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Walter de la Mare: The Listeners – An In-Depth Analysis

Walter de la Mare: The Listeners is a captivating poem that has stood the test of time, enchanting
readers with its mysterious atmosphere, haunting imagery, and themes of communication and the
supernatural. Written by the renowned English poet Walter de la Mare in 1912, the poem explores the
idea of unseen presences and the enduring human curiosity about the unknown. It is often regarded
as one of de la Mare’s most significant works, illustrating his mastery in creating vivid imagery and
evoking emotional responses through simple yet profound language. In this article, we will delve into
the background of Walter de la Mare, analyze the themes and structure of "The Listeners," explore its
poetic devices, and examine its enduring significance in literary history.

Background of Walter de la Mare and the Poem

Who Was Walter de la Mare?
Walter de la Mare (1873–1956) was an English poet, short story writer, and novelist, celebrated for his
contributions to children's literature and his mastery of lyrical poetry. His works often explore themes
of mystery, fantasy, and the supernatural, reflecting a fascination with the unseen world. De la Mare’s
writing style is characterized by its musicality, vivid imagery, and a tone that blends the eerie with
the beautiful.

The Context of "The Listeners"
Published in 1912 as part of his poetry collection, "The Listeners" exemplifies de la Mare’s interest in
the mystical and the unknown. The poem is believed to have been inspired by the poet’s fascination
with ghost stories, folklore, and the idea of communication between the living and the dead. Set
against the backdrop of rural England, the poem invites readers into a scene that is both eerie and
poetic, emphasizing the ambiguity and mystery surrounding the encounter.

Summary and Structure of "The Listeners"

Synopsis of the Poem
"The Listeners" narrates the story of a mysterious traveler who comes to a lonely, ancient house at
night, seeking someone who might be listening. The traveler knocks on the door, but no one answers.
Instead, he hears a faint response from the house—a voice calling out "Who is there?" The poem
describes the silent, deserted house and the surrounding landscape, emphasizing its ghostly silence.
Despite the traveler’s repeated calls, no one emerges, leaving the reader to ponder whether the



house is inhabited by spirits or whether the traveler’s own fears and imagination have created the
scene.

Poem’s Structure and Form
- The poem is composed of six stanzas, each comprising four lines (quatrains).
- It employs a regular rhyme scheme, primarily AABB or ABAB, creating a musical and rhythmic
quality.
- The consistent rhythm and rhyme contribute to the poem’s atmospheric tone, mimicking the quiet,
measured pace of the night scene.
- The language is simple yet evocative, allowing readers to visualize the scene vividly and feel the
suspense and eeriness.

Thematic Analysis of "The Listeners"

Major Themes

Mystery and the Supernatural: The central theme revolves around the unknown—are the
house’s inhabitants spirits, or is the entire scene a figment of imagination? The ambiguity
invites readers to consider the existence of spirits and the supernatural.

Communication and Silence: The poem explores the idea of communication beyond words.
The traveler calls out, but silence prevails, symbolizing the elusive nature of understanding
between worlds or beings.

Loneliness and Isolation: The solitary traveler and the deserted house evoke feelings of
loneliness, emphasizing the human desire for connection and the fear of being alone in the
universe.

Time and Memory: The ancient house and the timeless night scene evoke a sense of history
and memory, suggesting that the past may still be present in the silent house.

Interpretations of the Themes
- Some critics view the poem as a meditation on death and the afterlife, where the house represents a
spiritual realm.
- Others interpret it as an exploration of human fears, the unknown, and the limits of perception.
- The poem also touches on the idea that some mysteries are beyond human comprehension,
emphasizing humility in the face of the unseen.



Poetic Devices and Techniques Used in "The Listeners"

Imagery and Vivid Descriptions
- De la Mare employs rich imagery to create a haunting atmosphere, describing the house as "an old,
deserted house" with "walls that have heard many stories."
- The use of darkness, silence, and shadows enhances the eerie mood.

Sound and Rhythm
- The regular rhyme scheme and rhythmic pattern evoke the quietness of the night, mimicking the
slow, deliberate pace of the traveler’s approach.
- Onomatopoeic words like "knock" and "creak" add to the sensory experience.

Symbolism
- The house symbolizes the unknown or the spiritual realm.
- The traveler is a symbol of curiosity and human longing for understanding.
- Silence and the unanswered call symbolize the mysteries that remain beyond reach.

Repetition and Mood
- The repeated question "Is there anybody there?" emphasizes the theme of uncertainty.
- The mood fluctuates between suspense, eeriness, and wonder, creating an immersive experience for
the reader.

