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Key vocabulary
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mid-14th Century, eager desire for 
honor or preferment. sometimes 
meant little more than 
"arrogance."

Macbeth’s fatal flaw

W
e

ir
d c. 1400, "having power to control 

fate"
The weird sisters = 
the witches

R
e

gi
ci

d
e

"the killing of a king, crime of killing 
a king" is from c. 1600.

Macbeth commits 
what was 
considered a crime 
against God

So
lil

o
q

u
y

from Late Latin "talking to oneself” Shakespeare uses 
this device to allow 
characters to reveal 
their thoughts

H
am

ar
ti

a

"tragic flaw," Greek, literally "fault, 
failure, guilt, sin" 
from hamartanein "to fail of one's 
purpose; to err, sin,"

Macbeth’s tragic 
flaw is his ambition, 
that leads to his 
downfall

English

Context – Macbeth

What is 
the Divine 
Right of 
Kings?

The belief that the King was chosen by God. Thus, to commit regicide 
meant disobeying the will of God. A Jacobean audience believed people 
who committed regicide would be punished by God. The mental decline of 
both Macbeth and Lady Macbeth, having been plagued with guilt, is 
Shakespeare’s way of showing that regicide does not go without 
punishment.

What is the 
Great Chain 
of Being?

A religious hierarchy where everything on earth was awarded a ‘rank’ / 
status. God was at the top, followed by angels, humans, animals and 
plants etc. A Jacobean audience believed that if this hierarchy was 
interfered with (i.e. a human tried to ‘jump up’ the ranks to the status of 
angels or God) then the natural order would be thrown into chaos. 
Shakespeare shows this on the night of the regicide when there is a 
violent storm. Macbeth’s attempt to climb the ‘Chain of Being’ disturbs 
the natural world.

How is 
religion 
presented 
in Macbeth?

A Jacobean audience were extremely religious, believing life to be sacred 
and God to be the creator of everything. Thus, when Macbeth claims life is 
'a tale told by an idiot... signifying nothing' a Jacobean audience would 
have been greatly shocked. This nihilistic language (rejecting all religious 
and moral principles in the belief that life is meaningless) solidifies 
Macbeth's 'tyrant' and 'hellhound' status towards the end of the play.

How is 
gender 
presented 
in Macbeth?

The play is set in a Patriarchal society; a society where women were 
expected to be subservient to men. A woman was expected to obey her 
father / husband and was presumed to be physically and mentally weaker 
than a man. However, Shakespeare subverts these traditional gender roles 
in the relationship between Macbeth and Lady Macbeth; a relationship 
where we observe a strong female character command, instruct and 
manipulate her husband. Many women who subverted expected gender 
roles or conventions at the time were accused of being witches.

Article 28: Your right to learn and go to school.
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English

Context – Macbeth

How is 
witchcraft 
presented in 
Macbeth?

King James I was obsessed with magic and witchcraft and ordered several witch-hunts during his reign as King, even producing a treatise on 
witchcraft called Daemonologie (‘the Science of Demons’). In 1542, fifty years before Shakespeare wrote Macbeth, King Henry VIII passed the 
first English Witchcraft Act, which officially made the practice of witchcraft punishable by death. The inclusion of the three Witches in 
Shakespeare’s ‘Macbeth’ would have greatly interested King James. Shakespeare’s portrayal of the Witches shows them to cast spells and use 
familiars. The Witches’ conspiracy against the state (monarchy) was something that would have instilled great fear amongst the audience. 
Moreover, the ‘spot’ on Lady Macbeth’s hand is also a reference to what was known as ‘the devil’s mark’ (something that would condemn 
any suspected Witch to death).

What role 
does the 
Gunpowder 
plot have in 
Macbeth?

King James I was the intended victim of Guy Fawkes’ Gunpowder plot. This made him nervous of future regicide attempts. Shakespeare’s 
‘Macbeth’ would have been popular with King James because it shows that those who commit regicide are greatly punished / mentally 
tortured. The message of Shakespeare’s play acts as a deterrent to anyone thinking of committing regicide.
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What are the key themes in “Macbeth”?

A
m

b
it

io
n

Despite being a loyal and brave soldier at the beginning of the play, Macbeth can not resist the power of his ambition (his fatal flaw). Lady 
Macbeth’s ambition also knows no bounds. Both characters are willing to disobey God to fulfil their ambitions. But consider where 
ambition leads these characters...

A
p

p
e

ar
an

ce
 

an
d

 R
e

al
it

y Shakespeare introduces this theme immediately when the Witches chant ‘Fair is foul and foul is fair’ in the very first scene. This is a play 
where people’s outward appearances cannot be trusted. What might initially appear good, often turns out to be evil...

G
u

ilt

Both Macbeth and Lady Macbeth are plagued by guilt after the regicide. As a result of this, the mental stability of both characters suffers 
a dramatic decline. Lady Macbeth grossly underestimates the power of guilt and is made to pay for this with her life. In the play the motif 
of blood represents guilt.

P
o

w
e

r

The battle for power can be seen throughout the play. Arguably, some of the most powerful characters are female: Lady Macbeth and 
the Witches. Both forces are able to manipulate the play’s protagonist: Macbeth. However, the power of God cannot be ignored. Are 
Macbeth and Lady Macbeth punished for committing regicide (a sin against God)?

C
h

ao
s 

an
d

D
is

o
rd

e
r At the beginning of the play, everything is in order. However, when Divine Right is challenged, with the murder of King James, the balance 

of The Great Chain of Being is offset. The play’s events that succeed the regicide are marked by chaos and disorder, be it the mental state 
of the play’s protagonists: Macbeth and Lady Macbeth; the state of Scotland or the weather / nature. Order is only restored at the very 
end of the play when the King is returned to its rightful owner: Malcolm (the eldest son of Duncan). 
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English

Plot Summary – Macbeth

What happens in 
Act 1?

• The play opens with three witches chanting on a bleak moorland. In the next scene we hear a battle report in which a soldier Macbeth 
bravely fought in a battle to defend Scotland.

• On a bleak Scottish moorland, Macbeth and Banquo, two of King Duncan's generals, discover three strange women (witches). The 
witches prophesise that Macbeth will be promoted twice: to Thane of Cawdor and King of Scotland.

• Banquo's descendants will be kings, but Banquo isn't promised any kingdom himself. Macbeth and Banquo want to know more, but the
"weird sisters" disappear.

• Soon afterwards, King Duncan names Macbeth Thane of Cawdor as a reward for his success in the recent battles. The promotion seems 
to support the prophecy.

• The King then proposes to make a brief visit that night to Macbeth's castle. Lady Macbeth receives news from her husband about the 
prophecy and his new title. She vows to help him become king by whatever means are necessary... 
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English

Plot Summary - Macbeth

What happens in Act 
2?

• Macbeth returns to his castle, followed almost immediately by King Duncan. 
• The Macbeths plot together to kill Duncan and wait until everyone is asleep. At the agreed time, Lady Macbeth gives the guards 

drugged wine so Macbeth can enter and kill the King. 
• Macbeths hallucinates that he sees a dagger leading him to Duncan’s chamber. Off stage, he does the deed. He regrets this almost 

immediately, but his wife reassures him. 
• She leaves the bloody daggers by the dead king just before Macduff arrives. When Macduff discovers the murder, Macbeth kills the

drunken guards in a show of rage and retribution. 
• Duncan's sons, Malcolm and Donalbain, flee, fearing for their own lives; but they are, nevertheless, blamed for the murder

What happens in Act 
3?

• Macbeth becomes King of Scotland but is plagued by feelings of insecurity. 
• He remembers the prophecy that Banquo's descendants will inherit the throne and arranges for Banquo and his son Fleance to be

killed. In the darkness, Banquo is murdered, but his son escapes the assassins. 
• At his state banquet that night, Macbeth sees the ghost of Banquo and worries the courtiers with his mad response.
• Lady Macbeth dismisses the court and unsuccessfully tries to calm her husband. 
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English

Plot Summary - Macbeth

What happens in 
Act 4?

• Macbeth seeks out the witches who say that he will be safe until a local wood, Birnam Wood, marches into battle against him. He also 
need not fear anyone born of woman. 

• They also prophesise that the Scottish succession will still come from Banquo's son.
• Macbeth embarks on a reign of terror, slaughtering many, including Macduff's family. Macduff had gone to seek Malcolm (one of Duncan's 

sons who fled) at the court of the English king. 
• Malcolm is young and unsure of himself, but Macduff, pained with grief, persuades him to lead an army against Macbeth. 

What happens in 
Act 5?

• Macbeth feels safe in his remote castle at Dunsinane until he is told that Birnam Wood is moving towards him. 
• Malcolm's army is carrying branches from the forest as camouflage for their assault on Macbeth's stronghold. 
• Meanwhile, an over-wrought and guilty Lady Macbeth walks in her sleep and tells her secrets to her doctor. She commits suicide. As the 

final battle commences, Macbeth hears of Lady Macbeth's suicide.
• In the midst of a losing battle, Macduff challenges Macbeth. Macbeth learns Macduff is the child of a caesarean birth (loophole!), realises

he is doomed, and submits to his enemy.
• Macduff triumphs and brings the head of the traitor Macbeth to Malcolm. Malcolm declares peace and goes to Scone to be crowned king. 
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English

Character analysis – “Macbeth”

Who is Macbeth? • A captain in Duncan's army, later the Thane (Lord) of Glamis and Cawdor. When Three Witches predict that he will one day be 
king of Scotland, he takes his fate into his own hands, allowing his ambition and that of his wife’s to overcome his better 
judgement.

• His bloody reign culminates in a battle against Malcolm and the English forces. Macbeth is the epitome of a tragic hero. He 
represents the dangers of overstepping your position in life.

Who is Lady Macbeth? • Macbeth’s wife whose ambition helps to drive her husband toward the desperate act of regicide. Subsequently, her 
husband's tyranny and her own guilt recoil upon her, sending her into a madness from which she never recovers and leads to 
her suicide. 

• Shakespeare demonstrates how a powerful, ambitious and ruthless character cannot escape the consequences of their own 
actions. Defies gender expectations of women at the time. Linked with the witches.

Who is Banquo? • Macbeth’s close friend and ally who also receives predictions from the witches. His response, however, is more cautious than 
Macbeth’s. 

• The prediction, that Banquo’s child will become king, is sufficient to spell Banquo’s death, ordered by an increasingly resentful 
and paranoid Macbeth. 

• The vision of Banquo’s ghost later haunts Macbeth. He represents rationality and reason in contrast to Macbeth.

Who is King Duncan? • King of Scotland. His victories against rebellious kinsmen and the Norwegians have made him a popular king. When Macbeth 
initially decides not to kill the king, he gives Duncan’s many qualities as his reasons. 

