytical space from which to comment insightfully on the hawk in flight as the day gives way to night. Additionally, these better writers wrote knowingly and well about the various levels of figurative verbs, the series of prepositional phrases, the stanzas comprised of one sentence, the metaphors, similes, and personification, and symbols used throughout. To our delight and
Appreciation not to mention our relief many students finally demonstrated that they could go beyond listing and name-calling and really show how these devices aid in how the poet conveys that which he wishes to do. Moreover, our better writers could discern and discuss meaning in the poem and were discriminating enough to know that a truly good piece of work may indeed yield multiple meanings. The best essays exhibited sophisticated writings which clearly well-prepared students responded not only to the beauty of the poem but also to its terror. Some of the best writers were also able to identify Robert Penn Warren as a "Fugitive" or "Southern Agrarian" writer and to see this group of writers as 20th century extensions of the British (and, to a lesser degree, the American) Romantics juxtaposing the world of Reason/Technology to the instinctual world of Nature. The wide range of diction likewise compelled students to make an effort: "geometries" and "orchids," "the guttural gorge," ancient wisdom and leaking pipes challenged students to define the area covered by the throwing of such a wide, far-flung semantic net. Their analysis was often inventive, occasionally hilarious, and, at its best, highly perceptive. The provocative range of the diction allowed the brilliant students to shine brilliantly. In stylistic terms, the really superior students also used sophisticated, erudite and often elegant language without sounding forced; such students were in full control of what they wrote, rather than the language running away with them.

Of course many students struggled with the poem. Even when it was evident
that some of the students had a sincere desire to write something
intelligent about the poem, it was abundantly clear that many of them
possessed neither the reading, thinking, or writing skills to serve them in
this desire. In many instances, students have not been instructed in what
Laurence Perrine calls "the plain sense of poetry"; thus, they cannot read a
poem for understanding let along write about it with insight and clarity.
Yet, many students are getting better and more confident in their ability to
take a poem and extract some meaning from it. Even when the student did not
totally understand the poem, often he or she faked it well, showing an
understanding of form and structure, as well as the nature of literary
analysis. Less capable students typically focused on the epic imagery in the
beginning of the poem because it was an accessible spectacle. They quickly
perceived that nature is indifferent to man. They recognized the importance of the noiseless passage of time and the weight of humanity's errors in the first 13 lines of the poem. However, walking their way through the poem, many stopped on this side of the bridge. There is some hope, though, that students are beginning to learn that it is one thing to identify poetic devices, but it is quite another thing to comment on how these devices operate in the poem and how they are employed to achieve meaning.