Critical Reception and Interpretations

Literary Significance
- "The Listeners" is considered a masterpiece of 20th-century poetry, admired for its atmospheric
quality and depth of meaning.
- It exemplifies de la Mare’s skill in blending lyrical language with themes of mysticism and the
supernatural.

Different Interpretations
- Some readers see the poem as a literal ghost story, with spirits responding to the traveler.
- Others interpret it metaphorically, viewing the house as a symbol of memory, history, or the
subconscious.
- The ambiguity encourages multiple readings, making it a subject of continuous scholarly discussion.



The Enduring Impact of "The Listeners"

Influence on Literature and Culture
- The poem has inspired countless writers, poets, and artists, emphasizing themes of mystery and the
unknown.
- Its atmospheric tone has influenced the development of ghost stories and supernatural fiction.

Adaptations and Artistic Interpretations
- "The Listeners" has been adapted into various forms, including musical settings, dramatizations, and
visual art.
- Its haunting imagery continues to evoke emotions across generations.

Educational and Literary Value
- The poem is frequently studied in schools for its poetic devices, themes, and stylistic features.
- It serves as an excellent example of how poetry can evoke mood and atmosphere through language.

Conclusion

Walter de la Mare’s "The Listeners" remains a timeless exploration of mystery, communication, and
the supernatural. Its simple yet powerful language, coupled with evocative imagery and rhythmic
structure, creates an immersive experience that invites readers to ponder the unseen and the
unknown. Whether interpreted as a ghost story, a reflection on memory, or a meditation on the limits
of human perception, the poem continues to captivate audiences and inspire interpretations. Its
enduring significance lies in its ability to evoke wonder, curiosity, and a sense of the mysterious that
lies just beyond the reach of human understanding. As a masterpiece of poetic craftsmanship, "The
Listeners" exemplifies de la Mare’s talent for blending lyrical beauty with profound themes, ensuring
its place in the pantheon of great poetry for generations to come.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Walter de la Mare's poem 'The
Listeners'?
The main theme of 'The Listeners' is the mysterious encounter between a traveler and ghostly
listeners, exploring themes of the unknown, loneliness, and the supernatural.

How does Walter de la Mare use imagery to create suspense



in 'The Listeners'?
De la Mare employs vivid, eerie imagery such as the haunted house, the quiet night, and ghostly
figures to evoke a sense of mystery and suspense throughout the poem.

What is the significance of the repeated line 'Is there anybody
there?' in 'The Listeners'?
The repeated line emphasizes the ghostly presence and the sense of unanswered questions,
highlighting themes of isolation and the supernatural encounter.

How does 'The Listeners' reflect de la Mare's interest in the
supernatural and the unknown?
The poem embodies de la Mare's fascination with mysterious and supernatural themes, using a
haunting narrative to evoke the eerie atmosphere associated with ghost stories.

In what ways has 'The Listeners' influenced modern poetry
and ghost storytelling?
'The Listeners' has inspired many poets and writers with its haunting imagery and themes of the
unseen, contributing to the tradition of supernatural poetry and ghost stories that blend atmosphere
with mystery.

Additional Resources
Walter de la Mare's "The Listeners" stands as one of the most evocative and haunting poems in early
20th-century English literature. Its mysterious narrative, atmospheric tone, and poetic craftsmanship
have captivated readers and critics alike for over a century. In this detailed guide, we will explore the
poem's themes, structure, language, and significance, providing a comprehensive analysis of Walter
de la Mare’s "The Listeners" and uncovering the layers of meaning that make it a timeless piece.

---

Introduction to Walter de la Mare and "The Listeners"

Walter de la Mare (1873–1956) was an English poet, short story writer, and novelist renowned for his
fascination with the supernatural, mystery, and the unseen. His poetic works often delve into themes
of dreams, ghosts, and the mystical, earning him a reputation as a master of atmospheric storytelling
through verse.

"The Listeners" was first published in 1922 and quickly became one of his most celebrated poems. It
exemplifies his skill in creating vivid imagery and an eerie mood, inviting readers into a world where
the boundary between reality and the supernatural blurs.

---



Thematic Analysis of "The Listeners"

1. The Encounter with the Unknown

At its core, "The Listeners" narrates the experience of a lone traveler who approaches a mysterious
house at night. The poem explores the idea of communication with the unseen, emphasizing the
human desire to connect with the supernatural or the unknown. The traveler’s repeated knocks and
his silent inquiry embody a universal curiosity about what lies beyond the veil of the ordinary.

2. Silence and Mystery

Throughout the poem, silence plays a critical role. The house and its surroundings are silent, and the
inhabitants—if any—do not respond. This silence heightens the suspense and creates a haunting
atmosphere. It suggests that some mysteries are beyond human comprehension, emphasizing
themes of loneliness, the supernatural, and the limits of human understanding.