• He names his eldest son—Malcolm—as his heir. 
• He dies at the hands of Macbeth and therefore the Chain of Being or Natural Order is disrupted. Too trusting—his trust in the 

original Thane of Cawdor was betrayed—as was his trust in Macbeth.
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English

Character analysis – “Macbeth”

Who is Macduff? • The Thane of Fife. He is loyal to Duncan and becomes suspicious of Macbeth early in the play. He leaves Scotland to join Malcolm
in England.

• The witches warn Macbeth to “Beware Macduff” prompting Macbeth to have Macduff’s family killed. Macduff’s role is vital as his 
killing of Macbeth allows the Natural Order to be restored. 

• He remains the noble hero throughout and serves as a contrast to Macbeth.

Who is Malcolm? • Duncan’s rightful heir. He leaves for England after his father’s murder and enlists the support of the English king and English lords. 
He is shown as being noble and deserving of the throne. 

• Malcolm is the embodiment of all that is good in kingship, and this is seen particularly in Act 4, Scene 3, in which he tests the 
allegiance of Macduff. 

• His restoration to the Scottish throne is essential for the Chain of Being/Natural Order to be restored.

Who are the witches? • The witches directly influence the actions of Macbeth. 
• He did not have to act on their prophecies, but when he did, his death was sealed. 
• This conflict between man and the supernatural runs throughout the play. 
• The witches represent the dangers of the supernatural.
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English

Which language and dramatic features does Shakespeare use in “Macbeth”?

What effect do 
soliloquies and 
asides have?

• Notice when Macbeth starts using asides and what this might suggest about his changing character (e.g when he starts having dangerous 
thoughts!) Soliloquies are often used when characters have a decision to make. It shows characters in turmoil. Usually by the end they 
have made a decision.

How is pathetic 
fallacy used in 
“Macbeth”?

• Consider how the weather is highlighted by Shakespeare at key points in the play and how the weather reflects the mood. E.g the play 
opens with ‘thunder and lightning’ – Shakespeare immediately sets an ominous mood. Think about the night of the murder and the 
weather/reaction of the earth to the murder.

What is 
symbolism / 
motif?

• When an object is used to represent a deeper more significant meaning. E.g. blood as a symbol of guilt in the play. Another important 
symbol is sleep (or lack of) - references to sleep and sleeplessness reveal the deterioration of Lady Macbeth and Macbeth’s turmoil too.

What is Dramatic 
Irony?

• When the audience knows something that one or more characters do not E.g. We know Duncan shouldn’t trust Macbeth. We also 
witness Macbeth lie to Banquo about the witches when he says “consider it not so deeply” and we’ve just seen him “consider it deeply!”

What is 
Contrasting 
Imagery?

• Heaven/hell, light/dark, good/evil occurs throughout the play. Notice what these images suggest E.g. Evil is sometimes shown through 
dark imagery. 
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Key vocabulary

P
o

ve
rt

y

From 
Latin paupertatem (nomina
tive paupertas) "poverty," 
from pauper "poor".

The state of being extremely 
poor.

G
e

n
e

ro
si

ty From 
Latin generositatem (nomin
ative generositas) "nobility, 
excellence, magnanimity".

The quality of being kind and 
generous.

Su
p

e
rn

at
u

ra
l

From Medieval 
Latin supernaturalis "above 
or beyond nature, divine," 
from Latin super "above".

Manifestations or events 
considered to be of supernatural 
origin, such as ghosts.

R
e

sp
o

n
si

b
ili

ty From Latin respons-, past-
participle stem 
of respondere "respond, 
answer to, promise in 
return".

The state or fact of having a duty 
to deal with something or of 
having control over someone.

Ig
n

o
ra

n
ce

From 
Latin ignorantia "want of 
knowledge".

Lack of knowledge or 
information.

Tr
an

sf
o

rm
at

io
n Latin transformationem
"change of shape".

A marked change in form, 
nature, or appearance.

English

Context

What was Charles Dickens's 
childhood and upbringing?

His father was a pay clerk in the navy 
office. Because of financial difficulties, the 
family moved about until they settled in 
Camden Town, a poor neighborhood in London, 
England. At the age of twelve Charles worked 
with working-class men and boys in a factory 
that handled "blacking," or shoe polish.

What was the New Poor 
Law Amendment Act of 
1834?

The 1834 Poor Law Amendment reduced the 
amount of help available to the poor, forcing 
them to seek help at the workhouse if they 
couldn’t support themselves. Conditions there 
were incredibly harsh and designed to 
humiliate people into not wanting to go there.

What did people believe 
about the Supernatural in 
the Victorian era?

Whilst the Victorians made many technological 
advances thanks to their interest in science and 
medicine, they were also fascinated in the 
supernatural and things that couldn’t be easily 
explained by science. Ghost stories became 
extremely popular, as did trying to contact the 
dead via séances.

What were the conditions in 
Victorian England?

The poor had few luxuries. Ate food they could 
afford to buy, worked long hours lived in damp, 
filthy conditions. Many children died of disease. 
The wealthy usually well fed, clean and well 
clothed. They didn't need to work, lived in big 
houses with servants and went on holidays. 
Rich children had expensive toys and went to 
school.

Article 28: Your right to learn and go to school.
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English

What happens in each Stave?

What happens in Stave One? • The reader is introduced to Ebenezer Scrooge who only cares about making money. It is Christmas 
Eve and he won’t pay to heat the office properly. This means that his clerk, Bob Cratchit, is very 
cold.

• Scrooge has four Christmas visitors: his nephew, Fred; two charity collectors; and a carol singer. 
Scrooge is rude to all of them and sends them away.

• That night the Ghost of Jacob Marley, his dead business partner, appears. He tells Scrooge that his 
mean way of life will lead to misery and that three Ghosts will visit him to show him the error of his 
ways.

What happens in Stave Two? • The Ghost of Christmas Past shows Scrooge his unhappy childhood.
• They visit the house of Scrooge’s first employer, Fezziwig, who is holding a Christmas party. Scrooge 

notices how much happiness can be obtained from very little money.
• Scrooge sees himself as a young man with Belle, the woman he was engaged to marry. Belle breaks 

off the engagement because she thinks Scrooge loves money more than he loves her.

What happens in Stave Three? • The Ghost of Christmas Present takes Scrooge to visit Christmas preparations at the Cratchits’ 
house. Scrooge learns that Tiny Tim will not survive unless the future changes. This knowledge 
upsets Scrooge.

• The Ghost takes Scrooge to see different groups of people enjoying themselves at Christmas. 
Scrooge sees his nephew, Fred, with his family. They are discussing Scrooge and Fred is full of pity 
for him.

• At the end of the night the Ghost shows Scrooge two children: a boy, called Ignorance, and a girl, 
called Want. The Ghost says they belong to Man and warns Scrooge to beware of them both, but 
especially to beware of Ignorance.

What happens in Stave Four? • The mysterious Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come takes Scrooge into the future to witness different 
conversations about a dead man. No one cares that this man has died, and the thieves have so little 
respect that they have stolen the clothes from his corpse.

• In contrast, the Ghost then takes Scrooge to see the Cratchits who are deeply upset because Tiny 
Tim has died.

• Finally, Scrooge is shown a gravestone with his own name on it. He realises he is the dead man 
whom the people were talking about. He promises to change his ways.

What happens in Stave Five? • Waking up in his own bed, back in the present, Scrooge is delighted to be given a second chance and 
makes Christmas happy for everyone. He sends a turkey to the Cratchits, gives money to the charity 
collectors, and joins Fred for Christmas. The next day he raises Bob’s wages and promises to become 
a friend to Tiny Tim, who does not die.

Article 28: Your right to learn and go to school.
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English

What happens in each Stave?

How is the theme 
of loneliness and 
isolation
presented in the 
novella?

• Dickens makes it very clear to us that Scrooge only cares about making money and doesn't have any friends; in fact, guide dogs avoid him.
• The repetition of 'sole' emphasises the fact that Marley focused on business he didn't have time for any other friends or family. It also makes us think of 

the spiritual 'soul', something this novella is concerned with.
• This is developed by the simile 'solitary as an oyster' suggesting there might be something precious inside Scrooge (like a pearl) but it is closed up and 

protected against the world.

How is the theme 
of responsibility
presented in the 
novella?

• Dickens introduces his moral message through Scrooge's conversations with Fred and the charity collectors.
• Scrooge believes that financial profit is all that matters but his visitors provide the opposite argument.
• Fred states that men and women should 'open their shut-up hearts freely' and think of others as well as themselves.
• The two 'portly gentlemen' ask Scrooge to give them some money to help 'the poor and destitute, who suffer greatly at this present time'.
• Fred describes Christmas as a time when men and women 'think of people below them as if they really were fellow passengers to the grave'. Marley's 

ghost tells us 'Mankind was my business'.

How is the theme 
of greed
presented in the 
novella?

• Dickens makes it clear that greed will lead to unhappiness. Belle breaks off their engagement, saying Scrooge now loves money more than he loves her. 
She calls money his 'idol', suggesting that he not only loves it but also worships it as a false god.

• This Scrooge is far removed from the young boy who was apprenticed to Fezziwig and had so much energy at the party.
• We learn that this Scrooge has ambition to prosper and achieve success in the world, and that he once wanted to succeed for them both, but now, as 

Belle says, the 'nobler aspirations' have gone, leaving only 'the master passion, Gain'.
• He is no longer the man she fell in love with, and, furthermore, Belle knows she is now not the sort of woman Scrooge values because she is still poor. She 

leaves him wishing him happiness 'in the life you have chosen'.

How is the theme 
of poverty
presented in the 
novella?

• The Cratchit's are living on the edge as Bob Cratchit can only just afford all the family's needs. Mrs. Cratchit's ribbons might be a luxury, but they are also a 
symbol of her desperation to make her dress look new and respectable. She is 'brave in ribbons'.

• The Cratchits are full at the end of their meal, although we have to wonder if this is because they don't have enough to eat the rest of the year; 'nobody 
said or thought it was at all a small pudding for a large family. It would have been flat heresy to do so.'

• The charity workers tell us, 'many thousands are in want of common necessaries'. Marley's ghost shows us ' a wretched woman with an infant... upon a 
doorstep'.

• Dickens places Old Joe's shop in a part of the city which 'reeked with crime, with filth, and misery'.

Article 28: Your right to learn and go to school.
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English

What happens in each Stave?

How is the theme of change
presented in the novella?

• Dickens creates a powerful positive message in this 
novella – everyone can change.

• By emphasising Scrooge's initial extreme attitudes 
and rejection of anything that does not make him 
money, 'What's Christmas to you but a time... for 
finding yourself a year older, and not an hour 
richer', he shows there is hope for all of us.

• Remember, Dickens tells us in the preface that he 
wants us to accept his message and change our 
own attitudes as well.

