Edexcel GCE

Teachersi Guide

Edexcel Poetry Anthology

For Advanced Subsidiary and Advanced GCE
English Literature and English Language and
Literature

June 2000



Edexcel is one of the leading examining and awarding bodies in the UK and throughout the world. We
provide a wide range of qualifications including academic, vocational, occupational and specific
programmes for employers.

Through a network of UK and overseas offices, Edexcel’s centres receive the support they need to help them
deliver their education and training programmes to learners.

For further information please call our Customer Response Centre on 020 7393 4500, or visit our website at
www.edexcel.org.uk

Authorised by Sue Parker
Publications Code UA007549

All the material in this publication is copyright
© Edexcel Foundation 2000


http://www.edexcel.org.uk/

Contents

INTRODUCTION 1
SECTION ONE: POST-1770 3
The Romantics 3
The Victorians 14
1900-1950 23
1950 - Present 32
Poetry Around the World 38
SECTION TWO: PRE-1770 44
Ballads 44
Tudor and Elizabethan Verse 46
Mostly Metaphysical Verse 50
17" Century 53
18™ Century 56
APPROACHES 68
PART ONE: 1770 ONWARDS 69
PART TWO: BEFORE 1770 93

BIBLIOGRAPHY 111






Introduction

The aim of this anthology is to present Advanced GCE readers with at least some of those poems
from both before and after 1770 which they deserve to meet, and which we hope they will enjoy.
As a teacher you will have your own favourites and, no doubt, your own regrets about what has had
to be excluded.

There are two ways in which the anthology can be used. Its primary purpose is as a pair of
prescribed poetry texts for AS and A2; we hope that you will find in it a sufficiently interesting
selection (mostly of the ‘canonical’, especially in the pre-1770 period, but with a few surprises) to
make it a feasible choice. It can however be used instead — or additionally - as a source of reading
and study for ‘unseen’ work. For this reason, the notes include suggestions of further poems and
other poets which both teachers and students may find rewarding to explore. We hope there is
enough in the combination of set poems and further suggestions to satisfy a variety of tastes, from
the most catholic to the most fastidious!

The post-1770 selection should give students some sense of the range of Romantic and post-
Romantic writing. There are human personalities and relationships, loss and grief, exile and
memory, doubts and questionings, love in its many vicissitudes; there are sonnets, blank verse,
rhymed stanzas of many forms, free verse, couplets; there is, above all, the constant sound of a
poetic voice speaking aloud about the human condition. From Burns’s rose to Bhatt’s monkeys
there is much for students to enjoy, to find accessible and to return to with deepened understanding.
In some ways - and not only linguistically - these two and a quarter centuries are more
approachable: our present culture and our ways of thinking have been in part shaped by the
Romantic movement. One indication of this influence is the number of poems focusing on
landscape or on the creatures - wild or domesticated - with which we share the world.

The pre-Romantic selection has a somewhat different thematic range: human and metaphysical
concerns are much more prominent than the world of nature, and where the latter does feature it is
often in a metaphorical or symbolic role, or simply as background. You may find that students are
surprised by this different emphasis, particularly if much of their earlier years’ reading has focused
on animal and environmental concerns. They are likely, too, to find some of the social and
religious contexts strange - but it is a rare student who does not thrill to the macabre qualities of the
ballads or to the wide-ranging, passionate investigation of love presented in 16th and 17" century
poetry.

A particular difficulty for many students in approaching the study of poetry is the appreciation of
form. Sometimes the manipulation of quatrains, sonnets and - especially — complex stanzas is seen
as clinical, merely ingenious or even falsifying. Sometimes, paradoxically, the apparently smooth
handling of a demanding form is perceived as slick and obvious. Your challenge as the teacher is to
enable the students to see the complexity without reducing it to a set of tricks: Donne’s famous
colloquial opening line, Milton’s pent-up frustration throughout a whole octave, or the incantatory
rhythms of MacNeice’s ‘Prayer before Birth’ may be your allies here.

Feel free to teach the poems in any order which appeals to you and which you know will best suit
your class. The order in which they appear within each half is roughly chronological (if we bear in
mind some reservations about the ballads which are dealt with in their place) and will itself suggest
some common themes and pre-occupations. Other approaches however are just as valid: you may
prefer to take themes which run across several periods, or to present contrasts, or to focus on a form
such as the sonnet; and you may well wish to combine these approaches. Our chief hope is that you
and your students should enjoy these poems.

UA007549 — GCE English Language and Language & Literature Poetry Anthology 1



The notes give a little background and explanation. We are aware that we are writing for an
audience of varied experience: some of you have many years of A level teaching to draw on, and
we hope you will not feel condescended to by our explanations and suggestions. For those who are
new to this work we hope that the supporting comments will be useful - and that you will find the
reading of poetry with your students a shared challenge and delight.
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Section One: Post-1770

The Romantics

It is conventional to talk of the ‘Romantic revolution’, as if the writers at the turn of the eighteenth
into nineteenth centuries were overturning the whole of the past. Certainly Wordsworth and
Coleridge believed that they were opening a new door of perception and creating a revolution in
expression, by turning away from what they saw as the artificiality of much eighteenth-century
writing. However, although there is a sense in which every good new poem is a revolution, it is also
true that every poem owes something to its predecessors. Students who look, later perhaps, at the
poems of Gray or Collins will see that neither an interest in the details of nature nor a relish for its
wild aspects were the invention of the authors of Lyrical Ballads!

Every age, of course, is modern. It defines its modernity by those aspects which seem most distinct
from the immediate past and, especially, by those which it is felt could never have been foreseen or
imagined. What were those aspects for the inhabitants of Britain between 1780 - when Blake was
about to begin his apprenticeship - and, say, the mid-1820s, when the younger Romantic poets were
dead? Events in France affected thousands upon thousands of people - in northern and southern
Europe, the Mediterranean, Russia - for decades, as wars followed what seemed the almost
unbelievable overturning of power in the French Revolution, the subsequent execution of the
monarch, the Terror and the rise of Napoleon. In Britain (whose military losses were lighter than
those of some other European nations) there was neither revolution nor invasion, but there were
other areas of change. Some of these were practical, some economic, some political.

Early manufacturing industry and easier communications by road and the canal networks had
already both signalled and facilitated a shift from the traditional rural way of life; this change had
been accompanied, perhaps not coincidentally, by an outpouring of eighteenth-century verse on the
natural world. As always, each generation re-invented the Golden Age, siting it just out of reach in
the past; and now it was even further away as industrialisation gradually encroached on the life of
the land. But quite apart from nostalgia, there were new and distinct causes of suffering and
discontent, even despair. During and after the long Revolutionary and Napoleonic wars, the fear of
revolution in Britain led to reactionary attitudes and repressive measures. The price of corn, and
therefore of bread, oscillated or, worse, was kept artificially high to protect the home market and
the landowners whose votes supported governments. As mechanisation developed, the lives of
people working in industries such as textiles became enslaved to machines, and those on the land
became unemployed, while continuing enclosure deprived them of the ancient commons which had
once provided fuel and grazing.

Some of the poetry of John Clare - significantly one of the rural poor - reflects some of these
concerns, while Blake’s ‘London’ gives a horrific picture of a lightless city. Wordsworth, whose
view from Westminster Bridge is unexpectedly benign, focuses on rural poverty in many of his
early poems. But much of the poetry of this period is concerned with another development - with an
increasing shift towards the reflective and exploratory, questions of individual identity and the
search for human significance. None of the poets represented in this section has an orthodox
Christian belief (though Wordsworth at the end of his long life became much more conventional);
some, such as Shelley and Keats, are fiercely anti-clerical. In poem after poem we find an attempt
to interrogate, interpret and make sense of human experience and its place in the world; in poem
after poem we feel a sense of the personal, even the confessional. This is a perilous area, for there is
a persona in every poem, however close it may be to its maker’s life; but it is one of the things that
makes us feel closer to the Romantic poets than to their immediate predecessors.
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Blake: London

William Blake (1757-1827) was the son of a London hosier and his wife; his was not an educated
or even literate background. Articled at the age of fourteen to an engraver, he completed a
traditional seven-year craft apprenticeship; during these years he acquired the skills which enabled
him to print his ‘Illuminated Books’ of poems and illustrations, intricately linked. It is worth
obtaining a copy of some of the poems in their visual contexts, so that students can appreciate the
relationship between word and image.

Blake is often referred to as a ‘mystic’. It is true that he claimed to have regular converse with the
spirit of his younger brother Robert who had died at the age of 25; in one account he attributed the
invention of his engraving method to a message from his dead brother. It was however an intricate
and highly skilled practical process, involving inscribing the text and illustration in mirror-image
on to a copper plate, so that after an acid treatment individual copies of each sheet could be printed
off and then coloured by hand. If the inspiration was spiritual, the implementation involved much
physical co-ordination and technique.

None the less Blake was undoubtedly a ‘visionary’, recording rapturous insights into the divine
beauty and energy of the natural world, seeing angels in his garden and composing the long and for
most readers dauntingly obscure ‘Prophetic Books’ of his maturity. The Songs of Innocence and
Experience are more approachable, and students may well have met ‘The Tyger’ or ‘A Poison
Tree’ already. Songs of Innocence was printed separately in 1789 and the combined Songs of
Innocence and Experience in 1794. Critics are divided over the relationship of the two sets of
Songs, some feeling that Experience records a disillusionment after the blissful themes of
Innocence, others seeing the two sets, though separately produced, as inextricable parts of one
another from the start. Certainly there are many pairs of poems showing - as Blake indicates in his
subtitle to the double set — ‘the two Contrary States of the Human Soul’.

London - from Songs of Experience - is a poem without a corresponding partner in the Innocence
set. Its bleakness reflects another aspect of Blake - his outrage at the waste and suffering of human
life, especially in the great city. Yet against the sense of social injustice we have to balance the
characteristic phrase ‘mind-forg’d manacles’: there is a depth of spiritual and mental desolation
which cannot simply be equated with slums or poverty.

Notes:
chartered: subjected to legal restrictions (by the great corporations who owned much city property)
Burns: A Red, Red Rose

Robert Burns (1759-1796) was, like John Clare later, a poor child from a poor family, with none of
the advantages of private education or middle-class (or greater) wealth possessed by most of the
successful writers of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Celebrated as ‘the ploughman poet’
he was in fact a tenant farmer in Ayrshire, working his rented land and living in the very simple
accommodation that went with it. He had no access to classical learning, but this does not mean he
was illiterate or unread; on the contrary, as well as having that intimacy with the Bible which was
taken for granted by almost every literate person of the time, he had read poets both Scottish and
English. In addition he had heard since childhood the rhythms and tunes both of the Scottish
metrical psalms and of the ballads and folksongs of the Scottish tradition.

In 1786, at the age of twenty-six, Burns had his first collection of poems printed in Kilmarnock by
a local press. At this point he seems only to have expected a local circulation; indeed, he was on the

verge of giving up the desperately hard life of the tenant farmer and emigrating, perhaps assisted by
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whatever he might make from this publication, to the West Indies. Poems, chiefly in the Scottish
Dialect, however, was an immediate success, not only locally - though there the edition quickly
sold out - but also, by being passed from one reader to another, more widely. Crucially, one of
those who came across the poems in this fortuitous way was the blind Dr Thomas Blacklock in
Edinburgh. Having had some poems read to him, he made use of his contacts in the literary and
critical world of Edinburgh, suggesting that a second edition of the book would sell and that the
young poet should be encouraged. The Edinburgh Magazine printed a selection of the poems in its
end-of-year edition; Burns meanwhile came to the capital where he was effectively lionised; he
gathered enough support to finance, through the then usual method of subscription, the second
edition. A slightly enlarged Poems was published in Edinburgh in 1787, and Burns began to be read
and discussed throughout Scotland and England.

Of the long tradition of Scottish poetry most English readers were then - as now - unaware, and
Burns’s work was therefore more of a shock to English than to Scottish readers. But his brilliance,
lyricism, satire and pathos struck everyone, as did what seemed the inexplicable phenomenon of the
‘ploughman poet’. His attacks on hypocrisy, especially religious hypocrisy, were controversial, and
attracted some hostility; his use of Scots vocabulary and grammar created barriers for some English
readers, and were even problematical in the learned academic circles of Edinburgh, where though
Scots might be spoken it was not judged sufficiently standard for published writings. Almost
everyone, however, found something to praise, and so it has continued ever since. The breathless
narrative of ‘Tam o’ Shanter’, the combination in such pieces as ‘To A Fieldmouse’ of intently
observed detail with reflection and wry humour, the melodic flow of ‘Mary Morrison’ or ‘John
Anderson, my Jo’ - these are all famous, and students may well want to explore them further.

Burns died young - in his mid-thirties - leaving his widow and children in considerable need,
appeals were made for a subscription to support them, hinting that irresponsible drinking had
caused his death and left his family destitute. In fact this romantic stereotype is unlikely to be true;
he probably died of heart disease, aggravated by rheumatic fever. His poetry - and his defiant,
prodigal personality — continued to inspire both generations of English ‘Romantic’ poets, and
Wordsworth’s reference to him in ‘Resolution and Independence’ has often been quoted:

...him who walked in glory and in joy,
Following his plough, along the mountainside.

Notes:
gang: g0

Wordsworth: Composed upon Westminster Bridge, September 3, 1802

William Wordsworth (1770-1850) was born in Cockermouth, in what was then Cumberland. His
long autobiographical poem The Prelude best describes his childhood and the deep roots of his
attachment to the natural world - mountains, lakes, tiny details and the larger sweep of the seasons.
The Prelude’s famous sub-title, The Growth of a Poet’s Mind, reminds us that like many poets he
had an early sense of poetic identity. This sense of vocation accompanied him through Cambridge,
but in his early adulthood was also mixed with the urge towards radical politics. Visiting France in
the early years of the Revolution, but before the Terror, he was exalted by the sense of a new
world: ‘Bliss was it’ as he wrote later, ‘in that dawn to be alive’. He fell in love with a young

Frenchwoman, whom however he left behind on returning to England, and who gave birth to their
child.

Wordsworth had a strong sense of duty, and he never lost touch with Annette; their parting must
however have seemed at the time permanent. Perhaps the combination of this experience with the

horror he began to feel about events in France led to the period of depression which followed. From
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this he seems to have been rescued by becoming re-acquainted with his sister Dorothy, whom he
had seen little of since their childhood and the early death of both their parents. After a period in
Dorset they took a house in Alfoxden in the Quantock Hills, where they were near the Coleridges
who, fairly recently married, were living at Nether Stowey. William, Dorothy and Coleridge
became intimately close, walking, discussing and evolving poetic theories; Sara Coleridge was an
unequal fourth. It seemed to the two young men that a new style in poetry was necessary, imminent
- and theirs to deliver; they were fired by the idea of returning to some purer, less artificial style.
Wordsworth was particularly interested in using ‘the real speech of men’; Coleridge experimented
with the traditional folktale form, the ballad. Out of their conversations and writing developed the
Lyrical Ballads, published in 1798 with a preface which is virtually a manifesto.

In 1799 the Wordsworths moved to their own house near the head of Grasmere - thus ending the
only period, of three years, that they spent away from the North during their adult lives — and in
1802 Wordsworth married Mary Hutchinson. He had continued to keep in touch with Annette, and
a month or two before his wedding he and Dorothy set out from home to travel to France. They
walked a good deal of the early days of the journey, sending their luggage on by stage-coach and,
when it rained heavily, travelling in the stage themselves. Near Pickering in Yorkshire they stayed
for ten days with the Hutchinson family, and Mary travelled with them as far as Beverly, before the
Wordsworths went on by slow stages to London. Two days later they set out again, in the very
early morning, as Dorothy records in her journal:

We mounted the Dover coach at Charing Cross. It was a beautiful morning. The City, St Paul’s,
with the River and a multitude of little Boats, made a most beautiful sight as we crossed
Westminster Bridge. The houses were not overhung by their cloud of smoke and they were
spread out endlessly, yet the sun shone so brightly with such a pure light that there was even
something like the purity of one of Nature’s own grand spectacles.

They travelled on to Dover and crossed to Calais, where Annette had also taken lodgings with her
and Wordsworth’s little daughter Caroline. The four of them stayed almost a month, and Dorothy
records their evening walks by the sea, in particular one with a stormy evening light where the
fishing boats had ‘wings of fire’ and cut a ‘fiery track’ on the water: ‘Caroline was delighted.’

On their return, William was married to Mary Hutchinson. Dorothy continued to live with her
brother and sister-in-law, as was then customary for an unmarried sister. Soon after the marriage
however she gave up the journal which she had previously kept almost uninterruptedly since the
Alfoxden days and which gives an often revealing insight into Wordsworth’s early poems, as the
quotation above shows. It is clear that Dorothy’s writings often pre-date the poems and form an
element in the process of composition. She presumably wrote this journal entry some time before
the sonnet was composed, since Wordsworth in early versions dated the view September 3 1802
when it was in fact the last day of July, confusing the dates of their outward and return journeys.
On their re-entry into London in September it was six in the evening, misty ‘and we could see
nothing.’

Students may find it interesting, too, to look at the more famous journal description of the daffodils,
which has its own identity, independent of ‘I Wander’d Lonely’ - and to consider what the early
poems owe to these precise yet never prosaic records. From The Prelude, which is of course later,
there are plenty of extracts to explore, particularly if there is an interest in the development of blank
verse. The passages about skating or about the stolen boat are the likeliest examples, if students
have not met them before, and give some sense of Wordsworth’s exhilaration.

Notes:

steep: (verb) soak
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Coleridge: Khubla Khan

Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772-1834) was the youngest son of the vicar of a Devon village; when
his father died, the ten-year old boy was sent to the famous Christ’s Hospital in London, a school
whose austere and demanding traditions caused him deep unhappiness. From there he went on to
university, and after that he quickly married; by the time he was living near the Wordsworths in
Somerset he and Sarah already had a small son. Coleridge admired Wordsworth greatly, seeing him
from the start as a great poet, and he was fascinated by Dorothy, ‘Wordsworth’s exquisite sister’ as
he referred to her. These three, leaving Sarah at home with her baby, walked and theorised
rapturously on the Quantock hills, and built up the ideas that led to the joint publication of Lyrical
Ballads. Soon after it was published, both households moved north and established themselves in
the Lake District; meanwhile Coleridge had fallen disastrously in love with Sara Hutchinson, the
sister of that Mary who was soon to marry Wordsworth.

Coleridge was a very different person, and a very different poet, from Wordsworth. Wordsworth’s
long preface to the second edition of Lyrical Ballads suggests that ‘though there would be found a
difference, there would be found no discordance in the colours of our style’; but Coleridge, writing
retrospectively in his Biographia Literaria, presents a perhaps more accurate view:

The thought suggested itself (to which of us I do not recollect) that a series of poems might
be composed of two sorts. In one, the incidents and agents were to be, in part at least,
supernatural; and the excellence aimed at was to consist in the interesting of the affections
by the dramatic truth of such emotions as would naturally accompany such situations,
supposing them to be real. And real they have been to every human being who, from
whatever source of delusion, has at any time believed himself under supernatural agency.
For the second class, subjects were to be chosen from ordinary life; the characters and
incidents were to be such, as will be found in every village and its vicinity, where there is a
meditative and feeling mind to seek after them, or to notice them, when they present
themselves.

It was agreed, that my endeavours should be directed to persons and characters supernatural,
or at least romantic; yet so as to transfer from our inward nature a human interest and a
semblance of truth sufficient to procure for these shadows of imagination that willing
suspension of disbelief for the moment, which constitutes poetic faith. Mr Wordsworth, on
the other hand, was to propose to himself as his object, to give the charm of novelty to
things of every day, and to excite a feeling analogous to the supernatural, by awaking the
mind’s attention from the lethargy of custom, and directing it to the loveliness and the
wonders of the world before us; an inexhaustible treasure...’

It is interesting that Coleridge ‘does not recollect’” whose idea it was to undertake the joint
enterprise and to divide it in this way; this perhaps indicates the closeness in which they were
working at the time. His own contributions to Lyrical Ballads included not only ‘The Rime of the
Ancient Mariner’, perfectly described as ‘supernatural, or at least romantic’, but others which are
much nearer the style and subject matter assigned to Wordsworth; ‘Khubla Khan’, however, though
also attributed to the period in the West Country, was not published in either the 1798 or the 1800
expanded edition, although it seems to fulfil Coleridge’s brief.

It was Coleridge’s great weakness that he never, or rarely, completed his plans or undertakings.
Some of these were madly impractical: in the Nether Stowey period he cherished a dream of
emigrating with a few chosen spirits to the new United States and founding a self-sufficient and
philosophically correct community on the banks of the Susquehanna. This dream, not surprisingly,
was never realised. In later years, and more prosaically, lectures which he had contracted to deliver
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would be begun - and brilliantly begun, so that after the first scintillating performance a large
audience would return for the second - but he would either give a disastrously ill-prepared and
shoddy second lecture or simply fail to arrive. The same thing seems to have happened with his
poetry: of the two ‘supernatural’ poems closest to the ‘Rime of the Ancient Mariner’ in spirit,
‘Christabel” was never finished and ‘Khubla Khan’ finishes uncertainly.

Many readers judge that ‘Kubla Khan’ is indeed complete, and that the fragmentary nature of its
ending is a legitimate poetic device which both establishes the other-worldly genesis of the poem
and makes a link back to the prosaic world of ordinary human consciousness. Coleridge, as is well
known, wrote a prefatory note to it when it was finally published, subtitling it ‘A Vision in a
Dream: A Fragment’ and ascribing it to his having been prescribed ‘an anodyne’ for a ‘slight
indisposition’, as a result of which he experienced this vision in a ‘profound sleep’. The ‘anodyne’
of course was opium, which was the only pain-killer of the period, but with which Coleridge had
already begun to experiment. During this drug-induced sleep, he continues:

the Author has the most vivid confidence, that he could not have composed less than two to
three hundred lines; if indeed that can be called composition in which all the images rose up
before him as things, with a parallel production of the correspondent expressions, without
any sensation or consciousness of effort. On awaking he appeared to himself to have a
distinct recollection of the whole, and taking his pen, ink and paper instantly and eagerly
wrote down the lines that are here preserved. At this moment he was unfortunately called
out by a person on business from Porlock

At the end of the ensuing conversation, says Coleridge, he found that the poem had vanished ‘with
the exception of some eight or ten scattered lines or images’. We are left to wonder whether this is
another device to give the poem a further framework, an apology for the abrupt shift at the end, or,
conceivably, the truth as it appeared to Coleridge.

Notes:

‘Poems of this kind can never be explained’, writes the late Ted Hughes'; ‘the variety of potential
interpretation is infinite’. A few factual references can be given, but it is clear that the widely-read
Coleridge, like other creative artists, here unites and synthesises many elements to make a mythical
new whole of his own. Readers who really want to go further can tackle not only The Ancient
Mariner but Livingstone Lowes’s The Road to Xanadu, a now venerable work of criticism that
traces everything that Coleridge was reading. But beware! Chasing the poet down these paths will
not ‘explain’ the poem, and can be fatally distracting.

Kubla Khan: the grandson of Genghis Khan, ruler of the Mongolian and, eventually, Chinese
empires and a potentate of fabulous wealth; the Venetian traveller Marco Polo served at his court
for twenty years and brought back tales of the East to Europe.

Xanadu: variously referred to as Xandu, Xamdu, Shang-tu, this was the summer palace of Kubla
Khan, described in a seventeenth century text which Coleridge had been reading

Alph: no specific river; the use of the first letter of the Greek alphabet is suitably mysterious, as is
Mount Abora in the final section of the poem

Abyssinian: Abyssinia is modern Ethiopia; Coleridge here seems to move from the remote East to
unknown or legendary Africa

" Introduction to A Choice of Coleridge's Verse, ed. Hughes
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dulcimer: a kind of zither, with a shallow soundbox strung with wires to be struck by hammers held
by the player; Hungarian, Bohemian and, originally, Middle Eastern versions are known (though
not African) [See the Oxford Companion to Music]

honey-dew...milk of Paradise: milk and honey were the attributes of Canaan, the Promised Land to
which God led the children of Israel after their years of wandering in the wilderness; Paradise, like
Canaan, was often used by devotional writers as a metaphor for Heaven, but is the other name for
Eden, the state of perfection from which Adam and Eve fell and the garden from which they were
banished

Byron: So We'll Go No More A-Roving

George Gordon, Lord Byron (1788-1824) inherited his title at an early age, along with the great
house and estate at Newstead in Nottinghamshire - which were to plague him until he finally
managed to sell the property and settle some of his debts, at the age of 29. Agonisingly conscious
of his ‘club-foot” (which he defied by notable athleticism) he was handsome and unconventional;
he soon became notorious for his extravagant way of life, for his love affairs and for his poetry.
Educated at Harrow and Cambridge, he spent two years in his early twenties on the ‘Grand Tour’ of
the wealthy young man, travelling in Europe and the Near East. His marriage to Annabella
Milbanke ended in an acrimonious separation soon after the birth of their daughter, and Byron then
left England for good at the age of twenty-eight, after a painful farewell to his half-sister Augusta
(with whom he was rumoured to have had an incestuous relationship).

He travelled in Belgium (visiting the site of the recent battle of Waterloo), the Rhine and
Switzerland, before moving on to Italy. Near Geneva he met Shelley and Mary Godwin (soon to
marry), who were staying there with Mary’s half-sister Claire Clairmont. The latter had introduced
herself to Byron shortly after his wife had left him, and was now pregnant with his child. Byron
leased a house nearby, and the four spent the summer of 1816 as neighbours; one evening spent
telling ghost stories was part of the inspiration for Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. At the end of
August Byron set out on a series of tours of the Alpine regions, and the others returned to England.

Between November and the following April Byron was living in Venice, where he took ‘some
extremely good apartments in the house of a ‘“‘Merchant of Venice’” who is a good deal occupied
with his business, and has a wife in her twenty-second year.”. The liaison with this young woman,
Marianna Segati, lasted throughout these months, and was not even affected by her husband’s
witnessing a fight over Byron between Marianna and her jealous sister-in-law - nor by Byron’s
receiving the news of the birth of his and Claire Clairmont’s daughter in January. Meanwhile the
famous Venetian carnival approached, with its weeks of ‘dissipation’, as Byron refers to them in
the letter to his friend Moore in which he includes this poem. ‘Though I did not dissipate
overmuch,” he writes, ‘yet I find ‘‘the sword wearing out the scabbard,”” though I have but just
turned the corner of twenty-nine.”

There were not in fact many more years left. Byron visited Rome, returned to Venice, moved to
Pisa; he appalled Claire Clairmont by insisting that their daughter Allegra be placed in the care of a
convent in Ravenna. When Shelley was drowned off Leghorn in July 1822 Byron was still in Pisa;
he was one of the friends who attended Shelley’s unofficial cremation on the beach where the body
had been washed up; he gave advice and financial support to Mary. Finally he left for Greece,
whose fight for independence from Turkey inspired his sense of political justice, and in that
campaign he died, still in his mid-thirties.

% Letter to Thomas Moore, November 18, 1816
3 Letter to the same, February 28, 1817
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Byron’s longer works, picaresque and satirical, are neglected today - unjustly, for they are full of
both lyricism and wit. They are also, often, topical in reference, which makes them harder going for
modern readers.

Keats: To Autumn

John Keats (1795-1821) lost both his parents early, his father at the age of eight and his mother
(whom he nursed during her final months of TB) when he was fourteen. The guardian appointed for
the young family was not pleased when Keats abandoned his medical training at Guy’s Hospital in
London and declared his intention of being a writer. Keats was discouraged from contact with his
young sister; his situation had become lonelier when the second brother, George, sailed with his
young wife Georgiana for the United States, and worse when their youngest brother Tom died at
19, also of TB.

