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The Listeners Poem by Walter de la Mare

Walter de la Mare’s poem, The Listeners, is a quintessential piece of early 20th-century poetry that
captures the eerie and mysterious atmosphere of a deserted house. Known for its haunting tone and
vivid imagery, the poem explores themes of mystery, fear, the supernatural, and human curiosity. As
one of de la Mare’s most celebrated works, The Listeners invites readers into a world where the
boundary between the known and the unknown blurs, leaving a lingering sense of wonder and
unease.

Overview of The Listeners by Walter de la Mare

Background and Context

The Listeners was written by Walter de la Mare in 1912, during a period when Gothic and supernatural
themes were prominent in literature. De la Mare, a renowned poet and novelist, often infused his
works with a sense of mystery and the supernatural, reflecting the Victorian fascination with the
unknown. The poem was published as part of his collection The Listeners and Other Poems.

The poem is inspired by the Victorian and Edwardian fascination with ghost stories and the
supernatural, emphasizing the psychological fears and the human tendency to seek answers to the
unknown. It's a narrative poem that employs simple language but creates complex imagery and
mood, making it accessible yet profoundly evocative.

Summary of the Poem

The Listeners recounts the story of a solitary traveler who approaches a haunted or deserted house,
knocking on the door and asking if anyone is present. Despite the silence and the absence of
response, the traveler remains persistent, sensing an unseen presence. The poem concludes with the
mysterious realization that the house is indeed inhabited by unseen listeners—ghosts or spirits—who
silently observe the visitor, emphasizing themes of the supernatural and the unseen.

Themes and Motifs in The Listeners

1. Mystery and the Supernatural

- The core theme revolves around the unknown and unseen entities.



- The house is depicted as a place of silence and mystery, inhabited by "the listeners"—ghostly figures
or spirits.

- The poem suggests that some questions or encounters remain unanswered, emphasizing the
enigmatic nature of the supernatural.

2. Fear and Curiosity

- The traveler’s curiosity propels the narrative, but it is tinged with a sense of fear and apprehension.
- The poem explores how humans are drawn to the mysterious, even when it evokes fear.

3. Silence and Sound

- The contrast between the silent house and the persistent knocking highlights the tension between
communication and silence.

- The silence amplifies the eerie atmosphere, suggesting that unseen listeners are present but
unresponsive.

4. Isolation and Loneliness

- The solitary traveler symbolizes human loneliness and the quest for connection or understanding.
- The deserted house accentuates feelings of abandonment and solitude.

5. The Unseen and the Unknown

- The poem emphasizes that not everything can be perceived or understood directly.
- The "listeners" represent the unseen forces that silently observe but do not intervene.

Literary Devices and Style

1. Imagery

- Vivid descriptions evoke a haunting atmosphere:
- "Is there anybody there?" - a simple yet evocative line questioning presence.
- The house is described as "silent," "dark," and "empty," creating a ghostly setting.

2. Repetition

- The phrase "Is there anybody there?" is repeated, emphasizing the narrator’s persistence and the
haunting uncertainty.



3. Rhyme and Rhythm

- The poem employs a regular rhyme scheme, which lends a hypnotic quality.
- The rhythmic structure contributes to the suspenseful and musical tone.

4. Tone and Mood

- The tone is mysterious, eerie, and contemplative.
- The mood evokes suspense, curiosity, and a touch of fear.

5. Personification

- The house and the listeners are imbued with human-like qualities, heightening the supernatural feel.

Analysis of Major Stanzas

First Stanza

> "'Is there anybody there?’ said the night-wind,

> Only the shadow of the moon on the dark door;

> And the firelight flickered, and the windows were shuttered,
> And the quietness held the house in its core."

- Sets the scene with a sense of isolation and silence.
- The night-wind and moon create an ominous atmosphere.
- The house appears silent and deserted, yet mysterious.

Middle Stanzas

- Describe the traveler’s approach and his knocking.
- Emphasize the persistent questioning and the silent response (or lack thereof).
- The repeated question "Is there anybody there?" underscores the uncertainty.