How is the theme of the 
supernatural presented in the 
novella?

• The supernatural refers to events or beings that are 
beyond human or scientific explanation, such as 
ghosts or seeing into the future. Dickens, like many 
Victorian authors, enjoyed writing in this genre as it 
was popular and allowed stories to go beyond 
normal human experience.

• A Christmas Carol is set in an ordinary location with 
ordinary characters. Having a convincing setting 
means the reader are more likely to accept an 
event as supernatural.

• The reader must willingly suspend belief to accept 
the event as supernatural rather than try to provide 
a common-sense explanation.

• The narrator works hard to convince us Scrooge's 
partner, Marley, is dead and have 'no doubt 
whatever about that'.

• Remember this theme doesn't just refer to ghosts –
Dickens also makes use of the supernatural to 
manipulate time and allow Scrooge to travel to his 
past, present and future and then back again: 'Best 
and happiest of all, the Time before him was his 
own, to make amends in!'.

Article 28: Your right to learn and go to school.
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Key vocabulary

P
o

ve
rt

y From 
Latin paupertatem (nomina
tive paupertas) "poverty," 
from pauper "poor".

The state of being extremely 
poor.

G
e

n
e

ro
si

ty From 
Latin generositatem (nomin
ative generositas) "nobility, 
excellence, magnanimity".

The quality of being kind and 
generous.

Su
p

e
rn

at
u

ra
l

From Medieval 
Latin supernaturalis "above 
or beyond nature, divine," 
from Latin super "above".

Manifestations or events 
considered to be of supernatural 
origin, such as ghosts.



English

Form, structure and language.

What is the form of A 
Christmas Carol?

A Christmas Carol is a novella, a prose narrative that is halfway between a short story and a novel. Dickens has called each section a Stave instead of a 
Chapter. A stave is the five lines that music is written on. This is Dickens’s way of playing with the novella form and reminding us that this is a 
Christmas story, rather like the carols sung at Christmas time – it contains a message of new life and possibilities. Just as there are five lines in the 
musical stave, so there are five movements to his story. He also wrote this story to be read aloud, much as carols are sung aloud.

What was the structure 
of A Christmas Carol?

The text follows the standard structure for a novella with each ghost developing the action, or creating rising action. Scrooge’s repentance adds to 
this, but he faces a reversal when he will not look at the face of the dead man in the bed. This leads to the climax when his gravestone is revealed: the 
moment of highest impact and tension and the one that causes the permanent change in Scrooge due to his epiphany. Stave Five follows the path 
of falling action as we see how Scrooge has in fact changed, leading to the resolution where Tiny Tim has not died.

What is narrative voice? The voice telling the story. Dickens creates an intrusive narrator in this novella, establishing a clear voice from the opening where the first person is 
used, Mind! I don’t mean to say that I know, of my own knowledge, what there is particularly dead about a door-nail (p. 1). Following from the 
Preface where Dickens has written directly to the reader about his intentions for this Ghostly little book (Preface), we are led to associate the 
narrative voice very closely with Dickens but must remember they are not the same.

How does Dickens use 
simile?

Dickens enjoys playing with language and he makes new similes, such as the description of Marley’s face when Scrooge sees it in the knocker: it had a 
dismal light about it, like a bad lobster in a dark cellar (p. 11). Here he describes the bacterial glow of a decomposing lobster to create the 
otherworldly image and suggest danger.

How does Dickens use 
personification?

Dickens’s personification of this church bell at the start of the novella helps us accept Scrooge’s transformation when it rings out the lustiest peals he 
had ever heard and makes the glorious, glorious noise (p. 82) as a celebration of the new life Scrooge has begun.

How does Dickens use 
pathetic fallacy?

The weather is used in the whole novella to reflect Scrooge’s state of mind and emotions and therefore can be seen as an extended example of 
pathetic fallacy. At the beginning it is Piercing, searching, biting cold (p. 9), mirroring Scrooge’s cold heart and miserly nature. After his 
transformation, the bad weather has gone: No fog, no mist; clear, bright, jovial, stirring, cold; cold, piping for the blood to dance to (p. 82) noise.

How does Dickens 
experiment with 
sentence lengths?

The joy of Fezziwig’s party is conveyed through the overwhelming sense of fun, and plenty provided. There were more dances, and there were 
forfeits, and more dances, and there was cake, and there was negus, and there was a great piece of Cold Roast, and there was a great piece of Cold 
Boiled, and there were mince-pies, and plenty of beer (p. 32). This compound sentence builds up the sense of plenty by adding more and more in a 
list, implying that the narrator can only just keep up with all there is to see and do. Using the connective ‘and’ rather than just listing with commas 
helps to make it overwhelming.

Article 28: Your right to learn and go to school.
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Key vocabulary

Id
e

n
ti

ty

c. 1600, "sameness, oneness, 
state of being the same," from 
French identité

the fact of being 
who or what a 
person or thing is.

R
e

si
lie

n
ce 1620s, "act of rebounding or 

springing back," often of 
immaterial things, from 
Latin resiliens

the capacity to 
recover quickly 
from difficulties; 
toughness.

St
e

re
o

ty
p

e

Meaning "preconceived and 
oversimplified notion of 
characteristics typical of a person 
or group"

a widely held but 
fixed and 
oversimplified 
image or idea of a 
particular type of 
person or thing.

St
ig

m
a

(late 14c.), from Latin stigmata. 
Figurative meaning "a mark of 
disgrace" in English

a mark of disgrace 
associated with a 
particular 
circumstance, 
quality, or person.

M
as

cu
lin

it
y

"quality of being masculine," 
1748;

qualities or 
attributes regarded 
as characteristic of 
men.

English

Context – Boys Don’t Cry

Who is 
Malorie 
Blackman?

Malorie Blackman Has been Children’s Laureate since 2013. She was born in London 
but her parents were originally from Barbados. Until she wrote her best-selling Noughts 
and Crosses series ethnicity had never been central to her protagonists’ lives. "I wanted 
to show black children just getting on with their lives, having adventures, and solving 
their dilemmas, like the characters in all the books I read as a child.” In Boys Don’t Cry, 
the family’s ethnicity is only casually revealed halfway through.

What is 
sexuality 
presented in 
the text?

There has been a notable increase in the acceptance of homosexuality in the UK in 
recent years and the LGBTQ movement now holds regular Gay Pride events across the 
country. Legislation during the latter part of the 20th and the early part of the 21st

century made any kind of discrimination on the basis of sexuality illegal and in 2014 
legislation was finally passed to allow same sex marriage. However, Adam’s experiences 
with Josh reflect the difficulties still faced by some people when coming to terms with 
their sexuality.

How is race 
presented in 
the text?

In the 1970s and 1980s, black people in Britain were the victims of racist
violence perpetrated by far-right groups such as the National Front. Racism in
Britain in general, including against black people, is considered to have
declined over time and any discrimination on the basis of race has been
enshrined in British law as an offence since 1976. However, incidents such as
the Grenfell fire have brought to the forefront issues of poverty and inequality
amongst BAME communities.

Why is the 
role of 
education so 
important in 
the text?

There has been a continued rise in the number of young people going to university; in 
the 1960s it was 4%, now it is closer to 50%. Young people now have to stay in 
education or further training until they are over 18, and A Levels are seen as the 
gateway to further education, rather than an end in themselves. However, black 
students historically perform worst at A Level, with the lowest percentage achievement 
of all ethnic groups. Dante’s university aspirations and grades are therefore unusual, 
particularly as he also comes from a single parent family and his father is not university 
educated.

Article 28: Your right to learn and go to school.
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English

Context – Boys Don’t Cry

What does the 
text discuss in 
relation to 
single 
parents?

• Unlike the early part of the 20th century, single parent families are far more commonly accepted in the 21st century.
• They make up nearly a quarter of families with dependent children in the UK.
• However, 90% of these are women, so, Dante’s father-led single family is a modern representation of a family unit, and the unusual nature of 

it is reflected in the initial incredulity with which his friends meet Dante’s decision to look after Emma on his own.
• Melanie’s background also reflects the issues facing single mothers, as she feels she has no role model to draw upon in order to raise her own 

daughter.

What is the 
Welfare State?

• This is a system whereby the state provides support to its citizens, and government expenditure on the welfare
• state is intended to improve societal areas such as health, education, employment and social security.
• Dante’s experience with social services in the novel reflect an essential dichotomy of the welfare state; he is able to draw
• upon it for support but also has to face the power the state has to take away his daughter.
• The stigma of ‘living off
• the state’ is also reflected in the assumption of the woman in the shop that he is ‘living off benefits.'

Article 12:

Your right to say what you think 

should happen and be listened to.
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What are the key themes in “Boys Don‘t Cry”?

Fa
th

e
rh

o
o

d
 &

 
m

as
cu

lin
it

y

Blackman uses the novel to explore ideas about fatherhood and masculinity, such as the expectations that fathers are disciplinarians in families, and the need for men to 
hide their feelings for fear of appearing weak. These ideas are reflected in the tough undemonstrative approach Dante’s father takes to his son, and the inability of Dante to 
ask for help which results in him being filled with ‘self-contempt’. What it means to be masculine in modern society is also explored through the character of Josh, who is 
unable to face his own sexuality. Ironically, it is females, in the characters of Emma and Aunt Jackie, who help Dante and his father to express their feelings.

Fa
m

ily

Through the Bridgeman family, Blackman explores many aspects of the modern family; emotional issues such as loss of a parent, conflict over sexuality and the financial 
difficulties faced by single parents. However, despite the unconventional nature of the Bridgeman family, the concept of family is shown throughout the novel to be 
important. At the start Melanie’s abandonment of Emma because she is unable to cope highlights the importance of a strong family unit, and it is only through the support of 
his father and brother that Dante is able to rise to the same challenge himself. Blackman also presents readers with the idea that modern families do not have to be a 
traditional nuclear unit in order to be effective – Dante’s father comes to terms with his son’s sexuality and Aunt Jackie is absorbed as source of support.

G
ro

w
in

g 
u

p

In some ways the novel is a ‘coming of age’ novel and reflects many of the complex emotional difficulties facing young people in modern society. For instance, it is 
recognisable teenage emotional conflict about loneliness and appearance that drives Adam to suicide, not the more obvious fact that he is gay. For Dante, his turmoil comes 
from Emma, who disrupts his carefully constructed life plans. He is shown to be initially resentful towards Emma, but the novel details his growing maturity as he begins first 
to accept her and then to love her. This contrasts with Collette, who also appears to have her future carefully mapped out but ultimately lacks the maturity to handle a 
relationship with Dante when he takes responsibility for his daughter.