Keats nursed Tom as he had nursed their mother, and probably became infected at the same time,
though this did not become evident until later. Lively, gregarious, gifted and ambitious, he had a
circle of affectionate friends; his letters to them, and especially to George and Georgiana in
America, give a vivid picture of his daily life. They also reflect his views and ideas on subjects
profound and trivial - on grief, love, entertainment, travel, humour, the people he has met and
observed and, especially, on poetry. It is fascinating to see a poet working out his theories and his
practice, with no sense of self-consciousness or awareness of writing for posterity.

It is in a letter to his friend John Reynolds that he mentions a walk he has just taken and describes
the colour of the harvested fields which he has so enjoyed: ‘Aye better than the chilly green of
spring...This struck me so much on my Sunday’s walk’, he continues, ‘that I composed upon it.’
And he transcribes, with this casual comment, ‘To Autumn’, probably the best-known poem in the
language on this subject. Its intricate form - a quatrain followed by seven lines that might almost be
the expanded sestet of a sonnet - seems effortless as it covers its three stanzas.

Some students will want to explore further - to read the more anguished ‘Ode to a Nightingale’ or
‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’ with its famous reflections on beauty and transience. Many might enjoy
some of the sonnets, the haunting ballad ‘La Belle Dame Sans Merci’ or the longer ‘Eve of St
Agnes’ in which Keats creates his own version of a star-crossed lovers’ tale - but with a difference!
There are, too, the letters already mentioned, which trace Keats’s life through many vicissitudes
and with much humour and courage, almost up to his agonising death in Rome, where he went in a
vain attempt to save his life in the milder climate. He was not quite 25.

Notes:

the winnowing wind. the powerful draught that separates the grain from the husk (increasingly in
Keats’s time by using horse-power to work a winnowing machine, but more probably in the poem
by the traditional human workers using flails)

swath: the amount of corn that can be reaped by one sweep of the sickle

sallows: willow-trees
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Clare: I Am

John Clare (1793-1864) shares with Burns the predicament of the self-educated poet, the apparent
prodigy from a humble rural background who is feted by the fashionable world as a ‘discovery’ -
and who finds that world and his own fortune cruelly capricious. Like most of the poets of this era,
Clare writes vividly about the natural world, with an attention to minutiae that recalls Wordsworth,
but with a taste of dialect that is idiosyncratic. Modern readers however are more likely to be
familiar with the poems of his long exile from society and even from himself - those written during
some part of the 23 years he spent in the Northampton asylum for lunatics. Here he had delusions
about his identity as well as about the ‘Mary’ of many of his poems: he believed he was married to
her, although she was not his wife and had in fact died some years earlier. He died in the asylum at
the age of seventy, after a life of extremes, which would seem ludicrous if they were not so tragic.
He lived in total obscurity until the age of twenty-seven, gained sudden fame when a local
bookseller sent a collection of his poems to a London publisher and enjoyed the encouragement of
great writers such as Coleridge; then came the failure of his later collections, a hasty marriage with
the woman he had made pregnant, poverty and, finally, madness.

Clare was born in the Northamptonshire village of Helpston, into a poor family. It is difficult for
modern students, especially those who live in urban or suburban surroundings, to envisage the
geographical and cultural isolation of a small village, the narrow range of working life with its
back-breaking physicality, the crucial significance of the weather, the total darkness of moonless
nights - almost every aspect of a life lived in the English midlands not very long ago but in
unrecognisably different conditions.

Some of the most striking of these differences were social. At the humblest level of those who
worked on the land but never owned any, many men were barely literate and most women illiterate:
as Clare writes with affectionate mockery in the poem ‘My Mary’, we may as well

‘bid blind to see
As her to tell ye A from B’.

Clare was, then, lucky to be able to read. He knew, probably by heart, the folksongs and ballads of
the still strong, anonymous popular tradition which he heard sung or recited; but he also learned to
love the poetry of the literate tradition - Milton, Pope, the poets of the later eighteenth century.
Unlucky as a poet, however, he had no contact with other writers until he was in his late twenties.
But he had observed his countryside and its conditions, and he continued to celebrate its minute
beauties and to lament its sufferings.

Clare’s Northamptonshire was not a particularly picturesque countryside. It was - and is - the
flattest region of the county, like the marshy Lincolnshire fenland nearby, and remarkable only for
the wide sweep of sky above it. Wheat was grown (weeding wheat was one of Clare’s occupations
as a young boy) and sheep were pastured. More important to Clare however were the expanses of
heath which were still common land. The slow inevitable process of enclosing the commons, which
had begun in Tudor times and was eventually to gather so much of the country into a series of
enormous private estates, reached this part of Northamptonshire in Clare’s time.

Our own age’s anxiety about environmental damage is a comparison that may help us to understand
some of what was felt; but the impact of enclosure was immediate and practical. The most crucial
effect for the ordinary villagers was the loss of common grazing rights for their animals, or animal;
in addition, many local paths were taken inside the landowner’s extended boundaries, and there was
also the savage sense of being dispossessed of the only existing ancient right. There were protests,
but they were useless: the dispossessed were powerless, lacking the skills that might enable them to
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lead an organised campaign. Clare’s long poem ‘The Village Minstrel’ records helplessly the sense
of oppression:

‘Inclosure came, and every path was stopt:
Each tyrant fixt his sign where paths were found.’

In this unremarkable and threatened countryside Clare never ceased to find beauty. From the very
early poems of his late adolescence to the long final period of what nowadays would probably be
diagnosed as schizophrenia, he continued to write about its pastures, heath, animals, flowers,
insects. His observation is amazingly minute and accurate, and his ease in managing rhymes and
stanzas is almost too fluent. There is a massive body of work, and most readers will wish it had
been better disciplined. ‘I Am’, however, though it records the terrifying formlessness of lost
identity, is extraordinarily tightly structured. Characteristically, it closes with an image of
childhood, where Clare always locates his sharpest joys and deepest peace.

Shelley: To A Skylark

Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792-1824) was educated at Eton and, briefly and notoriously, at Oxford. In
his first year he wrote and had printed a pamphlet entitled The Necessity of Atheism, for which he
was sent down; acceptance of not only Christianity but specifically the Articles of faith of the
Church of England was still a necessary condition of entry to Cambridge and Oxford. Barely
twenty himself, he married the sixteen-year-old Harriet Westbrook and with her led a somewhat
nomadic existence in various parts of the country. Within a few years, however, Shelley had not
only become interested in the rational and revolutionary approach to politics of the philosopher
William Godwin, but had fallen in love with Mary, the daughter of Godwin and his wife Mary
Wollstonecraft (author of The Rights of Women). Shelley left Harriet and their two young children,
and eloped with Mary to France; they were later joined in Switzerland by Claire Clairmont, Mary’s
pregnant half-sister (see above, under Byron). In December 1816, Harriet drowned herself in the
Serpentine in Hyde Park, and Shelley - who had returned to London that August - engaged in a
losing battle for custody of the children. Meanwhile, partly perhaps to lend his case greater
respectability, he and Mary were married. After a further two years, in 1818, they returned to Italy
where, not long afterwards, their small daughter died.

This brief outline shows Shelley in a very irresponsible light. Yet the strong impression he made on
everyone who met him was almost always benign; his intellectual brilliance, his idealism, his
sparkling and inspiring conversation and his many acts of personal kindness endeared him to a
large group of friends. It is characteristic that, although he did not know Keats well, he offered him
in the autumn of 1820 the house in Rome for the approaching winter, vainly hoping that the milder
climate would cure him; it was here that Keats died in February 1821.

After Keats’s death Shelley composed the long elegy ‘Adonais’ in his memory, and Keats’s poems
continued to interest him. In July 1822 he and two companions were drowned when his small boat
Don Juan was lost off Leghorn (Livorno) on the Italian coast; a copy of Keats’s most recent
publication was found in Shelley’s pocket when the bodies were washed up after three days. The
book was doubled back, as if he had just had time to push it into his pocket in a sudden emergency.
Byron and Trelawny (the friend who was later to write his recollections of both poets) watched as
Shelley’s body was burnt on the beach, in a ceremony without any of the Christian elements which
he had so despised.

‘To A Skylark’ creates a rapid rippling movement, imitative of the lark’s constant outpouring of
song as it rises vertically to great heights (a feature of the bird which always amazes the possessors
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of merely human lungs). The poem belongs to a group written in 1820, and students may compare
it, if interested, to ‘The Cloud’ or to ‘Ode to the West Wind’ (from 1819). All three poems show
Shelley’s characteristic use of natural forms and forces to embody his ideas about the relations
between nature, humanity and the search for significance; they are also, clearly, about the poetic
identity.

Notes:

that silver sphere ...: the ‘morning star’, Venus, fades from view as the sunlight intensifies

Chorus Hymeneal: a wedding song, Hymen being the god of marriage
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The Victorians

The term ‘Victorian’ dates from 1851, the year of the Great Exhibition, when the sense of national
identity, for some, rooted itself in the concept of the sovereign - one who possessed an
appropriately triumphalist name. The long six decades of her reign covered a period of rapid
change in thought and in the mechanics of daily life, both exhilarating and bewildering to those
who lived through them. Railways and steamships; the huge industrial developments - and slums —
of urban Britain; the expansion of the British Empire; the Crimean war; the beginnings of
compulsory education and of the extension of the franchise; battles against cholera, conflicts
between factory-owners and early Trades Unionists and furious antagonisms about our human
origins: these were a few of the public pre-occupations. Alongside them, or enmeshed in them,
private life continued, with its joys and griefs and uncertainties.

Uncertainty is a key concept in considering the work of Victorian writers. It has become customary
to think of the period as one of confidence, but it would be equally valid to focus on its anxieties: is
the Exhibition, or ‘Dover Beach’, a truer register of the national mood in 18517 It is, of course, a
meaningless question, but simply to ask it reminds us both that there is no simple ‘national mood’,
and also that writers often challenge what others hold as true or even sacred. Of the two women and
four men whose poems are represented here, all had ways of questioning the accepted views of
their age, though their own certainties and uncertainties were very different.

‘Their age’ is itself a misnomer: they lived and wrote at different times - Barrett Browning was
dead before Hopkins was twenty - though the longest liver, Tennyson, practically spanned the
century. Some sense of the variety of that century can be grasped when we recall that Elizabeth
Barrett was born the year after Trafalgar, into a world of sailing ships and stage-coaches, when Jane
Austen was plotting marriage for her heroines as ‘the only honourable provision for well-educated
young women of small fortune’; and that Alfred Tennyson died in a Britain where travellers
consulted Bradshaw’s, the railway timetable, as a matter of course, and where ‘well-educated
young women’ went to University (though not yet to be awarded degrees), smoked and were
demanding the vote. Between that birth of 1806 and that death of 1891, Dickens, Thackeray, the
Brontes, Gaskell, George Eliot and Trollope had published all their novels, and Hardy most of his.

Poetry is a different art, but we may note that both Tennyson and Browning were as interested in
narrative as poets of earlier ages before there were novelists who might be considered as rival
storytellers. Both of these poets were capable of expansive and ambitious works of their own, but
they are represented here by tight, allusive monologues, which draw the reader rapidly into a very
specific world. Of the sonnets, Barrett Browning’s is one from a long sequence, and Rossetti also
wrote a sonnet sequence, although this example is a separate poem; both poets also wrote widely
different works, from the political protests of the one to the ambiguously haunting magic tales of
the other. Hopkins’s sonnet praising God - and introducing a disturbingly modern note of
environmental anxiety - is balanced by Arnold’s meditation on the loss of faith, as characteristically
Victorian as any Christian hymn.

The exigencies of an anthology tend to favour shorter poems rather than longer, but even here -
despite the over-representation of sonnets - we can see some of the range of Victorian forms. There
are couplets, blank verse (a tradition which has continued to interest poets ever since the 1580s)
and irregular stanzas.
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Arnold: Dover Beach

Matthew Arnold (1823-88) was the second of the nine children of Dr Thomas Arnold and his wife;
throughout his life being the son of ‘Dr Arnold of Rugby’ was a defining factor. From earliest
childhood the Arnold children followed a strict programme of study laid down by their father,
beginning Latin at 5 and Greek at 6; and to the end of his life the poet compared himself
unfavourably with ‘dear papa’ The poem ‘In Rugby Chapel’, written long after his father’s death, is
a tribute to him.

Dr Arnold was a classical scholar, an idealist, a vigorous Christian and most famously the
headmaster of Rugby whose standards of excellence in education became the envy and, rapidly, the
model of other public schools. His son joined the school at 14, and began what was to be a
characteristic balancing act between achievement and insouciance. Although to modern readers his
easy familiarity with classical poets and dramatists seems impressive, he never reached the standard
of excellence which he seemed to promise - and which his father expected. But this strict family
had its great pleasures, too: summers spent in the Lake District and - most adventurously for a
family with nine children - a holiday in France. From these experiences must have come Arnold’s
lifelong appreciation of natural beauty, and his love of travel.

At Oxford he adopted the pose of wit, sophisticate and dilettante; but even here he could not escape
the shadow of his father, for Dr Arnold was elected to the Regius Professorship of Modern History
and (without resigning his headship) gave a series of lectures which increased his reputation. Then,
at the height of his fame, he collapsed with a heart attack and died within a few days. The young
Arnold took his final examinations and emerged with a Second, not the First which he had earlier
been thought capable of achieving. Yet a few months later he obtained a Fellowship at Oriel
through a competitive examination.

Arnold’s Oxford years were those of the ‘Oxford Movement’, that intellectual Anglican answer to
the crisis in the church. ] H Newman, who would in a few years convert to Catholicism and become
the leading English Catholic of his times, was still a priest in the Church of England, but leading his
followers closer and closer to the traditions and rituals of Rome. Against this persuasive and
eloquent voice Arnold’s father had been welcomed as a powerful ‘Broad Church’ counter-
influence, and Oxford had to some extent been divided between the two camps. One effect of the
constant and often painful dialogues about faith was to create doubts about its necessity or even
plausibility, and both Arnold and his friend the minor poet A C Clough (who had preceded him at
Rugby and Oxford, and in whose memory, twenty years later, he wrote the elegy ‘Thyrsis’) lost
their unquestioning Christian beliefs.

In place, perhaps, of that belief, Arnold developed both an awareness and a love of the culture of
contemporary Europe and this, with his steeping in the classical past, gives his views and his
writing their characteristic breadth of reference and of sympathy. His career developed more
sporadically and lamely. He supplemented his salary at Oriel by intermittent teaching at Rugby; he
obtained through patronage a sinecure as Secretary to Lord Lansdowne; he had plenty of time to
travel abroad, to have a love-affair in Switzerland, to write his early poetry. But - perhaps
unsurprisingly - he was often dissatisfied with himself. The social ills, too, of the 1840s could not
leave any son of Dr Arnold indifferent: there were poverty, hunger, civil unrest and a great unmet
need for radical change.

In the poem ‘Dover Beach’ we see drawn together elements from every area of Arnold’s life and
experience - his response to beauty, his intimacy with classical literature, his loss of faith, his sense
of the randomness of human existence. It is, too, a love poem. In 1851 Arnold had married Frances
Lucy Wightman, the daughter of a Tory judge who required his prospective son-in-law to show
some signs of pursuing a serious career. Again using his contacts, Arnold acquired a post as an
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Inspector of Schools, and just before he began work he and Frances travelled to France for a
delayed honeymoon. They sailed from Dover to Calais by the night ferry; Frances records that the
sea was ‘calm as a millpond’.

Arnold worked as an Inspector for many years. He continued to write, and his later work includes
the once well-known ‘Sohrab and Rustum’ and the elegiac ‘Scholar Gypsy’. He established a
different reputation with his critical and theoretical works such as Culture and Anarchy, and he
coined the term ‘Philistines’ for those who stubbornly reject and degrade the arts. ‘Dover Beach’,
however, remains his most anthologised work and, many readers think, his best.

Note:

Sophocles long ago etc: in his tragedy Antigone Sophocles compares the inescapable pain of
mortals to the ceaseless movement of the sea

Barrett Browning: Sonnets (from the Portugese XLIII)

Elizabeth Barrett (1806-61) was the delicate and overprotected daughter of an almost unbelievably
archetypal ‘Victorian father’. She had already published her first collection before she made the
acquaintance of Robert Browning, who read her poems and became a regular visitor to the Barretts’
house in the fashionable London area of Wimpole Street. It was hard for Browning, as for all other
visitors, to develop a strong relationship with the invalid, who was guarded from shock, excitement
and exertion of almost any kind by her father. Her mother and two of her brothers had died, since
when Elizabeth had led the life of a recluse, seldom venturing out even in warm fine weather to sit
in the nearby Regent’s Park. Any change in her situation seemed prohibited by her health - she had
a continual cough and sounds to have been anorexic - but her father was a still greater obstacle. He
had already forbidden one of his other two daughters to marry, and the entire family (there were
also six surviving sons) lived in his shadow. This was the situation when Elizabeth was forty.

In September 1846 the two poets were secretly married at a nearby church, returned to their
separate homes and, a week later, set out for Italy, leaving letters behind to inform Mr Barrett.
After living for a few months in Pisa they moved to Florence, which became their home for the rest
of their married life. There they worked, drawing stimulus from each other and from the life of
Italy, with the struggles of which towards unification they were broadly in sympathy. Mr Barrett
never forgave his daughter, forbade the family and the servants ever to speak of her again and died
unreconciled to her. Barrett Browning continued to write and publish her poetry; she had one son,
and the small family lived in intense happiness together until she died at the age of fifty-five from
the pulmonary condition which had always haunted her.

Sonnets from the Portuguese is a sequence, given this deceptive title as if for a translation, although
the sonnets are entirely original. ‘How Do I Love Thee?’ is the most famous, written soon after the
secret wedding and the elopement; it gains extra sharpness when we understand the circumstances.
The Barrett brothers obeyed their father’s injunctions and repudiated their sister (although before
her marriage they had always shown her great tenderness); only her sisters continued to support
her.

Notes:

my old griefs: as mentioned above, the poet’s mother and two of her brothers - including the one to
whom she was especially close - had died when she was younger

my lost saints: ie those loved ones who are now in heaven
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Browning: My Last Duchess

Robert Browning (1812-1889) was born into a Non-conformist family in Camberwell, then a
village on the outskirts of London. He was educated at a local school, and at the early age of
sixteen began classes at London University (as a Non-Conformist he would have been ineligible for
Cambridge or Oxford) but never took a degree. He was a voracious reader, however, and had a
passionate enthusiasm for the theatre. By the time he was twenty-five he had published his first two
long poems, had met some of the leading writers of the day - including Wordsworth — and had a
play produced by the great actor-manager of the day, Macready. The play, Strafford, based on
events in the reign of Charles I, was not outstandingly successful, and he attempted little more for
the stage; but from the start his poetry had focused on the semi-dramatic presentation of characters
and their situations.

The titles of several subsequent collections, Dramatic Lyrics and Dramatic Lyrics & Romances,
showed his work turning more and more in the direction of the ‘dramatic monologue’. Meanwhile
he had visited Italy for the first time and had developed that strong interest in its history,
particularly during the Renaissance, which fed a number of his poems. ‘My Last Duchess’, written
at this time, is characteristic both in being a dramatic monologue (this one written in couplets) and
in using an Italian Renaissance context, although the characters are fictional.

Browning’s publications aroused the interest of Elizabeth Barrett (see above) - whose work had
equally interested him. He became a regular visitor to her sickroom, and eighteen months later they
were secretly married and travelled to Italy, where they were to live for the fifteen years of their
marriage. Italy had been recommended for the invalid by her doctor, but the tyrannical Mr Barrett
had refused to let his forty-year-old daughter go; like almost all women of the period, she had no
funds of her own and, until the marriage, no means of defying her father.

In Florence Browning pursued his interest in Italian history as well as in the dramatic monologue,
culminating in the publication of Men and Women in 1855, a collection of fifty poems. Of these,
‘Fra Lippo Lippi’ and ‘Andrea del Sarto’ are extended monologues based on real painters, whose
personalities however are invented by the poet. ‘Andrea del Sarto’ contains the much-quoted lines:

Ah, but a man’s reach should exceed his grasp,
Or what’s a heaven for?

The fifty poems include fascinating angles on Christianity, as seen by Arab or Greek personae,
foreseen by David playing his harp to the maddened Saul, or presented through the modern
sceptical pragmatist of ‘Bishop Blougram’s Apology’. There are as many angles on love, and in the
last poem of the fifty Browning addresses his wife, speaking for once in his own voice.

Widowed in 1861, Browning returned to England with his twelve-year-old son, and from then on
lived permanently in London, though he continued to travel. His second collection of monologues,
Dramatis Personae, was published three years later, and he continued to write and publish until his
death. He became a much revered figure - a ‘Browning Society’ was instituted in 1881 for the
appreciation of his work - while retaining a deserved reputation for obscurity. He died in Venice,
where he had gone for what was by then a regular holiday, at the age of 78.

Students who wish to pursue the dramatic monologue will find plenty of examples in Men and

Women; there is also, to give some sense of contrast, the lyric Browning of ‘Meeting at Night /
Parting at Morning’.
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Notes:
Ferrara: no particular Duke of Ferrara is meant

Fra Pandolf: also imaginary, but creating an atmosphere of the Italian Renaissance, ‘Fra’ indicating
that the painter is a friar

durst: dared

my favour: the gift of a brooch or piece of drapery bearing the Duke’s heraldic colours, which his
wife wears ‘at her breast’

Then all smiles stopped together: she died - but whether of neglect and grief, or because murdered,
readers always disagree

no just pretence /Of mine for dowry: the Duke will put forward a fair claim for a sizeable gift of
money (or land) to be given to him with his new bride

Nay, we’ll go / Together : the listener, as much lower in rank, has stood aside for the Duke to
precede him

Neptune... Claus of Innsbruck: another (fictitious) artist has made a copy for the Duke of a rare
classical sculpture

Tennyson: Ulysses

Alfred Tennyson (1809-1891) was one of the large family of a Lincolnshire vicar and his wife; in
childhood and adolescence he had an extraordinary facility for rhyme and rhythm. At Cambridge -
where he formed one of an exclusive highly academic group calling themselves the ‘Apostles’ - he
continued to write. He and two of his brothers had published a joint collection of their work before
he even went up to university, and Tennyson had another collection published before his time there
was over. It was over unexpectedly, when he had to leave his college on the sudden death of his
father.

More disastrous for Tennyson emotionally was the death, two years later, of Arthur Hallam, a
friend from Cambridge to whom he was particularly close and who was engaged to Emily,
Tennyson’s sister. Hallam died unexpectedly in Vienna. His death sank Tennyson into a crisis of
faith as well as a long period of profound grief; the long series of lyrics, In Memoriam, is a record
of that grief, extending over more than a decade and a half, as Tennyson added to and reshaped the
sequence. Of these, ‘Dark House’ is particularly gripping, with its image of the mourner standing
blankly in front of the dead man’s house, experiencing the meaninglessness of loss.

During the years that followed, Tennyson became engaged, published further collections, grew
famous and, on the death of Wordsworth in 1850, became Poet Laureate. He had finally published
In Memoriam and in the same year, at the age of 41, he married Emily Sellwood after an
engagement lasting (though with a break) for twelve years. Two years later the 82-year-old Duke of
Wellington died, and Tennyson wrote a sonorous public ode to commemorate the victor of
Waterloo; in another two years he was to immortalise the ‘noble six hundred’ in his ‘Charge of the
Light Brigade’. His fame steadily increased, and he was given a peerage in 1883; he died at the age
of 81, having lived long enough to be the earliest poet to be recorded reciting his own work.
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His patriotic poems are likely to seem alien to modern readers. The heroic mode of ‘Morte
d’Arthur’ which distances through myth the virtues it celebrates, is much more approachable; some
students will also enjoy the lyrical Tennyson of ‘Blow Bugles, Blow’, or of the songs in ‘The
Princess’. There are also some much neglected Lincolnshire dialect poems, which show a broad
humour that often surprises readers. All these, and ‘Ulysses’ (which resembles the Arthurian cycle
in its legendary basis and in its blank verse form), show Tennyson’s exceptional melodic qualities.

Some students will be familiar with the name of Ulysses (Odysseus) and if not are at least likely to
have heard of the Trojan horse and perhaps Helen of Troy. It is for teachers to judge how much to
include of the story. It covers the ten years’ siege of Troy, the defeat of the Trojans, the desecration
of the altars by the victorious Greeks and the consequent retribution of the gods. Agamemnon
returns to his death, and Odysseus is doomed to wander the Aegean and Mediterranean for a further
ten years before returning to Ithaca, to the faithful Penelope and the young man Telemachus whom
he left as a baby. During his wanderings Odysseus has visited the realm of the Dead and been told
that he will one day set out on a journey again, and will go so far inland that people will imagine
the oar he carries on his shoulder to be a winnowing flail. A people ignorant of the sea must have
been as unimaginable to the Greeks as to the British, and maybe this was what stirred Tennyson’s
imagination.

He starts his poem as Ulysses (the Latin name) is about to begin this last journey. He leaves his son
to rule the island and takes his aged ‘mariners’ with him (a departure from the Homeric epic, in
which the sailors all die in a shipwreck after killing and eating the Sun-god’s cattle). Together they
will embark on a final adventure, pitting their ‘heroic hearts’ against the elements, careless of the
outcome but concerned only to die as they have lived. The poem is a ‘dramatic monologue’, a form
in which a single speaker reveals character and situation by addressing a listener (or listeners) to
whom the poem does not give a voice, but whose responses can be imagined or guessed from the
context. The blank verse of this example, full of that variety of melody which is so much
Tennyson’s hallmark, ends with a pounding line of determined monosyllables.

Notes:

an aged wife: Penelope, though courted by many suitors eager to assume the kingship of the island,
insisted that her husband would one day return

lees: dregs (of wine)

the rainy Hyades: the constellation Hyades is prominent in the night sky during the season when
rain is most likely

honour’d of them all: as a king, and one of the leaders of the Greek forces, Ulysses was always
consulted; known for his cunning mind, he was also the one who devised the stratagem of the
wooden horse

mine own Telemachus: the Odyssey opens with Telemachus visiting his father’s surviving brother-
kings to seek for news of him; it ends when father and son together defeat the whole host of riotous
suitors in a violent battle in the great hall — though Tennyson seems rather to focus on his domestic
virtues in contrast to Ulysses’ heroism

men that strove with gods: the gods took part in the Trojan war, fighting some on one side, some on
another (to see why, students will need to go back to the Apple of Discord and the Judgement of

Paris - but this part of the story does not matter for the understanding of the poem)

the Happy Isles: Elysium, where the souls of great heroes enjoy eternal life
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the great Achilles: Achilles, ‘the swift-footed’, was one of the greatest warriors on the Greek side;
he killed Troy’s greatest defender, the prince Hector, and was himself killed by Paris (who had
begun the conflict by taking Helen from her husband Menelaus and bringing her to Troy)

Rossetti: Remember

Christina Rossetti (1830-94) was the youngest of the four children of Gabriele Rossetti and Frances
Polidori. Gabriele Rossetti was a political exile in London from the troubles of Italy; it was being
acquainted with him that had led Browning to feel some sympathy for the cause of Italian
unification. The Polidori family were half Italian, and thus all the Rossetti children were three-
quarters Italian; they were brought up bi-lingually but, unlike their father, as members of the
Church of England.

Rossetti wrote verses from her early childhood; she lived in a household with a keen gusto for the
arts as well as for sociability and politics. Her earliest years, too, seem to have been happy and
lively, and without that routine suppression of young spirits that often occurred in British homes.
But when she was thirteen her father’s health and eyesight suddenly worsened, and she spent long
months as his companion, while her mother and sister worked as governesses. The brothers,
however, continued to attend their colleges: at a crucial age therefore Rossetti was inculcated with
the concepts of self-denial, self-discipline and the especial duty of women to subordinate their
needs and desires to those of men. Her behaviour now noticeably changed; from an ebullient,
extrovert child she turned into a painfully repressed adolescent, and this reined-in manner was to
accompany her throughout the rest of her life.