Final Stanza

> "But only the moon and the night-wind,
> And the house that was haunted by the silent listeners."

- Concludes with the haunting realization that the house is inhabited by unseen, silent listeners.
- Leaves the reader pondering who or what these listeners are—ghosts, spirits, or echoes of the past.



Interpretations and Symbolism

1. The House as a Symbol

- Represents the unknown, mysteries of life and death.
- Symbolizes the subconscious or spiritual realm, where spirits or echoes of the past reside.

2. The Listeners as Ghosts or Spirits

- Embody the unseen forces that observe but do not interfere.
- Could symbolize memories, spirits, or the lingering presence of past events.

3. The Traveler as Humanity

- Represents human curiosity and the universal desire to seek understanding.
- His persistence reflects the human quest to uncover truths beyond perception.

4. Silence as a Metaphor

- Silence signifies the limits of human understanding.
- The unresponsive house suggests that some mysteries remain silent and beyond comprehension.

Impact and Legacy of The Listeners

1. Literary Significance

- Considered a masterpiece of supernatural poetry.
- Demonstrates de la Mare's mastery in creating atmosphere and mood through simple language.
- Influenced subsequent writers of ghost stories and supernatural literature.

2. Cultural Influence

- The poem’s themes of mystery and the supernatural resonate across cultures.
- Frequently studied in literature courses for its poetic techniques and themes.

3. Adaptations and References

- Inspired various adaptations in radio, theatre, and visual arts.
- Referenced in popular culture as an archetype of ghostly encounters.



4. Educational Use

- Used to teach poetic devices, imagery, and themes.
- Encourages students to analyze mood, tone, and symbolism.

Conclusion

Walter de la Mare’s The Listeners remains a captivating exploration of the mysterious and
supernatural. Its simple yet evocative language, combined with its haunting imagery and themes,
continues to fascinate readers and scholars alike. The poem invites us to ponder the unseen, to
consider the silent listeners that inhabit our world—spirits, memories, or echoes of the past—and to
reflect on the human tendency to seek answers to life's greatest mysteries. As a timeless piece of
poetry, The Listeners endures as a profound reminder of the power of silence, mystery, and the
enduring allure of the unknown.

Keywords: The Listeners poem, Walter de la Mare, supernatural poetry, ghost stories, mystery in
poetry, poetic imagery, haunted house, themes of silence and sound, ghostly listeners, literary
analysis

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Listeners' by Walter de la
Mare?

The main theme of 'The Listeners' revolves around mystery, the supernatural, and the unknown,
exploring a sense of eerie anticipation and the possibility of otherworldly presence.

How does Walter de la Mare use imagery to create a spooky
atmosphere in 'The Listeners'?

De la Mare employs vivid, haunting imagery such as the silent house, the darkness, and the
mysterious figure at the door to evoke a sense of eeriness and suspense throughout the poem.

What is the significance of the repeated phrase 'ls anyone
there?' in the poem?

The repeated question emphasizes the narrator's uncertainty and the eerie silence, heightening the
suspense and suggesting the presence of something unknown or supernatural.



How does 'The Listeners' reflect themes of loneliness and the
supernatural?

The poem portrays a solitary traveler seeking answers, with the silent, empty house symbolizing
loneliness, while the mysterious presence hints at supernatural elements, blending both themes
seamlessly.

What poetic devices does Walter de la Mare use in 'The
Listeners' to enhance its mood?

De la Mare uses devices like repetition, personification, vivid imagery, and rhythmic structure to
create a haunting and suspenseful mood.

Is 'The Listeners' based on a true story or myth?

While 'The Listeners' is a work of imagination and poetic fiction, it draws on themes of ghost stories
and folklore, creating a timeless and universal sense of mystery.

How does the setting contribute to the overall impact of ‘The
Listeners'?

The isolated, quiet setting of the lonely house at night amplifies the sense of mystery and eeriness,
making the supernatural encounter more compelling.

What is the significance of the 'ghostly' figure at the door in
the poem?