To
le

ra
n

ce

A lack of tolerance leads to expressions of anger and violence throughout the novel. For instance, Dante comes to realise late in the novel that he has tolerated his friend’s 
casual homophobia by calling it ‘just a word’. The need for tolerance in terms of sexuality is an obvious theme of Adam’s story, with violence presented as the ultimate 
result of a lack of tolerance. Other forms of tolerance are explored through Dante’s story - he initially only tolerates Emma’s presence and it isn’t until he fully accepts his 
fate that he is finally content. Intolerance is also shown towards Melanie, as readers are invited to judge her abandonment of Emma. Interestingly, racial intolerance is not 
highlighted through the events of the novel, and the fact that the family are black is only briefly touched upon.

English
English Literature - Boys Don’t Cry
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English

Plot Summary – Boys Don’t Cry

• The novel opens with Dante at home awaiting his A Level results. When the doorbell rings his excitement is short-lived as it is Melanie, with a baby.
• Melanie tells him that the baby, Emma, is his and after leaving the baby with him in order to go to the shops, she tells him on the phone that she cannot cope and is 

leaving Emma with him.
• Dante’s results arrive and he is disappointed in his father’s low-key reaction. Tyler’s response to the arrival of Emma is immediately practical rather than emotional; he 

goes out to buy everything Dante will need and is insistent that Dante rise to the challenge of caring for his daughter.
• Dante struggles to bond with Emma and spends his first night alone with her, shocked by how difficult it is to look after a small child.
• Dante’s story is interspersed with Adam’s, who is taken to the hospital by his father to find out about his headaches. Unlike Dante, he is instantly smitten with Emma and 

finds showing his love for her very easy. Dante and Adam have a conversation about Adam’s sexuality, where it becomes clear that whilst Adam is very comfortable 
about being gay, Dante is more conflicted and feels that Adam might grow out of it.

• With nobody around to look after Emma, Dante takes her with him to Bar Belle as he does not want to miss out on the ‘once-in-a-lifetime’ celebration of his A Level 
results.

• At the bar he meets up with Collette, his new girlfriend, and his friends Josh, Logan and others. He tells his friends Emma is a relative but when Adam turns up, Dante is 
worried that his brother will ‘give the game away’.

• When Adam is asked to leave by Josh, Dante fails to defend him. Emma starts to cry and when Logan calls her ‘ugly’ it is a turning point for Dante, who tells them she is 
his daughter.

• Collette finds it hard to handle.
• Dante leaves the bar and decides to get a DNA test. Aunt Jackie turns up and is an unexpected source of support to Dante, telling him that all parents worry ’about 

mucking it up’.
• Dante begins to come to terms with parenthood, taking Emma to the playground and experiencing a moment of panic when starts she crawling.

English Literature - Boys Don’t Cry



English

Plot Summary – Boys Don’t Cry

• Dante tells his father he has given up on university as he needs to look after his daughter; when he opens the 
DNA test it confirms her parentage.

• Dante starts to enjoy parenthood, but Collette struggles and involves her sister, a social worker, who visits and 
panics Dante into thinking his daughter will be taken away. Meanwhile, Adam’s chapters tell of his happiness 
over a new relationship, but he does not reveal who the person is. He ends the relationship as the person 
involved will not publicly acknowledge Adam.

• At a celebration for Dante’s birthday, Josh openly insults Adam. On the way home, Josh beats Adam badly and 
he is hospitalised.

• Whilst at the hospital with his father and Aunt Jackie, Dante finds out that his father’s reticence is due to his 
disappointment that Dante has followed in his footsteps by becoming a father too young. Father and son finally 
share their feelings.

• Dante tries to take revenge by finding Josh, and Dante is shocked when Josh reveals his is gay. When Adam 
returns home, he finds it hard to come to terms with his altered appearance and attempts suicide.

• The novel ends with Emma bringing the brothers together, Adam coming to terms with appearance, and Dante 
realising that the Bridgemans have become a family at last.

Article 19:

You should not be harmed and 

should be looked after and kept safe.

Article 18:

Both parents share responsibility for 

bringing up their children, and they 

should always think about what is 

best for each child.
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English

Character analysis – “Boys Don’t Cry”

Dante • Dante is a representation of the complexities of growing up in modern Britain. At the start he reflects the meritocratic ideal that 
everybody can succeed; he is black and from a single-parent family but gains excellent A Level results and a place at 
University. However, he is initially selfish and immature in his handling of Emma and his attitude to Melanie. He is also volatile in his 
reaction to Adam’s beating. Ironically it is Emma who teaches him responsibility and tolerance for others.

Adam • Adam is very positive and accepting of his homosexuality at the start of the novel. He is presented as very open about his feelings but is 
perhaps rather naïve in his assumption that others will accept him as he is. Adam’s acceptance of his sexuality reflects the more 
enlightened views of 21st century society, and it is his loneliness and his fears about his appearance that prompt him to suicide, rather 
than any confusion over his sexuality.

Emma • Her presence in the family is important in bringing Dante and his father closer. She represents innocence in the novel, making Adam 
realise that appearances do not matter. Emma is described as ‘smelling of hope’ and helps the family come to terms with what happens 
to Adam.

Mr Bridgeman • Tyler Bridgeman is representative of modern single-parenthood with all its emotional and financial pressures. He also represents a 
generation of men who are unable to express or come to terms with their own emotions, as ‘boys don’t cry’. The high standards he sets 
for Dante cause conflict and appear callous, and it is not until the end of the book that it is revealed that Tyler is in fact trying to protect 
his son from making the same mistakes he made when young.

English Literature - Boys Don’t Cry



English

Character analysis – “Boys Don’t Cry”

Melanie • only appears at the start of the book, and the ending does not make it clear whether she will eventually return to claim her daughter. She 
represents many of the emotional and financial challenges facing single mothers, especially teenager mothers. Dante’s attitude towards 
her abandonment of her daughter reflect society’s strong condemnation of mothers who leave their children.

Collette • Dante’s girlfriend is representative of the traditional path many young people aspire to take. She has achieved good grades and has a 
place at University. However, is presented as immature and intolerant in her attitude towards Emma and involves social services. She is 
perhaps representative of the ‘state’ intrusion into the lives of those whose lives do not follow a traditional path.

Josh • A friend of Dante’s. His cruel nature and violent aggression towards Adam reflect his extreme emotional conflict over his sexuality. He is 
unable to admit to his homosexual feelings and keeps his relationship with Adam a secret. Josh represents the attitude of many in society 
who still have mixed feelings about open homosexuality.

Aunt Jackie • Dante’s mother’s twin sister but described by him as ‘vinegar’ compared to his mother’s ‘honey’. She represents the wider family 
network and is initially resented by Dante and his father, but she becomes the conduit that brings the two together by showing them that 
they need to express their feelings.

Article 15:

Your right to meet with friends and 

join groups and clubs.
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Key vocabulary

P
e

rs
o

n
if

ic
at

io
n Noun of action 

from personify. Sense of 
"embodiment of a 
quality in a person" is 
attested from 1807.

the attribution of a personal 
nature or human characteristics 
to something non-human, or the 
representation of an abstract 
quality in human form.

Q
u

o
te

Latin quotus "which in 
order? what number (in 
sequence)

Repeat or copy out (words from a 
text or speech written or spoken 
by another person).

Si
m

ile

Latin simile "a like thing; 
a comparison, likeness, 
parallel,"

a figure of speech involving the 
comparison of one thing with 
another thing of a different kind 
(e.g., as brave as a lion).

M
e

ta
p

h
o

r Latin metaphora, "a 
transfer“, literally "a 
carrying over"

a figure of speech in which a 
word or phrase is applied to an 
object or action to which it is not 
literally applicable.

Fo
rm

Latin forma "form, 
contour, figure, shape; 
appearance, looks; a 
fine form, beauty; an 
outline, a model, 
pattern, design; sort, 
kind condition"

Form, in poetry, can be 
understood as the physical 
structure of the poem: the length 
of the lines, their rhythms, their 
system of rhymes and repetition.

St
ru

ct
u

re

Latin structura "a fitting 
together, adjustment; a 
building, mode of 
building;"

The structure of a poem refers 
to how it was crafted. A poem 
with strong structure allows the 
reader to move easily from 
beginning to end, helping to 
create a particular response 
within the reader.

English

Context – Exposure

Who was Wilfred Owen? • Wilfred Edward Salter Owen was a British poet and 
soldier.

• He was one of the World War I poets, detailing the 
horrors of trench warfare.

• His poetry brought a sense of realism to public 
perceptions of war.

• Owen was killed one week before the end of the war

What was trench warfare? • The use of trench warfare significantly influenced the 
high death toll.

• Attacks involved going across No Man’s Land (in the 
middle) where attackers were open to machine gun 
fire, mines, and shells.

• Life in the trenches were awful, with diseases like 
trench foot.

• Men would often spend weeks at a time on the front 
line.

What happened in World War 
One?

• World War I, also known as the ‘Great War’, was a 
global war originating in Europe that took place from 
July 1914 to November 1918.

• It involved all of the world’s major powers, opposing 
the Allies

• Over 9 millions armed forces and 7 million civilians 
were killed in the war

How does Owen explore exposure 
to the weather in Exposure?

• Most of the fighting took place in Europe, where the 
soldiers faced extremities in temperature and 
weather over the years.

• Rain would quickly accumulate in the trenches whilst 
in the winter months

• The winter was so cold that many lost fingers and 
toes to frostbite. Trenches offered little to no 
protection.

Power and Conflict Poetry

Article 28: Your right to learn and go to school.



English

Line by line analysis – Exposure

What happens in lines 1-5? • The reader is delivered to the bleak French landscape, and the use of personification (winds...knive’) 
brings the conditions to life.

• This is a hostile environment; even nature is against them.
• Alliteration w/s sounds mimic whispers. ‘We’ is used to demonstrate that the narrator is among the 

soldiers. The soldiers fear the silence.

What happens in lines 6-10? • Pathetic fallacy is used to attribute anger to the wind – again making the place seem inhospitable.
• The simile used over the top two lines creates connotations of pain. Even though the action of the war 

is in the distance, it is still at the forefront of their minds.
• The soldiers question what they are doing– the reason for fighting is long lost.

What happens in lines 11-15? • Dawn is typically associated with freshness, happiness, but here it brings ‘poignant misery:’ they are 
trapped in an endless cycle of war.

• Dawn itself is then personified as an enemy, and a metaphor is used to describe an attack by a 
‘melancholy army.’

• The repeated last line shows the anxiety of waiting for death – ‘nothing happens.’

What happens in lines 16-20? • Sibilance (repeating ‘s’ sound) is used at the beginning of the stanza to add emphasis to the sounds 
being described.

• More personification is used – even the snowflakes seem to be conscious in deciding who to attack/ 
where they will fall.

• The wind is personified in its apathy in the face of the untold suffering and hardship.