She seems to have had some sort of breakdown about 18 months after the collapse of her father’s
health, and stopped writing for some months; when she began again, she was absorbed in themes of
sin and penitence. As she recovered, she began to take more relish in her poetry - although its
themes continued to be sombre - and this more rapid flow of work coincided with the foundation of
the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood by her eldest brother, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, and a group of fellow
artists. There was much exchange of poems (the PRB’s focus was literary, as well as visual, in its
earliest stages) and at the age of seventeen Rossetti had two of her pieces published in a national
periodical, The Athenaeum.

At about the same time, she became engaged to one of the members of the PRB, James Collinson.
He was a Catholic and, perhaps because Rossetti was a devout Anglican, he declared his
willingness to convert to the Church of England. The engagement lasted for about eighteen months,
until the young man’s declaration that he could no longer reject his mother church brought it to an
end. As with much of Rossetti’s personal and emotional life, little is known of her innermost
feelings during the engagement; when it ended, she was certainly deeply affected. What is
particularly intriguing, however, is that she wrote ‘Remember’, one of the poems by which she is
best known, during the first half of the engagement. Its melancholy resignation seems strange from
an eighteen-year old who is planning to be married, and its technical skill for so young a poet is
extraordinary.

Rossetti lived in many ways a hidden life, and one of constant self-effacement. She never married:
a possible husband in her thirties was rejected, perhaps because his views were so entirely non-
consonant with her own profound and central religious faith. Yet this faith did not always sustain
her in any cheerful sense: she was self-examining and self-critical to a painful degree, was apt to
blame herself and to seek to exculpate others, and seems always to have felt in some sense
unworthy. She was always anxious about ‘self-display’ but clearly relished and enjoyed the success
of her publications.
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For in the end she did publish - first, at the age of thirty, her collection entitled Goblin Market,
whose title poem became instantly popular and remains well worth reading for its strange, dramatic
tensions. Later volumes were also successful, and by the time of her death she was a famous poet,
read, recited and celebrated. She died of cancer - having been one of the early patients to be
operated on for a breast tumour — in her sixties.

Poems such as ‘A Birthday’, ‘Song’ (‘When I Am Dead, My Dearest’) and ‘Up-Hill’ have been
much anthologised, while ‘In the Bleak Midwinter’ has become well-known as a Christmas carol.
Less famous are the sonnets from the sequence ‘Monna Innominata’ (Unnamed Lady) and the
ballads ‘Cousin Kate’ and ‘Maude Clare’: the versatility of Rossetti’s forms, metres and rhyme-
schemes becomes evident when we look at even a brief range of her work.

Hopkins: God’s Grandeur

Gerard Manley Hopkins (1844-1888) was the eldest son in a family of eight. Educated at Highgate
School and Oxford, he had always experimented with writing poetry. There is the slightest and
briefest of links between him and Rossetti: he admired her work and was impressed and delighted
to meet her when he was twenty. More important by far, however, was the current tension between
the Catholic and Anglican faiths, particularly high at Oxford, as it had been for thirty years.
Hopkins’s family was Church of England, and he knew how shocked they would be when, at
twenty-two, he was received into the Catholic church by Newman himself (the most famous and
influential of Catholic converts, later to be a Cardinal). As Hopkins wrote to Newman, his parents’
letters on this event ‘were terrible: I cannot read them twice.’

Once he had made his decision, Hopkins followed it up swiftly. After graduating with a first-class
degree, he became a Jesuit, a member of the Society of Jesus. This organisation is one of the
strictest of the Catholic church in terms of its discipline and its demands of self-abnegation. The
motto, Ad Majorem Dei Gloriam - To the Greater Glory of God - requires that every member
should dedicate and ascribe to God all personal achievements, never seeking personal fame or
recognition. Accordingly Hopkins burned all the poems that he had previously written, and
determined to write no more, since to do so would be an act of defiant egotism. He did not break
this self-imposed silence for seven years and, in the thirteen that followed it, was always frustrated
of any chance of publication. He saw this as - in a way - just; but it made a sharp tension between
his poetic gift and his priestly vocation.

The Jesuits are an order of priests. Historically they have included great scholars, and have also
been much involved in missionary work; in nineteenth-century Britain this included work in the
great industrial cities. Bound like other orders by vows of chastity, poverty and obedience, they
must be ready to go wherever their order sends them and do whatever work is commanded.
Hopkins studied theology, was ordained, worked in parishes in a variety of cities, including
Glasgow and Liverpool, and later was appointed to academic posts, teaching Latin and Greek in
Catholic foundations. He was not particularly strong physically, and found it gruelling and
dispiriting to work in the grim Northern cities, with their wretched poverty, but he was
uncomplaining, saying of one appointment that ‘the place is very gloomy, but our people hearty
and devoted’." During his final post as Professor of Classics at University College Dublin, his
spirits began to fail, and he described in one letter the years he had spent there as ‘wearying,
wasting, wasted years’, adding: ‘In that time I have done God’s will and many, many examination
papers.’

But he had a vast capacity for exhilaration and joy, and an extraordinarily keen and detailed sense
of beauty. He was also a poet of striking inventiveness. It is ironic that this most revolutionary of

!Letter to R W Dixon, October 1879 (quoted in Poems & Prose of GM Hopkins, ed. Gardner, London, Pengiun, 1960)
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poets, in the technical sense, should have been so silenced: because he would only publish within
his order, and the poems that he sent to the official periodical were consistently rejected, no one
outside his few correspondents ever read a line of his until 30 years after his death. Then, in 1918,
Robert Bridges at last edited a collection. The poems burst upon the post-war world almost at the
same time as those of Eliot and Pound. Their originality and audacity astonished readers who were
used to thinking (as we often still do) that the Victorians were insipidly conventional. It is true to
say that today no poet, even one who has never read a line of Hopkins, remains unaffected by him.
His coinages and alliteration, his rhythmical experiments and almost violently allusive style, have
had a permanent effect on the experimentation of the twentieth century. These qualities can be seen
on a small scale in this sonnet; for a fascinating account of his theories and ideas we must turn to
his letters.

Hopkins’s poems fall roughly into three groups. Poems celebrating natural beauty as an expression
of the divine energy; portraits of individuals, mainly drawn from the poet’s parishioners; and the
‘terrible sonnets’, which record a spiritual and psychological darkness when God seems distant or
even absent, and the poet’s impulse too is either dried up or prohibited from expression. Spring and
‘Hurrahing in Harvest’ will give some sense of the first group; ‘Felix Randal’ of the second,
touchingly revealing Hopkins’s love for the people he worked among; the last group, the most
heart-rending, might be represented by ‘Carrion Comfort’ or the final, paradoxical ‘To R. B’,
recording the poet’s incapacity in a flawless sonnet.

This sonnet is strikingly modern in its concern for the destructive effect of humanity on the beauty
of the natural world; characteristically, it offers reassurance of the divine renewal.

Notes:

shook foil: thin metal leaf is meant, as Hopkins writes in a letter: ‘Shaken goldfoil gives off broad
glares like sheet lightning and also, ... owing to its zigzag dints and crossings and network of many
small cornered facets, a sort of fork lightning too’

ooze of oil / Crushed.: as for example olives are crushed to release their oil

reck his rod: care about his discipline (the ‘rod’ of the Lord is a frequent Old Testament image for
God's punishments)

spent: exhausted

the Holy Ghost...broods: a reference to the Biblical account of creation:

And the earth was without form, and void, and darkness was upon the face of the deep. And the
spirit of God brooded upon the face of the waters. And God said, Let there be light: and there was
light (Genesis ch. 1)

Hopkins here combines the Creation tradition with the Christian image of the Holy Spirit (or Ghost,
which means the same) as a dove

? Letter to Bridges, January 1883 (quoted ibid.)
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1900-1950

How should we characterise the first half of the twentieth century? We may think of its early
transport developments — the motor car, the aeroplane (terms still unabbreviated); of the fight for
votes by women still dressed according to neo-Victorian conventions; of the long ‘Edwardian
summer’ that came to an end in 1914. Of the slaughter that followed; of the rise of Fascism and the
contradictions of Communism; of unemployment, poverty and the slump; of the Battle of Britain
and the Blitz; of rationing, the new NHS and the beginning of the cold war.

Students of today may need help in understanding what technological developments had already
occurred by 1900 and what was still to come; they are aware that two World Wars happened in the
first half of the twentieth century but do not always know which was which. This anthology does
not include the very well-known poems of the First World War which many students will have met,
but introduces Eleanor Farjeon’s poem in memory of the poet Edward Thomas. Nor have we set
poems which refer specifically to the fighting of World War Two, but have included MacNeice’s
powerful ‘Prayer Before Birth’ which - written in 1944 - is full of echoes from the war and the
desperate period which preceded it.

Hardy, born in 1840, and Kipling, born in 1865, could well be regarded as nineteenth-century as
much as twentieth-century writers. Both, however, lived on long into the new century: about half of
Kipling’s life belongs to the later period, and most of Hardy’s poetry was in fact written after 1900.
Hardy’s poem, too, is specifically written for the turn of the year and the turn of the century; at a
time when it is conventional to look forward in hope to new beginnings, ‘The Darkling Thrush’
expresses a profound and sombre uncertainty. The voice of that uncertainty is to be heard again and
again in the poets of the twentieth century, even more strongly than from their Victorian
predecessors. Eliot’s insecure Prufrock, Yeats’s rough beast, MacNeice’s unborn child all give us
the sense not simply of a loss of faith but of the advent of an absolute doubt: anything may happen.

Hardy: The Darkling Thrush

Thomas Hardy (1840-1928) had a long life - from the year before the young Victoria married
Albert to the year after the BBC got its charter; from a time when the speed of the horse-drawn
mailcart seemed ‘like an arrow’ to the era of air transport. Hardy was always intensely aware of
time and of change, and his novels and poems constantly reflect this theme.

He was the eldest of a Dorset family of four children. Their father was a self-employed
stonemason; their mother, whose childhood had been spent in extreme poverty, had a lifelong
passion for reading. All Hardy’s elder relatives were working people - servants, craftsmen or
labourers; his sisters, like some of his cousins, were determined and hardworking enough to qualify
as teachers in that era of expanding education. Hardy himself was lucky to be noticed by an
architect who was employing his father, and so to be offered the chance of an apprenticeship in
Dorchester. He was always aware of having missed the university education of his middle-class
contemporaries; this frustration emerges in his last novel, Jude the Obscure, and is perhaps
responsible for his fondness for recondite vocabulary.

The contrasts between Hardy’s origins and his aspirations are visible in both his life and his work.
There was the early friendship with the family of the Reverend Henry Moule, the vicar of a
Dorchester parish, which introduced him to wider intellectual horizons; there was his (unfulfilled)
love for several of his humbly-born female cousins. Work in London, in the office of an
architectural practice staffed by knowing, city-bred young men, alternated with retreats to his
family home in the Dorset surroundings which nourished his spirit. In his early novels, the rural and
familiar were blended with the less securely imagined worlds of sophistication or melodrama. And
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when, in his mid-thirties, he married Emma Gifford, he seems to have felt uneasy about his middle-
class wife learning too much about the family from which he had emerged.

Between the early 1870s and the mid 1890s he wrote the novels which are his most famous - from
Far from the Madding Crowd to Tess of the d’Urbervilles. In all of them there is an increasing
focus on the grimly ironic twists of fate; in all of them there is a tragic figure, major or minor.
Finally, he united these elements with his own frustrated longing for university, to create the
doomed protagonist of Jude the Obscure. The darkening tendency of his writing may well date
from the suicide in 1873 of Horace Moule, the friend to whom Hardy had been for years especially
close, and whose death stunned him as he was engaged in writing Far From The Madding Crowd.
Whatever the reason, in Jude he created a work of such pessimism and moral nihilism that it caused
an uproar; Hardy claimed to have decided almost immediately never to write another novel, but to
devote himself to poetry.

He had always written in verse as well as in prose, and in the 90s he had begun to write more
frequently. His technical range is wide and versatile. Its metrical origins lie - like so much else - in
his childhood: his father had been an able amateur violinist, and had taken the young Hardy, also a
proficient player, to the dances and suppers for which he was asked to play. Brought up, therefore,
not only among the hymns and psalms of the traditional Church services, but also in this
atmosphere of celebratory music-making, Hardy had a wide and well-rooted experience of rhythm
and melody. Many of his poems have metrical origins in old hymn-tunes; he is also a daring and
accomplished deviser of stanza-forms.

At a relatively late stage in his life he published his first collection of poetry, and it was followed
early in the new century by a second, in which ‘The Darkling Thrush’ appeared. The themes of
love, loss and transience ran through these collections, as they so often do in all his work. Indeed,
his wife Emma was deeply hurt that much of his first collection celebrated other women whom
Hardy had loved or admired during the years of their marriage as well as before they met.
Ironically, the best and most moving pieces about her were not written until after her death some
years later; these in their turn were to wound his second wife, whom he married in 1913. It seems
that Hardy almost always wrote most evocatively about sorrow.

Students will almost certainly have met one or two of his best-known poems; if not, or additionally,
‘Afterwards’, ‘The Voice’, ‘In Time of ‘‘The Breaking of Nations’’ * and ‘Lines on the Loss of the
Titanic’ will give further tastes of his powerful versatility.

‘The Darkling Thrush’ is given a date, December 31 1900, and marks the end of the century (the
notion that the new century begins in the year ‘00 and not ‘01 is a modern one). Bleakness and
hope are finely balanced on this winter afternoon, as the poem looks out towards the future.

Notes:

bine-stems: the thin twiggy branches of trees which have been ‘coppiced’, ie lopped selectively for
timber and regrown

germ: seed
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Kipling: The Way Through the Woods

Rudyard Kipling (1865-1936) was born in Lahore (then in British India) where his father worked at
the Lahore School of Art. He lived there until he was six, and on being sent back to England, as
was the custom with the children of professional parents abroad, he spent several wretched years in
the house of the woman to whom his parents had - in good faith - entrusted him, before they
discovered his state and rescued him. At 13 he went to the United Services College at Westward
Ho! - an austere, energetic establishment which he loved, and which formed the model for his
stories in Stalky and Co. Then at not quite 17, when his more academic contemporaries were
preparing for university entrance, Kipling was summoned back to Lahore to become, as he explains
it, fifty per cent of the editorial staff of an English-language daily newspaper. He spent seven years
as a journalist, before leaving India for ever (apart from brief visits); but his childhood memories,
and his experience in the society of the British administrators who ruled most of the sub-continent,
gave him the material for many volumes of short stories. He was already publishing in his early
twenties.

Kipling then worked in London; here, among other literary figures, he met Hardy, with his ‘grave
and bitter humour’. He travelled in Europe, South Africa and Australia and, after marrying in 1892,
lived briefly in the United States. Four years later the Kiplings settled in Sussex, which was later to
form the background as well as the inspiration for his children’s stories of the history of England;
these, told in Puck of Pook’s Hill and its successor Rewards and Fairies, were originally written for
his own children. For a time the family spent their winters in South Africa, where Kipling got to
know Cecil Rhodes and other prominent figures of Imperial Britain; Kipling was also in South
Africa as a witness and reporter of part of the Boer War (1899-1901). His poem ‘The Absent-
Minded Beggar’ - praising the ordinary British soldier - was used in a publicity campaign by the
Daily Mail to raise money for ‘small comforts for the troops’. In this war, as always - and as we see
in many poems about fighting men, written in a cheerful, cheeky vernacular - Kipling showed a
lively sympathy for the men exposed to hardship and danger. It does not seem to have occurred to
him, any more than to any Briton of the period, that Africans and Indians (almost invariably
referred to by the disparaging terms ‘tribes’ or ‘natives’) should have any political rights in their
own lands.

Yet he was by no means such a simple ‘imperialist’ as he is often represented today. His almost
infamous poem ‘Recessional’ of 1897 caused outrage in some circles, because it offered a critical
warning to the British Establishment who regarded themselves as ‘rulers of Empire’ by right. Its
prayer that God should guard us from indulging in ‘such boasting as the Gentiles use/ And lesser
breeds without the law’ is ironical - but, by a deeper irony of which the poem seems unaware,
reveals an imperialistic Christianity which most modern readers find offensive.

Kipling is often remembered today simply by ‘If’. There are other poems, less hectoring and
didactic — ‘The Land’ or ‘Edgehill Fight’ - which show the fascination for him of a landscape in
which a long history has been acted out. This aspect is perhaps easier for us to respond to, though
his history is heavily selective. In “The Way Through the Woods’, however, the historical theme is
generalised: there is no reference even to his beloved Sussex, and the ghostly rider of ‘seventy
years ago’, wearing her skirted riding-habit, is anonymous.

It is easy to overlook the fact that the two long stanzas, with their varied line-lengths and lilting
internal rhymes, are identical - except that a thirteenth line is hauntingly added to the second stanza.
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Eliot: The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock

T S Eliot (1885-1965) was an American who decided to adopt British nationality. His famous
observation that he was ‘catholic, classicist and royalist’ is a sardonic simplification of his complex
personality and attitudes. Certainly this definition would not occur to any reader of his first
published pieces, which included Prufrock, except that, as is the case with everything he wrote, the
poem is heavily and consciously indebted to the long tradition of European poetry. Prufrock and
Other Observations was published in 1917, the year of the Russian Revolution and of the entry of
the United States into World War L. Joyce’s Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man had appeared the
previous year, and Eliot’s fellow-American Pound was already publishing. In this context it
becomes clear that Eliot’s work was seen as a symbol of the modern age and the modern style -
disillusioned, oblique, cynical - and his next piece, ‘The Waste Land’, published in 1922,
intensified this impression of the fragmentary. Indeed, the statement in its closing lines, ‘These
fragments I have shored against my ruins’, became an image of a specifically modern sense of
dislocation. Already in Prufrock we see Eliot’s characteristic juxtapositions of trivial with
profound, of the colloquial with the literary and formal, the latter often resonant with the heroism or
grandeur of a lost age. The poem is full of ironies, of which the title - with its lyrical ‘Love Song’
and the implicit image of prim conventionality in ‘J Alfred Prufrock’ - is a fair hint.

After ‘The Waste Land’ Eliot’s work began to display more conventional themes and attitudes,
‘Ash Wednesday’ marking - despite its experimental form - his turning towards orthodox
Christianity. His later work is conservative in many ways: he uses the almost defunct conventions
of verse drama not only for his most famous play, Murder in the Cathedral, but also for such
modern settings as The Family Re-union (where he even introduces the classical Furies first shown
by Aeschylus) and The Cocktail Party. The Four Quartets, which exhibit many of the techniques of
allusion, juxtaposition and obliquity familiar from his earliest work (and, some would say, refined
to new levels of sophistication), present traditional views of history and religion strongly at
variance with the iconoclasm of his early poetry.

Notes:

S'io credesse...: ‘If 1 believed that my reply were to someone who could return to the world, this
flame would remain without shaking. But since from this abyss no one returns alive - if what I hear
is true - I can speak to you without fear of infamy’ (Dante, Inferno, Canto 27). Dante has met, in
the eighth circle of Hell, a damned soul enveloped in a sheet of flame which trembles as it speaks;
believing him too to be damned, it consents to tell him its shameful history of fraud and false
repentance. The poem thus suggests from the outset that Prufrock is devoid of hope; even that he is
living in a modern hell

works and days: a reference to the Greek poet Hesiod’s long poem with this title, describing the
seasons and their agricultural tasks

talking of Michelangelo: the detail simply adds to the impression of a certain kind of cultured
conversation, and we have no idea whether we should here recall the painter’s most famous work in

the Sistine chapel, representing both the Creation and the Last Judgement.

a dying fall: ‘That strain again! It had a dying fall...” The Duke in the opening lines of Twelfth
Night refers in these words to the langorous pleasure of music as ‘the food of love’

my head...brought in upon a platter: as the head of John the Baptist was presented to Salome at her
request (see Matthew, ch. 14 for the whole story)
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squeezed the universe into a ball /To roll it.... compare Marvell’s ‘Let us roll all our strength and
all/ Our sweetness up into one ball..” (‘To his Coy Mistress’) - where the image has a diametrically
different impact of almost violent pleasure and affirmation

Lazarus: raised by Jesus from the dead (John, ch. 11)

a magic lantern: an early form of projector, very popular as entertainment in late 19th and early
20th century homes

Prince Hamlet: famously the most ever-present of heroes, with a huge role in the tragedy and,
equally famously, many memorable soliloquies questioning the purpose of life

swell a progress: add one more to a procession ( a ‘progress’ was the official journey made by a
Renaissance monarch round the kingdom)

an easy tool, etc: the next few lines are reminiscent of Polonius, the self-important minister in
Hamlet who is indeed ‘full of high sentence’, i.e. apt to express lofty opinions

the mermaids singing: the idea of hearing any magical beings from the faery realm speaking or
singing is a traditional one, implying both privilege and peril

Yeats: The Second Coming

William Butler Yeats (1865-39) was the eldest son of a Dublin lawyer who gave up his profession
when the child was two and moved to London to study art. For several years the family moved to
and fro between Ireland and London, but by the 1880s Yeats was studying at the Metropolitan
School of Art in Dublin and also beginning to publish his earliest poems. By the end of the decade,
when he was 25, he had had several key experiences: he had published his first volume of poetry,
which included work drawing on the legends and myths of Ireland; he had joined the Order of the
Golden Dawn, a mystical organisation interested in spiritualism, astrology and symbolism; and he
had met Maud Gonne, the beautiful and almost violently political figure whom he continued to love
for much of his life. All these elements - beauty, politics, symbolism, the search for a philosophical
position and, essentially supporting everything else, his Irish identity (which, starting from his base
as a Protestant Dubliner, was itself complex) - are to be found again and again in the different
phases of his poetry.

Poetry was not his only mode. His plays, too, drew on traditional legend, as well as presenting
symbolic interpretations of contemporary events. They were produced in the newly founded Abbey
Theatre, which was to become the definitive theatre of Ireland and which also presented the plays
of Yeats’s contemporary and friend Synge. Both playwrights were given rough treatment in the
press, and Yeats’s plays are today rarely performed, whereas Synge’s - such as The Playboy of the
Western World (which caused a riot when it appeared) and the brief, tragic Riders to the Sea -
continue to be produced.

Yeats developed richly and rapidly as a poet throughout the 1890s and the early decades of the
twentieth century. His lyrical and musical poems (‘The Song of Wandering Aengus’, ‘When You
Are Old and Grey’) are succeeded by more political themes (‘To A Wealthy Man’) and by pieces
both personally allusive and strongly argued (‘In Memory of Major Robert Gregory’). There are the
poems about the women who influenced his life - not only Maud Gonne but his friend and patron
Lady Gregory, whose house Coole Park is the setting for the wonderful ‘Wild Swans at Coole’.
There is (Easter 1916), the horrified lament and celebration of the heroes of the Easter Rising -
when an independent Ireland was proclaimed in Dublin and, after days of fighting, fifteen of the
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Irish leaders were hanged. There are the exotic settings and philosophical challenges of the
Byzantium poems.

Each development is followed by a re-assessment and a new phase, until some of the final poems,
so tight in structure and rich in content, seem a world away from the early lyrics. Of that final
group perhaps the most striking is ‘The Circus Animals’ Desertion’, where the poet looks back over
his themes, finds no inspiration and, in a deliberately sordid colloquialism, lies down ‘In the foul
rag-and-bone shop of the heart’.

In many ways Yeats’s was a strikingly successful life. It included critical as well as poetic and
dramatic works, tours of the United States, friendships with other writers, a late marriage and the
birth of children, wide recognition as Senator and Nobel laureate. Yet at the end, unreconciled to
age and to the failure of human, not just Irish, ideals and hopes, Yeats could still write of ‘frenzy’
and a kind of empty anger: ‘why an old man should be mad’.

‘The Second Coming’ is a poem from a 1921 collection; it is thus later than the events of Easter
1916 and the Irish Civil War that followed. The tradition that Christ will return as a triumphant
judge, but only after a time of great slaughter and cosmic disaster, here becomes an even bleaker
apocalyptic vision. Universal moral disorder, bloody wars and the rejection of authority are not
balanced by a triumphant saviour, but crowned by the image of a monstrous irruption from some
nether world. Christianity has been a ‘nightmare’, and its founding spirit can return only as a threat,
or be succeeded by some equally destructive being.

Notes:

gyre: the circling spiral movement of the rising falcon; the term is also important in Yeats’s own
mythology where it represents periods or ages of time which inevitably succeed each other

Spiritus Mundi: the World Soul or Spirit which contains a vast array of images from many sources,
accessible to the mind of the poet

its time come round at last/ Slouches towards Bethlehem: the last two lines assume a familiarity
with the whole of the Nativity story, including the journey of Mary and Joseph to Bethlehem (Luke
ch. 2) - as well as with the visions of both the saviour and the blasphemous ‘beast’ in the final book
of the Bible, the Revelation of St John the Divine (see eg ch. 13)

Auden: O What Is That Sound?

W H Auden (1907-1973) was born in York, the youngest son of a doctor and his wife; from periods
of living or holidaying in Yorkshire and Derbyshire he absorbed a love of the ‘limestone landscape’
that was to last all his life, even in voluntary exile. He was educated at Gresham’s (a public school
in Norfolk) and Oxford, and from his school and university days was already experimenting with
metrical effects and producing work of considerable maturity. He taught at a variety of independent
schools, travelled, spent time in Berlin and exerted a formative influence on the poets of his
generation; there was much exchange of ideas, but Auden creates echoes in the work of many
others.

Like many intellectuals and creative artists, Auden saw the rise of fascism in Europe with dismay.
He was never politically active, but he married a German Jewish refugee simply to enable her to
escape from Germany, although he was then and always had been almost undeviatingly
homosexual. He also went to Spain to act as a stretcher bearer on the Republican side during the
Spanish Civil War, but was horrified by anti-Catholic atrocities, felt he was doing no good and
returned to Britain. A year later he was sent to China to report, with Christopher Isherwood, on the
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Sino-Japanese war: by now his reputation was so well established that it was clearly felt his poetic
insight would make a powerful foil to Isherwood’s journalistic gifts. Famously, in 1939, he and
Isherwood sailed for the United States, an act for which Auden was to be bitterly criticised later, as
if for desertion. In America he met the young Chester Kallman who - though never faithfully or
consistently - was to be his lover and companion for almost the whole of the rest of his life; after
that there was no question of returning, and eventually Auden became an American citizen.

Auden’s ‘age’ - the ‘age of anxiety’ to borrow a famous title of his own - was intensely political,
and this partly explains the fury which his departure for America ignited. The critical gaze to which
his work subjected the world - from the angle of the ‘helmeted airman’ in the early poem
‘Consider’ through all the insights of his thirties poetry, including the quasi-public tone of ‘Spain’ -
accustomed his readers to expect a principled taking of sides and to view his action in 1939 as a
perjured retreat into the personal. Auden’s poetry tells a more complicated story, and the key poem
of his earliest days in New York categorises the present in one of his most famous phrases as ‘a low
dishonest decade’. Against the background of approaching war the poem sets the fragile hope of the
individual who, ‘composed...of Eros and of dust’, attempts to ‘show an affirming flame’. But this
focus on the individual did not lead his critics to forgive him, and it became fashionable to dismiss
his later work as either obscure or trivial - or both. Readers will have to judge for themselves.