The figure represents the unknown or possibly a supernatural entity, embodying the poem's themes
of mystery, the supernatural, and the limits of human understanding.

Why is 'The Listeners' considered a classic example of
atmospheric poetry?

Because of its masterful use of language, imagery, and mood to evoke a haunting, suspenseful
atmosphere that captivates readers and invites interpretation of the supernatural elements.

Additional Resources
The Listeners by Walter de la Mare: An In-Depth Literary Analysis

Introduction

The Listeners by Walter de la Mare stands as a haunting and evocative poem that continues to
captivate readers with its mysterious atmosphere and profound themes. Published in 1912 as part of



his collection The Listeners and Other Poems, the poem exemplifies de la Mare’s mastery of lyrical
storytelling infused with elements of the supernatural and the unknown. It is renowned for its vivid
imagery, rhythmic cadence, and layered symbolism, which invite multiple interpretations and evoke a
sense of lingering curiosity. This article provides a comprehensive examination of the poem, delving
into its themes, structure, language, and cultural significance to offer a detailed understanding of this
literary masterpiece.

The Significance of the Title: "The Listeners"
Exploring the Title’s Implications

The title itself, "The Listeners," immediately sets a tone of anticipation and mystery. The word
"listeners" implies active engagement—an audience waiting, attentive, perhaps even expectant. It
suggests an unseen group or entity that is paying close attention to the events narrated or implied
within the poem. The title raises questions: Who are these listeners? Why are they listening? What is
their purpose?

This uncertainty primes the reader for a narrative that hinges on the unseen, the unheard, and the
mysterious. The listeners could be spirits, withesses, or perhaps symbolic representations of human
curiosity and the desire to understand the unknown. The ambiguity of the title underscores the
poem's core themes—mystery, the supernatural, and the human psyche’s confrontation with the
unseen.

Context and Background
Walter de la Mare and the Victorian-Era Literary Landscape

Walter de la Mare (1873-1956) was a prominent British poet and novelist noted for his fascination
with the supernatural, childhood, and the mysterious. His writing often explores themes of innocence
intertwined with darker, uncanny elements, reflecting the Victorian and Edwardian fascination with
spiritualism and the occult.

"The Listeners" was crafted in a period when society was grappling with rapid technological progress,
changing social mores, and a burgeoning interest in the supernatural. De la Mare’s work resonates
with this cultural milieu, blending traditional poetic forms with an underlying sense of unease about
the unseen forces that influence human life.

Structural Analysis of the Poem
Form and Rhyme Scheme

The poem comprises six quatrains, each with a consistent ABAB rhyme scheme. This regularity
creates a rhythmic, almost hypnotic cadence that mirrors the quiet, expectant atmosphere of the
scene. The steady rhythm draws the reader into a trance-like state, echoing the stillness and
suspense experienced by the poem’s narrator.



Use of Repetition and Sound Devices

- Repetition: Phrases like "Is there anybody there?" are repeated, emphasizing the narrator's
desperation and the listeners' silent presence.

- Alliteration: The poem employs alliteration—e.q., "silence" and "sound," or "knocking" and
"knell"—to enhance its musicality and underscore key images.

- Assonance: The use of vowel sounds adds to the lyrical quality, making the poem memorable and
evocative.

Narrative Perspective
The poem is narrated in the first person, which fosters intimacy and immediacy. The narrator is an

outsider, perhaps a traveler or a seeker, who encounters a mysterious house and calls out into the
silence, uncertain whether anyone is listening.

Thematic Exploration

The Uncanny and the Supernatural

At its core, "The Listeners" is a meditation on the supernatural and the uncanny—those experiences
that blur the lines between the natural world and the spiritual realm. The poem’s setting—a solitary,
ancient house in the middle of the night—serves as a liminal space where the mundane intersects
with the mystical.

The central image of the poem—the knocking at the door—serves as a symbol of communication
between worlds. The narrator’s call, "Is there anybody there?", echoes a human desire for connection,
understanding, and perhaps reassurance in the face of the unknown.