What happens in line 21-20? • The icy flakes are compared to assassins that stalk out the soldiers.
• Varied verb in ‘cringed’ creates a vivid image of the soldiers weakly cowering from the weather.
• The juxtaposition of the ‘blossoms’ and ‘sun- dozed’ dream enhances the extremity of the misery of 

the lines before.
• The last line answers the question at the end of stanza 2.

Power and Conflict Poetry

Article 28: Your right to learn and go to school.



English

Line by line analysis – Exposure

What happens in lines 26-30? • Assonance of the awkward ‘o’ sound opening the stanza is representative of the effort that it takes to 
think of anywhere but their ghastly present environment.

• Use of the word ‘ghost’ creates the sense that these men are already dead – effective when 
considering later in the stanza: the men have been forgotten already.

What happens in lines 31-35? • The speaker questions the existence of warming stimuli, as it has been so long since they have 
experienced such comforts.

• The spring that will follow the current winter makes them feel afraid, as they fear that they will not be 
alive to see it.

• Due to the agony of their predicament, God’s love of the men is itself questioned.

What happens in lines 36-40? • The last stanza is perhaps the most haunting.
• The effects of frost are described using varied verbs and adjectives (shriveling, crisp). The soldiers (half 

frozen themselves) attempt to bury those killed from exposure.
• Metaphor – eyes are physically frozen/ numb to the horror of what they are doing. Last line shows 

nothing is being achieved.

Key vocabulary

Si
b

ila
n

ce

Latin sibilare, "to hiss, 
whistle".

Sibilance is the sound of whistling 
winds and hissing snakes. It’s the 
“s” sound we hear.

A
ss

o
n

an
ce Latin assonantem "to 

resound, respond".
Assonance is a resemblance in 
the sounds of words/syllables 
either between their vowels or 
between their consonants.

Power and Conflict Poetry

Article 24:

Your right to good food and water and 

to see the doctor if you are ill.



Key vocabulary

R
h

yt
h

m

from 
Latin rhythmus "movement in 
time,"

A strong, regular repeated pattern of 
movement or sound.

C
al

va
ry

From 
Latin Calvaria (Greek Kraniou
topos), translating "place of 
the skull"

An army component mounted on 
horseback

A
ll

it
e

ra
ti

o
n from Modern 

Latin alliterationem “to begin 
with the same letter"

The occurrence of the same letter or 
sound at the beginning of adjacent or 
closely connected words.

R
h

et
o

ri
ca

l 
Q

u
es

ti
o

n
s From 

Greek rhētorikos "oratorical
, rhetorical; skilled in 
speaking,"

A question asked in order to create a 
dramatic effect or to make a point 
rather than to get an answer.

R
e

m
e

m
b

ra
n

ce From Old French, 
remembraunce, "a memory, 
recollection,"

The action of remembering something

Fu
ti

lit
y

from 
Latin futilitatem "worthlessnes
s, emptiness, vanity"

Pointlessness or uselessness

English

Context – The Charge of the Light Brigade

Who was Alfred 
Lord Tennyson?

• Alfred, Lord Tennyson (1809-1892) was a poet, whose work 
remains popular today.

• Many phrases from his work have
become commonplace in English today.

• He wasone of 11 children and received a good literary education. 
He began publishing poems whilst still a student at Cambridge.

• In 1850, he became Poet Laureate, writing poems on matters of 
national importance until his death in 1892.

What was the 
Battle of 
Balaclava?

• Balaclava was fought on 25th October 1854 as a
part of the Crimean War.

• During this battle, ‘The
Charge of the Light Brigade’ took place.

• The cavalry were intended to be sent to prevent Russians from 
removing captured guns, however a miscommunication resulted 
in them charging directly at an artillery battery, surrounded, and 
under withering direct fire.

How does the 
poem explore 
attitudes to war?

• Many at the time felt
that war was worthwhile and glorious, and that there was no 
honour greater than dying for one’s country.

• Whilst Tennyson was predominantly against the idea of war (the 
poem shows disgust for the treatment of soldiers), he presents 
that taking orders and dying for one’s country is honourable.

What was the 
Crimean War?

• The Crimean War was a military conflict fought between 1853 
and 1856.

• Despite these unclear intentions, it has become known for its 
bloodiness and mismanagement.

Power and Conflict Poetry
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English

Line by line analysis – Charge of the Light Brigade

What happens in lines 1-8? • A ‘league’ is an old way to measure distance, equating to around 3 miles.
• The repetition of this commences a rolling rhythm that continues through the poem, resembling the 

sound of horses’ hooves galloping.
• Tennyson uses a metaphor in describing the opposition-dominated battlefield as ‘the valley of death.’ 

This has religious connotations (Psalm 23).
• ‘Light’ brigade is in opposition to the ‘heavy’ artillery, and yet they are being asked to ‘Charge for the 

guns!’ It is assumed ‘he’ refers to the commander.

What happens in lines 9-17? • Once more the order is repeated to charge forward. The poet uses a rhetorical question to question 
the sense of the order – yet affirms that the soldiers carried out the order even though they knew 
there had been a mistake (someone had blundered).

• The anaphora involving the lines beginning ‘theirs’ is representative of some form of chant or 
recitation, thus adopting the voice of the soldiers – it is not their place to answer back or question, 
just to ‘do and die’ (follow orders knowing that they will likely die).

• The last two lines are repeated (a refrain) to emphasise the main action of the poem – the 600 men 
charging in.

What happens in lines 18-26? • The anaphora of cannon creates the sense that the cannons are everywhere – the soldiers are hugely 
outnumbered and facing enemy fire from all angles.

• The use of varied verbs (volleyed and thundered) creates the reverberating sound of the cannons 
firing, whilst the alliterative use of the ‘s’ sound in ‘stormed at with shot and shell’ reflects the 
viciousness of the attack that they face.

• The adverb ‘boldly’ reflects their undeterred demeanour, even though the extension of the metaphor 
(becoming the ‘jaws of death’) makes this appear more and more like a suicide mission.

What happens in lines 27-38? • Remember that they are charging into gunfire, and yet they themselves are not armed with guns. The 
repetition of sabre/sabring highlights the deficit that they hold.

• However, ‘flashed’ gives the idea of being proud and imperious, even in the face of such danger.
• Tennyson once more uses alliteration, this time of the ‘w’ sound in ‘all the world wondered.’ In this 

case wondered means they were filled with awe.
• The Light Brigade is able to break through the enemy line –a big achievement. They are then forced to 

retreat, but it is clear that some have died.

Power and Conflict Poetry
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English

Line by line analysis – Charge of the Light Brigade

What happens in lines 39-49? • In a near repeat of the beginning of stanza 3, the Light Brigade are surrounded by cannons, however 
the use of the preposition ‘behind’ shows us that they have now turned around and are riding back.

• Note the use of rhyme in this stanza, stressing ‘shell, ‘fell’, ‘hell’ and ‘well.’ These four words alone 
emphasise how horrific and dangerous the battle was, yet how the Light Brigade fought strongly and 
were prepared to die for their country in the face of it.

• The ‘jaws of death’ metaphor had suggested certain death, and yet ‘what was left of them’ rode back 
out – thus demonstrating their achievement against the odds. The main difference, as the last line 
expresses, is there are far fewer of them.

What happens in lines 9-17? • Once more the order is repeated to charge forward. The poet uses a rhetorical question to question 
the sense of the order – yet affirms that the soldiers carried out the order even though they knew 
there had been a mistake (someone had blundered).

• The anaphora involving the lines beginning ‘theirs’ is representative of some form of chant or 
recitation, thus adopting the voice of the soldiers – it is not their place to answer back or question, 
just to ‘do and die’ (follow orders knowing that they will likely die).

• The last two lines are repeated (a refrain) to emphasise the main action of the poem – the 600 men 
charging in.

What happens in lines 50-55? • In the final paragraph, Tennyson aims to drive home his message of their glory, and cement their 
places as legends.

• The use of ‘O’ and an exclamation mark shows the speaker’s sheer astonishment at the bravery of the 
cavalry’s charge.

• The speaker then uses ‘honour’ as an imperative verb, to command the reader to remember and 
respect the noble six hundred.

Key vocabulary

A
n

ap
h

o
ra from Greek anaphora "reference," literally "a carrying back," the repetition of a word or phrase at the beginning of successive clauses.

Sa
b

re

from French sabre "heavy, curved sword" a heavy cavalry sword with a curved blade and a single cutting edge.

Power and Conflict Poetry
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Key vocabulary

Im
ag

e
ry

From Old 
French imagerie "likeness, 
figure, drawing, portrait"

Visually descriptive or figurative 
language, especially in a 
literary work

A
n

al
o

gy

from Latin analogia, from 
Greek analogia "proportion"

A story, poem, or picture that can 
be interpreted to reveal a 
hidden meaning, typically a moral 
or political one

R
e

p
e

ti
ti

o
n

Latin repetitionem "a 
repeating"

The action of repeating something 
that has already been said 
or written

A
d

je
ct

iv
e

s From Latin adjectivum "that is 
added to (the noun)"

A word naming an attribute of a 
noun, such as sweet, red, 
or technical.

V
e

rb
s

From Latin verbum "verb," 
originally "a word"

A word used to describe an action, 
state, or occurrence, and forming 
the main part of the predicate of a 
sentence, such 
as hear, become, happen

C
u

lt
u

re

From Latin cultura "a 
cultivating, agriculture"

The ideas, customs, and social 
behaviour of a particular people or 
society

English

Context – What Were They Like?

Who was Priscilla 
Denise Levertov?

• Priscilla Denise Levertov
was a highly-regarded American
poet.

• Despite being born and raised in Ilford,
England, many of her works deal specifically with
American themes.

• Particularly in the 60s and 70s, Levertov delved into socio-political 
poetry.

Who were The Viet 
Cong?

• The Viet Cong were a communist South
Vietnamese group, funded by the north.

• They used guerilla warfare, disguising themselves in
amongst the villagers and jungle terrain.

• Owing partly to the difficulties that US soldiers faced in 
establishing the enemy, many were hostile towards innocent 
citizens.

How does the 
poem explore 
attitudes to war?

• Extensive military casualties and the involvement of US soldiers in 
war crimes created discord amongst Americans in relation to the 
war effort.

• Images such as that of ‘Napalm Girl’ circulated in the US media 
and demonstrated the catastrophic effect that the drawn-out war 
was having on innocent Vietnamese people.

• As protests mounted, the US signed the Paris Peace Treaty and 
removed all forces from Vietnam.

What was the 
Vietnam War?

• The Vietnam War, also known as the Second Indochina War, was 

a conflict that took place in Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia 

between 1st November 1955 and 30th April 1975.

Power and Conflict Poetry
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English

Line by line analysis – What Were They Like?

What happens in lines 1-4? • The unusual structure is immediately evident - the speaker levies a number of questions towards an 
unknown listener (some have suggested possibly a child to their soldier father).

