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Elements of Cummings's Style 

Word Choice Cummings often invented new words 

or used familiar words in an unfamiliar 

way. 

Before Reading 

maggie and milly and molly and may 
who are you,little i 
old age sticks 
Poems by E. E. Cummings 

Are 	CONNECTED': 
You may not think that an insect and a snowflake have anything in 

common. However, you may be surprised to discover that a snowflake 

always has six sides and an insect always has six legs. In a world of infinite 

variety, scientists, artists, writers—including the poet whose work you are 

about to read—can reveal unexpected connections between unlike things. 

WEB IT Think of a plant or an animal, an object, and a very old or very 

young person that you share connections with. Use a word web to describe 

each connection. 

Literary Analysis: Style in Poetry 
Poet E. E. Cummings has one of the most recognizable styles in literature. As 

with many writers, his style is not in what he says, but in how he says it. To 

identify Cummings's unique style, focus on the elements shown below. As 
you can see, Cummings broke many "rules." Watch for examples of his style 

as you read three of his poems. 

READING 4 Understand the 
structure and elements of poetry. • 
Analyze the importance of 
graphical elements (e.g., capital 
letters, line length, word position) 
on the meaning of a poem. 

1 water the plant 
and ytve 1+ soil.  

The plant gives 
me tomatoes, • • Cummings often created unusual line 

breaks in his poetry. Sometimes he even 

broke a line in the middle of a word. He 

also arranged the lines of some poems 

in order to create a visual pattern on 

the page. 

Form 

Cummings used punctuation in new 

ways and rarely used capital letters. 

He sometimes eliminated the space 

between two words or positioned words 

alone in a line. 

Punctuation, Capitalization, 
Word Position 



RC-7(C) Reflect on understanding 
to monitor comprehension. 

Reading Strategy: Monitor 
To get the most meaning out of what you are reading, it is good to 

occasionally check, or monitor, your understanding. One part of monitoring 

is to clarify. To clarify your reading 

• pause and reflect on what you know so far 

• use clues in the selection to make inferences about meaning 

• rephrase lines in a poem in your own words to make the meaning 

more clear 

As you read each poem, notes in the side column will ask you to record your 

answers in the chart below. 

Line Numbers 	 Poet's Words 

"maggie and milly and molly and 

My Words 

may" 

5-6 "'wily befriended 
a stranded star / 
whose rafts five languid 
?ringers were" 

Mai discovered 
a sfarfish with 
fiVe arms. 

11-12 

"who are you,little i" 

8 

"old age sticks" 

/—// 
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Monitor Your Comprehension 

SET A PURPOSE 
FOR READING 

Read this poem to discover 

what four girls find at the 

beach. 

0 STYLE IN POETRY 
In what ways are lines 1-2 both 

traditional and unusual? 

maggie and milly 
and molly and may 

BACKGROUND E. E. Cummings wrote during a 

period of literary and artistic experimentation. 

He created a unique style that made him 

famous. Notice how Cummings uses unusual 

capitalization, punctuation, and word spacing 

to create a unique style. 

maggie and milly and molly and may 
went down to the beach (to play one day) 0 

and maggie discovered a shell that sang 
so sweetly she couldn't remember her troubles,and 

PAUSE & REFLECT 
Pause at line 8. What is the 

"horrible thing" chasing molly? 

5 milly befriended a stranded star 
whose rays five languid' fingers were; 

and molly was chased by a horrible thing 
which raced sideways while blowing bubbles:and 
CEEMIIIMD 

may came home with a smooth round stone 
10 as small as a world and as large as alone. 

0 MONITOR 
Clarify by restating the meaning 

of the last two lines. Put your 

restatement in the chart on 

page 203. 

For whatever we lose (like a you or a me) 
it's always ourselves we find in the sea 0 

1. languid (16ng'gwid): lacking energy; drooping. 
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SET A PURPOSE 
FOR READING 

Read this poem to discover 

who "little i" is. 

who are you little i 

G% 

BACKGROUND You are probably tempted to 

capitalize the titles of E. E. Cummings's poems. 