He continued to visit Europe, including Britain, and for years had a summer home first on the
Italian island of Ischia and later in Austria. After a brief period of living in Oxford, he died in
Vienna in 1973.

Auden is a poet of striking originality, versatility and fluency. The dialogue form which he
manipulates so chillingly in ‘O What is That Sound?’ can be contrasted with the short quatrains of
the ballad ‘As I Walked Out One Evening’. There are many different kinds of stanza, from the
long-lined quatrains of ‘Stop All The Clocks’ to the complex patterns of ‘Lullaby’ or the folksong
rhythms of ‘The Willow-Wren and the Star’; there are rhythmic poems with no rhyme; there are
many sonnets. The topics, too, are richly various: a painting by Breughel, war in Spain, the death of
Yeats, real and imaginary biographies, landscape, journeys, quests, voyages, and, over and over
again (as in all the poems just mentioned) love. The constraints and privacies of an earlier age than
the present meant that Auden’s sexuality was for a long time not common knowledge among his
readers; he wrote in a deliberately anonymous manner, mentioning ‘you’ oftener than ‘he’ or ‘she’.
This reticence, quite at odds with his flamboyant personal behaviour, has the effect of
‘universalising” his love poetry.

Equally anonymous is the situation in this ballad, which was written in 1932. In some editions it is
given as ‘The Quarry’, but Auden's Collected Poems prints it with the present title.

MacNeice: Prayer Before Birth

Louis MacNeice (1907-63) was born in Carrickfergus, the youngest son of the rector and his wife.
He was five when his mother after some months of illness went into a nursing-home from which
she never returned; her early death and the sense of disorientation and emptiness which it created
seem to have filled and coloured MacNeice’s recollections of his childhood. He became a prey at a
very early age to distressing dreams of loss and fear: his poetry perhaps draws on these, as well as
on the surreal tradition which his generation of writers inherited, for some of its unsettling effects.

At the age of ten MacNeice was sent to Sherborne and spent three or four years before moving on
to Marlborough (where he met Anthony Blunt) and then to Oxford. Here he met many of the young
writers of the period in their formative phase, including Spender and Auden. Auden, MacNeice
notes in his autobiography, was already ‘getting down to the job’ of poetry, where others (he
implies) were still posturing or experimenting vacuously. At the end of his final term - and at the
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end of a University career which he represents as entirely frivolous, though it cannot have been
wholly so - MacNeice married, and moved to Birmingham to take up a post as lecturer in Classics.

The marriage lasted for six or seven years before the couple parted, and MacNeice’s next move was
to London, where he taught at Bedford College, then one of the women’s colleges of London
University. He lived in Hampstead with his small son, and continued to write. He had already
published several volumes of poetry, and had also done some intermittent journalism. During the
thirties he became steadily more interested in social and political controversy, and absorbed by the
problems of poverty in Britain and injustice and tyranny in Europe. He was not convinced that
Communism was the solution, was critical of the ineffective Labour movement (as he saw it) and
repelled by the excesses and the smugness of capitalism. He made two visits to Spain during this
period, one just before and one during the Spanish Civil War.

At the end of the decade MacNeice also visited the United States, and it was on his way back from
a second trip in 1940 that he began to reflect on his life and views in the autobiography that he
provisionally entitled The Strings Are False. In this, before embarking on a brilliant Joycean
memoir of his childhood (which is to develop into the self-deprecating and often very funny
account of his first thirty years) he takes stock of the current situation. He is returning to Britain at
war, to an unknown and very uncertain future, darkly shot through with the lurid searchlights of
war. He is no longer young, or optimistic, or confident about any movement, policy or theory.
There is however something (he does not seem altogether sure what ) to be done.

‘Prayer Before Birth’ was written a few years after this journey, in 1944, when the outcome of the
war must have seemed a good deal more definite and hopeful, but when the apprehension of that
early phase had been replaced by the grim knowledge of its horrors and atrocities (though more
were yet to be revealed and indeed committed). In the poem the fully mature, balanced, reflective
poet speaks with the knowledge of the adult and the voice of the child. Challenging, incantatory,
‘piping loud’ like Blake’s infant, the lines and rhythms of this extraordinary poem have become
perhaps the most famous that MacNeice ever wrote.

There are very many other poems, however, of great power and beauty. Students may enjoy
‘Snow’, ‘Bagpipe Music’, ‘Soapsuds’ among these.

Dylan Thomas: Do Not Go Gentle Into That Good Night

Dylan Thomas (1914-53) is a poet who commands passionate allegiance and attracts strong
criticism; and this was true of his personality in his lifetime. Brought up in Swansea and attending
Swansea Grammar School, he worked as a journalist but always knew himself to be a poet. He
created out of his unromantic roots a sharply observed, sardonic and at times elegiac world of
human personalities and of selfhood, set in the townscapes and landscapes of Wales. He was still in
his thirties when he collapsed during a celebrity tour of the United States, performing his own
work, and died there. His widow Caitlin’s memoir with its bitter title Leftover Life to Kill gives a
picture of his stormy personality.

He is most famous for a handful of powerful lyrical poems and for his play for voices Under Milk
Wood, which was commissioned by the BBC. In both areas we can hear the strong incantatory
rhythms of his voice, never afraid to experiment and exaggerate, risking and at times descending
into a sonorous Swinburnian bathos - yet often achieving a memorable fierce beauty.

In much of his work Thomas draws on his childhood. He does so both comically, as in 4 Child’s
Christmas in Wales and in Portrait of the Artist as a Young Dog (a characteristic witty twisting of
Joyce’s title); and seriously, as in the well-known ‘Fern Hill” where he romanticises his youth as if
he had been a deeply rural boy, concluding with the ringing lines-

30 UA007549 — GCE English Language and Language & Literature Poetry Anthology



Time held me green and dying
Though I sang in my chains like the sea.

Under Milk Wood’s imaginary village Llareggyb, a name which looks so convincing until spelt
backwards, is peopled by absurdly or symbolically named characters, who present a mythical
Wales from the rhyming minister to the musical whore. They are ridiculous cliches, yet their
imagined lives spring into being for an instant as they speak; comic juxtapositions are made
between the romantic and the satirical; and the whole play is unified by Thomas’s inventive
commentary, essentially a series of prose poems. With its echoes of the Bible, of popular song and
of poets from Blake to (especially) Hopkins, it is still always its eccentric self. Listen for instance
to the phrase that describes the ‘sloe-black, slow, black, fishing-boat-bobbing sea’.

In ‘Do Not Go Gentle’ the poet has created a perfect villanelle - a very demanding technical feat,
yet one which seems effortless when smoothly accomplished. The form is a medieval one,
originally French, and is written in five 3-line stanzas and a final stanza of four lines. The first and
last lines of the opening stanza are repeated alternately as the last line of stanzas 2 to 5, and
together at the end of the final stanza. The second line in all the stanzas carries the b rhyme.
Villanelles traditionally have a strong emotional theme such as love or sorrow; in this one Thomas
appears at first to be addressing any dying person, but reveals at the end the source of the poem’s
powerful feeling: he is addressing his father. The combination of extreme technical tautness with
the raw anger of grief makes this one of his most memorable poems.

There are no words or terms that need annotation, but readers must decide for themselves on the
significance of the images of dancing, singing, blazing and raging.

Farjeon: Easter Monday

Eleanor Farjeon (1881-1965) was born in London and educated - like many women of the cultured
middle and upper classes in her generation - privately. Her name is remembered in the Farjeon
award for children’s literature, and she wrote in a variety of forms for children, including both fairy
tales and poems; she was much loved by several generations of readers in the first half of the
century. Her mode, which tends to fantasy and a particular inventive lyricism, is less admired
today, and it is unlikely that most students will have heard of her at all. An earlier age might have
sung as children her hymn ‘Morning Has Broken’, and a slightly later one might recall its
transformation into a popular song in the 70s.

Farjeon also wrote a body of adult poetry, including a considerable number of sonnets. Like all
European writers who lived through this period as adults, her work reflects her feelings about the
First World War; one pair of sonnets entitled ‘Peace’ describes the peace simply as ‘a ceasing of
the horrors of the times’, and suggests the exhausted bleakness of the immediate post-war world. A
specific loss of her own was the death in action of the poet Edward Thomas, who was killed in
1917 and who is the E.T. of this poem.

Farjeon had been the friend of both Thomas and his wife Helen, whose slightly fictionalised
memoir, World Without End, contains its own poignant account of the poet’s departure for his last,
fatal spell of duty. It also includes a brief account of the beginning of Farjeon’s love for Thomas, a
love which his wife felt she could welcome because of her own understanding of his need (he
suffered from a persistent savage melancholia) and because of the security of her marriage. To
modern readers it may be disquieting to encounter so complete a sublimation and abnegation of
self, but the memoir casts an interesting light on Farjeon’s own love poetry. This poem makes clear
how central a part Thomas was of her life, and its sense of loss is all the more powerful for being
understated. ‘Easter Monday’ is in fact an unrhymed sonnet: it has the length, the rhythm and a
division into what are almost an octave and sestet.
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1950 - Present

The period after 1950 is the one in which the students - and, in many cases, their teachers - have
been born; it is harder for us to characterise the familiar, though there is of course a vast range of
experience and development spanned by that half-century. Near its start the memory of the Second
World War and the suspicious realities of the Cold War were prominent in people’s minds. As time
passed, political battles of other kinds, particularly about the freedoms of other groups than the
Establishment - ethnic minorities, women, the young - became the focus of attention and
controversy. In the closing decades, we have become aware also of the ‘global village’, of supra-
national concerns and of the bewilderingly rapid developments of technology. Any attempt to sum
up this half-century is premature - and, interestingly, most of the poems presented here show their
makers as absorbed in the personal. If students pursue the work of these poets they will find
political concerns too - particularly in the work of Dunmore and Clarke - but there is not the
consuming concern with public issues that we see in the poets of the 1930s.

These seven poets belong, too, to very different phases of the period: R S Thomas was born only
six years after Auden, and Helen Dunmore was not yet in her teens when Sylvia Plath died. Little
attempt has been made to give full biographical sketches, which would be impertinent, even if
available, in the case of living poets, but reference has been made where appropriate to material
published by the poets themselves about their lives. Some indication has been given of the nature of
the poetry characteristic of each writer.

R S Thomas: Here

R S Thomas (b. 1913) has spent his long life as a clergyman in rural Wales, whose people and
landscape he has presented with as sharp and unsparing a scrutiny as he has turned on himself. To
read his poems is to enter a world of cold sunlight, bare outlines and harsh working conditions, in
which solitude seems a constant condition; the poet’s focus on the extremes of poverty, labour or
old age have led to comparisons with Wordsworth, but his voice is unmistakably his own. There are
many portraits of individuals, as well as places, and many questioning meditative poems about the
nature, mystery and - often - inaccessibility of God.

Students may already have met some of the portraits — ‘Evans’, ‘lago Prytherch’, ‘Death of a
Peasant’, ‘The Hill Farmer’. Those who are intrigued by the obliquity and elusiveness of ‘Here’
will enjoy also ‘The Hand’, ‘The Word’ and ‘The Combat’; many readers will appreciate the quiet
satisfactions of ‘Good’.

Thomas’s style is spare and unemphatic, often using unrhymed or part-rhymed endings, and
interpreting the traditions of blank verse individually - sometimes with three-beat or four-beat,
sometimes with five-beat stresses, and always with many run-on lines which give his poems a
certain bony abruptness. He uses stanza forms less usually, and ‘Here’ is notable for having both a
strict stanza and a clear rhyme-scheme, though varied by some assonantal rhymes. As in all his
work, Thomas makes striking use of unexpected images; some readers see in the poem an analysis
of the constant human condition - agonising, questioning; some have seen in it a half-submerged
metaphor of the crucifixion.

Beer: An Abbey Tomb

Patricia Beer (1924-99) was brought up on the Devon coast in a family belonging to the extreme
Protestant sect the Exclusive Brethren. Her early memoir Mrs Beer’s House gives a wry and
poignant account of her childhood and early adolescence, her growing doubts about the
fundamental Christianity of her parents and - movingly - the impact of her mother’s death when she
and her sister were still in their teens. The memoir is also extremely funny, and shows the powers
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of observation that were to make its author so effective both as a novelist and, particularly, as a
poet. After a career which included teaching English literature both in this country and abroad she
became a full-time writer and has published regular collections of poetry; in the one which
appeared only 18 months before her death, she included a sequence about her serious illness and
tentative recovery, which still showed her wit and acuity as the prospect of death became real.

In this poem we inhabit both a past age as the Vikings raid the abbey, and a present as tourists look
at the tombs in the grass-covered ruins. A very slight knowledge of monastic life is all that is
needed to appreciate the poem’s drama and wit. Perhaps students might like to know that
‘unresponsive’ makes a play on the responses which the brothers would speak in ritual answer to
the words of the officiating priest during services - but everyone can enjoy the brilliant concrete
imagery and the sharp narrative twists.

Larkin: An Arundel Tomb

Philip Larkin (1922-85) was, famously, the Librarian of Hull University and an influential figure
for several decades in English poetry. He was at first identified with - and often regarded as the
leading poet of — ‘The Movement’, a name given in the fifties to a newly prominent group whose
style was very definitely neither Eliot nor Auden. As the years went by, however, Larkin’s identity
became unmistakably his own. His published output was relatively small - there are only four
books and a pamphlet - for Larkin was an intensely fastidious poet who revised and rejected until
he was satisfied with the final version. Even then he tended to comment deprecatingly on some of
what was published, and it is interesting to see in the Collected Poems (which appeared only after
his death) how much more he wrote.

Like most modern poets, Larkin first published his poems in magazines and periodicals; a first
collection, The North Ship, came out in 1945 when he had not long left Oxford. After this there was
a long gap - two novels, Jill and 4 Girl in Winter, appearing in the interim - before The Less
Deceived was published in 1955 by the very small and shoe-string-run Marvell Press, based in
Hull. The account of this, with a fascinating, warm-hearted and perceptive portrait of the poet, is
given by Jean Hartley in her autobiographical Philip Larkin, the Marvell Press and Me. The book
traces Larkin’s development beyond the Marvell Press years and is a valuable balance to some of
the unpleasant impressions created by, for example, the publication of the poet’s letters. Better
known is the full biography by Andrew Motion; both books show the slow and painstaking process
by which Larkin composed and collected the poems that make up The North Ship, The Less
Deceived, The Whitsun Weddings and High Windows. Among the best known and most
anthologised of their contents are ‘Church-Going’, ‘Toads’ (and ‘Toads Re-visited’), the title poem
of the third book, ‘The Whitsun Weddings’ - and this poem, ‘An Arundel Tomb’.

Larkin, like Hardy, has a gift for scepticism and melancholy. The sense of mortality is never very
far away from his poems, and where joy is experienced the poet is likely to present it through a
detached persona for whom it is just out of reach. Yet the tone is rarely harsh, and (again like
Hardy) Larkin often creates moving lyrical effects. This poem is no exception, and its last two lines
are often quoted as if they did not contain the repeated, cautionary ‘almost’ - so strong is Larkin’s
conjuring up of the persistent ache to believe in love.

The poem needs no annotation, though it is interesting to see how the vocabulary of heraldry runs
through it from the punning ‘proper’ of the first stanza to the formal ‘blazon’ of the last.
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Hughes: Wuthering Heights

Ted Hughes (1930-98) has become the best-known of his gifted generation of British poets, known
that is beyond the relatively small poetry-reading public. His appointment as Laureate in 1984 gave
him some prominence, but he had already achieved involuntary and unwanted publicity as the
widower of the American poet Sylvia Plath. Plath’s suicide in 1963 was for some time seen as so
much the fault of Hughes as to warrant a prolonged and bitter campaign against him. In the
eighteen months before he died, however, Hughes put together and published what has become his
most famous book - the collection of poems to and about Plath, Birthday Letters. The eloquence
and personal intensity of these poems - and their appearance after a sustained silence of over 30
years on the subject of his marriage - ensured their rise to popularity and to the top of the best-seller
lists in a way that most poets never achieve nor even dream of.

Hughes will be known to students, almost inevitably, for the animal poems of his early collections
— ‘Hawk’, ‘Pike’, ‘The Thought-Fox’: these poems, anthologised until they have become almost
invisible, announce their identity in the rich vocabulary and sharp detail that characterise all his
writing. The force and at times brutality of the wild, its indifference to human desires and needs, is
also there: for Hughes, the natural world is always ‘coming about its own business’. Landscapes
and inanimate objects are perceived in the same piercingly objective fashion, transforming or
resisting human activity with their alien strength, in poems such as ‘Wind’ or ‘Tractor’. Readers
who grow to love Hughes’s work will find many more poems with his characteristic focused
physicality, from the stained ‘cardigan’ of the dead lamb in the Moortown collection to the roaring
defiance of the dying Hercules in Tales from Ovid. Through all the poems runs a strong though
often irregular beat, sometimes shaped into stanzas and sometimes creating its own variations on
the blank verse line.

Students of the present poem need to know a little about the Brontes and Wuthering Heights - and
to remember that the tough moorland of West Yorkshire where Emily Bronte’s novel is set is also
Hughes’s own native ground. Plath, who is both recalled and addressed in the poem, is a newcomer
here, the young, brilliant poet with her huge ambition, soaked in theoretical knowledge of the
landscape of the novel but seeing it in reality for the first time. The speaker in this poignant
retrospective is aware of the future which neither could foresee. It is touching to turn from this
poem to the early lyric ‘Song’, where the lover imagines a time ‘when I shall have lost you...’
picturing himself with

...my head, worn out with love, at rest

In my hands, and my hands full of dust,

O my lady.
‘Wuthering Heights’ has exchanged the lyricism for a more packed intensity.
Notes:
those poor lasses: two of the Bronte sisters, Emily and Anne, died before they were thirty, of the
TB which was later probably the cause of their sister Charlotte’s death in pregnancy at the age of
41; the two eldest sisters, Maria and Elizabeth, had died in childhood

...where Emily died: Emily refused to accept the seriousness of her illness, getting up even on the
morning of her death and dying in the sitting-room of the parsonage

midget handmade books: the Bronte children wrote and illustrated miniature books, creating the
imaginary land of Gondal through which they gradually developed their adult work
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dwarfish fairy-work shoes: these shoes, showing how small the Bronte sisters were, are displayed
with other memorabilia at Haworth Parsonage

redoubt: (lit.) a fortified place often defending a hilltop; here, the remains of the farm which is
thought to have been the model for the house of Wuthering Heights

purlins: roof timbers
Plath: Wuthering Heights

Sylvia Plath (1932-63) was an American poet who became an icon of brilliance and despair for
more than one generation, and whose fusion of abstraction and the physical image, in lines of
haunting abrupt obliquity, has influenced decades of writers ever since. She had a sparklingly
successful career at school and university, and it is tempting to read into her early novel The Bell
Jar a portrait of herself as the gifted girl who feels she has been bred like a race-horse to pass
examinations but has graduated into a world without any fences to jump. Plath herself came to the
UK, where she met Ted Hughes at Cambridge; the passion and violence of their impact on each
other is indicated in Hughes’s poem St Botolph’s’ in Birthday Letters. They married and had two
children; then the marriage came under stress, they separated and Plath went to live in London,
taking the children with her. In the bitter grey unyielding winter of early 1963, after making sure
the children were warm and safe in another room, Plath gassed herself in the kitchen of her
lodgings. She was 30.

It was not Plath’s first suicide attempt; both The Bell Jar and her poem ‘Lady Lazarus’ draw on
previous occasions when she had almost succeeded. The poem with its confessional intimacy seems
particularly close to primary experience, transmuted only by the disciplines of form and pattern but
persuasively authentic. And this is a key element in Plath’s poetry: more than perhaps any poet of
her generation she forces us to question the old ‘given’ that even the most seemingly personal
poetry must be communicated through some distancing persona. With Plath we feel that the
experience is almost unmediated - that we are witnessing something raw and genuine. This is of
course an illusion: the shaping and placing of the words are anything but spontaneous. But it makes
Plath an unsettling poet to read.

The impression of truth to life is strengthened by the themes of Plath’s work. She draws for her
subjects on her own life - on the conflict with her dead father, on her own battles for identity, on
pregnancy, childbirth, the intimacy of maternal experience, on illness and on the descent of
depression, the longing for death. Yet at the same time there is a work of objectification going on in
the poems. The detached poet observes herself almost like a laboratory specimen, apostrophising
her own eye in hospital as a ‘stupid pupil’ that cannot understand what is happening to it or around
it. In a joyful poem celebrating a new baby, the ‘I’ of the poem is scrutinised with an affectionate
mocking tone as she responds to the cry in the night:

...I stumble from bed, cow-heavy and floral
In my Victorian nightgown

The point of view here is not inside - or not solely inside - the mother, but also outside, seeing the
unglamorous truth as well as the rapture. For the rapture is there: the baby at the end of the poem is
practising its tiny vocabulary of sounds, and

The clear vowels rise like balloons.

Students may already know ‘Mirror’, ‘Tulips’, ‘You’re’ or some of the dense, ominous ‘bee-
keeping’ poems. In the present poem we have, again poignantly, Plath’s own response to the visit
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to Haworth which Hughes was to record so many years later. Here she creates memorably the bleak
moor, the ever-present wind and the small valleys where dusk comes early.

Note:

faggots: the bundles of sticks which are used to start a fire - disquietingly, the term always used for
those that kindle the fire to burn a heretic or a witch

Dunmore: All The Things You Are Not Yet

Helen Dunmore (born 1952) is a poet and novelist. Born in Yorkshire, she read English at York
University and has been publishing steadily since the early 1980s. She is a novelist as well as a
poet, and won the first Orange prize in 1996 for her novel 4 Spell in Winter, a prize for which - to
the outrage of some commentators and critics - only female novelists are eligible. Published poetry
now runs to half a dozen books; in the collection Recovering a Body, which coincided with her
fortieth birthday, she wrote in an ‘Afterword’ about the retrospective tendency of middle age and
about the surprises that ambush us in mid-life, ‘weakness in those who were strong, and strength
developing in the dependent’ - as well as about her political disquiets and indignations. More
recently, in a piece written for the Guardian, ‘My Hands’, she conjured up something of her life
and her attitudes as well as her hands, with phrases and sentences that display the poet’s sureness
with words:

Hands collaborate. They work with each other, with other hands and with whatever
they are given. They work with heat and cold, time and weather, oil and metal, seeds
and sunlight... They weigh and measure, lift, change gear, coax, caress.'

Her poems are full of this tactile quality, whether she writes about childbirth or myth or the London
Underground; their form is often stanzaic, only rarely rhyming, held together by repeated syntax or
patterned images. ‘All The Things You Are Not Yet’ looks forward to the vast unknown future of a
tiny child with a moving blend of the immediate and the unknown.

Note:
Pearmains: a species of apple
Clarke: Marged

Gillian Clarke (born 1937) is a poet whose themes are often drawn from the Welsh landscape and
its people. She has not been as widely celebrated as R S Thomas, some of whose concerns she
shares but expresses in a voice of a different timbre, and with different emphases. In her poems we
encounter the landscape, the weather, farming life with deaths and births that remind us
unavoidably of our own. A cow gives birth in the dusk to her ‘scalding baby’, and after assisting
the successful delivery the speaker feels satisfaction ‘fall like a clean sheet’: the human details are
characteristically Clarke’s. Equally characteristic are poems on political themes, redolent with
anger and horror, and again presenting their topics as inextricably linked to the small concerns of
everyday life - the ‘bitter rain’ of nuclear leakage staining a mother’s milk, the guns and bombs of
central European conflict burning up a Welsh kitchen as the radio explodes with its news. There are
history, archaeology, legend, birds, children, families of different generations. Students will find
many sources of enjoyment.

' "My Hands', The Guardian, 6 January 2000
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Clarke writes too about the intersection of past and present, with history often in mind and with
memory creating some Proustian moments of illumination. In one long poem, ‘Letter from a Far
Country’, the past is pictured in terms of tasks traditionally assigned to men and women. The
speaker of the poem contemplates escape and departure, is haunted by the voices of her
foremothers, asks at the end who will do the work of loving if the women disappear. The poem
ends on this note - the question remaining unanswered - and the whole poem, which gives its title
to a collection, interweaves many of Clarke’s preoccupying motifs, including the identity of
women.

‘Marged’, the present poem, is built on a series of poignant contrasts. It is intensely economical -
only a couple of details conveying its Welsh context, and many phrases pared down to their barest
form. Students may need to read it several times before they discover that it is also a Shakespearean
sonnet, with adaptations: such subtlety and technical skill are further examples of Clarke’s
understated (and some would say underrated) gifts.
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Poetry Around the World

More skeletal perhaps than any other section of the anthology, this one offers no more than a taste
of the feast of poetry written in English by poets ‘around the world’. Of the many traditions of
writing - and thinking, feeling and experiencing - only a few can be shown here. Most of the poets
have grown up in an English-speaking community, some are white, some are black, and at least one
of them is bi-lingual: their work reminds us of the many varieties of English which are not simply
British. All are modern (though, as with the previous section, there is a great range of age). All
belong originally to what were once British colonies, and this gives a particular edge to their sense
of identity and their political awareness; some have come to live in Britain and, often, to discover
its capacity to alienate. And all, because of that post-colonial context, balance in their minds at least
two traditions and explore with particular poignancy the sense of belonging and exile which is a
common human experience.

However, by no means all the poems are on themes of ‘belonging and exile’, but are as various as
their writers. It is impossible to generalise about them, but a little information is given about each
of the poets in their place.

Atwood: This is a Photograph of me

Margaret Atwood (b.1939) is a Canadian poet and novelist. Born in Ottowa, but growing up and
living in many other cities and wilder areas of Canada, she conveys in her work something of the
atmosphere of its lakes, forests and vast spaces - and of the resonances of its past, both ancient and
colonial. An early novel, Surfacing, like the later and better-known Cat’s Eye, also shows the
exploration of childhood, of the power of the past over the present and of a female consciousness
defining itself both regardless of and in relation to men. In a group of lectures given in Oxford in
1991 she discourses wittily on these themes, as well as on British ignorance of Canada and
Canadian writing. She herself has done much to remove that ignorance, perhaps most famously
through her future fiction novel, The Handmaid’s Tale.

Atwood is a precise, sharp, sardonic writer, expert in narrative and linguistic surprises. All the
novels mentioned, as well the early The Edible Woman and Alias Grace (1996), subvert the
reader’s conventional expectations, and all are full of arresting visualisations. Equally striking is
the focus in the poetry, whose subjects range from landscapes and their histories to people past and
present, animals, love, survival. The forms are predominantly free verse, in short, bitten-off lines,
rich with puns and wordplay, sparsely punctuated. Attwood’s own comments on their making,
expressed in the introduction to her 1990 collection, are illuminating and witty:

...it [the making of poetry] requires silence, inaction, free
time to listen, an empty space into which the poems may
move...What may feel to the poet like a period of intense
concentration looks a great deal like laziness to those
observing. There’s a lot of burnt toast in the lives of poets.

This poem characteristically brings together past and present, sight and memory, landscape and
human figure - and stops the reader short with the parenthetic second half. What seemed
straightforward now presents a teasingly unreliable narrator; the identity of the poem is as elusive
as that of the photograph.

Note:

frame-house: a characteristic North American building style, described in Chambers as possessing
a ‘skeleton of timber with boards or shingles laid on’
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Walcott: Oddjob, a Bull Terrier

Derek Walcott (born 1930) grew up in the Antillean island of St Lucia, where he attended St
Mary’s College. He graduated from the University of the West Indies and has worked as a
journalist and a theatre director, as well as teaching at the universities of Columbia, Yale, Harvard
and Boston. He has written widely both as poet and dramatist, and was awarded the Nobel Prize for
Literature in 1992.