• The mention of ‘Vietnam’ in line 1 immediately sets the tone.
• The repetition of the past tense ‘did’ indicate that their culture is now a thing of the past.

What happens in lines 5-9? • Vivid imagery referencing Vietnamese life continues to be generated. ‘Quiet laughter’ implies a 
peaceful, respectful culture.

• The reference to the precious materials (bone, ivory, jade, silver) for ornaments highlights their skill 
and craft, whilst also forcing the reader to contemplate the fragility of their culture.

• The enquiries about literature and oral traditions (poem, speech, singing) reminds the reader that 
these people had their own voices, their own ideas, which are not now easily identifiable.

• The free verse structure and numbering of questions fragments the reading, mirroring their culture.

What happens in lines 10-24? • A second speaker responds to the first speaker’s questions. The use of ‘sir’ suggests subservience, 
reflecting the oppression of the Vietnamese people.

• The metaphor in line 10 depicts how the pain and destruction of the war has removed all elements of 
warmth from their lives. ‘It is not remembered’, repeated in the stanza, emphasises how the culture 
has been lost.

• The juxtaposition of pleasantries of the past (‘delight in blossom’) alongside present horrors (‘children 
were killed’) emphasises the violent extent of the change. ‘Buds’ - a metaphor for children – no 
opportunity to flourish.

• Alliteration of ‘b’ – harsh sound mirroring the bombs. ‘Burned’ reference to napalm bombing.

What happens in lines 25-31? • Line 25 suddenly brings the reader back to the horrors of the present, with the sound imagery of the 
onomatopoeic ‘smash’ of the mirrors, and the ‘scream’ of those in physical and emotional pain.

• Only an ‘echo’ of their culture now remains – the enjambment after ‘yet’ leaves the reader hanging, 
almost listening out, for the remnants of their voice.

• The analogy between their singing and occurrences of nature once more highlights the organic and 
peaceful nature of their culture, which has now been obliterated (‘it is silent now’)
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Key vocabulary

P
u

n

Italian puntiglio "equivocation, 
trivial objection"

a joke exploiting the different 
possible meanings of a word

D
ia

le
ct

Latin dialectus "local language, 
way of speaking, conversation"

a particular form of a language 
which is peculiar to a specific 
region or social group

R
ac

is
m

Old French refrain "chorus" (13c.) prejudice, discrimination, or 
antagonism by an individual, 
community, or institution against 
a person

C
o

llo
q

u
ia

lis
m 1751, "pertaining to 

conversation," from colloquy "a 
conversation"

a word or phrase that is not 
formal or literary, typically one 
used in ordinary or familiar 
conversation

A
cc

e
n

t

Latin accentus "song added to 
speech"

a distinctive mode of 
pronunciation of a language, 
especially one associated with a 
particular nation

Sl
an

g

Verb slanger "linger, go slowly," 
which is of Scandinavian origin 
(compare Norwegian slenge "hang 
loose, sling, sway, dangle"

a type of language that consists of 
words and phrases that are 
regarded as very informal

English

Context – Half Caste

Who was John 
Agard?

• John Agard (born 1949) is an
Afro-Guyanese poet and playwright who now
lives in the UK.

• When he moved to the UK in the
1970s.

• He often conveys his Caribbean voice in his poems, using non-
standard spelling to represent his accent.

• His poems are often rebellious in nature, challenging common 
ways of thinking and confronting discriminatory behaviour.

Why is the term 
'half caste' 
offensive?

• Half-caste is a term
used to describe people of mixed race or
ethnicity.

• It is seen increasingly as an offensive term, due to the fact that it 
implies that someone is ‘half-pure’ (with the white half being the 
‘pure’ half).

Where is Guyana? • Guyana is a country on the
northern mainland of South America.

• However, it is often considered as a Caribbean region
because of its strong cultural and historical links
to Anglo Caribbean nations. I

• t was governed by Britain from the late 18th Century and known 
as British Guiana until the 1950s. It gained independence in 1966.

What does John 
Agard teach us 
about racism in the 
UK?

• The United Kingdom is a multi-cultural society, largely owing to 

its imperialist past, and more recent waves of

immigration.

• The UK has never implemented any laws that officially 

discriminate against or segregate people of minorities –

however, it is only as recently as the 1960s that the first laws 

were introduced to actively oppose racist attitudes.
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English

Line by line analysis – Half Caste

What happens in lines 1-3? • The speaker begins his satirical attack on those that label him ‘half-caste’ by suggesting that he is half 
a person.

• By standing on one leg, he is using only half of his body, suggesting that he is only half of a man.

What happens in lines 4-10? • The speaker is assertive in lines 3-6, using the personal pronoun ‘yu’ (authenticating his dialect) to 
challenge the reader directly.

• Agard begins to show how two colours mixed together can create something beautiful – such as a 
Picasso painting.

• The rhetorical question forces the reader to think about the offence that the name can cause people.

What happens in lines 23-27? • The speaker begins to show his frustration towards the situation in the next few lines (‘ah rass’ is West 
Indian slang to communicate anger).

• He again asks the same questions of the listener/ reader, creating a refrain – this repetition reinforces 
Agard’s key message.

What happens in lines 28-32? • ‘Tchaikovsky’ is not capitalised, perhaps as a mark of dissent towards iconic white males.
• Once again, an example of something beautiful (a symphony) made from mixing colours is used to 

show how strange the term is.

What happens in lines 33-41? • The stanza break adds extra emphasis to the refrain, which once again use the imperative verb 
‘explain’ to show the challenging, assertive nature of the speaker.

• The next part of the poem labels several body parts as ‘half’ on the half-caste man.
• When people ask him why he only gives them part of his attention, it is actually because of their use 

of the derogatory term towards him.
• He doesn’t want to give them his ‘full’ recognition. ‘Yu’ and ‘u’ again involve the reader directly.

What happens in lines 42-45? • The idea of the speaker sleeping with ‘half- a-eye’ open is a commonly use metaphor for being 
nervous and wary – feeling insecure.

• The speaker here has given the reader a small glimpse of the inner hurt and divisions that the term 
creates.

• The adverb ‘consequently’ reminds the reader that words and actions have consequences: the 
speaker is unable to fully ‘dream’ because of the prejudiced nature of the society around him.
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English

Line by line analysis – Half Caste

Line 46-48 • ‘Cast’ a shadow is another pun (play on words) – again experimenting with the multiple meanings of 
‘caste.’

• These lines again return to the idea that he is seen as half a man – an idea at odds with this 
wonderfully lyrical section of the poem. ‘h’ and ‘m’ sounds soften his tone.

Line 49-55 • The last 7 lines of the poem are hard-hitting – a complete message in themselves.
• The idea of being ‘whole’ is subverted onto the reader: only when they commit to using all of their 

senses to perceive him will he tell them his full story.

Key vocabulary

C
as

te

from Latin castus "cut off, 
separated"

the system of dividing society into 
castes.

Sa
ti

re
from Latin satira "satire; poetic 
medley"

the use of humour, irony, 
exaggeration, or ridicule to expose 
and criticize people's stupidity or 
vices.

D
e

ro
ga

to
ry

from Latin derogatus, past 
participle of derogare "to take 
away, detract from, diminish"

showing a critical or disrespectful 
attitude.
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Key vocabulary

En
ja

m
b

m
e

n
t Mid 19th century: French, 

from enjamber ‘stride over, go 
beyond’

The continuation of a sentence or 
phrase from one line of poetry to 
the next.

D
ia

le
ct Latin dialectus "local language, way 

of speaking, conversation"
a particular form of a language 
which is peculiar to a specific 
region or social group

C
ae

su
ra

Mid 16th century: from Latin, 
from caes- ‘cut, hewn’, from the 
verb caedere

A caesura refers to a pause added 
into a line of poetry.

C
o

llo
q

u
ia

lis
m 1751, "pertaining to conversation," 

from colloquy "a conversation"
a word or phrase that is not 
formal or literary, typically one 
used in ordinary or familiar 
conversation

D
e

h
u

m
an

is
at

io
n

"Deprive of distinctly human 
qualities," "1802, from de- + 
humanize.

Neither the speaker nor the man 
that he killed are given a name –
their identity has been removed. 
This represents the idea that they 
do not matter to those in power.

Fu
ti

lit
y

1620s, from French futilité or 
directly from Latin futilitatem
"worthlessness, emptiness, vanity," 
from futilis "vain, worthless"

The poem has a strong anti-war 
message, as the reasons for killing 
the man are exposed to be weak.

English

Context – The Man He Killed by Thomas Hardy

Who was Thomas 
Hardy?

• Thomas Hardy (1840-1928) was a Victorian novelist and poet.
• He mixed elements of realism and romanticism in his writing
• His works were highly critical of much in Victorian society – many 

of his characters struggle against both their emotions and 
social circumstances.

• Like many liberals at the time, Hardy was openly against the 
Second Boer War (when this poem was written)

When was the 
Victorian Era and 
what happened 
during it?

• The Victorian era describes the period in which Queen Victoria sat 
on the English throne – between 1837 and 1901 (most of Hardy's 
life).

• It was a time of industrial revolution.
• It was also an extremely harsh time to live – lives of the rich and 

the poor were very far apart.
• The poor lived in danger and poverty on a daily basis, and Hardy 

was a vocal critic of these inequalities.

What were the 
Boer Wars?

• The Boer Wars were a series of wars fought between the British 
Empire and two Boer states (the South African Republic and 
Orange in Free State) in the area now known as South Africa.

• As with many wars fought throughout the late 19th Century, the 
British fought in order to consolidate their empire.

• Initially, the Boer side fought effectively using guerilla attacks, until 
harsh British counter-measures forced the Boer leaders to yield.

What was the 
attitude towards 
War and Empire?

• Earlier in the 19th Century, Britain’s empirical actions and wars 

had generally been viewed with patriotic pride by most public 

figures.

• However, around the turn of the 20th Century, many were 

beginning to question the morality and ethics of these policies.

• The Boer War was one of the first examples of a conflict in which 

British public opinion was not wholly supportive.
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Line by line analysis – The Man He Killed by Thomas Hardy

What happens in Stanza 1? • The poem follows an ABAB rhyme scheme throughout, perhaps representing the regimented orders 
that the men must follow.

• In the opening stanza, the speaker considers if the two men had met under different circumstances -
perhaps they could have been friends.

• The speaker uses simple language, with colloquialisms (e.g. ‘nipperkin’ – containers for holding drinks) 
to demonstrate that these are ordinary, ‘everyday’ men

What happens in Stanza 2? • The informal, hypothetical setting from Stanza 1 is juxtaposed with the men’s actual position on the 
battlefield in stanza 2. This serves to accentuate the features of each (warm, friendly vs. harsh, 
violent).