However, Cummings stopped capitalizing letters 

early in his writing career. He also ignores many 

rules of punctuation. These quirks of style are 

trademarks of his poetry. 

who are you,little i IS STYLE IN POETRY 
Read the entire poem aloud at 

least twice. What is the effect of 

having unusual line breaks? (five or six years old) 
peering from some high 

window; at the gold 

5 of November sunset 

(and feeling:that if day 
has to become night 

this is a beautiful way) 0 

0 MONITOR 
Clarify what the word this refers 

to in line 8. Put your response 

in the chart on page 203. 
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Monitor Your Comprehension 

old age sticks 
Poem 

E. E. CUMMING 

BACKGROUND In this poem, Cummings breaks lines 

in the middle of some words. Think about what 

Cummings is trying to convey with these line breaks. 

SETA PURPOSE 
FOR READING 

Read this poem to discover 

the speaker's thoughts on 

youth and old age. 

old age sticks 

up Keep 
Off 
signs) & 

O MONITOR 
To clarify, rephrase what the 

speaker says in lines 	Write 

your response in the chart on 

page 203. 

O STYLE IN POETRY 
Note which words are capitalized 
in the poem. Why do you think 

Cummings chose to capitalize 

these words? 

5 youth yanks them 
down (old 
age 

cries No 

Tres)&(pas) 
10 youth laughs 

(sing 0 

old age 

scolds Forbid 

den Stop 
15 Must 

n't Don't 0 

&)youth goes 

right on 
gr 

20 owing old 
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After Reading 

Literary Analysis: Style in Poetry 
Cummings uses the elements of word choice, form, punctuation, 

capitalization, and word position to help define his distinctive style. Reread 

each of the poems, and identify four characteristics of Cummings's style 

that the poems all share. (One characteristic has already been identified for 

you.) Note examples of each characteristic in the chart below. 

READING 4 Understand the 
structure and elements of poetry. 
Analyze the importance of 
graphical elements (e.g., capital 
letters, line length, word position) 
on the meaning of a poem. 

Examples 	 Effects 

Does not use capital 

Jeffers 

Style 
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After Reading 

Reading Strategy: Monitor 
Review the chart you created on page 203. For each poem, explain how 

rephrasing one or more lines help to clarify the poem's meaning for you. 
RC-7(C) Reflect on understanding 
to monitor comprehension. 

My words How it clarified meaning 

  

CONNECTED? 
Refer to the word web you created on page 202. After reading the poems, 

how would you change your web to reflect the messages of the poems? 
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READING 4 Understand the 

structure and elements of poetry. 

Analyze the importance of 

graphical elements (e.g., capital 
letters, line length, word position) 
on the meaning of a poem. 

Academic Vocabulary in Speaking 

communicate 	describe 	illustrate 	interpret 	style 

TURN AND TALK Practice reading one of Cummings's poems aloud several 

times. Take notes below on how his punctuation and line breaks influence 

the way you read the poem aloud. Then, with a partner, discuss how these 

aspects of Cummings's style affect the way you read the poem. Use at least 

one Academic Vocabulary word in your discussion. Definitions of these 

words appear on page 175. 

Texas Assessment Practice \P■samegasemewmrmamvaarara mera.srmari.nom...p...... s.. .m.s.. 

DIRECTIONS Use the three poems by Cummings to answer questions 1-4. 

1 Cummings's style is represented in lines 1 -2 of 

"maggie and milly and molly and may" through 

his unusual use of— 

CA  capitalization and punctuation 

B  punctuation and word position 

capitalization and word position 

COD  punctuation and word choice 

2 Where does Cummings ignore the rules of 

capitalization in "who are you,little i"? 

in the title 

in line 4 

in line 5 

in line 6 

3 In "old age sticks," the attitude of old age toward 

youth is best described as — 

(AD friendly 

ED angry 

CD  understanding 

CD uninterested 

4 The use of unusual capitalization and word 

breaks in lines 12-16 of "old age sticks" 

emphasizes old age's — 
CD frustration with youth 

CD difficulty breathing 

CD joking with youth 

CD  dislike of loud music 
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