Walcott writes on many themes. He creates the landscapes of the Caribbean islands, their hills and
trees, lizards and ferns; celebrates and mourns the lives of their inhabitants; conjures up over and
over again the huge power and beauty of the sea; reflects on love and death. His poetry is weighty
with myth: he has written two major works based on Greek legend, ‘Omeros’ - an epic poem in
which Caribbean fishermen have not only the names but also the stature of the Greek heroes - and
‘Odyssey’, a dramatic re-creation of Homer’s poem, with Blind Billy Blue taking the poet’s role.
Powerful resonances and dissonances are created by the fusion of Greek and Caribbean tradition,
by the juxtapositions of black and white experiences and by a piercing awareness of the cruelties of
an oppressive history. ‘I accept my function/ As a colonial upstart at the end of an empire’ writes
Walcott in ‘“North and South’: the lines hint at an elegiac, as well as a critical, quality in his poetry.

Walcott is a challenging poet, particularly for the young reader, since his work is heavily allusive
and, as indicated, rooted in classical learning as well as colonial and post-colonial history. The
present poem, however, makes fewer of these demands, and its abrupt almost hypnotic lines move
from the death of a pet to a universalised sense of loss that all students will be able to appreciate.

Notes:

the unreadiness is all: a significant misquotation. Hamlet, suspecting before the final duel the
treachery of his enemy the king, anticipates his death and comments that death is for everyone the
inevitable end, concluding

The readiness is all.

the silence is all: possibly a half-echo of Hamlet’s last words:
The rest is silence.

Nichols: Iguana Memory

Grace Nichols (born 1950) was born and grew up in Guyana, and came to Britain in her late
twenties. She has worked as a journalist and is a novelist and children’s writer, but is most famous
as a poet. She has published several collections of poetry and is widely anthologised; students may
well have met ‘Mango’, ‘Waiting for Thelma’s Laughter’ or ‘Holding My Beads’.

In the last of these, Nichols creates one of her characteristic images:
all my lives strung out like beads before me

Readers have to decide for themselves on the connotations of the ‘beads’ - which might suggest
such disparate origins as the ‘waist-beads’ of girls in traditional African cultures or the ‘rosary
beads’ of European Catholicism - and some readers may prefer to see them simply as a visual
image. This plurality of reference is typical, and reflects the many worlds to which Nichols is heir.
Her poetry is sensual and often celebratory, yet its roots lie in slavery, colonial oppression, the
alienation of the immigrant; and the variety of its language expresses the tensions - linguistic and
cultural - between ‘Standard English’ and the different grammars of West Indian English.
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Such variety is indicated in the titles of two of Nichols’s best-known sequences, The Fat Black
Woman'’s Poems and i is a long-memoried woman. In the first of these, all the capitals - and the
apostrophe - are in place; in the second, Nichols uses Caribbean English grammar and the non-
standard locution ‘long-memoried’, and dispenses with capitalisation altogether. Both titles
however highlight another integral feature, a woman’s consciousness. There is a defiant irony in the
poems speaking in the voice of the ‘fat black woman’: here, the poet implicitly - and often
explicitly - reminds us, is the ultimate subordinate group, neither male, white nor slim. The fat
black woman, however, is an icon of power and glamour, whether bathing, shopping or dying her
‘brilliant tropical death’. The poems of i is a long-memoried woman, as the title suggests, look
back: they re-create from the centuries of slavery a woman’s rage, degradation and exhaustion - but
also her beauty, pride and will to survive. And in both groups of poems, as in many others, the
reader is constantly invited to share the poet’s vision of the natural world. Students will find much
to enjoy.

Nichols writes in short lines, usually (but not always) unrhymed, patterned by repetitions and
assonances. Colour and movement build up concrete images, whose juxtaposition with the abstract
startle and delight the reader. In reading ‘Iguana Memory’ students need to know what an iguana is
and what it looks like, in order to appreciate the exactness and the selectivity of the poem.

Baxter: New Zealand

James Baxter (1926-72) was born in Dunedin in New Zealand. The pacifist beliefs of his father, a
farmer, were inherited by both sons, and Baxter’s elder brother spent several years in custody for
refusing to fight in the Second World War. In 1944 (after registering as a conscientious objector)
Baxter began a degree course at Otago University, but left after one year - though he later returned
as a fellow. A Christian since his teens, Baxter became a Catholic at the age of 32, thus distancing
himself from the predominantly Protestant culture of New Zealand, and increasing his sense of the
artist as an isolated figure. He travelled widely, including making visits to Japan and India, but
returned to New Zealand to live in the Maori settlement of Jerusalem, and died at the age of 46.

Baxter grew up in an intensely Eurocentric culture, still - even in the twentieth century - looking
towards Britain for its literary heritage. In the early part of his poetic career he specifically named
the poets of the British Isles as his forebears and rejected New Zealand writers as provincial and
narrow: ‘better to err with Burns and Byron than fall in line with Brasch’'. The poems of his
twenties are full of echoes - of Hardy and Yeats, of Auden and MacNeice; they experiment, too,
with many stanzaic and rhymed forms. Later however Baxter came to see his earlier rejection as
itself narrow and exclusive; he developed a more individual voice and drew creatively on the rich
context of New Zealand - by, for instance, incorporating Maori vocabulary in his poems. The
present poem looks at the ‘founding fathers’ with a critically ironic eye.

Notes:

deer-culler: in New Zealand, as in North European tradition, the herds of deer though living in the
wild are ‘managed’ by periodic killing

the id: Freudian analysis of human personality separated it into three areas of which the id (literally
‘it’ in Latin) was the powerful and normally suppressed unconscious, surfacing in dream and
fantasy, responsible for our instinctive urges and needing to be controlled in the interests of
civilized behaviour

" Quoted in the Introduction to Cold Spring, ed Paul Millar, a collection of Baxter’s work published posthumously
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Tasman: Anglicised name of Abel Janszoon, the Dutch navigator who was the first European to
‘discover’ New Zealand in 1642

Purdy: Trees at the Arctic Circle

Al (Alfred) Purdy (1918 - 2000) was a Canadian poet who was born in a small hamlet near Lake
Ontario. His father was a farmer who died when the boy was two; Purdy and his mother then
moved to the city of Trenton. After leaving school, Purdy worked at a variety of jobs in cities as
widely separated as Trenton itself, Montreal in French-speaking Quebec and Vancouver on the
Pacific coast. During the Second World War, from 1940 to 1944, he served in the Royal Canadian
Air Force. Later, as he became an established poet, he was appointed as writer-in- residence at a
number of universities.

Margaret Atwood in her Introduction to the anthology The New Oxford Book of Canadian Verse in
English refers to Purdy as a ‘giant figure, ruggedly unfashionable’ and points to his concerns with
‘indigenous myth, the exploration of landscape ... the re-discovery of history’. His first collection
was published as early as 1944, but he became well known generally through the publication eleven
years later of The Cariboo Horses (Cariboo is in central British Columbia). A Collected Poems
followed in 1978. Purdy writes about remote areas of Canada - as in this poem set on the edge of
the Arctic - but also about the rural landscape around his native Trenton, and about people - their
personalities, the past, the traces they leave behind them. In one of these, ‘Roblin’s Mills’, he
creates a poignant image of the deserted millpond and buildings, where the hot busy summers of its
past are juxtaposed with the dead stillness of the black pool and the silence of the nearby graveyard.
Another more sardonic poem, ‘Elegy for a Grandfather’, looks sharply at a patriarchal,
cantankerous figure who is yet celebrated and - in the genes of the poet - lives on.

Purdy manipulates a variety of styles with great skill, handling long- and short- lined forms,
constructing verse paragraphs whose rhythms echo the colloquial and the formal, building
assonances and occasional half-rhymes. ‘Trees at the Arctic Circle’ gives a sample of his technical

skills as well as showing that alert eye turned on himself as well as on the landscape at the very
edge of existence.

Notes:

Douglas firs: a towering conifer native to North America, capable of growing up to 100m, named
after a 19th-century Scottish botanist

parkas: this apparently modern word comes from the Innuit name for a sealskin hooded jacket
Pontifex Maximus: the chief priest, usually the Pope

Baffin Island: the largest of the islands in the Canadian Arctic, named after the 17th-century
English navigator William Baffin

Pangnirtung: a trading post on Baffin Island, with an Innuit rather than a European name

Collins: Callaloo

Merle Collins comes from Grenada, and has worked both as a teacher and researcher. She has
studied at the University of the West Indies, at the University of Georgetown USA and at the LSE.
Her poem ‘The Form’ describes the complexities of an identity which no official categories can

encompass — ‘Name, okay./ Nationality?’ - and expresses the concern that ‘complete with Irish
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name’ she may be regarded as ‘not yet Grenadian/ but still British’. This sense of a plurality of
‘belonging’ runs through much of her work.

Collins has written as a novelist but is most widely known as a poet. She has published her work in
individual collections - Because the Dawn Breaks and Rotten Pomerack - as well as in anthologies,
one of which, a collection of four Grenadian poets, takes for its title the present poem Callaloo. She
is also well known as a performance poet, working as a member of African Dawn, a group which
employs music and mime as well as poetry in its presentations; much of Collins’s poetry belongs to
an oral tradition and needs to be heard, not simply read by the eye. It is built on repetitions, on the
balance of long and short lines with significant pauses; it mixes Standard English forms with the
grammar and vocabulary of Caribbean or Black British English, with effects which are both
poignant and satirical. In ‘Nabel String’, for instance, which students will also enjoy, Collins
contrasts the isolation of London flat-dwellers in ‘silent / unconcerned, instinctive hostility’ with
the constant communication of a close-knit neighbourhood, ‘loving and cussing and laughing and
needing’, and ends the poem with the tugging of the umbilical cord which has been buried under
the coconut tree:

...50 the nabel string there
and as the palm branch swaying
It pulling, it pulling, it pulling

Notes:

Callaloo: is a soup popular throughout the West Indies. It has many variations, but is essentially -
as the poem makes clear - a blend of vegetables and spices, becoming here an appropriate image
both of identity and of diversity.

deaders: potatoes, like ‘taters’ in British colloquial usage: the meaning, as in much of the poem,
becomes clear once it is read aloud

doh: usually ‘don’t’, but once ‘though’ (in the phrase ‘doh donkey say’)

meek...inherit the earth: an ironic reference to Jesus’ words Blessed are the meek, for they shall
inherit the earth (Matthew ch 5 verse 5)

musbe: an adverb formed like ‘maybe’, meaning ‘necessarily’or ‘unavoidably
Bhatt: Maninagar Days

Sujata Bhatt (born 1956) was born in Ahmedabad in India. She emigrated to the United States
before she reached her teens, and completed her formal education there with a degree from the
University of lowa. She has travelled widely in Europe (she now lives in Bremen with her husband
and family) as well as the United States, Canada and India, and has published several collections of

poetry.

Great Pan is not dead
He simply emigrated to India

Bhatt writes in ‘A Different History’, and these lines suggest one of the key qualities in her poetry,
its combinations of Indian and European motifs, both traditional and modern. Orpheus and
Eurydice, Hanuman and Ganesh, the Anne Frank museum or a garden in Poona - any of these
figures and settings may be the focus of a poem; or as in ‘What is worth knowing?’ Van Gogh,
Darwinism and water-buffaloes may create an unusual poetic synthesis.
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Such resolutions are not easily achieved, and the poems speak with the many voices of Bhatt’s
complex identity - a traveller between different cultures, a woman, a Gujurati speaker. Bhatt’s
poems often begin in a particular place or express a sense of exile:

this is the place

I cannot be at home in

this is the place

I will always be at home in

as she writes of Ahmedabad. Her exploration of identity continues in other places, from Maine to
Holland, from Maninagar to Germany. There are poems which include vocabulary in both Gujurati
and English - or even in German, Gujurati and English - and all express the search for unity in a
split world. ‘A Different History’ also asks, rhetorically

Which language
Has not been the oppressor’s tongue?

but concludes that the grandchildren of the oppressed may
grow to love that strange language.

Colour and movement fill these poems. They are in free form, often in short lines but with great
rhythmic flexibility; they may be built round repetitions or oppositions, and include colloquialisms
and erudite terms. They celebrate birth, cherish elders, protest about politics; their personae include
laboratory researchers, animals, a figure in a painting by Picasso and the poet herself in many
moods. Significantly, the last poem of a recent collection is entitled ‘The Voices’, and almost
hypnotically recites the many voices competing for the poet’s attention; it finishes, tantalisingly:

And each voice says: follow me
follow me and I will take you -

Notes:
Hanuman: the monkey god in Hindu legend. A number of Bhatt’s poems feature monkeys,
watching and watched by human children, caged as laboratory specimens, tamed to act out the

myths of the Hindu epic Ramayana (in which Hanuman appears) or, as here, wild visitors to the
garden.
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Section Two: Pre-1770

Ballads

No-one is entirely sure of the age and exact source of these traditional poems, whose themes are so
often of violence, loss and death. Some are Scottish, some English; some exist in a number of
different versions. Their simple quatrains or repeated question-and-answer patterns are easy to
memorise, and suggest that long before they were written down they circulated in communities
where reading and writing were not common. The name ballad - related to the word ballet -
indicates that they were usually sung, and indeed tunes still exist for some of them.

From the mid-eighteenth to the late nineteenth century they were, however, collected and printed
by various antiquarians, scholars and poets, and at this point were very probably re-shaped and
partially re-written. The collections had a great effect on contemporary and later poets: students
may enjoy some of the powerful and striking poems in the ballad tradition written by poets as
diverse as Scott, Wordsworth, Coleridge, Keats, Christina Rossetti, Kipling and Charles Causley; if
they wish to read more of the earlier ballads they could dip into anthologies such as The Oxford
Book of Ballads or The Faber Book of Ballads.

Sir Patrick Spens

There are several versions of this Scottish ballad. In the longer ones Sir Patrick’s voyage is to
Norway, in order to bring back the Norwegian king’s daughter as a royal bride; in some versions
the Scots and Norwegians quarrel and insult each other before the Scottish ship sets out on its ill-
fated voyage home. All versions end with the ‘Scots lairds’ lying under thirty fathom of water,
never reaching the Firth of Forth where the port of Aberdour looks down over Mortimer’s Deep.

Notes:
skeely: skilful

the new moon / Wi’ the auld moon in her arm: the shadowy shape of the full moon seen appearing
faintly beside the sharp outline of the new moon is traditionally a warning of bad weather

The Wife of Usher’s Well

The returning dead are another characteristic element in ballads, though here they have no sinister
motives. As so often, the ballad ends leaving us in unfulfilled expectation - here, of what happens
to the doubly bereaved mother.

Notes:

carline: peasant

fashes: storms

Martinmas: St Martin’s Day, November 11

birk: birch (ie hats made of the bark or leaves of the birch-tree)
sheugh: ditch

channerin’: fretting
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The Twa Corbies/ The Three Ravens
These two ballads are, respectively, Scottish and English versions of the same situation. The
Scottish ballad grimly recounts the dead knight’s desertion by the three beings who should mourn
him; the English version converts this indifference into loyalty and grief.
Notes (The Twa Corbies):
corbies: crows
fail: turf
hause-bane: neck-bone
theek: thatch
(The Three Ravens)
lake: pit, grave
prime: 6 a.m. (an early-morning monastic service) or more generally the period 6 to 9 a.m.
leman: sweetheart
Edward
In this ballad the question-and answer form is used both as — presumably - a convenient device for
memorising and reciting, and as a method for delaying the truth of the mother’s part in the murder
until the devastating last line.
Notes:
brand: sword

dole: sorrow

dree: suffer
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Tudor and Elizabethan Verse

Any selection from this extraordinary period - say from about 1540 to 1600 - is bound to appear
ungenerous. Experiments in literature were rich and various; there was a huge output of prose, of
drama and of poetry. The second half of the period in particular was a time of unparalleled rapidity
of development in language, with new finds and coinages adding to vocabulary and usage at
bewildering speed. Students will be familiar already with Shakespeare’s use of puns, parodies - and
mockery of users who cannot cope with strange words; and in many poets of this time there is a
relish for new vocabulary, as well as experimentation with form.

There is also frequent emphasis on the melodious aspect of poetry, which accounts for the term
‘lyric’ used in the heading to this section: ‘such verses’, says the musician and poet Thomas
Campion,’... we may call lyrical, because they are apt to be sung, if they were adorned with
convenient notes’. We generally attribute to the lyric, too, the quality of strong emotion, expressed
in simple rather than complex forms. Sidney, Spenser, and the songs of both Campion and John
Dowland will provide readers with rich examples of the lyric.

Wyatt: They Flee From Me

Sir Thomas Wyatt (c.1503-42) was a courtier and diplomat of Henry VIII. He wrote lyrics, satires
and sonnets: indeed, with his contemporary and friend, Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey, he was
responsible for the first sonnets in English. The lyric printed here is one of many written in ‘rhyme
royal’, a stanza-form of 7 five-beat lines rhyming ababbcc'; it is disarmingly simple, but anyone
who tries to write in it will discover how difficult it is to achieve that simplicity. The poem is also
famous for its shifting imagery of deer and woman and for its blend of bitterness and eroticism;
some commentators have supposed it to refer to a secret affair with Anne Boleyn, but this is purely
conjectural.

Note:
newfangleness: changed behaviour
Shakespeare: Three Sonnets

William Shakespeare (1564-1616) will need no introduction to students, but it is often interesting
for them to see him in relation to his contemporaries, and as poet rather than dramatist. These three
sonnets give some sense of his versatility in the form.

The sonnet, a rhymed poem of 14 lines, is an Italian form, created as far as we know by Petrarch -
an older contemporary of Chaucer - and later adapted first by French poets and then by English.
The Petrarchan or Italian sonnet is a two-part structure with an octave of eight lines and a sestet of
six: Milton’s ‘On His Blindness’ is one of the greatest examples. The problem for English writers is
that Petrarch’s version requires two rhymes to be repeated four times in the octave, and English is
very much poorer than Italian in its supply of rhyming endings. Shakespeare solves this problem,
like Drayton, by ignoring it and using three quatrains and a couplet. The quatrains can then develop
cumulatively, expanding or reinforcing the opening idea, and the couplet be used as a clincher or -
more usually - as a startling, triumphant or ironic reversal.

Of the 154 sonnets written by Shakespeare, a large number address a much loved young nobleman
who is urged to marry and pass on his gift of beauty to an heir. A further group praise the beauty
but lament the cruelty of a woman (the unidentified ‘Dark Lady’); a few, agonisingly, suspect and

" If some of the rhymes seem strange to us we need to remember that the ‘great English vowel-shift’ which occurred
between Chaucer and Shakespeare was not yet complete.
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record that the man and woman betray the poet by having an affair. The elusiveness of
Shakespeare’s presence in his plays has tempted audiences and readers to look in the sonnets for
facts about him; theories have been advanced, but none is wholly convincing. The lack of personal
pronouns frequently makes it impossible to tell whether a man or woman is the subject - and this,
of course, gives the poems a powerful sense of universality, as do the constant references to time
and transience. There are plenty more sonnets for students who wish to explore further: you may
like to recommend, for instance, ‘Since Brass Nor Stone’ or ‘Like As The Waves’.

That Time Of Year (Sonnet 73)

This sonnet occurs in the middle of a sequence2 of which many refer unambiguously to the young
man, sometimes stressing how much older the poet is; but as already noted, there is no internal
evidence for the identity or sex of the person addressed. Some commentators have seen in the
image of the ‘bare ruin’d choirs’ a reference not only to the autumnal trees but also to the ruined
monasteries which (after their Dissolution in 1538) must have been prominent features in the
landscape for over a generation by Shakespeare’s time. Not everyone however will agree with this
interpretation.

Notes:

Against: in expectation of

His: its (the possessive form its did not exist in 16th-century English, and ‘his’ was the usual form)
Let Me Not To The Marriage Of True Minds (Sonnet 116)

This is perhaps the most quoted of Shakespeare’s sonnets. The opening lines echo the demand
made at the beginning of the marriage service in the Church of England Prayer Book: ‘If any man
know any just cause or impediment why these two persons should not be joined together in holy
matrimony, ye are now to declare it’.

Note:

bark: ship

My Mistress’ Eyes Are Nothing Like The Sun (Sonnet 130)

Comparisons of the mistress’s brilliant eyes to the sun were commonplace, and the extravagant
praise of beauty is found in many sonnets of the period, including some of Shakespeare’s own:
students may well know ‘Shall I Compare Thee To A Summer’s Day?’ Sonnet 130 is a sustained
parody of the convention.

Notes:

reeks: is exhaled, breathed out (the word is less unpleasant than the modern sense, though it often
implies a fairly powerful smell)

any she belied by false compare: any woman falsified by exaggerated comparison

* The sequence of the sonnets is uncertain. The unauthorised publication in 1609 arranged them in the sequence which
is still the best known, though other arrangements have been tried. Some pairs and groups obviously belong together.
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Drayton: Since There’s No Help

Michael Drayton (1563-1631) wrote widely in many styles. As a young man he was a page in the
household of Sir Henry Goodere, and it is thought that his sonnet sequence was written in praise of
the young Anne Goodere. He is also known for his patriotic narrative poem ‘Agincourt’, with its
famous opening line ‘Fair stood the wind for France’, celebrating the victory of a previous age
(which was as resonant of past heroism as the Second World War of the last century has become
today).

Drayton’s sonnet-pattern here (which, rather strangely, few other poets have copied) is the one we
call Shakespearean (see above under Shakespeare)’ This form enables him to turn the whole poem
round with the couplet. Interestingly he also marks the beginning of the third quatrain with a strong
shift in direction, almost as if writing in octave/sestet form. You may however prefer to stress the
sonnet’s powerful colloquial opening and its rhetorical force!

Marlowe: The Passionate Shepherd To His Love

Christopher Marlowe (1564-1593) was both a poet and a playwright, and also a secret agent in the
pay of the Privy Council. His early death in a fight in a tavern in Deptford may have been the result
of a private quarrel but seems likely to be connected to his undercover work, since the man who
killed him received a free pardon. His seven plays include Doctor Faustus and The Jew of Malta
(an interesting comparison with The Merchant of Venice), and in the early 1590s he and
Shakespeare were responsible for extending and developing the use of the blank-verse line in
drama. This lyric shows a different gift.

‘The Passionate Shepherd’ is written in the pastoral tradition. Students do not need to delve into its
origins in Greek and Roman literature, but should be aware that it is an ancient convention. The
simplicity, beauty and purity of rural life are part of the convention, with lovers presented in the
personae of shepherds (pastores in Latin) and shepherdesses.

Notes:

prove: try out

kirtle: skirt

swains: young men

Raleigh: The Nymph’s Reply

Sir Walter Raleigh (1552?-1618) led a tempestuous life of court politics, warfare and exploration;
this adventurous career was interrupted in 1592 when he was imprisoned briefly by Elizabeth for
contracting a secret marriage with one of her ladies-in-waiting. On his release, further voyages and
military enterprises followed, until in 1603 under James I he was condemned to death for treason
on trumped-up charges, but reprieved. After twelve years in the Tower he was allowed to make one
further - and, as it turned out, disastrously unsuccessful - expedition to Guiana, during which he
was involved in fighting with the Spanish, contrary to the King’s policies. He was executed on his
return.

? Drayton’s sonnets antedate Shakespeare’s in publication, although the latter were in private circulation: the
attribution of the 3-quatrain / couplet pattern to Shakespeare is traditional.
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This poem is a satirical response to Marlowe’s lyric; interestingly, satire has often been a traditional
aspect of the pastoral convention, especially as the supposed purity of rural life can be seen as a
reproach to the corruptions of court or city. Raleigh’s mockery has a different target, and echoes
both the structure and content of Marlowe’s poem at every point.

Notes:

Philomel: the nightingale

gall: the traditional symbol of bitterness

date: end

Elizabeth I (attributed): On Monsieur’s Departure

Elizabeth I (1533-1601) was a highly educated, intelligent and subtle woman; she survived both the
execution of her mother Anne Boleyn for treason, and the reign of her Catholic half-sister Mary I,
to become a successful and long-lived monarch. Famous as ‘the virgin Queen’, she temporised
about marriage and entertained a number of possible suitors. One of these was Monsieur, the
brother of the French king (this title was traditional for the king’s nearest brother): although,
obviously, she did not marry him, the poem achieves that lamenting tone so characteristic of
disappointed love lyrics! The oppositions of loving and hating, freezing and burning, flying and
pursuing, etc, are conventional (and students may have met similar paradoxes in the early love of
Romeo for Rosaline).

Notes:

rue: regret

or...or: either ...or.
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Mostly Metaphysical Verse

The passionate, involved, intellectually wide-ranging poems of this period have delighted, puzzled
and alienated readers, both in their own times and later. One contemporary commentator observed
wryly that those who could work out the meaning were considered intellectuals themselves: “We
are thought wits, when ‘tis understood.” In the next century Samuel Johnson coined the term
‘metaphysical poets’ to represent the combination of physicality, philosophy and ingenuity which
characterise the poems of Donne, Herbert, Marvell, Vaughan, among others. ‘The violent yoking
together of opposites’ was his phrase for such combinations, and clearly not flatteringly intended,
but ‘metaphysical’ has become the accepted neutral term.

‘Concentration and a sinewy strength of style’, qualities ascribed to Donne by the late Helen
Gardner, could be extended to all the poets just named; and she goes on to describe the
quintessence of a metaphysical poem as ‘the vivid imagining of a moment of experience or of a
situation out of which the need to argue, or persuade, or define, arises.”’ Students are often
surprised - and sometimes worried - by the combination of powerful feeling, extensive reference
and demanding argument in these poems, but can find great satisfaction first in experiencing the
impact, then tracing the meaning and finally possessing the poem fully with both mind and
imagination. The rhetorical force of rhythm is also a key element, which can only be appreciated
when the poems are read aloud.

Marvell: To His Coy Mistress

Andrew Marvell (1621-78) was brought up in Hull, attended the Grammar School there and then
went to Cambridge. After a period of travelling in Europe during the 1640s, he returned to England
(and contributed some of his own work to Lovelace’s Lucasta). He then became a tutor to the
daughter of Fairfax, the Parliamentarian general and colleague of Cromwell who had refused to add
his signature to the king’s death warrant and had now retired to live in one or other of his great
houses in Yorkshire. In 1657 Marvell became Milton’s assistant in the Secretaryship for Foreign
Tongues and, a year later, walked beside him in Cromwell’s funeral procession. In 1660, the year
of the Restoration, he was elected to serve as the member for Hull in Parliament; here he was
probably responsible, among others, for Milton’s not being condemned to death.

The octosyllabic line became fashionable during this period (compare ‘The Exequy’) but Marvell is
notable for writing in hardly any other metre, and predominantly in couplets. This poem is one of
the most famous examples of the carpe diem (‘seize the day’) argument2 and many readers have
pointed out its logical structure: If.../ But.../ Therefore. Other ‘Metaphysical’ features are the range
of references and their unexpected combinations. The blend of passion, melancholy and irony
creates a flavour peculiar to this poem, but ‘The Garden’ (with its famous phrase ‘a green thought
in a green shade’) will introduce readers to a more purely philosophical Marvell.

Notes:

the tide / of Humber: the river that flows through Hull, represented by Marvell in Parliament

try: test, check; also (by implication) attack, penetrate

glow: one emendation of the early reading ‘glew’ meaning moisture; ‘dew’ is another possibility
slow-chapt: with slowly moving jaws

! Gardner, Helen, ed., Introduction, The Metaphysical Poets, London, Penguin Books, 1957
* Carpe diem, lit. ‘Pluck the day’: a brilliant, concrete image invented by the Roman poet Horace, urging us to make
use of our fleeting hours. It has been endlessly copied and repeated.
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Donne: The Sun Rising

John Donne (1572-1631) is the first of the poets generally termed ‘Metaphysical’. His earliest
poems must have been written in the 1590s, but the reference to the king in this one dates it as 1603
or later. The very different poem, the sonnet ‘Death be not proud’, is a strong contrast, and together
these two poems indicate something of Donne’s variety of subject and style.

