
the cremation of sam mcgee questions answer key

the cremation of sam mcgee questions answer key serves as an essential resource for educators, students, and
literature enthusiasts looking to deepen their understanding of Robert W. Service’s famous poem, "The
Cremation of Sam McGee." This article provides a comprehensive guide to the core questions typically posed
about the poem, along with detailed answers to facilitate better comprehension and analysis. The poem, set
against the harsh backdrop of the Yukon during the Klondike Gold Rush, blends dark humor and vivid imagery,
making it a favorite study piece in literary curricula. The answer key addresses thematic elements, character
motivations, historical context, and literary devices used in the poem. Furthermore, it explores the significance
of the poem’s narrative structure and its impact on readers. By reviewing these questions and answers, readers
can gain a richer appreciation of the poem’s artistry and narrative depth. The following sections will outline
the main aspects covered in this answer key to guide study and discussion effectively.

Understanding the Poem’s Background and Setting

Character Analysis and Motivations

Thematic Exploration in the Poem

Literary Devices and Poetic Techniques

Comprehension and Interpretation Questions

Additional Study Tips and Resources

Understanding the Poem’s Background and Setting

Exploring the background and setting of "The Cremation of Sam McGee" is crucial for grasping the poem’s mood
and context. Robert W. Service wrote this narrative poem during the early 20th century, inspired by his
experiences in the Yukon Territory during the Gold Rush era. The harsh, cold environment of the North serves
not just as a backdrop but as a character in its own right, shaping the poem’s atmosphere and influencing the
actions of the characters.

The Historical Context of the Yukon Gold Rush

The Yukon Gold Rush, occurring in the late 1890s, attracted thousands of adventurers hoping to strike it
rich. The extreme cold and treacherous conditions posed constant threats to the miners, which Service vividly
captures in his poem. Understanding this period helps explain the poem’s frequent references to cold, death, and
survival.

Setting’s Role in the Narrative

The poem’s setting in the frozen Yukon landscape accentuates themes of isolation and endurance. The relentless
cold is not only a physical challenge but also a symbolic force that drives the plot and character decisions,
especially the need to cremate Sam McGee to honor his dying wish.



Character Analysis and Motivations

Understanding the characters in "The Cremation of Sam McGee" is essential for interpreting the poem’s message
and emotional impact. The poem primarily focuses on two characters: Sam McGee and the narrator, whose
perspectives and interactions drive the narrative forward.

Sam McGee’s Character and Personality

Sam McGee is depicted as a man from Tennessee who cannot tolerate the bitter cold of the Yukon. His character
embodies vulnerability and a desire for dignity even in death, as evidenced by his request for cremation. Analyzing
Sam’s personality reveals themes of human resilience and the quest for comfort amidst hardship.

The Narrator’s Role and Perspective

The narrator serves as the storyteller and Sam’s companion, who honors his friend’s final wish. The narrator’s
journey reflects themes of loyalty, friendship, and the confrontation with death. His vivid descriptions and
emotional responses enhance the poem’s immersive quality.

Thematic Exploration in the Poem

The poem’s themes contribute significantly to its enduring popularity and literary significance. Identifying and
understanding these themes provides insight into the poem’s deeper messages and the human experience it portrays.

Theme of Death and Mortality

Death is a central theme in the poem, presented with a mixture of grim reality and dark humor. Sam McGee’s death
and subsequent cremation highlight the inevitability of mortality and the human desire to find peace beyond
death, even under the most extreme circumstances.

Theme of Friendship and Loyalty

The narrator’s determination to fulfill Sam’s last wish underscores themes of friendship and loyalty. Despite
the harsh environment and personal risk, the narrator honors his promise, emphasizing the value of human
connection and commitment.

Theme of Survival and Endurance

The poem portrays the struggle for survival in the unforgiving Yukon wilderness. The characters’ endurance
against the cold symbolizes broader human resilience and the will to overcome adversity.

Literary Devices and Poetic Techniques

Robert W. Service employs various literary devices to enhance the poem’s narrative and emotional impact.
Recognizing these techniques aids in appreciating the poem’s craftsmanship and the poet’s ability to evoke vivid
imagery and mood.



Use of Rhyme and Rhythm

The poem is structured with a consistent rhyme scheme and rhythmic meter, creating a musical quality that
reinforces its storytelling nature. This technique makes the poem memorable and engaging, supporting the
dramatic progression of events.

Imagery and Descriptive Language

Service uses vivid imagery to paint the stark, cold Yukon landscape and the eerie process of cremation.
Descriptive language appeals to the senses, immersing readers in the poem’s setting and emotional tone.

Humor and Irony

The poem balances its somber subject matter with dark humor and irony, particularly in the unexpected warmth
found in Sam’s cremation fire. This contrast adds complexity and depth to the poem’s narrative voice and
themes.

Comprehension and Interpretation Questions

Addressing specific questions about "The Cremation of Sam McGee" is vital for testing understanding and
encouraging critical thinking. The following list presents common questions along with concise answers that
form the foundation of the answer key.

What is the significance of Sam McGee’s last wish?1.

Sam’s request to be cremated symbolizes his rejection of the cold and his desire for warmth and peace
after death.

How does the narrator respond to Sam’s request?2.

The narrator honors Sam’s wish despite the difficulties, demonstrating loyalty and friendship.