• Instead of drinking together, they shoot at each other – the reader is ‘jolted’ out of their false sense of 
security.

• ‘Staring face to face’ suggests proximity – it could easily have been the speaker to have died.
• The simplistic description of death suggests that he has grown used to the violence.

What happens in Stanza 3? • The first two lines of the third stanza highlight that the speaker did not truly know why he killed the 
man; the repetition of ‘because’ echoes his stuttering and stalling as he struggles to establish his 
reason.

• In lines 3 and 4, he tries to convince himself that this was what he was supposed to do (‘just so’, ‘of 
course.’) It is clear that the speaker is uncomfortable with what he has done, and is trying to 
rationalise it in his mind.

• The enjambment after ‘although’ at the end of the stanza leads the reader hanging on the idea that 
he is still questioning his actions.

What happens in Stanza 4? • The speaker begins to contemplate the parallels between the man’s life and his own – he supposes 
that the man is somewhat like himself, enlisting ‘off hand’ as he was ‘out of work’ (‘perhaps’, ‘just as 
I’).

• The similarities between the men reinforces the idea that they could have been acquaintances. The 
final line of the stanza is particularly powerful – ‘no other reason why’ on the surface level refers to 
their reason for joining the war (not out of personal/ political beliefs or hatred for the other). 
However, it also leaves the reader with the idea that the men are fighting the war for ‘no reason’ –
war is futile.

English
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English

Line by line analysis – The Man He Killed by Thomas Hardy

What happens in Stanza 5? • The final stanza is consistent in that the jovial, down-to-earth personality of the speaker remains at 
the forefront, but the underlying tone is more dark and ominous.

• ‘Quaint’ and ‘curious’ are not two words that one would automatically consider to describe war, but 
they do allude to the unusual experience of being violent towards someone he bears no hatred 
towards.

• It also further emphasises his background – he does not have the vocabulary to adequately 
communicate all of the horrors that he is experiencing.

• The use of the vocabulary ‘fellow’, ‘treat’, and ‘help’ in the final three lines underline the main 
message – we are all fellow people, and should treat each other as such.

Key Themes

Fu
ti

lit
y 

o
f 

W
ar

The speaker knows that he is the man’s ‘foe’ but he cannot 
fathom why. This serves to demonstrate the stupidity of war, in 
which men kill exterminate each other’s lives merely because 
they are told to. The inclusion of ‘everyday’ ideas and 
colloquialisms (inn, nipperkin) show that this it is ordinary people 
who are affected.

D
e

h
u

m
an

is
at

io
n Neither the speaker nor the man that he killed are given a name 

– their identity has been removed. This represents the idea that 
they do not matter to those in power. The fourth stanza suggests 
that the men are working class; they have more in common with 
each other than with those who command them.

Power and Conflict Poetry

Article 28: Your right to learn and go to school.



Key vocabulary

M
e

ta
p

h
o

r

"figure of speech by which a 
characteristic of one object is 
assigned to another"; from 
Latin metaphora, from 
Greek metaphora "a transfer," 
especially of the sense of one word 
to a different word.

An extended metaphor runs 
throughout the poem, which 
compares anger to the 
eponymous tree of the title. The 
negative emotions begin as a 
seed, and are cultivated into a 
plant, then a tree (as read in the 
line ‘I waterd it in fears’) is 
compared to cultivating a plant. 
The emotion is followed through 
an entire growth cycle until it 
results in death. The second 
metaphor ties the poem into the 
biblical story of Adam and Eve. In 
doing so, the suppression of anger 
is presented as an original sin.

A
lli

te
ra

ti
o

n

from Modern 
Latin alliterationem "to begin with 
the same letter,"

Alliteration is used throughout 
the poem to echo the sounds of 
the anger developing. For 
example, there is a repeated ‘s’ 
sound throughout quatrain 2, 
which resembles the sound of the 
speaker hissing with anger, whilst 
presenting smiles to the face of 
his foe. Furthermore, in quatrain 
3, the repetition of the harsh ‘b’ 
sound shows the hidden danger 
of the apple, cultivated to tempt 
the foe.

English

Context – A Poison Tree by William Blake

Who was William 
Blake?

• William Blake (1757-1827) was an English poet and painter.
• He is known as being one of the leading figures of the Romantic 

Movement.
• Blake rejected established religious and political orders for their 

failures– some of the many things that he viewed as being a part of 
the ‘fallen human nature.’

• He had a complex relationship with religion, believing the 
imagination to be the most important element of human 
existence. This ran contrary to Enlightenment ideas.

When were the 
Songs of Innocence 
and Experience?

• Published in 1794, these two sets of poems were created by Blake 
with the aim of showing the ‘Two Contrary States of the Human 
Soul.’

• The Songs of Innocence collection contains poems that are 
uplifting, celebrating childhood, nature, and love in a positive tone.

• The Songs of Experience section (of which A Poison Tree was one 
of the poems) offered a contrasting tone towards these ideas.

• Some of the topics covered in these poems were indignation, 
revenge, and the fallen state of mankind.

What is the 
relevance of the 
Garden of Eden?

• Also known as ‘Paradise’ the biblical garden of God is referred to in 
the books of Genesis and Ezekiel.

• The bible states that Adam and Eve (the first humans) were placed 
into the garden (naked, showing their innocence) before being 
tempted by a serpent to eat forbidden fruit from the Tree of Life. 
They were thus expelled from the garden.

• In A Poison Tree, the tree, apple, and garden represent the 
speaker’s anger, alluding to the biblical story.

What is 
Romanticism?

• Romanticism was an artistic, literary, musical, cultural and 

intellectual movement that originated in Europe in the latter half 

of the 18th Century, peaking in the mid-19th Century. 

Romanticism is characterised by its emphasis on emotions -

glorifying nature and past events – memories and settings are 

often imaginatively described using vivid imagery. Although Blake 

struggled to make a living during his lifetime, his ideas and 

influence were later considered amongst the most important of 

all the Romantic Poets.
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English

Line by line analysis – A Poison Tree – by William Blake

What happens in the first quatrain? • The reader immediately notes the simplicity of the language – it mirrors the nursery rhymes and 
children’s verses popular at the time, and (like the poem) were intended to teach moral lessons.

• The lesson provided in the opening quatrain is therefore seemingly simple to decode: do not suppress 
feelings of anger, or they will grow; the best way to rid oneself of anger is to express it.

• The complexity arises from the use of the terms ‘friend’ and ‘foe.’ The poem seeks to explore how 
people classify one another with these labels and alter their course of behaviour as a result.

• The trochee lines (e.g. line 1) force the line on, reflecting how pushy the speaker is. In contrast the 
iambic lines slow the poem down.

What happens in the second quatrain? • The second quatrain describes how the speaker tends to and cultivates his anger, which has made it 
grow.

• The metaphor begins that runs throughout the poem, as the wrath is compared to a small plant. He 
explains how he ‘waterd’ his anger with ‘tears’ and ‘sunned’ it with ‘soft deceitful wiles.’ ‘Wiles’ 
implies that the speaker is in some way laying a trap for his foe – he pretends to be friendly to his foe, 
his false smiles acting like sunshine in enabling his anger to develop.

• The speaker thus represents the duplicity of his behaviour, and the innocence is gone.
• Line 7, in which this occurs, contains two trochees and iamb, to wrong-foot the reader.

What happens in the third quatrain? • In the third quatrain, the small plant has developed into an actual tree – revealing the extent to which 
his anger has been cultivated.

• Furthermore, the metaphor is extended through the introduction of the apple. The apple represents 
the ‘fruits’ of his resentment. It has been chosen because it is commonly seen as the fruit of hatred 
and revenge in many cultures.

• It also refers to the apple in the biblical story of The Garden of Eden, in which the apple is used by the 
serpent to tempt Eve. The tree and apple promise a world of good (hence the shine), but actually 
brings woe to the world (it was mine). In this light, the speaker could be seen as the serpent.

• The poem now adopts a larger meaning, as the biblical connection introduces the idea of God’s 
indignation at humankind’s perceived failures.

• The repetition of ‘And’ shows the persistent, ceaseless development of the anger throughout the 
poem.
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English

Line by line analysis – A Poison Tree – by William Blake

What happens in the fourth quatrain? • The climax of the poem is thrust upon the reader in the final quatrain.
• Once again, the use of the word ‘and’ is used to start the quatrain. This shows the methodical, 

deliberate process that the speaker follows in order to develop his anger.
• The manner in which the foe ‘stole’ into the garden shows the two-way nature of the treachery.
• The ‘veild pole’ gives the impression that the visibility of the pole star, an aid to navigation, has been 

in some way impaired. The speaker’s sense of moral direction has thus been veiled.
• The final couplet reveals the result of the speaker’s treachery – ‘outstretched’ may mean dead, 

meaning that the foe has succumbed to the poison. The idea that the speaker is ‘glad’ about this 
reinforces the poem’s meaning – that despite the damage caused, the problems of human anger 
remain.

Key Themes

Su
p

p
re

ss
io

n
 o

f 
A

n
ge

r The main theme of A Poison Tree is not anger itself, but rather 
the destructive effects of the cultivation of anger. The poem 
emphasises that when a person hides or denies their emotions, 
the feelings are enabled to grow. Blake expresses this through 
the metaphor of the poison tree, which is fed by continued 
resentment.

Li
e

s 
an

d
 D

e
ce

it
The speaker hides his anger through ‘soft deceitful wiles’, and his 
cultivation of this anger eventually produces an apple, which is 
deceptively bright and shiny. This is designed to lure the foe to 
his demise. The foe is also revealed to be partaking in deceitful 
acts, as he ‘steals’ into the speaker’s garden.
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Key vocabulary

O
xy

m
o

ro
n

From Greek oxymōron, 
noun use of neuter 
of oxymōros (adj.) 
"pointedly foolish," 
from oxys "sharp, 
pointed" + mōros "stupid"

An oxymoron is a figure of 
speech that combines two 
contradictory terms

P
ar

e
n

ta
l 

B
o

n
d

Latin parentalis "of 
parents, early 13c., 
"anything that binds, 
fastens, or confines,

A parental bond is the bond 
between a parent and child.

R
e

al
is

m

French réalisme or 
German Realismus; from 
Late Latin realis "real

Realism in literature refers 
attempts to represent familiar 
things as they are. The 
subject/matter is represented 
truthfully.

M
at

e
rn

al
 

Lo
ve

Latin *maternalis, from 
Latin māternus "maternal, 
of a mother, lufu "feeling of 
love

Refers to the very close 
relationship between a 
mother and child.

In
d

iv
id

u
al

it
y Medieval 

Latin individualitas. 
Meaning "condition of 
existing as an individual"

Refers to the qualities that 
make each of us different and 
unique from each other.