Donne had a university and legal education. He took part in military and exploratory voyages, and
rejected the Catholic faith of his family by becoming a member of the Church of England. He was
appointed secretary to the Lord Keeper Sir Thomas Egerton - and then ruined his career in 1601 by
marrying secretly the niece of Lady Egerton, Ann More. He was dismissed when the marriage was
discovered, and Ann was deprived of her dowry; her father Sir George More had Donne imprisoned
in the Fleet Prison for several months. After this the couple lived in some financial difficulty for
over a dozen years, until Donne became a priest in the Church of England; his career in the Church
prospered, and he was Dean of St Paul’s from 1621 until his death ten years later. His poems were
collected and published in 1633, and he had a strong influence on the next generation of poets.

Donne had a reputation in his younger years both as a ‘great visiter of the ladies’ and as a writer of
powerful and intricate love poetry, but he was probably best known in his later life as a preacher.
Those readers who want to enjoy more of his brilliance, passion and complexity can be directed
towards ‘The Flea’, ‘A Valediction Forbidding Mourning’ and ‘The Apparition’ on the theme of
love. Among the religious poems are ‘At the Round Earth’s Imagined Corners’ and ‘A Hymne to
God the Father’, with its famous punning on Donne/done.

‘The Sunne Rising’ combines many of Donne’s most characteristic qualities - the bold colloquial
opening, the mixture of everyday images, topical allusions and learned references, the complex,
disciplined stanza that yet seems to break open with enjambements and caesuras - and the
overriding sense of triumph and celebration.

Notes:
The king will ride: James I was very fond of hunting

Both th’Indias of spice and mine: ie the East and West Indies, sources respectively of spices and
treasure

alchemy: alchemy, the attempt to find the mythical substance (‘the philosopher’s stone’) which
would transmute base metals to gold, is often used as an image of the false or deceptive

centre/sphere: the sun, like other heavenly bodies in the medieval cosmology which Donne uses,
resides in the centre of its revolving invisible sphere as it moves round the stationary earth

Death, Be Not Proud

This is the last in a short sequence of six sonnets meditating on death, judgement, heaven and hell
(the ‘four last things’ of Christian theology), and the closing lines recall the words of St Paul:
‘Death is swallowed up in victory’. Some readers will see the poem as the triumph of faith, some as
an ingenious but empty argument, some as a fine rhetorical flourish, full of resounding phrases and
images. Its form, like that of almost all Donne’s sonnets, is a mixture of the Italian and
Shakespearean forms - i.e. a two-rhyme octave followed by a quatrain and a couplet.
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Notes:

Rest of their bones: we have to understand ‘for’ or ‘to obtain’, before Rest
desperate men. (usually) suicides, since they are in despair

poppy: opiate drugs derived from the poppy were well known
swell st 1.e. with pride

we wake: we live, are awake

Herbert:Love

George Herbert (1593-1633) was educated at Westminster School and Cambridge, where he
became a Fellow of Trinity College at the early age of 21. As Public Orator — an official University
post — he attracted the attention of James 1, and for some time he led more of a courtier’s life than
a scholar’s. On the king’s death in 1625, however, his hopes of a permanent Court post vanished,
and he became — after considerable wrestling with his conscience — first a deacon and then a priest
in the Church of England. He spent his last three years as vicar of Bemerton, a village near
Salisbury.

Herbert’s poetry is all religious, frequently personal and often confessional. It conveys a strong
sense of dialogue, many of the poems either addressing God or recording an exchange; the
relationship between God and worshipper is not easy, as pains and complaints alternate with joyful
recognition. Students may like to pursue the theme with the dramatic, almost furious revolt of ‘The
Collar’, or compare Herbert’s ingenuity in ‘The Pearl’ with Donne’s, or contrast his use of the
dying flowers in ‘Life’ with Herrick’s ‘Daffodils’.

‘Love’ is the title of more than one of Herbert’s poems, but this one is the last in his major
collection The Temple. It assumes, of course, that the reader will be familiar with the image of the
feast offered to the sinful speaker by God, and will immediately recognise the doctrine that Christ
‘bore the blame’ for the sins of the world.

Note:
meat: food
Herrick: To Daffodils

Robert Herrick (1591-1674) was a country clergyman, though London-born, of whose personal life
little is known. He was educated at Cambridge, spent some years in the 1620s as chaplain to the
Duke of Buckingham, was in 1647 removed from his church and parish in Devon because of his
support for Charles I but was reinstalled in 1662, two years after the restoration of Charles II. In
1648 he published Hesperides, a collection of his poems ‘both humane and divine’, in which - as
his prefatory poem says - he writes ‘of Brooks, of Blossoms...of Youth, of Love...of Times Trans-
shifting...” His mode is lyrical and not metaphysical.

Many poems mourning the brief life of flowers go on to urge the reader to ‘seize the day’ and live
life to the full; Herrick’s own ‘Gather ye Rosebuds’ has become the best-known of these. ‘To
Daffodils’ however focuses only on transience and brevity. It is remarkable for the beautiful
intricacy of its stanza-form, beginning deceptively simply with an abcb quatrain: but it is
interesting to see where that ¢ rhyme is picked up, and how the whole feat is repeated perfectly in
the second stanza. The diction by contrast is very simple and much of the imagery traditional.
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Note:

evensong: the evening service of the Church of England

17" Century

Milton: Sonnet XVI

Milton (1608-1674) deliberately prepared himself by reading and study to be a great poet, an
occupation to which he felt he was called by God. After an education at St Paul’s School and
Cambridge, he lived at home for some years, then travelled in Italy (where he visited the blind and
disgraced Galileo) and began to make plans for writing a great epic on the subject of King Arthur.
His energies, however, were then absorbed by political disputes and pamphlet-writing in the period
immediately before the outbreak of civil war and, after the execution of Charles I in 1649, by his
appointment as Secretary for Foreign Tongues. This post involved translating correspondence
between the new Commonwealth and its European neighbours: such correspondence was of course
all carried out in Latin. Effectively Milton was engaged in a defence of the English Parliament’s
decision to execute the king.

His qualities as scholar, political controversialist and believer in the cause were unsurpassable, but
he had already lost the sight of one eye, and been warned that further intensive writing would
endanger the other. Characteristically he persisted, losing his sight entirely, postponing indefinitely
his long-held plan for a great work and, in 1660, seeing his hopes for a high-principled republic
completely defeated by the restoration of the monarchy. His books were burnt by the hangman and
he was lucky not to be hanged himself as an accomplice of the regicides. In disgrace and obscurity,
and entirely blind, he set about the completion of Paradise Lost, all of which had to be dictated.

In many ways Milton is an unattractive figure. His relationships with at least the first of his three
wives, and with two of his three daughters, were unhappy: he held high opinions of marriage in
theory but thought poorly of women, and his combination of learning and intelligence often make
him appear arrogant. Something, however, of his fierce internal battles, his faith in God and his
determination can be seen in this sonnet. Its long opening sentence famously occupies more than
the eight lines of the octave, and the use of pause, caesura, enjambement and - in the last line -
monosyllables can give readers some sense of Milton’s powers even in this short form.

Notes:

that one Talent: this is a reference to the parable of the talents in which three servants entrusted
with different sums of money in the absence of their lord are required to give an account of their
profits on his return. The one who has received the smallest sum - one talent, a silver Roman coin -
has simply buried it in the ground and returns it with no increase, unlike the others who have traded
successfully. This unprofitable servant is punished; his talent is removed and handed over to one
who will make better use of it. The traditional interpretation, that God requires us to use our natural
gifts, is underlined by the way in which the word ‘talent’ has developed its meaning (see Matthew
ch 25 vv 14-30)

prevent: anticipate, forestall

his mild yoke: Christ invites his disciples to take up his ‘easy yoke’ and follow him (Matthew ch
12, vv 29-30)
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wait: attend, stand in attendance on him
Vaughan: The World

Henry Vaughan (1622-95) was, like so many of the poets in this section, involved in ‘the sudden
eruption of these late civil warres’ as he puts it in a letter to his cousin, the biographer John Aubrey.
He and his twin brother Thomas both went to Jesus College, Oxford, but Henry left before taking a
degree, in order to study law in London. It was this study that was interrupted by the Civil Wars, in
which he fought as a Royalist. After studying medicine he practised as a doctor in his native
Brecknockshire, a region which he loved so much that he was known as ‘the Silurist’, a reference
to the ancient people the Silures who inhabited it.

Vaughan’s poetry uses a wide variety of stanza forms. The deceptively simple scheme of ‘The
World’ can be contrasted with the complexity of ‘Man’; it is also interesting to see how concrete
and detailed these poems are despite their resonantly abstract titles. In this poem the list of obsessed
characters is set against the opening and closing image of the Ring.

Notes:

Driven by the spheres: a reference to the theory of the geocentric universe where the spheres ‘drive’
the revolving systems of planets round the earth, thus creating time

Wit’s sour delights: the traditional ‘bitter sweetness’ of love expressed in verse and song

knots: ornamental ties of ribbon, including the conventional ‘love-knot’ shapes which like gloves
were often sent as lovers’ gifts

did nor stay nor go: was neither stationary nor moving

as free: as freely, i.e. as abundantly as they rained down

would not place one piece above: did not invest any of his hopes in Heaven. This and the following
line embody a reference to the exhortation of Jesus to his disciples: ‘Lay up for yourselves treasures
in heaven, where neither moth nor rust doth corrupt and where thieves do not break through and
steal’ (Matthew ch 6 v 20). The word ‘treasure’ in the first stanza would also alert the seventeenth-
century reader to this well-known text

pelf: money, material goods

Epicure: the philosophy of Epicurus is here misrepresented, the pursuit of sensual pleasure being
seen as the source of ultimate bliss

brave: splendidly showy, impressive

the Bridegroom: Christ is the bridegroom both of the Church and of the individual soul
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King: The Exequy

Henry King (1592-1669) was the son of a bishop of London - a bishop who had ordained Donne as
a priest in the Church of England. King went to Westminster School and then to Oxford and, like
Donne and Herbert, entered the church. He rose to be bishop of Chichester, was removed from his
bishopric during the Civil Wars of the 1640s but was reinstated after the Restoration in 1660.

‘The Exequy’ is King’s most famous poem, written after the death of his wife in 1624. They had
been married for seven years, during which she had given birth to six children; only two survived.
Ironists may like to note that King did in fact remarry six years later.

Notes:

calcine: burn to powder. The term is used in the alchemy of medieval and Renaissance times to
refer to the reduction and purification of metals by fire. Here of course King is comparing the fire
which will reduce the world to ashes on the Day of Judgement with the fever that has killed his
wife

Doomsday book: just as on the Day of Judgement each soul will be required to give an account of
good and bad deeds, so King imagines that the earth itself must keep and render up its own account

bottom: ship (literally the hull or even the hold of a ship, frequently used to stand for the ship itself)
van: the vanguard, the leading troops of a military attack
Lovelace: To Althea, From Prison

Richard Lovelace (1618-57) is often referred to as one of the ‘Cavalier poets’ - an allusion to his
support of Charles I. He fought in the ‘Bishops’ Wars’, the hostilities between Charles and the
Scots that immediately preceded the English Civil Wars, and indeed was imprisoned in 1642 for
presenting the Kentish Petition which demanded the reinstatement of the king to all his rights. ‘To
Althea’ was written during this period of imprisonment. Lovelace later went to France, but was
again imprisoned on his return, during which time he prepared his poems for the press, with the
title Lucasta. He was released after the execution of the king. By this time he had lost all his
fortune; Aubrey reports that he died ‘in a cellar in Long Acre’ (near Covent Garden), to which an
emissary from his friends ‘carried xxs. (twenty shillings, i.e. one pound) to him every Monday
morning...for many moneths’. He was, Aubrey adds, ‘an extraordinary handsome Man, but prowd’.

There is an interesting mixture in the poem of the personal and the political, and the four tightly
organized and patterned stanzas give us varying, if not rival, definitions of liberty. The opening two
lines of the last stanza have become almost proverbial, as have the closing lines of Lovelace’s other
best-known lyric, ‘To Lucasta, Going to the Warres’.

Notes:

wanton: move freely and carelessly (the word always carries, too, connotations of sexual frivolity
and sensuality)

no allaying Thames: no water to weaken [the wine]

committed: imprisoned (the linnet was a favourite caged bird)

UA007549 — GCE English Language and Language & Literature Poetry Anthology 55



18™ Century

Satire, ode and elegy, forms derived from classical Greek and Latin models, were interpreted in a
variety of ways by writers in the eighteenth century. They and their audience, on the whole a small
sophisticated elite, were apt to compare contemporary England with ancient Greece and Rome,
feeling that they shared values of harmony, proportion and reason. Poets throughout this period
produced translations and imitations of classical texts, attempting to create work in English that
both paid tribute to, and was not unworthy to stand beside, the heroic figures of Homer, Virgil,
Ovid or Horace.

To look back at the previous century, however, was to recall the horrors of civil war. Early
eighteenth-century writers frequently observed that ‘enthusiasm’ - by which they meant fanaticism
- was to be avoided, and moderation and control celebrated. They felt too that the poetry of that
earlier age was rough, crude and unpolished; consequently they prized smoothness and elegance.

Their readers were required to be not only quick-witted but highly educated, picking up allusions to
and imitations of classical poets; they were also expected to be in touch with the arts, the
fashionable world and current political events. Many of the original readers, indeed, were actively
involved in the politics of the day. Modern readers, therefore, need to become aware of the way in
which the political storms and anxieties of the early eighteenth century affected the work of Swift
and Pope and the contemporaries of them both (a varied group, since Swift was twenty years the
senior). The death of Queen Anne, the last of the ruling Stuarts, in 1714; the accession of the
German-speaking George I of Hanover; the attempt in 1715 of James the ‘Pretender’ to restore the
Stuarts, now Catholic, to the throne; the rival policies and plots of Whigs and Tories: these
turbulent events are easy to forget when we look at the elegant style of the period, but they had
violent and long-lasting effects, and the work of the satirists assumes that we recognise them.

Egerton in ‘The Emulation’ similarly assumes that we recognise her references to contemporary
legal and conventional restraints on women and to the Mosaic law on which they are founded. Gray
and Collins, writing in the mid-century, address audiences familiar both with the classical concepts
of ode and elegy and with the multiple references to pastoral convention or historical events.

Such assumptions make great demands on modern readers, particularly on younger ones, who may
feel tempted to conclude that this is a closed world. But the fiery brilliance of the satires, and the
gentler melancholy of pastoral and elegy, are worth the effort they demand.

Swift: Verses on the Death of Dr Swift

Jonathan Swift (1667-1745) will be familiar to students, if only as a name, as the author of
Gulliver’s Travels - which however they may imagine to be a children’s book. The passionate
disgust and horror embodied in the King of Brobdingnag’s rebuke to Gulliver about human beings
as ‘the most pernicious race of little odious vermin that nature ever suffered to crawl upon the face
of the earth’, or the bitter catalogue of reasons for going to war explained in A Voyage to the
Houyhnhnms - these present Swift, and satire, in their bleakest aspect.

Swift was born in Dublin into a Protestant family, originally from England. After taking a B.A.
degree at Trinity College, Dublin, he moved to England where, while acting as secretary to the
statesman and diplomat Sir William Temple, he met Esther Johnson, then a child of eight. His later
friendship and love for ‘Stella’ as he called her (‘star’ in Latin) were to last until her death forty
years later. In his twenties Swift took a further degree, became a priest in the Church of England
and held several official Church positions in Ireland; he travelled frequently between England and
Ireland and began to write and publish controversial and satirical work.
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During the early 1700s Swift met the 20-year-old Esther Vanhomrigh, or ‘Vanessa’ (a name for her
which he invented); this was another central relationship in his life, though it ended unhappily, with
Vanessa rewriting her will to exclude Swift. Meanwhile he became a Doctor of Divinity, wrote for
The Tatler, one of the earliest periodicals, and established himself as a political pamphleteer. In
1713 he was instituted Dean of St Patrick’s Cathedral, Dublin - a post which he regarded as exile
from England - and at about this time met Alexander Pope (see below) with whom he formed a
group of writers called the Scriblerus Club. Pope and Swift became friends and collaborators,
valuing each other’s critical views and publishing joint Miscellanies of their work. In 1726
Gulliver’s Travels was published, and in 1739 the first version of ‘Verses on the Death of Dr
Swift’.

Swift’s later years were spent in Ireland. The influence and closeness he had enjoyed with Queen
Anne’s Tory ministers in the earlier years of the century had vanished with the Hanoverian
succession in 1714 and the rise of the Whigs. He was also bitterly critical of English policies in
Ireland and their ruinous effect on the poor. In the early 1740s he experienced worse attacks of the
‘vertigo’ referred to in the verses, actually Meniere’s disease which produces deafness and
giddiness of a debilitating kind and from which he had suffered since his twenties. In 1742 he was
declared officially incapable of managing his own affairs, and lived on ‘of unsound mind’ until his
death in 1745.

Swift’s life was full of disappointments - in his career, his political allegiances and so far as we can
deduce in love. His writings often present a savage analysis of human nature. Yet he was a loyal
and generous friend - and is famous for having observed that despite his dislike of human beings in
general he loved individual human beings warmly. Something of his wit and his wry, perceptive
lack of illusion can be seen in this poem.

Notes:

vertigo: see above (pronounced with the stress on the second syllable)

talks them round: repeats his cycle of stories

a jade: a worthless mistress

Charles the Second: Swift was in his late teens when Charles II died

in tropes. in figures of speech

Howdye’s: messages asking How are you?

regimen: prescribed pattern of diet, medicine and activity or rest

passing-bell: the slow tolling of a single bell announcing a death

Grub Street wits: hack writers (Grub Street was the generic term, as Fleet Street became for the
Press)

the Drapier: referring to Swift’s satirical pieces written under the pseudonym of M.B.Drapier,
successfully attacking a scandalous project to flood the Irish economy with debased coinage

his case was nice: his condition was difficult to diagnose and treat
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Lady Suffolk: the Countess of Suffolk, a Bedchamber Woman (Lady-in-Waiting) to the Princess of
Wales

in the spleen: in a fit of depression - which however turns to laughter when she hears of Swift’s
death; the spleen was thought to be the seat of melancholy moods

the Queen: Caroline of Anspach, Princess of Wales, became Queen on the Prince’s accession as
George Il in 1727

the medals: Swift had asked for these instead of payment for a large supply of Irish linen which she
had requested him to buy for her, but she had never fulfilled her promise

Pope: see below, ‘Epistle to Dr Arbuthnot’
Gay: a member of the Scriblerus Club (see above), the author of ‘The Beggar’s Opera’

Arbuthnot: another member of the Scriblerus Club; physician (to Queen Anne, among others),
writer and Tory satirist; friend of both Swift and Pope; see ‘Epistle to Dr Arbuthnot’

St John: Henry St John, first Viscount Bolingbroke, a friend of both Swift and Pope, and a writer
and statesman. He had a stormy political career, ranging from senior positions in the early years of
the century to impeachment, exile and disastrous support for the Pretender in his attempt on the
throne in 1715. He was pardoned but not permitted to resume his seat in the Lords

in doleful dumps: in sorrow - but ‘dumps’ is almost always used in a mocking sense

trumps: in a card-game, the suit that can take any card of any other suit

the vole: winning all the tricks

bear the pall: walk beside or behind the coffin, carrying a corner of its ceremonial cover

quadrille: a card-game played with 40 cards

Apollo: Greek god of poetry and inspiration

Lintot: a major London bookseller

Duck Lane: the centre of second-hand bookselling

the pastry-cook’s: where like other rejected writings the books would be used for wrappings
Woolston: a ‘freethinking’ clergyman whose writings re-interpreted the miracles of Jesus as
allegorical rather than actual events; he was prosecuted for blasphemy, but Swift here imagines him
receiving a pension for his ‘tracts’ while Swift himself remained unpensioned

a mitre: the ceremonial headgear of a bishop - here, an appointment as a bishop

the Rose: a popular tavern in Drury Lane

Chartres: Francis Charteris, a notorious money-lender and gambler, dismissed from the army for

fraud, tried for rape at the age of 65 - and found guilty, but freed from prison through, it was said,
the influence of Walpole. The latter was effectively Prime Minister (though this was not a title yet
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in use) and was inordinately proud of his decoration, the Order of the Garter, which he was the first
commoner to receive since the Restoration sixty years before

beaux: models of beauty

Horace: the Roman poet; his images and forms have influenced centuries of European writers
a house for fools and mad: Swift’s major legacy was indeed to found a hospital for the insane
wanted: lacked, needed

Gray: Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard

Thomas Gray (1716-71) was the fifth and only surviving child of the twelve born to Dorothy and
Philip Gray; his childhood must have been touched by those frequent deaths - and blighted by the
violent brutality of his father towards his mother. Sent at an early age to Eton (where two of his
uncles were masters) he was to look back on his school years with affection and nostalgia. He made
several friends who had a lasting effect on his life. One, Horace Walpole (son of the great Sir
Robert Walpole so satirised by Pope and Swift and later, of course, author of The Castle of
Otranto) invited Gray to accompany him on the ‘Grand Tour’ of Europe that was so fashionable a
part of a rich young man’s education. Gray was not rich; when he and Walpole quarrelled in Venice
he had to borrow money to be able to survive for the time it took for his family to send him the fare
home. More important emotionally than Walpole was Richard West, who died of TB at the age of
26, and for whom Gray mourned deeply. It is often said that this loss was a partial cause of his
melancholy outlook, and perhaps informed the spirit of the ‘Elegy’, which he began soon after
West’s death and completed half a dozen years later.

Gray’s life after Eton was spent largely in Cambridge (though he never practised the profession of
the law for which he half-heartedly studied) with summers, after his father’s death, in the
Buckinghamshire village of Stoke Poges, where his mother had gone to live with her sisters. He
also made protracted visits to the homes of friends up and down the country. He read, studied and
translated the poetry and prose of the Greek and Roman poets he admired; he walked and observed;
he lived a protected and reclusive life; he rejected the Poet Laureateship when it was offered to
him, and generally seemed reluctant to publish. The ‘Elegy’ was printed only after it had circulated
among so many of his friends in manuscript that an unauthorised edition was about to be issued; it
was immediately popular and has been quoted and plundered ever since.

It is generally supposed that the churchyard of the title is Stoke Poges; but there is no proof of this,
and it does not matter. An elegy is usually a lament in verse for the death of a particular person -
like Milton’s ‘Lycidas’ (whose lines and phrases certainly influenced Gray); but this ‘Elegy’ names
no-one. Indeed it gives so strong a sense of impersonality that readers have been divided about the
identity of the Youth at the end of the poem, though for many there is an unmistakeable clue in the
reference to one who ‘in these lines’ relates the story of the dead villagers. More important than any
of these sources and conjectures are the qualities of the quatrains themselves - the immaculate
rhymes, the varied run-on and end-stopped lines, the haunting persistent melancholy tone. Some
students will find the melancholy mawkish, and some will be enthralled; some, like many readers
in the past two-and-a-half centuries, will feel a selective admiration.

Notes:
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curfew: church bell rung in the evening'

Hampden: John Hampden of Buckinghamshire (1594-1643) had in 1637 brought a case in the
Court of the Exchequer against Charles I’s imposition of fresh taxes; he failed, but became a
proverbial hero

Science: knowledge, learning

Pope: Epistle to Dr Arbuthnot

Alexander Pope (1688-1744) belonged to a Catholic family at a time when this was a difficult, even
dangerous, allegiance. In 1689, one year after the enforced abdication of the Catholic James II and
the accession of the Protestant William and Mary, Catholics were forbidden to live within ten miles
of the City of London or Westminster. Pope’s family moved twice before he was ten, further from
London each time, and they, like other Catholics, were subjected to a wide range of discriminatory
and disabling measures: Catholics could not run educational establishments, inherit property, buy
land, hold official posts or vote. They had to pay double taxes, and were constantly suspected of
treasonable intentions. No Catholic could attend University.

Pope’s disabilities were not only social or official. As a child he had contracted a form of
tuberculosis which left him abnormally short and with a permanently curved spine. He suffered ill
health throughout his life, and was mocked for his ugly appearance: there is a story (unconfirmed)
that he proposed to the brilliant and beautiful Lady Mary Wortley Montague and that she roared
with laughter as she refused him. He was never able to visit the cities or landscapes of Europe
whose culture so delighted him; but he enjoyed many visits to the great houses and estates of his
wealthy patrons, and famously designed and had built a ‘grotto’ in the grounds of his (rented) villa
in Twickenham. Here he lived - with, until her death, his widowed mother - and it was here that he
died at the age of 56.

Despite his poor health and status Pope acquired enough education to become a learned and
polished writer, to compose Imitations of the Roman poet Horace, to translate from Greek Homer’s
lliad and Odyssey and to produce one of the earliest critical editions of Shakespeare. He became the
associate and friend of many influential literary and political figures, joined Swift, Arbuthnot and
Gay as a member of the Scriblerus Club but, unlike Swift, did not ally himself firmly to one
political party. He did, however, compose sufficiently biting satires to make enemies - whom he
brilliantly pilloried in his mock-epic 7he Dunciad - and created enough of a reputation as the
leading poet of the day to acquire imitators and flatterers.

Pope may be entirely unknown to many students, or known only for a few much-quoted lines or the
- frequently misquoted - phrase ‘a little learning’. His earlier mock-epic Rape of the Lock will
delight those readers who have begun to appreciate the silken venom of his style. Students may also
respond to some of those lines from the Essay on Criticism that describe and enact sound, rhythm
and speed: ‘And ten low words oft creep in one dull line’.

As for the “Epistle’, it was a classical tradition to write verse letters, ostensibly to friends, in which
the poet as satirist would attack both general and specific targets of his day, sometimes presenting
himself as a shocked observer of vice, sometimes as a wounded moralist. Horace is the model for a
number of Pope’s epistles, including this one; in it Pope describes with splendid dramatic irritation
the problems of fame, satire and poetry, defends his ‘father, mother, soul and muse’ - and pays off
old scores with vituperative brilliance.

'Lit.“cover fire’ (courve-feu), probably originally a warning to put out candles, fires, etc, to avoid overnight disasters;
but the tradition that the curfew was a national house-arrest instituted by William the Conqueror ‘rests on no known
evidence’ (OED).

60 UA007549 — GCE English Language and Language & Literature Poetry Anthology



Notes:

NB: It is not expected that students will become familiar with all the following references,
especially those to obscure poets and pamphleteers who might well be forgotten had Pope not
mentioned them. The crucial point is to perceive how topical and precisely addressed is the content
of the poem; it will then be interesting to discuss the question of whether, how, and where the
brilliance of the wit compensates for our limited understanding of some of the targets or
circumstances.