What role does the Yukon setting play in the poem?3.

The Yukon’s cold and desolate environment intensifies the themes of survival and mortality.

How does humor influence the tone of the poem?4.

Humor lightens the heavy subject of death, making the poem both accessible and memorable.

What literary devices are most prominent in the poem?5.

Rhyme, rhythm, imagery, and irony are key devices that enhance the narrative and emotional impact.

Additional Study Tips and Resources

To maximize comprehension of "The Cremation of Sam McGee," it is beneficial to engage with various study



techniques and supplementary resources. These approaches support a deeper understanding of the poem’s
language, themes, and historical background.

Active Reading Strategies

Annotating the poem, noting unfamiliar terms, and summarizing stanzas can help readers internalize the content
and identify literary elements effectively.

Discussion and Group Analysis

Participating in group discussions encourages diverse interpretations and clarifies complex aspects of the poem,
enriching overall comprehension.

Use of Study Guides and Answer Keys

Consulting structured answer keys, like the one detailed here, assists in verifying understanding and preparing
for assessments related to the poem.

Read the poem multiple times to capture nuances.

Research historical context for better background knowledge.

Practice answering comprehension questions to reinforce learning.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Cremation of Sam McGee'?

The main theme of 'The Cremation of Sam McGee' is the harshness of the Yukon wilderness and the fulfillment of
a promise, highlighting themes of survival, friendship, and the macabre.

Who is the narrator in 'The Cremation of Sam McGee'?

The narrator is a prospector who recounts the story of his promise to cremate his friend Sam McGee after his
death in the Yukon.

Why did Sam McGee want to be cremated?

Sam McGee wanted to be cremated because he could not stand the cold and wished to be freed from the harsh,
freezing conditions of the Yukon after his death.

What is the significance of the setting in 'The Cremation of Sam McGee'?

The setting in the Yukon during the Klondike Gold Rush emphasizes the extreme cold and isolation, which are
central to the poem’s mood and plot.



How does the narrator fulfill Sam McGee's last wish?

The narrator fulfills Sam McGee's last wish by cremating his body in a makeshift furnace in an abandoned cabin,
despite the emotional difficulty of doing so.

What literary devices are prominent in 'The Cremation of Sam McGee'?

'The Cremation of Sam McGee' uses vivid imagery, rhyme, rhythm, and dark humor to convey the story and its
eerie yet humorous tone.

What is the tone of 'The Cremation of Sam McGee'?

The tone of the poem is a mix of somberness and dark humor, reflecting the grim subject matter with a
lighthearted narrative style.

Additional Resources
1. The Cremation of Sam McGee: Annotated Edition
This annotated edition of Robert W. Service’s classic poem provides detailed explanations, historical context,
and answers to common questions about the story. It helps readers understand the vivid imagery and themes,
making it ideal for students and literature enthusiasts. The notes clarify the Yukon setting and the cultural
references embedded in the poem.

2. Exploring Robert W. Service: The Man Behind Sam McGee
This biography delves into the life and works of Robert W. Service, the poet who wrote "The Cremation of Sam
McGee." It offers insights into his inspiration, writing style, and the impact of his poetry on Canadian
literature. Readers can find answers to questions about how Service's experiences shaped his storytelling.

3. Alaskan Gold Rush Tales: Stories and Poems of the North
A collection of stories and poems set during the Alaskan Gold Rush, including "The Cremation of Sam McGee."
This book explores the harsh conditions and adventurous spirit of the era, providing background that answers
many questions about the poem’s setting and characters. It’s a helpful companion for understanding the
historical backdrop.

4. Understanding Canadian Poetry: Themes and Analysis
This comprehensive guide breaks down major Canadian poems including "The Cremation of Sam McGee." It provides
thematic analysis, discussion questions, and answer keys that help readers engage deeply with the text. The
book is suitable for classroom use and self-study alike.

5. Fires of the Yukon: Legends and Lore
This book compiles legends and folklore from the Yukon region, shedding light on the cultural milieu that
influenced "The Cremation of Sam McGee." It answers questions related to the symbolism of fire and death
within northern storytelling traditions. Readers learn about the myths that parallel Service’s narrative.

6. Poetry in the Frozen North: A Study Guide
Designed for students, this study guide focuses on poems set in icy environments, with a special section on "The
Cremation of Sam McGee." It includes summaries, question-and-answer sections, and vocabulary help. The guide
aids comprehension of the poem’s language and mood.

7. Robert W. Service’s Yukon: Life and Legend
This historical overview examines the Yukon during the time Robert W. Service wrote his famous poem. It
answers questions regarding the social and environmental conditions that shaped "The Cremation of Sam
McGee." The book provides context for understanding the poem’s realism and humor.

8. Classic Canadian Poems: Texts and Teaching Resources
Featuring a curated selection of Canadian poetry, this resource includes lesson plans and answer keys for "The
Cremation of Sam McGee." It supports educators with materials to explain the poem’s structure, rhyme scheme,



and narrative techniques. The book also encourages critical thinking about the poem’s themes.

9. Myths and Mortality: Death in Northern Literature
This scholarly work explores how death and cremation are portrayed in northern literature, including an in-
depth analysis of "The Cremation of Sam McGee." It addresses common questions about the poem’s treatment of
mortality and the afterlife. The book is valuable for understanding the poem’s philosophical undertones.
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