3. Ghostly or Supernatural Presence

While the poem never explicitly states that the travelers are ghosts or spirits, the spectral ambiance
and the mention of "the listeners" imply a supernatural presence. The house appears to be haunted
or inhabited by unseen entities that choose not to communicate overtly, adding to the poem’s
mystical quality.

---

Structural and Formal Features

1. Rhyme Scheme and Rhythm

"The Listeners" employs a regular rhyme scheme—ABAB CDCD EFEF GHGH—contributing to its
musical quality. The consistent pattern lends a hypnotic rhythm that echoes the poem’s themes of
persistence and the unending nature of the supernatural mystery.

2. Stanza Division

The poem is structured into eight quatrains (four-line stanzas), which create a steady, flowing
narrative. The regular stanza length helps maintain the poem’s suspenseful tone, as each stanza
builds upon the previous one, gradually increasing the sense of mystery.

3. Use of Repetition

De la Mare utilizes repetition effectively, especially with phrases like "is there anybody there?" This
refrain emphasizes the traveler’s hope and desperation to receive a response, reinforcing the theme
of seeking connection with the unknown.

---

Language and Imagery

1. Vivid and Eerie Descriptions



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

- "And his horse in the silence champed the grasses"—conjures a tranquil yet tense rural setting.
- "And he called once more 'Is there anybody there?'"—a repeated plea that heightens the suspense.
- "But only the echo answered him"—the echo acts as a ghostly reply, deepening the sense of
supernatural silence.

2. Symbolic Elements

- The House: Represents mystery, the unknown, or perhaps the realm of spirits.
- The Night: Symbolizes the subconscious, mystery, and the boundary between worlds.
- The Traveler: Embodies curiosity, human longing, or perhaps a ghostly figure seeking
acknowledgment.

---

Interpretation and Critical Perspectives

1. A Ghost Story or Allegory?

Many interpret "The Listeners" as a ghost story, emphasizing its spectral imagery and silent
occupants. Others see it as an allegory for human existential questions—seeking meaning or
communication in a silent universe.

2. The Theme of Isolation

The poem also explores feelings of loneliness and the human condition—our desire to be heard and
understood, even in the face of silence or indifference.

3. The Role of Silence

Silence in the poem is multifaceted—both eerie and peaceful. It serves as a barrier and a domain of
the supernatural, suggesting that some mysteries remain forever silent and beyond human reach.

---

Literary Devices and Techniques

1. Enjambment and Pacing

De la Mare’s use of enjambment (continuation of sentences across lines) creates a flowing, dreamlike
pace that immerses the reader in the scene.

2. Sound Devices

Alliteration (“champed the grasses,” “silence champed”), assonance, and consonance contribute to
the musicality and hypnotic effect of the poem.

3. Ambiguity

The poem’s ambiguity—whether the travelers are alive, dead, or supernatural—invites multiple



interpretations and adds to its enduring appeal.

---

Significance and Legacy

"The Listeners" exemplifies de la Mare’s mastery of atmospheric poetry and his interest in the
supernatural. Its themes resonate with universal human experiences—the longing for connection, the
mystery of the unseen, and the acceptance of silence and solitude. The poem continues to inspire
readers, writers, and filmmakers, evident in its influence on ghost stories and supernatural fiction.

---

Practical Tips for Analyzing "The Listeners"

When engaging with the poem, consider the following:

- Pay attention to the imagery—what does it evoke?
- Note the recurring phrases and their emotional impact.
- Reflect on the symbolism of key elements like the house, the night, and the traveler.
- Think about the poem’s mood—how does de la Mare create and sustain it?
- Explore different interpretations—ghost story, allegory, existential reflection.

---

Conclusion

Walter de la Mare’s "The Listeners" is a masterful exploration of silence, mystery, and the
supernatural. Its atmospheric language and rhythmic structure draw readers into a haunting world
where communication transcends words, and the unknown remains just beyond reach. By examining
its themes, imagery, and techniques, we gain a deeper appreciation of de la Mare’s poetic
craftsmanship and the timeless allure of this enigmatic poem.