Dr Arbuthnot: physician, writer and Tory satirist, John Arbuthnot was introduced by Swift to Pope
in 1713. The three men remained friends for the rest of their joint lives, and both Pope and Swift
valued Arbuthnot highly. ‘There does not live a better man’, wrote Swift, while Pope observed that
Arbuthnot was the best possible doctor ‘for one that is ill, and an even better doctor for one that is
well’. In the ‘Epistle’ Pope is paying tribute to Arbuthnot for all his medical care of the poet over
the years. Arbuthnot was dying while Pope was working on the poem; he lived to see it, but died
soon after it was published.

good John: a conventional reference to a servant (in fact Pope had John Serle, who also looked
after his garden)

the Dog-star: Sirius, in the constellation Orion. It becomes prominent in the hot month of August
(the ‘dog-days’) and is traditionally associated with irrational heat-crazed behaviour

Bedlam: a corruption of Bethlehem, the name of the hospital for lunatics
Parnassus: home of the Muses, hence a shorthand for would-be writers

my grot: Pope’s grotto at Twickenham, reached via a tunnel built under the road that ran across his
grounds, and the focus of much thought and design

chariot: a light carriage

barge: Pope travelled from Twickenham (then a Thames-side village) to London by boat
the Mint: a refuge for debtors, so called because it had been a mint in Tudor times
engross: calculate

Cornus: ‘horn’ in Latin: the name suggests the horns of the cuckold (deceived husband)

The world had wanted many an idle song: without Arbuthnot’s medical skill, the world would
have missed much of Pope’s work

drop or nostrum: medical prescriptions

sped: ruined, done for

high in Drury Lane: in a garret in this disreputable area

Zephyrs: the classical term for soft spring breezes

a Prologue: if written by a famous poet, the prologue would help to sell the piece

Pitholeon: ‘a foolish poet at Rhodes, who pretended to Greek’ adds a footnote in an early edition,
clearly intended to irritate the scholar who might think he was meant (and at least two were
possible)
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his Grace: the title of a Duke, whose patronage would be important for a struggling writer

Curll: a notorious bookseller who published scandalous and sometimes pornographic material; he
was known for issuing unauthorised and, particularly, private papers such as letters not intended for
publication

turn Divine: become a clergyman

sues: begs for help

Your interest, Sir, with Lintot: the hopeful author asks Pope to recommend his work to the publisher
and bookseller Lintot

go snacks. share the profits

Midas.: after the (more famous) episode of the ‘golden touch’, Midas - now cured - judged a
musical contest between Pan, god of goatherds, and Apollo, god of music and poetry. He rashly
awarded the prize to Pan and was punished by Apollo with ass’s ears. Though wearing a turban, he
gave the secret away to his barber or his Queen (in another version of the legend) - who, equally
unable to keep the secret, whispered it to the reeds on the river-bank, with the result that the news
was soon known everywhere.

Good friend forbear! you deal...etc: The previous dialogue having been between the poet and his
visitors and correspondents, Arbuthnot is now imagined as warning Pope to be more prudent

Dunciad: Pope’s long mock-epic, the first version of which was currently in print; in it Pope
ridiculed many writers and critics with brilliant and unforgiveable ruthlessness

Codrus: a poet mocked in antiquity - and here, applicable to any ludicrous writer at whom
everyone is currently laughing

Pit, Box and Gallery: all the areas of the theatre
Parnassian sneer: the self-satisfied scorn of one who thinks himself a poet

Colley: Colley Cibber, comic actor and dramatist; Poet Laureate; constantly mocked by Pope - here
for having both a patron and a mistress - and finally ‘enthroned’ in The Dunciad

Henley: an open-air preacher who addressed a sermon to the butchers one Easter Sunday
Moor: James Moor Smythe, a free-mason who had had a literary quarrel with Pope
Bavius: a minor Roman poet who was the enemy of Horace and Virgil

Philips: Ambrose Philips, a minor poet and early rival of Pope, immortalised by Swift and Pope as
Namby-Pamby, a term for a feeble person which entered the language

Sappho: Pope’s code for Lady Mary Wortley Montague, whom he had attacked in several poems
after their quarrel; the name of Sappho - the Greek poet whose works have survived only in
fragmentary form - is often used at this period to indicate simply a female writer, not usually
Lesbian
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I am twice as tall: Arbuthnot is imagined as warning the vulnerable Pope not to risk physical
assault by making such powerful enemies

Grubstreet: hack writers (whose patronage and support Pope does not wish for)

Subscribe: authors often asked friends and patrons to pay for copies of their books in advance or to
promise to buy a set number, once published

like Horace: the great Roman poet actually refers to his cough in one satire!

Ammon’s great son: Alexander the Great - noted only as tilting his head habitually to one side

Ovid: Roman poet and satirist (his Metamorphoses tell many tales of gods and heroes)

Maro: the second name of the Roman poet Virgil

in numbers: in verse

Granville, Walsh, etc: mostly minor poets, patrons and politicians, who had known Dryden in the
previous century and who encouraged Pope’s early work; Swift and the Restoration dramatist
Congreve are the only ones to have survived for most modern readers

mitred Rochester: Atterbury, Bishop of Rochester, was imprisoned in the Tower for his sympathy
with the cause of the Pretender, before being tried and banished; Pope appeared as a witness in his

defence

St John: Henry St John, first Viscount Bolingbroke, the friend of both Swift and Pope: see notes to
‘Verses on the Death of Dr Swift’

Dryden: John Dryden (1631-1700), the most influential poet of the later 17th century, whose
development of the heroic couplet had a crucial influence on the next generation of poets; Pope
respected him profoundly, and claimed to have seen him once (though he was only twelve when
Dryden died)

Burnets, etc: writers who had antagonised Pope and whom he had in turn satirised in The Dunciad

Fanny: a reference to Lord Hervey; see below on Sporus

Gildon, Dennis: further enemies; Dennis had published attacks on Pope including the phrase ‘as
stupid and as venomous as a hunchback’d toad’

kissed the rod: accepted criticism gratefully (originally a Biblical phrase denoting acceptance of
God’s punishments)

sprig of Laurel: the classical coronet of the successful poet

slashing Bentley: Richard Bentley, a distinguished classical scholar who had criticised Pope’s
translation of Homer; he had also prepared a heavily cut version of Milton’s Paradise Lost on the
principle that the blind Milton’s scribe must have interpolated inappropriate passages

Theobalds (pronounced Tibbalds): Lewis Theobald, a scholar who produced a rival edition of
Shakespeare’s plays and was critical of Pope’s edition; he was the chief Dunce in The Dunciad

until Pope replaced him by Colley Cibber in the final version
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a Persian tale: a reference to Persian Tales by Ambrose (‘Namby-Pamby’) Philips
fustian: pompous writing especially of a rhetorical or poetic kind

Tate: Nahum Tate, the poet who preceded Cibber as Laureate; he rewrote King Lear with a happy
ending, in a version which lasted in the theatre until the early 19th century

Addison: Joseph Addison (1672-1719), critic, poet and essayist; famous for his role in founding the
periodicals The Tatler and The Spectator: the next section of the poem about Atticus is a portrait of

him

like the Turk: it was said that Turkish and other Muslim rulers murdered their brothers on
succeeding to power, in order to prevent rivalry

Cato: as well as being the name of an influential statesman of ancient Rome, this was also the name
of Addison’s tragedy about him, for which Pope had written the Prologue

rubric: red letters, such as the printer used on title pages and on posters advertising new
publications

claps: posters

Asian monarchs: renowned for living secluded in their palaces, away from the people

great George: George II, who received an annual ode from the current Poet Laureate
daggled: trailed through the mud

Bufo: a toad in Latin; a term chosen to represent a patron who expects flattery from all sides
Puff’d by every quill: praised/inflated by every pen

Castalian: Castalia was a fountain on Parnassus, sacred to Apollo and the Muses
Pindar...without a head.: it was fashionable to collect fragments of antique statuary

his seat: his great house and its grounds

He helped to bury, etc: Pope’s original footnote observes that after living in poverty Dryden ‘had a
magnificent funeral bestow’d upon him by the contribution of several Persons of Quality’

Gay: the author of the libretto of The Beggar’s Opera; Pope wrote his epitaph, and the Duke of
Queensberry - who had been Gay’s patron - paid for his monument in Westminster Abbey

prating Balbus: suggestive of ‘a babbler’; Pope gave a specific name in one manuscript, but
changed his mind

Sir Will or Bubo: Sir William Yonge and Bubb Dodington, both notorious for corruption and
pretentiousness
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the Dean...silver bell: a reference to the ‘Epistle to Burlington’ in which Pope had satirically
described ‘Timon’s villa’ - an imaginary great house, the epitome of poor taste and behaviour; the
bell and the Dean appeared in a passage about insincere religious observance

Cannons: a real garden (belonging to the Earl of Carnarvon, later Duke of Chandos) which some
critics declared was the model for ‘Timon’s villa’; Pope’s point in this couplet is that readers
misidentify his supposed targets

Sporus: a name taken from the Roman historian Suetonius’s description of a hermaphrodite, or
possibly homosexual, character and applied here to John, Baron Hervey. Lord Hervey had earlier
been a friend of Pope, but the friendship had already cooled when Hervey collaborated with Lady
Mary Wortley Montagu in publishing an attack on Pope. This was in answer to Pope’s notorious
couplet about Lady Mary as ‘Sappho’ whose admirers must suffer

From furious Sappho scarce a milder fate -
Pox’d by her love, or libell’d by her hate.

Further exchanges followed, of which this passage about Sporus is the most famous.
a wheel: the rack on which a victim of torture is stretched until crippled or killed

Eve...Toad, etc: Satan in Paradise Lost whispers into the ear of the sleeping Eve; Hervey was a
trusted and powerful confidant of Queen Caroline

Eve’s tempter thus, etc: a long tradition, also followed by medieval Christian artists, showed the
snake in Eden with an angelic or female head

Japhet in a jail: Japhet Crook was sentenced to life imprisonment for forgery; he also had to stand
in the pillory, have his nose slit and his ears cut off

Knight of the post: a corrupt informer who dealt in false evidence
this man...this satirist: i.e. Pope himself, here presented as generous to a fault

Welsted’s lie: Leonard Welsted had had a long-running battle with Pope, criticising his work and
insulting his humble origins; Pope had in revenge included him in The Dunciad

To please a mistress, etc: Pope suggests that he might have revealed the identity of this critic’s
mistress, had he been ungenerous enough

Budgell: Eustace Budgell was a minor writer who claimed that Pope had attacked him in the
periodical The Grub-Street Journal (periodicals did not name their writers); Budgell was reputed to
be involved in a forged will

the two Curls: Curl the town publisher and (it is supposed ) Sporus as the Curl of the court

a sin to call our neighbour fool: in rebuking anger, Jesus warns his followers that ‘whoever shall
say ‘‘“Thou fool’’ shall be in danger of hell fire’ (Matthew ch. 5 v. 22)

James Moor: Moor Smythe had joined with Welsted in some of the insulting verse about Pope’s
family
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Bestia: a Roman consul notorious for avarice, rewarded by the state for negotiating a shameful
treaty with Rome’s enemies; there may be a reference here to Churchill, Duke of Marlborough and
to his military victories, favour from ‘the Throne’ and personal meanness

as when he served a Queen: Arbuthnot had been physician to the late Queen Anne
Egerton: The Emulation

Sarah Egerton (?1669-1722) belongs to Swift’s generation rather than Pope’s, and her heroic
couplets are clearly influenced by Dryden’s. Noticeable here are the alexandrine (6-beat line) at
line 26 and the triplet a few lines later, features which are very Drydenesque. She turns this
metrical weapon, so fashionable among male satirists, on men and their immemorial injustice to
women.

Notes:
Pentateuch: the first five books of the Old Testament, traditionally ascribed to Moses
Pretend: here with its earlier sense of ‘claim’ (though ‘falsely claim’ is clearly implied)

priests of old: i.e. Roman Catholic priests; the following lines contrast ritual and secrecy with
Protestant ‘freedom’ to read and ‘explain’ the Bible (which however does not profit women)

ten celestial females: the nine Muses with the addition of Athena (goddess of wisdom)
two gods: Apollo (poetry, music) and Dionysos (inspiration)
Collins: Ode to Evening

William Collins (1721-59) was educated at Winchester and Oxford, but details of his life are thin.
He began writing early, and was still at university when his ‘Persian Eclogues’ were published. A
series of four formal pieces on pastoral themes, presented (in an elaborate fantasy) as ‘translations’
from Persian which had fallen into the poet’s hands by way of ‘a Merchant’, they were revised later
and reprinted as ‘Oriental Eclogues’. After leaving university, Collins found it difficult to acquire a
patron and, at different times, considered entering the Church (for which an eighteenth-century
university career would have qualified him) as a curate or as an Army chaplain. Various small
legacies kept him afloat until a larger one from his uncle enabled him to live more comfortably; he
began to plan a History of the Revival of Learning, a huge project which would have involved
much scholarly study of the Italian Renaissance. The plan was never realised, and during the last
ten years of his relatively short life Collins seems to have suffered from a recurrent mental illness,
at times being confined to a ‘madhouse’ and dying before the age of forty.

Collins published his Odes in 1746, and ‘To Evening’ was published separately in 1748 in an
anthology, which also included work by Gray and Samuel Johnson. It was during this period that
Gray was working on the ‘Elegy’, and it seems likely that he was influenced at some points by ‘To
Evening’. The ode in English is a development and reflection of Greek and Latin models, often
allowing greater variation in line-length than other English forms. Collins’s metre here however is
relatively simple, two five-beat lines followed by two three-beat, and - just as in classical verse -
there is no rhyme. Classical figures such as Nymphs and Hours, combined with the Elves of
traditional English folklore, decorate a native landscape of ‘hamlets brown and dim-discovered
spires’, while the speaker contemplates the alternative refuges of the then fashionable ruin or the
more utilitarian hut. It is interesting to see the poet as if poised between Pope’s grotto and
Wordsworth’s sheepfold!
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Notes:
oaten stop...pastoral song: the shepherd of the pastoral tradition, whether praising rural innocence
or celebrating love, plays a pipe made of a reed or oat-stalk (we are not meant to enquire how so

fragile a material can also accommodate the ‘stops’ of a more sophisticated instrument)

Nymph: originally a half-divine being living in woods, lakes, mountains, etc, the nymph here
personifies Evening, rather like a goddess; later in the poem the more usual sense occurs

brede: embroidery
numbers: metres (and often used as a synonym for verse)

folding-star: Venus, the Evening Star, so called because it appears prominently in the evening sky
and is thus a signal to shepherds to ‘fold’ their sheep

Hours...Pleasures: often shown in painting and sculpture as attendant on gods
car: chariot

awful: solemn and imposing

Fancy: imagination, especially the creative power of poets and artists

Science: knowledge, study (like the other qualities, suitable to occupy the evening hours)

UA007549 — GCE English Language and Language & Literature Poetry Anthology 67



Approaches

The following exercises are merely suggestions, and some will be more useful than others. The
teaching of poetry remains, and should remain, a personal thing: it is your love of and enthusiasm
for the words, images and patterns of the poems you read together that will most help your students
to share them. Such enthusiasm once generated in a student is more communicative than any
technical knowledge: it is the stuff of which a life-long love of poetry is made, and it will remain to
enrich the reader’s life long after examinations and their tensions have faded into the past. This is
your gift to the students you teach.

There are opposite dangers for novice readers of poetry. One is to discount all technical aspects as
empty trickery and to focus only on ‘soft meaning’. The other is to be obsessed by techniques and
to ‘analyse’ a poem in terms of its features with no regard for its resonance. Somehow we have to
help students to see that a poem has both meaning and form - and that the two are interdependent,
indeed inseparable.

Sometimes the best method to introduce and to study a poem, or group of poems, is simply to read
and discuss, and whether you prefer to organise such discussion as a whole-class activity or in
small groups will depend on the size of your class and its make-up. With some distant or densely-
textured poems the teacher has to be prepared to do a good deal of input: students can’t be expected
to grasp everything for themselves about poems which have teased generations of experienced
readers. But it is surprising how much they can accomplish in discussion, given a little guidance,
confidence and time.

Sometimes you will prefer to use a range of other activities, and some of those that follow may help
you. They do not pretend to cover all the possibilities, nor do they attempt to deal with every poem
in the anthology. Some have photocopiable ‘Student Tasks’ while others are simply starting-points.
They can, obviously, be adapted - or ignored. Pick and choose.
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Part One: 1770 onwards

Exercises 1 and 2: Cutting up and re-assembling

Two pairs of poems which may be approached in this way are ‘London’ and ‘Upon Westminster
Bridge’, and ‘O My Love’s like a Red Red Rose’” and ‘How do I Love Thee’.

‘London’ and ‘Upon Westminster Bridge’ are less than a decade apart, and both poets are looking
at the same city - but Blake as one who knows the city well, Wordsworth as an outsider. The love
poems are further apart in time, and have the added interest of being by a man and a woman
respectively; vows of fidelity are common to both, but the tone is widely different.

If your students already know one of the poems, try the other pair!

Simply photocopy one of the pairs of poems as printed on the following pages and cut an
appropriate number of copies up into lines. Give groups of students the mixed lines to reassemble
into two poems, asking - as in any exercise - for full justification and for comments on the qualities

they have discovered.

At the end, groups will report back, comparing their versions and their discoveries.
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STUDENT TASK

The individual lines of two separate poems have been jumbled together and your task is to re-
compose the lines into the two poems, in as appropriate an order as you can manage. You should
pay attention to content, tone and sentence structure as well as to rhythm and rhyme. As you work,
you will become aware of the atmosphere and emphasis of the two poems. Be prepared to justify
your decisions and to comment on the qualities you find. The two poems are both about a city.

I wander thro’ each chartered street
Near where the chartered Thames doth flow
And mark in every face I meet

Marks of weakness, marks of woe

In every cry of every man

In every infant’s cry of fear

In every voice, in every ban

The mind-forged manacles I hear
How the chimney-sweeper’s cry
Every blackening church appals

And how the hapless soldier’s sigh
Runs in blood down palace walls

But most thro’ midnight streets I hear
How the youthful harlot’s curse
Blasts the new-born infant’s tear

And blights with plagues the marriage-hearse

Earth hath not anything to show more fair
Dull would he be of soul who could pass by
A sight so touching in its majesty

This city now doth like a garment wear

The beauty of the morning; silent, bare

Ships, towers, domes, theatres and temples lie
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Open unto the fields and to the sky

All bright and glittering in the smokeless air
Never did sun more beautifully steep

In his first splendour valley, rock or hill
Ne’er saw [, never felt, a calm so deep

The river glideth at his own sweet will

Dear God! the very houses seem asleep

And all that mighty heart is lying still
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STUDENT TASK

The individual lines of two separate poems have been jumbled together and your task is to re-
compose the lines into the two poems, in as appropriate an order as you can manage. You should
pay attention to content, tone and sentence structure as well as to thythm and rhyme. As you work,
you will become aware of the atmosphere and emphasis of the two poems. Be prepared to justify
your decisions and to comment on the qualities you find. The two poems are both about love.

O my love’s like a red red rose
That’s newly sprung in June

O my love’s like the melody
That’s sweetly played in tune

As fair art thou, my bonnie lass,
So deep in love am |

And I will love thee still, my dear
Till all the seas gang dry

Till all the seas gang dry, my dear
And the rocks melt wi’ the sun
And I will love thee still, my dear
While the sands o’ life shall run
And fare thee well my only love
And fare thee well a while

And I will come again my love

Though it were ten thousand mile

How do I love thee? Let me count the ways

I love thee to the depth and breadth and height
My soul can reach, when feeling out of sight
For the ends of being and ideal grace

I love thee to the level of every day’s
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Most quiet need, by sun and candle-light

I love thee freely, as men strive for right

I love thee purely, as they turn from praise

I love thee with the passion put to use

In my old griefs, and with my childhood’s faith
I love thee with a love I seemed to lose

With my lost saints - I love thee with the breath
Smiles, tears, of all my life! - and if God choose

I shall but love thee better after death
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Exercise 2: Guided discussion

You may prefer simply to have the two poems studied together in discussion, letting students
discover their qualities by looking at phrases, imagery and development. Again, this activity can be
given to small groups, to report back and compare findings.

Prompts which you may like to use could include

the visual images in ‘London’ and ‘Upon Westminster Bridge’
the role of the river and the buildings in the two poems

the presence/absence of human figures

the static or moving focus of the poem

particularly powerful or unexpected choices of individual words
the impact of the last line

For the love poems these prompts could include

the effects of repetition in the two poems

their different ‘voices’ - one more like a song, one more like a reasoned analysis
their very different imagery

their form and structure - the use of ballad and sonnet

the concept of eternity which closes both poems
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Exercise 3. Reconstruct a sonnet

This activity can be used in connection with either part of the anthology.

The exercise is best done with access to computers, but paper and pencil can be used instead. Each
student is given a copy (on screen or printed) of a sonnet which they have not met before. The verse
lines however have been removed, the initial capitals converted to lower case and the gaps closed

up: the whole thing therefore reads like a short prose paragraph. Students then re-convert it,
explaining and justifying their procedure. Clearly what emerges from this is the strict structure of
metre and rhyme, but also the running on of lines, the continuity of sentences and ideas and overall

the almost contrapuntal effects of form and meaning.

The exercise can be adapted for work in pairs, causing students to persuade each other and to share

discoveries.
Some possible ‘candidates’ for this process are:

Spenser - Of this World’s Theatre
Sidney - With How Sad Steps

Shakespeare - Not Marble, Nor The Brazen Monuments

Donne - At the Round World’s Imagin’d Corners
Wordsworth - It Is a Beauteous Evening

Keats - Oft Have I Travell’d in the Realms of Gold

Brooke - Clouds
cummings - except of course god

Auden — Who’s Who (also entitled A Shilling Life)

Barker - To My Mother
Daryush - Still-Life

- and many more. Here is one example, Rossetti’s ‘I Wish I Could Remember’: it can simply be
photocopied, or if you have the necessary technology you can allow the students to access it on

computer screens.

NB The introductory instruction deliberately does not say that this is a sonnet, so that you can let

the students discover this if you wish.
I Wish I Could Remember - correctly set out

I wish I could remember that first day,

First hour, first moment of your meeting me,
If bright or dim the season: it might be
Summer or winter for aught I can say,

So unrecorded did it slip away,

So blind was I to see and to foresee,

So dull to mark the budding of my tree

That would not blossom yet for many a May.
If only I could recollect it, such

A day of days! I let it come and go

As traceless as a thaw of bygone snow.

It seemed to mean so little, meant so much;
If only now I could recall that touch,

First touch of hand in hand — did one but know!
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STUDENT TASK
Reconstruction

I Wish I Could Remember

This poem has been reprinted as a paragraph of prose and your task is to re-organise it into verse
lines. When you have finished, you should explain what has influenced your decisions about how
to divide and structure the poem, and add some comments about anything you feel you have
discovered.

I wish I could remember that first day, first hour, first moment of your meeting me, if bright or dim
the season: it might be summer or winter for aught I can say, so unrecorded did it slip away, so
blind was I to see and to foresee, so dull to mark the budding of my tree that would not blossom yet
for many a May. If only I could recollect it, such a day of days! I let it come and go as traceless as a
thaw of bygone snow. It seemed to mean so little, meant so much; if only now I could recall that
touch, first touch of hand in hand - did one but know!
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Exercise 4. Research, Discovery and Presentation

Much depends here on the time at your disposal; it is never enough for all the ideas you have as
well as for the material you must cover. It should be emphasised too that this is not a matter of
gathering a heavy body of historical and cultural knowledge. However if there is time it is
stimulating for students to carry out a little investigation for the class, and so to realise for
themselves the context in which the poems exist.

You may like to give particular students or pairs of students areas to explore. These could be:

periods - the background to the Romantic poets
key figures - information about the Brownings
forms - what is a dramatic monologue? etc

Reporting back to their peers gives value to students’ private studies, and strengthens their sense of
what they can contribute to the class.If they present their findings orally from brief notes or bullet
points they will be more interesting and intelligible than if they read from scripts; and if they also
have photocopiable and/or word-processed summaries to give out afterwards, other students will be
able to listen actively and also have something to take away.

Such research and presentation activities can also, where appropriate, contribute to the Key Skills
of Communication, Improving own Learning and Working with Others.
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Exercise 5. Themes and Images in ‘To Autumn’

These very simple suggestions may be used with pairs, with small groups of students or as a basis
for whole-class discussion. You may like to use just one or two of them, or distribute all four to
different groups in the class.

a) Take a significant noun from the first line of each stanza and consider how it is sustained and
developed through that stanza:

Stanza 1: Fruit (shapes and substance as well as names of fruits)
Stanza 2: Store (processes as well as places and crops)

Stanza 3: Songs (sounds and sources)

b) Look at the use of all the senses throughout the poem, both explicitly and implicitly, and
consider whether some predominate.

c¢) Decide whether you agree with those readers who see a progression of time through the poem,
from morning to evening and from early to late autumn.

d) A student once said of the poem that it is ‘immensely generous, full of gestures of giving and
receiving’. Consider the poem in this light.
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Exercise 6. Unravelling a Secret in ‘My Last Duchess’

Some poems contain a mystery. We need to be careful here since - as we all know - students easily
fall into a way of thinking that poetry is a code which necessarily conceals the true meaning,
cunningly disguised by the poet. But there is a mystery in ‘My Last Duchess’ and the following
outline is one way of unravelling it. Students can be set to answer the questions individually in
advance, individually in class before comparing their responses with each other, or in pairs / groups
in class, whichever you prefer.

It is always interesting for students to justify their findings in comparing them with each other - and

arguing, as they sometimes do quite fiercely, over whether the Duchess simply died from ‘a broken
heart’ because of the Duke’s contemptuous tyranny, or whether she was murdered.
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STUDENT TASK

‘My Last Duchess’

1. Who is the speaker, and who is the person listening?

2. Where are they, as exactly as you can work out?

3. What are they looking at?

4. What has the listener come to arrange?

5. What impression do you get of the character of the Duchess?

6. And of the Duke?

7. What happened to the Duchess, do you assume?

8. What details has the poet included to build up the atmosphere of an Italian Renaissance court?
Be prepared to argue closely from the poem to provide evidence for your decisions. You will find
that more than one answer is given especially to question 7, so be sure you can justify your version

of events from the text.

What difference do you feel the varying answers to question 7 make to the tone and effect of the
poem as a whole?
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Exercise 7. Blank verse in ‘Ulysses’

We all know the difficulties of getting students to remember what ‘blank verse’ is, as opposed to
‘free verse’, and part of the problem is that they do not all hear the beat of the pentameter clearly.
Having a go at composing a bit of blank verse may help this, but if it leads only to misery as the
class all struggle to count ten syllables and have no ear for stresses, you will probably do better to
leave this one out! With a few rhythmically attuned spirits to help the group along, however, this
can be a very rewarding activity.

Encourage the students to write at least ten lines: some will be capable of more, obviously, but
some will find ten quite challenging enough! You will need to establish the 5-beat basis firmly
before letting the students loose on the exercise: as with other rhythms, tapping the table, light
hand-clapping, etc, are useful. Use some of the regular iambic lines to set this up, such as:

That hoard and sleep and feed and know not me

Thro’ scudding drifts the rainy Hyades

And manners climates councils governments

For ever and for ever when I move

To whom I leave the sceptre and the isle

The lights begin to twinkle from the rocks

To strive to seek to find and not to yield
Other lines provide examples of all the variations of which blank verse is capable - the inverted
first foot, shifted stresses later in the line, a wide range of placings of the caesura creating dramatic
pauses, slow monosyllabic lines set against swifter polysyllabic ones, many examples of the run-on
line particularly where movement is being described.
You will know how much of this to look at with your students before they try their hand at it: often
it is best to set up the basic rhythm and leave them to work at their own pieces. Later you can return
with them to the poem and re-discover the huge technical achievement which has created all this
variety and made it sound so effortless.
It cannot be re-iterated too often that the whole point of such an exercise is for the students to
understand at first hand and ‘on the pulses’ the integration of form and content - the way a good
poem sounds as if it has indeed come as Keats says ‘as naturally as leaves to the tree’, and yet that
this apparent spontaneity is often the result of intricate design and planning. Working at a piece of

one’s own teaches this better perhaps than any other exercise; but of course there is not always time
for it.
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STUDENT TASK: ‘Ulysses’ and an attempt at blank verse

You are going to try your hand at a piece of blank verse. Remember that blank verse does not
rhyme, but has a steady beat of five stresses in each line of verse. Listen to the sound of the blank
verse speeches in your set Shakespeare text to remind you, and listen also to the beat of the lines in
‘Ulysses’.