Silence and lIts Significance

Silence pervades the poem, creating an atmosphere of suspense and mystery. The silence could
represent the absence of response, the silence of the supernatural entities, or the human fear of the
unknown. The contrast between the narrator’s call and the unresponsive silence heightens the
tension, emphasizing themes of loneliness and the limits of human understanding.

The Human Condition and Curiosity

The poem also touches on the universal human trait of curiosity—our innate desire to seek out and

comprehend mysteries beyond our grasp. The narrator’s act of calling out into the darkness
symbolizes this restless quest for knowledge, despite the possibility of no answers.

Language and Imagery
Vivid Descriptions and Symbolism

De la Mare’s language is rich with symbolism and atmospheric imagery:



- "And the wind's home on the branch" evokes nature’s silent witness, emphasizing the stillness
surrounding the house.

- "And the door, it opens a little" suggests the possibility of revelation or intrusion, but also the
uncertainty of what lies beyond.

- "And |— | have no way of knowing" reflects the human limitations in understanding the supernatural
or the unseen.

Use of Sound and Silence

Sound plays a pivotal role, with the knocking and the unanswered call creating a rhythmic tension.
Silence acts as a counterpoint, amplifying the eerie mood and suggesting that some mysteries remain
beyond the reach of human perception.

The Mood and Atmosphere

De la Mare masterfully crafts a mood of suspense, eeriness, and introspection. The quiet night, the

solitary figure of the narrator, and the intangible presence of unseen listeners combine to evoke a
sense of the uncanny.

Symbolism and Interpretation

The House as a Symbol

The house in the poem symbolizes a portal to the unknown, a liminal space where the boundary
between the living and the dead, the known and the unknown, is blurred. Its ancient, isolated nature
underscores themes of mystery and timelessness.

The Listeners as Representatives of the Unseen

The "listeners" could be interpreted as spirits, ghosts, or otherworldly entities silently observing or
hearing the narrator’s call. Alternatively, they may symbolize the collective human subconscious—our
unspoken fears and curiosities.

The Knocking as a Call to the Unseen

The knocking at the door is an invitation or a challenge—an attempt to bridge the gap between

worlds. It signifies human curiosity, the desire for contact, and perhaps a plea for understanding
beyond the material realm.

Critical Perspectives and Interpretations
The Poem’s Ambiguity
One of the most compelling aspects of "The Listeners" is its ambiguity. De la Mare deliberately leaves

the nature of the listeners and the outcome of the call open to interpretation, which invites readers to
project their fears, beliefs, or hopes onto the scene.



Psychological Readings

Some critics suggest the poem reflects the human psyche’s confrontation with fear and the unknown,
portraying an inner dialogue between rationality and superstition. The silence could symbolize
repression or the unconscious mind.

Literary Significance

The poem exemplifies early 20th-century modernist tendencies—employing symbolism, ambiguous
imagery, and a focus on mood—while maintaining traditional poetic forms. Its influence extends
across supernatural and Gothic literature, inspiring numerous adaptations and analyses.

Conclusion

"The Listeners" by Walter de la Mare remains a poignant exploration of mystery, human curiosity, and
the supernatural. Its haunting imagery, rhythmic structure, and layered symbolism continue to
resonate with readers and scholars alike. The poem’s ability to evoke a profound sense of wonder and
unease underscores its timeless appeal. Whether viewed as a supernatural encounter, a metaphor for
the subconscious, or a reflection on human loneliness, "The Listeners" endures as a powerful
testament to de la Mare’s poetic mastery and his fascination with the unseen worlds that lie just
beyond the veil of perception.

Final Thoughts

In analyzing "The Listeners," it is clear that de la Mare’s craftsmanship lies in his ability to evoke
atmosphere and provoke reflection through subtle language and structure. The poem challenges us to
consider what lies beyond our immediate understanding and to embrace the mysteries that define
human existence. Its enduring relevance lies in its universality—the eternal human quest to listen,
understand, and connect with the unknown.
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