Whether read as a ghost story, a meditation on loneliness, or an allegory for human curiosity, "The
Listeners" continues to evoke wonder and introspection, securing its place as a classic of modern
poetry.
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Mare's signature musicality and meticulous attention to language. His mastery of rhythm and sound,
paired with a quintessentially British sensibility, evokes feelings of nostalgia and wonder, situating
his work in the rich tradition of early 20th-century poetry that grapples with the metaphysical and
the ambiguous. Walter De la Mare (1873-1956) was an English poet, novelist, and short story writer
whose work often reflects his fascination with the uncanny and the mystical aspects of life. Growing
up in a literary family and surrounded by the artistic influences of his time, De la Mare's writing is
imbued with an innate curiosity about the human experience and the worlds beyond. His own
experiences, along with his deep engagement with folklore, children's literature, and the everyday,
shaped a unique voice that resonates through this collection. The Listeners and Other Poems is
essential reading for anyone interested in the interplay of dream and reality. De la Mare's evocative
language and richly imaginative landscapes invite readers into realms of enchantment and
introspection, making this collection a must-have for both poetry enthusiasts and those new to his
work.
  walter de la mare the listeners: A Study Guide for Walter De La Mare's "The Listeners"
Cengage Learning Gale, 2017-07-25 A Study Guide for Walter de la Mare's The Listeners, excerpted
from Gale's acclaimed Poetry for Students. This concise study guide includes plot summary;
character analysis; author biography; study questions; historical context; suggestions for further
reading; and much more. For any literature project, trust Poetry for Students for all of your research
needs.
  walter de la mare the listeners: The Listeners and Other Poems (Esprios Classics)
Walter de La Mare, 2022-02-02 Walter John de la Mare, OM CH (1873-1956), was an English poet,
short story writer, and novelist, probably best remembered for his works for children and The
Listeners (1912), and for a highly acclaimed selection of subtle psychological horror stories, amongst
them Seaton's Aunt and All Hallows. In 1921, his novel Memoirs of a Midget won the James Tait
Black Memorial Prize for fiction, and his post-war Collected Stories for Children won the 1947
Carnegie Medal for British children's books. His first book, Songs of Childhood (1902), was
published under the name Walter Ramal. He worked in the statistics department of the London
office of Standard Oil for eighteen years while struggling to bring up a family, but nevertheless
found enough time to write.
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contributed to this new edition of volume 4 of The Cambridge Bibliography of English Literature.
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problems of analysis, articulation and coordination that it has been retained in all its essentials for
the new edition. The task of the new contributors has been to revise and integrate the lists of 1940
and 1957, to add materials of the following decade, to correct and refine the bibliographical details
already available, and to re-shape the whole according to a new series of conventions devised to give
greater clarity and consistency to the entries.
  walter de la mare the listeners: The Notable Library of Major W. Van R. Whitall, of Pelham,
New York William Van R. Whitall, American Art Association, 1927
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supports the programme giving all the guidance you need to help you pupils work through the two
pupil books. In the Teachers Guide there are suggestions for homework and independent study.
  walter de la mare the listeners: Focus on Comprehension Louis Fidge, 1999
  walter de la mare the listeners: Survival Is a Promise Alexis Pauline Gumbs, 2024-08-20 A
Time Must-Read Book of the Year Winner of the Judy Grahn Award for Lesbian Nonfiction A
Publishers Weekly Top Ten Book of the Year Shortlisted for the 2025 Brooklyn Public Library Book
Prize A bold, innovative biography that offers a new understanding of the life, work, and enduring
impact of Audre Lorde. We remember Audre Lorde as an iconic writer, a quotable teacher whose
words and face grace T-shirts, nonprofit annual reports, and campus diversity-center walls. But even
those who are inspired by Lorde’s teachings on “the creative power of difference” may be missing
something fundamental about her life and work, and what they can mean for us today. Lorde’s
understanding of survival was not simply about getting through to the other side of oppression or
being resilient in the face of cancer. It was about the total stakes of what it means to be in
relationship with a planet in transformation. Possibly the focus on Lorde’s quotable essays, to the
neglect of her complex poems, has led us to ignore her deep engagement with the natural world, the
planetary dynamics of geology, meteorology, and biology. For her, ecological images are not simply
metaphors but rather literal guides to how to be of earth on earth, and how to survive—to live the
ethics that a Black feminist lesbian warrior poetics demands. In Survival Is a Promise, Alexis Pauline
Gumbs, the first researcher to explore the full depths of Lorde’s manuscript archives, illuminates the
eternal life of Lorde. Her life and work become more than a sound bite; they become a cosmic force,
teaching us the grand contingency of life together on earth.
  walter de la mare the listeners: The Listeners Walter De la Mare, 1969
  walter de la mare the listeners: The Listener , 1929
  walter de la mare the listeners: Complete Writer Writing with Ease Level 3 Workbook
Susan Wise Bauer, 2009-10-13 These workbooks provide lessons, student worksheets, and teacher
instructions for every day of writing instruction. Each covers one year of study. Used along with
Writing with Ease, the workbooks complete the elementary-grade writing curriculum. Level Three is
the third of a planned four-volume set to accompany Writing with Ease.
  walter de la mare the listeners: London Mercury and Bookman Sir John Collings Squire, Rolfe
Arnold Scott-James, 1927
  walter de la mare the listeners: Opening Doors to Quality Writing Bob Cox, 2016-08-08 In
Opening Doors to Famous Poetry and Prose, Bob Cox introduced teachers to engaging strategies
which use literary heritage texts as the stimulus for excellent learning. This new companion book,
Opening Doors to Quality Writing, for ages 6 to 9, puts the focus on pupils producing quality writing
- developing their literacy skills and a love of reading in the process. In the course of his educational
consultancy work, Bob has seen many teachers successfully use the scope and depth which
literature can offer to inspire high standards, mastery learning and, above all, a love of language in
its many forms. Schools using the 'opening doors' strategies told Bob they led to: More teacher
empowerment and confidence. More knowledge building for pupils and teachers. A growing
confidence with literature, including poetry. Planning from the top becoming a norm. Planning for
mastery learning becoming a norm. Improved comprehension skills. Improved quality writing and
associated excitement. They also asked Bob for further examples of inspiring, quality texts, and more
ways in which pupils of all abilities can access them. Bob was only too happy to oblige. These 15
units of work cover poetry and prose: each unit provides exciting stimulus material, creative ideas
for writing projects, and differentiation and support strategies, meaning all pupils can achieve the
quality writing objectives. All the units should help teachers facilitate understanding of the
challenging texts and maximise the huge potential for quality writing. Discover a multitude of
ready-to-use ideas, inspired by classic literature and great writers' works, along with plenty of new
strategies and advice. The Opening Doors to Quality Writing series won the 2017 Education
Resources Awards in the Educational Book Award category. Judges' Comments: Described as two
gems which provide innovative approaches to exploring quality texts as stimuli for children's writing.