Here for instance is one of the most regular lines, where the length of the line is exactly ten
syllables, and the stress falls on the second syllable of every pair -

de-DAH de-DAH de-DAH de-DAH de-DAH
Tostrive toseek tofind and not to yield

But many other lines vary from this regular pattern, putting the stress in different places, especially
at the beginning of the line, such as

Push off...
Death closes all...

Choose an aspect of the story or the theme which will make a suitable link with the poem: this
could be

Telemachus watching the boat carrying his father and the sailors set out and slowly disappear over
the horizon

Penelope’s view of this second departure

One of Ulysses’ earlier adventures, such as the story of the Trojan Horse, the island of Circe, the
escape from the Cyclops Polyphemus, etc

Try to write about ten lines - more if you like - on your chosen topic.
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Exercise 8: Collage

In the poems from the first half of the 20th century there are some which have particularly strong
combinations of the visual and the emotional, and such poems make very rewarding subjects for
collage. This activity - which many of us have approached initially with strong misgivings - makes
readers focus sharply on key images and atmospheric effects. You may ask students to choose
specific phrases and images which they feel to be central to the poem, or you may leave them free
to render as much of the poem as they please. The vital point is that they must be able to justify
their choices and explain their interpretation with close reference to the language of the poem.

Nothing elaborate is needed - some coloured and plain paper, some glue and scissors, some
coloured pens or markers - and often the students can provide extras of their own. Leave this
activity as an end-of-term treat if you feel dubious about it, but you will probably be surprised at
the level of perception which it both reveals and unlocks.

‘The Darkling Thrush’, ‘The Way Through the Woods’ and ‘Prayer Before Birth’ are all interesting
candidates for this approach. But you may find quite different poems with which to use it.
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Exercise 9: Cut-up Stanzas: ‘O What Is That Sound’

Photocopy the poem and cut each copy into separate stanzas before distributing to students in
groups of say three or four. The students’ task is to assemble the stanzas in the correct order. They
should be able to justify their decisions: some will be technical — ‘the scarlet soldiers’ are only
specified in the first stanza - and some are about the physical approach from ‘down in the valley’
to ‘on the floor’. The building up of tension is however the most important aspect which students

will discover via this method, as they try out various possibilities to create an increasing sense of
threat.
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O What is that Sound

O what is that sound that so fills the ear
Down in the valley drumming, drumming?
Only the scarlet soldiers, dear,
The soldiers coming.

O what is that light I see flashing so clear
Over the distance brightly, brightly?
Only the sun on their weapons, dear,
As they step lightly.

O what are they doing with all that gear,

What are they doing this morning, this morning?
Only their usual manoeuvres, dear,

Or perhaps a warning.

O why have they left the road down there,
Why are they suddenly wheeling, wheeling?
Perhaps a change in their orders, dear.
Why are you kneeling?

O haven’t they stopped for the doctor’s care,
Haven’t they reined their horses, their horses?

Why, they are none of them wounded, dear,
None of these forces.

O is it the parson they want, with white hair,
Is it the parson, is it, is it?

No, they are passing his gateway, dear,
Without a visit.

O it must be the farmer who lives so near.
It must be the farmer so cunning, so cunning?
They have passed the farmyard already, dear,
And now they are running.

O where are you going? Stay with me here!

Were the vows you swore deceiving, deceiving?
No, I promised to love you dear,

But I must be leaving.

O it’s broken the lock and splintered the door,
O it’s the gate where they’re turning, turning;
Their boots are heavy on the floor
And their eyes are burning.
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Exercise 10: Stanzas / Sections with Questions: ‘An Arundel Tomb’

This time the aim of looking at individual sections separately is to see how themes and ideas are
sustained and developed as the poem unfolds. The sections are self-contained and make complete
sense - so a couple of them over-run their stanzas and the six questions are identical for each
section.

Photocopy the poem and divide it into sections as indicated. Give each group or pair of students a
different section, together with the title of the poem and a copy of the six questions, and ask them
to keep a brief record of their findings. When you judge the groups have spent enough time on a
section, they should pass it on and look at the next one, and so on until all the groups have seen all
the sections.

Finally the class discusses the poem in the light of what they have noted about it. More will emerge
than simply the various answers to the six questions!
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An Arundel Tomb

1.

Side by side, their faces blurred,
The earl and countess lie in stone,
Their proper habits vaguely shown
As jointed armour, stiffened pleat,
And that faint hint of the absurd -
The little dogs under their feet.

2.

Such plainness of the pre-baroque
Hardly involves the eye, until

It meets the left-hand gauntlet, still
Clasped empty in the other; and

One sees, with a sharp tender shock,
His hand withdrawn, holding her hand.

3.

They would not think to lie so long.
Such faithfulness in effigy

Was just a detail friends would see:

A sculptor’s sweet commissioned grace
Thrown off in helping to prolong

The Latin names around the base.

4.

They would not guess how early in

Their supine stationary voyage

The air would change to soundless damage,
Turn the old tenantry away;

How soon succeeding eyes begin

To look, not read.

5. Rigidly they

Persisted, linked, through lengths and breadths
Of time. Snow fell, undated. Light

Each summer thronged the glass. A bright
Litter of birdcalls strewed the same
Bone-riddled ground.

6. And up the paths
The endless altered people came,

Washing at their identity.

Now, helpless in the hollow of

An unarmorial age, a trough

Of smoke in slow suspended skeins
Above their scrap of history,

Only an attitude remains:
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7.

Time has transfigured them into
Untruth. The stone fidelity

They hardly meant has come to be
Their final blazon, and to prove
Our almost-instinct almost true:
What will survive of us is love.
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The six questions are:

Who are the figures on the tomb?

What details of their appearance are shown?
What is written on the tomb?

What do visitors notice first?

What idea do they carry away with them?

What changes have taken place during the time the tomb has been there?
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Exercise 11. ‘Abbey Tomb’ approached through ‘cloze’ activity

‘Unseen’ allows you to time and manage the discovery of poems and features as you like. One of
its great advantages is in using the cloze technique. This is particularly valuable in helping students
to understand the creative process, since it sets up for them a series of choices such as the poet had
to make, and will show in discussion shades of meaning or rhythmic shifts that alter the effect of
the poem.

One example is ‘Abbey Tomb’ by Patricia Beer. If we present it with some key omissions students
can work out its patterns and appreciate its imagery. ‘The fog was thick as cream’ is a startling
image: omitting ‘cream’ from a copy forces students to search for a monosyllable (if they are alert
to metre), for a rhyme or half-rhyme to ‘came’ and for an image for the fog. Similar richness is
available for discovery and discussion in the lines ‘As the singers joked their way...” and ... ‘snored
upon the air’. This particular poem provides a very good example of what the cloze exercise
teaches the students: that all guesses have value in illuminating the poet’s progress towards her
final decisions. It is also an interactive process, especially if students are in small groups; it causes
everyone to participate - and it is great fun!
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STUDENT TASK

Here is a poem in which key words and, sometimes, longer phrases have been omitted. Talk over
the possible choices for the missing words, using all the poem’s hints of meaning and structure to
help you.

Remember that in this activity you are not trying to ‘guess the right answer’, but to put yourself in
the place of the poet and make decisions about words and phrases. Your decisions and choices will
lead you to see why the poet made hers. Be prepared to justify your decisions when you compare
them with those of others!

NB The number of dashes does not correspond to the length of the omissions.

Abbey Tomb

I told them not to ring the bells
The night the Vikings came
Out of the --- and passed us by
The fog was thick as ---

And in the abbey we stood still
As if our breath should blare
Or pulses --- if we once
Stopped staring at the door.

Through the walls and through the fog
We heard them passing by

The deafer monks thanked God ---
And later only I

Could catch the sounds of distant men
Still prowling in the ---

So everybody else agreed

To ring the abbey bells.

And even as the final note

Still --- upon the air

And as the ringers --- their way
Down round the spiral stair

Before the --- of fervent prayer

Had dried into the stone

The raiders came back through the fog
And killed us one by one.

Father Abbot at the altar

Lay back with his knees

--- under him, caught napping

In the act of praise

--- John lay ---

In the warming room

The spiders came out for the heat
And then the rats for him.

Under the level of the ---

That graze here all the time

We lie now, under tourists’ feet
Who in the summer come

But centuries of rain
And --- have made their tombs

Look just as right as mine.
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Exercise 12. Group Readings: Poetry Around the World

A prepared reading of a set of poems can be done at any stage of the course and with any selection
from the anthology. You may wish to have different small groups of students do such a
presentation at various points during the course.

The poems in the last section of Part One are rewarding for students to present in this way because
of their wide variety of theme, form and emphasis. Atwood’s poem is very quiet and calls for a
single voice, Collins’s by contrast probably responds well to a semi-choric treatment. Most students
can safely be left to make their own decisions here, although you will be the best judge of how
much guidance they need.

Give plenty of notice for this activity, and establish a few guidelines. Clearly readings should
interest and entertain by their variety of treatment and juxtapositions; they should illuminate the
poems and reveal understanding; they should be constructed so as to show links, or contrasts, or a
theme chosen by the readers.

Here are just a few possibilities:

Memory and the past - Atwood, Bhatt, Nichols

Aspects of landscape - Atwood, Purdy, Baxter

Creatures - Walcott, Nichols, Bhatt

A sense of belonging - Collins, Bhatt, Baxter

Creating rhythm in free verse - Purdy, Collins

Simple contrasts of long and short poems, or of very different emotions, can also be starting points,
and others will occur to you.

The students who present such a reading should also be expected to accompany it with a
commentary which shows their interpretation of the poems, justifies any decisions they have made
about tone and treatment and explains points which they feel need some comment. For instance if
there were difficulties in the poems which they have had to solve, they should explain these to the
audience.

Preparing such a reading forces the students to look closely at the poems and can often reveal and
develop their insight and perception.
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Part Two: Before 1770

Exercise 1. Cloze activity with ballads

There are several interesting ways in to an understanding of the ballad techniques: if the students
have not yet seen copies of the ballads, a cloze exercise is ideal, and will highlight the economy and
force of the key adjectives, as well as pointing up rhyme, rhythm and alliteration. Copies can be
handed out to pairs of students to discuss, with blanks, as in the example given.

If the students have already seen these ballads, the same exercise can be done with a couple of
stanzas of ‘The Unquiet Grave’ (from The Faber Book of Ballads) or of ‘Mary Hamilton’, of which
there are many variants.

Students are not playing a guessing game here, but considering together the reasons which guide
their choice of words, the mixture of the obvious and the surprising once the original is revealed,
the sorts of rhyme-words chosen which facilitate composition, etc. As in all cloze exercises, there is
no ‘right’ answer, since all guesses should contribute to understanding; the poet’s own choice can
then fruitfully be compared with the students’.
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STUDENT TASK ( Version 1)

Here are copies of two traditional ballads with some omissions. Working together, decide on the
best choices for the omitted words, taking into account any hints about content and form that these
copies give you - as well as, perhaps, any knowledge you have about this traditional form. Be
prepared to justify your choices to other readers, and to notice what you have used - or learnt -

about the ballad form in making your decisions.

NB Each word omitted is signalled by a group of dashes, but the number of dashes gives no

indication of the length of the word omitted.

Ballad I

There was a wife of Usher’s Well
And a ---- wife was she

She had three stout and ---- sons
And sent them o’er the sea.

They hadna been a week, a week
A week but barely one

When word came to the ---- wife
That her three sons were ----.

Ballad 11

The king sits in Dunfermline town
Drinking the ----- wine:

O where will I get a ----- skipper
To sail this new ship 0> ---- ?

O up and spoke an ---- knight
Sat at the king’s right ---- :

‘Sir Patrick Spens is the best sailor
That ever ------  -----  ——-- .
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STUDENT TASK (Version 2)

Here are copies of two traditional ballads with some omissions. Working together, decide on the
best choices for the omitted words, taking into account any hints about content and form that these
copies give you - as well as, perhaps, any knowledge you have about this traditional form. Be
prepared to justify your choices to other readers, and to notice what you have used - or learnt -
about the ballad form in making your decisions.

NB Each word omitted is signalled by a group of dashes, but the number of dashes gives no
indication of the length of the word omitted.

Ballad I: The Unquiet Grave

The wind doth blow today my love
Anda - --- drops of rain

I never had but one --- love

In --- grave she was lain

I’ll do as much for my true love

As any --- man may
I'll --- and --- beside her grave
A e e e e,

Ballad II: Mary Hamilton

[These stanzas come from a ballad also known as ‘The Queen’s Mary’, which tells how a lady-in-
waiting of the Queen of Scotland had an affair with the King. She gave birth in secret to a baby,
went out and drowned her child and returned to her bed. The Queen, guessing the truth, summoned
her to go on a journey, at the end of which she was put to death.]

O she has rowed it in her apron [rowed - wrapped]
And set it on the sea
Now sink ye, --- ye, --- --- babe

Ye’ll get nae mair o’ me.

O up and started our --- Queen

And stood by her bed’s ---

Saying Mary Hamilton, --- --- --- ?

For I’m sure I heard it greet. [greet - cry]

O no, O no, my --- Queen,

Think no such --- --- ---

‘Twas but a stitch intil my side

And sair it --- me. [sair - sore]
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Complete versions of the stanzas in Version Two

The Unquiet Grave

The wind doth blow today my love
And a few small drops of rain

I never had but one true love

In cold grave she was lain

I’ll do as much for my true love
As any young man may

I’1l sit and mourn beside her grave
A twelvemonth and a day.

Mary Hamilton

O she has rowed it in her apron

And set it on the sea

Now sink ye, swim ye, bonny wee babe
Ye’ll get nae mair o’ me.

O up and started our good Queen

And stood by her bed’s feet

Saying Mary Hamilton, where’s your babe?
For I’'m sure I heard it greet.

O no, O no, my noble Queen,
Think no such thing to be
‘Twas but a stitch intil my side
And sair it troubles me.
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Exercise 2. Memorising and Composing

You may like to point out the speed with which a stanza can be memorised and the ease with which
a new one can be added. Students may enjoy trying out both these activities.

See how quickly the members of your class can memorise a stanza or two of ‘The Twa Corbies’: it
is surprising how easy this is. Maybe everyone could learn one stanza and then see if the whole
poem can be recited - a mini-version of the oral tradition in action!

Nothing sharpens our appreciation of any verse-form like the attempt to write in it. Students could
try to add one or two stanzas to ‘Sir Patrick Spens’, perhaps recording the king’s reaction, or that of
one of the waiting ‘ladies’ in the ballad, when they hear of the disaster.

NB Most students can ‘hear’ the simple rhythmical pattern of the ‘common metre’ - four-beat lines
alternating with three-beat- in the quatrains of ‘Sir Patrick Spens’ and ‘The Wife of Usher’s Well’.
A bit of tapping on a table surface will quickly establish it, as will a reminder of nursery-rhyme
rhythms which many students still have in common! The alternating abcb rhyme is audible to all,
though some are more aware of it than others. (It is often revealing to get students to turn their
copies face down after a quick reading of any poem, and then to ask ‘Does it thyme?’ - some
always know, but some never hear it at first reading.)

The stanza-form of ‘Edward’ seems more elaborate, but if students try to add a further question and
answer the repetitive pattern emerges clearly.

Exercise 3. Rhyme substitution/deletion

Another possibility is to replace one or two rhyming words with others, roughly synonymous and
identical in rhythm. These two stanzas for instance - with the last word of each stanza altered - can
demonstrate what is lost when rhyme disappears:

Blow up the fire, my maidens,
Bring water from the well:

For all my house shall feast tonight
Since my three sons are here.

And she has made to them a bed,
She’s made it large and wide,
She’s ta’en her mantle her about,
Sat down at the bed’s foot.

When students discuss the difference such changes make, the ideas of unity, pattern and continuity
often emerge, though probably not expressed in those words; the teacher can then supply the terms
for what the students have already perceived for themselves.

Exercise 4. Missing Links

Asking ‘What don’t we know?’ is often a fruitful question. In ‘Edward’ the students will pick up
the lack of motive; in ‘The Twa Corbies’/ ‘Three Ravens’ the lack of context - war? a duel?
murder? In some ballads the point of closure is ambiguous - what happened next? These questions
bring out the essential economy of the ballads, their sharp focus on a few chosen points.
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Exercise 5: Write your own sonnet!

Students may already have tried the ‘reconstruction’ exercise in Part One. Now they have the
chance to manipulate the form for themselves. They often enjoy this challenge, especially as the
topic of a sonnet is often so direct, personal and simple. After all, love, time, a death or a loss, the
weather, a view have all been the inspiration for sonnets and can be handled by students from first-
hand experience.

You may like to set a theme, or leave everyone free to choose; give an opening phrase; suggest a
‘reply’ to an existing sonnet, or an additional one on the same topic.

Given the choice of using the ‘Shakespearean’ or ‘Petrarchan’ form, most students will opt for the
former, and in doing so they learn for themselves the problematic status of English as a rhyming
language. Even Milton, with all his skill at sonnets, once began ‘A book was writ of late call’d
Tetrachordon.. .’and produced a horrible result in struggling to find three rhymes, though ‘Bless us!
what a word on / A title page is this...” is an ingenious and surprisingly modern-seeming solution.

When students have handed in their sonnets, you will find that everyone has written at least a line
or a phrase which deserves a wider hearing, and which they can be asked to share by reading aloud
- maybe, if you are very lucky in your student-poets, a whole sonnet! There is always something to
be learnt from every attempt, even the least successful - something about imagery, metre, rhyme,
opening lines, the sustaining of an idea, its development through the form, etc: students will return
to sonnets with an increased understanding of structure and a heightened appreciation of the poet’s
achievement.

If you are really brave, of course, you should try your hand at a sonnet too...
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STUDENT TASK

Having studied some sonnets, you are ready to try your hand at writing one of your own. Some
possible themes are:

The Machine
Night

The Problem
Getting Away
Wild

The Toy

A Storm

The Letter

A Gift
Goodbye

The Sea
Autumn / Spring (etc)

Decide on the pattern you will use for your sonnet, and work out how to fit its structure and your
ideas together. Keep your ear alert for metre and rhyme as you write.

When you have written your sonnet, ask yourself which parts of it work best and which are weaker.
Can you say why this is? What have you learnt about the sonnet form in writing your own?

UA007549 — GCE English Language and Language & Literature Poetry Anthology 99



Exercise 6. Student Presentation: Poems about Love

The theme of love is central to all the Tudor and Elizabethan poems in the anthology, as well as to
many of the Metaphysical poems. Students can be asked to make a presentation in which a
commentary on theme, tone and imagery accompanies a reading of the poems in any combination
of single or mixed voices.

The students doing this work will have completed one unit of work on poetry and should now be
ready to tackle some more demanding activities: you may want them to do a bit of their own
research at this stage, and to report on this as part of their presentation. Fine-tune the activity - and
its timing in your course - to the needs and abilities of your class.

Version I: Tudor and Elizabethan

If you are dealing with this section as a unit of work, there is enough material in it for a couple of
different presentations. Wyatt, Elizabeth I, Drayton and ‘That Time of Year...’could make up one
rather sombre group, with the other two Shakespeare sonnets and the two pastorals making up a
more cheerful second; or you might prefer to treat the sonnets as one group and the other four
poems as another. But there are plenty of ways to divide them. Much depends on the size of your
student group and on the time at your disposal. You may wish to ask one or two groups of students
to do presentation work on the Tudor and Elizabethan poems, and leave others to do their
presentation at a different stage in the course.

Version II: Tudor and Elizabethan plus Metaphysicals

There is no compulsion to use the anthology chronologically. Donne’s ‘The Sunne Rising’,
Marvell’s ‘To His Coy Mistress’, Lovelace’s ‘To Althea’ and parts of King’s ‘Exequy’ (it is too
long to include in full in such a presentation) could be added to the Tudor and Elizabethan poem:s.
In this case you could set up certain requirements, such as a group of five poems, including at least
one Metaphysical poem, two sonnets and one other Tudor/ Elizabethan poem, with some range of
mood and situation.
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Exercise 7: Image Clusters in ‘The Sunne Rising’
Read the poem aloud to the students.

Now give them time in small groups - four or five - to discuss it together. The central situation - the
lovers in bed together- should be clear to everyone before the groups are left to get on by
themselves, and their task is to establish tone and intensity particularly by looking at the images of
the poem. Give the students headings for the image groups - time, the sun, power, work and the
bedroom - and ask them to find images which belong to these groups, and to notice whether the
image clusters run throughout the poem. In doing this they will discover ways in which these image
clusters add to the atmosphere and intensity, as well as something about continuity.

A more directed way of leading students to understand the poem is to give them - instead of or as
well as - the image headings, a group of prompts to lead them through the poem. These could be
given either in the correct order or in a jumbled order (cut up the sentences and give each group a
bundle to sort out) depending on the strengths of the group.

At the end the students will also want to ask questions about things which they have not
understood. Alternatively, if you judge they will be out of their depth otherwise, you may like to
start by saying ‘What would you like to ask?’ and then answer selectively, leaving them to work
out the answers of some of their questions in the groups, as far as they can.

It would be good, too, to ask them finally to prepare a reading aloud of the poem by one (or more)
of their voices, to bring alive its dramatic qualities.

UA007549 — GCE English Language and Language & Literature Poetry Anthology 101



STUDENT TASK

John Donne: The Sun Rising

The following headings represent groups or clusters of images which occur in the poem.

Discuss the poem together, looking particularly at images that belong to each heading. What sort
of atmosphere is built up as you explore these groups of images? Do any of the images continue
throughout the poem, or are they restricted to one part of it? Jot down your findings.

Time

The sun

The bedroom

Power

Work
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STUDENT TASK

Consider the statements you have been given which trace the development of the poem.
EITHER

Fit a stage of the poem, with some appropriate phrases, to each statement in turn
OR

Reassemble the statements to follow the development of the poem in the right order.
The sun is an unwelcome intruder

The rest of the world needs reminders of the time, but we do not

Closing my eyes makes the sun go into eclipse

In its daily journey the sun never meets figures as powerful as we are

We make up all the countries of the world and all its rulers

The sun can simplify its task by shining only us, since we are the whole world
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Exercise 8 . A ‘metaphysical’ poem: ‘To His Coy Mistress’

‘Metaphysical’ is always a difficult term to grasp, especially when students are not studying a large
group of poems through which to build up the concept. The idea here is to allow students to
discover how the argument, wit and physicality of the poem are fused together to create the
exhilarating mixture of the concrete and the abstract that we experience in the metaphysical poets.

The simple activities that follow can be used individually or shared among the class, though you
may like to have everyone at least try the ‘haiku’ exercise! If students do not already know the
haiku form, there are many examples in anthologies for younger pupils, both unrhymed (as are the
Japanese originals) and rhymed.
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STUDENT TASKS for ‘To His Coy Mistress’

A: Collect a cluster of words and phrases associated with each of the following concepts or groups
of concepts:

Time, space and movement (either fast or slow)

Love, beauty, the body

Death

Notice whether the words and phrases you identify are

visual references / descriptions

part of an argument

metaphors

connected with more than one concept
witty

B: Look at the three sections of the poem, beginning respectively ‘Had we’ (i.e. ‘if we had’), ‘But’
and ‘Now therefore’. Compose a single sentence to sum up each of these three stages of the
argument.

C: Take some of the key images, choosing at least one from each section, and see what
associations they call up. These might include

the Indian Ganges / the tide of Humber
Time’s winged chariot

deserts of vast eternity

morning dew

amorous birds of prey

the iron gates of life

D: Haiku, couplet and other short forms

A short rhyming couplet is like a haiku: it challenges the poet to fit a whole idea into a short span.
Gather a few couplets from the poem in which there is a complete idea, briefly and pungently
expressed.

Now write a haiku of your own. Remember that this Japanese form consists of three lines of,
respectively, five, seven and five syllables. It need not rhyme. The haiku gives the reader a single
brilliant glimpse or image of the topic chosen, and its skill lies in making every word sharply
focused.

Choose a theme from ‘To his Coy Mistress’ - time, moving fast or slowly; human beauty; the
shortness of life; the joy of love - and experiment with the haiku form to find an image or a phrase

to express something about that theme.

Alternatively, try something a little freer or longer, but still aim for maximum economy. Here are a
few examples of different kinds:
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My tangled hair
I shall not cut:
Your hand, my dearest,
Touched it as a pillow.
(Haiku translated from the Japanese)

A place to stand and love in for a day,
With darkness and the death-hour rounding it
(Close of a sonnet by Elizabeth Barrett Browning)

Desire may be dead
and still a man can be
a meeting place for sun and rain
wonder outwaiting pain
as in a wintry tree.
( D H Lawrence)
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Exercise 9. Character-analysis Games: Swift’s ‘Verses on the Death of Dr Swift’

This poem and Pope’s ‘Epistle’ are possibly the most daunting in the anthology. As is pointed out
in the commentary on these poems, there is no need to load the students down with all the detailed
information about every allusion, though it is there for you to use selectively as you wish. The point
is rather to appreciate and enjoy the satirical tone of the poems, and perhaps to consider whether we
can do so without knowing absolutely everything.

It is up to you to decide whether to use these and the activities on Pope before or during your study
of the poems.

[NB: With the ‘character analysis’ game, if you think the class can handle it, you could add:

Don’t put your name on your piece, but shuffle the completed pieces together and then see if you
can all guess who is the subject of each one.]
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STUDENT TASK
Character-analysis games

Write a few remarks which those who know you well might make to each other, but not to you, if
you had just decided to move to Australia and were not going to see them again. Imagine that the
speakers include people who like you, people who pretend to like you but don’t really, people who
dislike you - and have a range of ages and roles, eg your contemporaries, a neighbour of a different
age from you, one or two teachers, people you have met in a work situation, etc.

Keep the remarks fairly short, no longer than a sentence, but give them some real content about
your personality. Remember that all these people will have different views of you. Use your self-
knowledge to try to make them convincing.

Do the same exercise with someone else as the subject of the talk, someone who is much older than
you and who is well known in public life, the media, the music world etc. This time imagine that
the person has died and that the remarks people make reflect their attitudes. They may be of
varying degrees of sincerity, kindness, cruelty, etc.

Try your hand at re-writing a couple of these remarks in short rhyming couplets, in this sort of
style:

‘His strange idea of what is cool

May please them in another school’

or:

‘Her friends will miss her, for her tact
Was the one quality she lacked’.

You will notice that it is quite difficult to get a whole idea economically into two lines as well as to
make them run smoothly and rhyme!
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Exercise 10: Cartoons to accompany Pope’s ‘Epistle to Dr Arbuthnot’
Here you may set the whole activity, collecting and commenting, as a task for individuals, or
simply let the students bring their cartoons to class and then answer the questions together in

groups. In either case a period of seven to ten days will be needed to collect the cartoons.

The activity is self-explanatory, and should help students to come a little closer to the world of the
poem by examining their own world in a similar way.
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STUDENT TASK

Cartoons

Take a figure who is prominently featured in the news, and collect as many cartoons about him/her
as you can find in the course of a week or ten days. Politicians are the most obvious targets, but it

will depend on what is currently in the news. Jot down your answers to the following:

Comment on the aspects of the person most focused on by cartoonists - physical, temperamental
and in terms of issues associated with them.

How is exaggeration used?

How do we recognise the person even without a name being given?

Is humour a key point of the cartoon?

What part does cruelty play?

Can you identify the point of view of the cartoonist?

Would someone unfamiliar with current events be able to understand the point being made?

Does each cartoonist have a recognisable style?

Compare your findings with those of others.
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