Judges described The Opening Doors to Quality Writing series as an invaluable resource, particularly
for non-specialist teachers. Excellent literary choices contained within very attractively produced
books. Opening Doors To Quality Writing: Ideas for writing inspired by great writers for ages 10 to
13
  walter de la mare the listeners: The Atlantic Companion to Literature in English Ed.
Mohit K. Ray, 2007-09 Intended To Serve The Academic Needs Of The Students Of English
Literature, The Companion Is An Ultimate Literary Reference Source, Providing An Up-To-Date,
Comprehensive And Authoritative Biographies Of Novelists, Poets, Playwrights, Essayists,
Journalists And Critics Ranging From Literary Giants Of The Past To Contemporary Writers Like
Peter Burnes (1931-2004), Anthony Powell (1905-2000), Patrick O Brian (1914-2000), Iris Murdoch
(1919-1999), Grace Nicholas (1950- ) And Douglas Adams (1952-2001). Over The Last Few Decades
English Literary Canon Has Become Relatively More Extensive And Diverse. In Recognition Of The
Significance Of The New Literatures In English, Special Emphasis Has Been Given On The Writers
Of These Literatures. In Addition, The Indian Writers Writing In English Have Been Given A
Prominent Place In The Book, Thereby Making It Particularly Useful For The Students Of Indian
English Literature. The Companion Is Unique Of Its Kind As It Gives A Broad Outline Of The Story
And Not Merely A Brief Account Of The Plot Structure Of A Literary Work So As To Enable The
Students To Have A Fairly Good Idea Of The Story. Likewise, Before Getting Down To The Writings
Of An Author, The Companion Provides An Invaluable And Authoritative Biographical Note Believing
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Journals And Authentic Biographical Details, The Companion Is A Work Of Permanent Value. It Is
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Africa, The Caribbean, India And Other Countries.
  walter de la mare the listeners: Through the Archway M. Andrew Rice-Oxley, 2007 Through
the Archway: Memoirs of Mouse, Day Boy at Penly Grange, is a vivid portrait of an English prep
school in the 1950s and a story of close friendship and bitter rivalry. When, after almost fifty years,
Timothy Moss (nicknamed Mouse) unexpectedly meets the notorious school bully Burton, he is
surprised to find his memories of his old school being challenged. Now on the brink of retirement, he
sets out to record his version of the education and eccentric characters at Penly Grange Preparatory
School for Boys in the 1950s. Not only a book about entertaining and unforgettable personalities,
this semi-autobiographical novel is a compelling study of memoir writing which explores the deep
attachments of childhood, the highs and lows of growing up, and the healing and insight that can be
gained from revisiting the past. Suitable for all adults and children over 13. Revised edition
December 2007.
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