C
ae

su
ra

Latin caesura, "metrical 
pause,"

A stop or pause in a metrical 
line, often marked by 
punctuation or by a 
grammatical boundary, such 
as a phrase or clause.

English

Context – Catrin

Who is Gillian Clarke? Gillian Clarke (born 1937) is a Welsh poet, who was 
awarded the Queen’s Gold Medal for poetry in 2010. She 
had two children, a daughter named 'Catrin' and two 
sons. She was the National Poet of Wales between 2008 
and 2016. S

How does she feel about her 
heritage?

Clarke was born into an English-speaking family in Wales, 
and only learnt to speak Welsh as an adult ‘partially as a 
form of rebellion.’ She is proud of her Welsh heritage and 
makes efforts to ensure that the Welsh language is shared 
worldwide by translating Welsh texts into English. She 
often weaves characteristics of Welsh language poetry into 
her work, e.g. strict metres.

What inspired her to write the 
poem?

The poem reflects her thoughts and feelings about her 
daughter becoming a teenager. It conveys the strong 
bond between parent as child, as well as the love, 
confusion and sometimes turmoil that a parent and child 
can experience as the child grows up.

How are the themes of 
togetherness and individuality 
expressed in the poem?

From the grueling first obstacle together of childbirth, 
both Catrin and her mother are locked together by an 
eternal bond. Whilst this brings them deep togetherness, 
they also struggle to establish themselves as individuals. 
Catrin longs to seek adventure, whilst the speaker tires of 
the responsibility.

How is the theme of maternal love 
explored in the poem?

The poem explores the persisting strength and durability 
of the maternal love, in the face of ceaseless conflict. This 
conflict seems to be unavoidable and has a notable effect 
on both the parent and the offspring. In any case, they 
remain attached by the ‘red rope’ of their bond, creating a 
deeper love than any other.
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English

Line by line analysis – Catrin

What happens in lines 1-5? • In line 1, the speaker immediately mentions memory, a key feature of parenthood – reflecting their 
love for their child.

• The parent can remember events that the child can’t. ‘You, child’ highlights the mother-daughter 
relationship.

• The speaker then begins to discuss childbirth – ‘hot’ and ‘white’ are oxymoronic – suggesting passion 
but also neutrality and sterility.

• The fact she is stood demonstrates her preparedness for the struggles ahead. The mundane image 
outside (emphasised by alliterative w’s and t’s) contrasts with events about to take place.

What happens in lines 6-11? • The fricative use of ‘f’ in lines 6/7 suggests expletives between the two – their explosive relationship 
revealed.

• Childbirth is seen as their first conflict: a precursor to future battles.
• The ‘red rope’ describes literally the umbilical cord, but metaphorically the bond of passion and love 

between them. It becomes a metaphor for the dual forces at play as the child grows up, as they both 
struggle against one another.

• The ‘square environmental blank, disinfected’ describes the hospital ward, but also the feeling of 
being ‘boxed-in’ by responsibility.

What happens in lines 12-17? • The writing on the walls demonstrates how the mother discovers for herself how to meet the physical 
and emotional needs of her baby.

• Literally, it could represent decorating a child’s room with paint and belongings. Wild, tender circles is 
another oxymoron, depicting the constant cycle of love, adventurousness, and protectiveness. At 
times, they both struggle to break free of the maternal bond, the daughter to find herself as an 
individual, and the mother to break free of responsibility.

• The alliteration of the ‘w’ demonstrates the repetitive, enduring nature of their struggles. The last 
two lines bring about a climax to their struggles – shouting and longing to be individuals.

What happens in lines 18-20? • The speaker uses almost nursery-rhyme rhythm to express the equal forces of their binary opposition 
to one another.

• The once ‘disinfected blank square’ is now ‘clouded’ with complex feelings that they hold – confused 
about their emotions.

• ‘Changed us both’ implies neither is the same because of their relationship
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English

Line by line analysis – Catrin

What happens in lines 21-24? • ‘Still’ brings the conflict into more recent times, through both childhood and adolescence.
• The description of the daughter’s hair highlights how she has grown into a strong adult. Her ‘rosy, 

defiant glare’ is suggestive of the passion that lies beneath.
• The elongated vowels in this section emphasises the enduring nature of their struggles, but also the 

assertiveness and strength of the force that her daughter has developed into

What happens in lines 25-29? • In the second climax, the speaker declares her love for her daughter, beginning with the idea of the 
‘heart’s pool’ – the memories between them lay deep in her heart, as does the bond that cannot be 
broken.

• ‘Tightening about my life’ suggests that the relationship has dominated her life ever since her 
daughter’s birth. Line 27 juxtaposes the contradictory ideas of love and conflict, reflecting the nature 
of their relationship, a battle which is never lost or won.

• The final two lines exemplify the daughter’s continued longing for adventurousness, even into the 
‘darkness’ of the future, countered by her mother’s perception of danger

Key Ideas

C
o

n
fl

ic
t

The theme of conflict is conveyed in this particular poem through the 
exploration of the love, frustration and turmoil that inevitably arises 
between a parent and child as the child starts to grow up and find 
their own identity. Because the poet is a woman, and has a daughter 
with the same name, we can assume that it is struggle between a 
mother and daughter, but the gender of the parent is not specified 
and only 'implied' about the child towards the end. It more reflective 
of the conflict taking place between a parent and child as they 
struggle to come to terms with the inevitable changes that take 
place.
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Key vocabulary

P
e

rs
o

n
if

ic
at

io
n

"Figure of speech 
or artistic 
representation in 
which something 
inanimate or 
abstract takes 
the form of a 
person," 1755.

In order to demonstrate 
the sheer power of 
nature throughout the 
poem, Wordsworth 
chooses to personify 
several aspects of 
nature at different 
points in the extract. For 
example, it is initially 
inferred that nature 
itself (she) guided him 
to take the boat that 
evening. Later on in the 
poem, the mountain 
peak that so terrifies the 
speaker is heavily 
personified, for e.g. 
through the terms 
‘voluntary power 
instinct’ and ‘upreared 
its head’ – giving it 
purpose.

O
xy

m
o

ro
n

In rhetoric, "a 
figure conjoining 
words or terms 
apparently 
contradictory so 
as to give point 
to the statement 
or expression," 
1650s, from 
Greek oxymōron, 
"pointedly 
foolish,"

An oxymoron is used in 
line six as the speaker 
states ‘it was an act of 
stealth, and troubled 
pleasure.’ Pleasure is 
usually something to be 
enjoyed, whilst 
someone that is 
‘troubled’ is tormented 
to the degree that they 
cannot take pleasure 
from something.

English

Context – Extract from The Prelude by William Wordsworth

Who is William Wordsworth? • William Wordsworth (1770-1850) is one of the most famous poets in English 
Literature.

• He was born and raised in the Lake District, a beautiful natural area of the UK which 
clearly influenced the subject matter and themes in his writing.

• After living in France for a while, returning, and then marrying, Wordsworth was 
made the Poet Laureate.

• In 1847, after the death of his daughter, Wordsworth was said to be so upset that 
he could no longer write poetry. He died in 1850.

What is behind the writing of The 
Prelude?

• Wordsworth began writing The Prelude in 1798, after experiencing homesickness 
when in Germany.

• It is a long autobiographical poem that is written in 14 books.
• It was not published until shortly after his death, in 1850.
• The poet uses childhood memories to share his quest for understanding in life.
• This extract in particular refers to a childhood memory in which he commandeers a 

boat before realising the magnitude and power of nature around him.

What is Romanticism? • Romanticism was an artistic, literary, musical, cultural and intellectual movement 
that originated in Europe in the latter half of the 18th Century.

• In most areas, it peaked in the early 19th Century.
• Romanticism is characterised by its emphasis on emotions, as well as glorifying 

nature and past events – memories and settings are often colourfully described.
• It was partially in response to the scientific rationalisation of nature of the era.

What is the meaning behind the 
full title of the poem?

• The full title of the poem is The Prelude: Growth of a Poet’s Mind.
• The poem endeavours to do exactly as its subtitle implies, with each section roughly 

corresponding to a section in his poetic development.
• Wordsworth himself likened The Prelude to a Gothic cathedral, explaining (in 

another of his texts, The Excursian) that the poem was like ‘an antechapel through 
which the reader might pass’ in order to gain access to the main body of his work.

Power and Conflict Poetry
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English

Line by line analysis – The Prelude – by William Wordsworth

What happens in lines 1-10? Wordsworth immediately personifies nature as her – stating that nature itself was guiding him. The little 
boat seems to symbolise a vessel for the emotional, spiritual journey that he is on. As he ‘unlooses’ the 
boat, he is setting his imagination free. The speaker then opens themselves to all that nature has to offer, 
with Wordsworth using vivid imagery to describe its wonders. There is alliteration of soft ‘l’ and ‘m’ 
sounds, reflecting the serenity. The oxymoron ‘troubled pleasure’ suggests conflicted emotions - nature 
shows pure beauty but also power.

What happens in lines 11-20? The speaker at this point is sure of his destination – the words ‘chosen’, ‘fixed’, and ‘unswerving’ 
demonstrate this sense of purpose and direction, whilst the ‘horizon’ represents the ultimate destination 
as a poet. The mention of the stars, with all their celestial beauty, and the use of the adjective ‘elfin’, 
however, point towards something more powerful and mystical. The simile comparing the boat to a swan 
signifies the beauty and elegance with which it moves through the water. This is a tranquil and beautiful 
image of nature.

What happens in lines 21-28? There is a drastic shift in tone, when the speaker encounters a beast of nature that he can only describe 
as ‘black’ and ‘huge.’ There is repetition of the word ‘huge’ to emphasise its size, but also to mimic the 
boy’s stumbling fear. The peak is heavily personified, for example the suggestion that it has a ‘purpose’, 
as if it is bringing some kind of message or intent towards him and that it ‘upreared its head’ and was 
‘growing.’ The separation it creates between him and the stars represents the idea that nature is 
standing between him and the divine – it appears stronger than him.

What happens in lines 29-37? The speaker turns back for the willow tree with ‘trembling oars’, demonstrating his pure anxiety. The 
boat is now described as ‘bark’, which makes it seem more fragile than before – a perception influenced 
by the speaker’s fear. At the beginning of the poem man is painted as being at one with nature, but it 
seems as though here he has realised that nature also has a great many dangers, and should be feared. 
The vocabulary used e.g. ‘dim’ and ‘grave’ give a sense of foreboding.

What happens in lines 38-44? The final lines reveal the lasting effect that this experience has had on the speaker. What had used to be 
‘familiar’ and ‘pleasant’ was now ‘darkness’ and ‘solitude’, as he realised that he could not control nature, 
and that the world around him was more dangerous than he had known. The use of the terms ‘huge’ and 
‘mighty’ show that he now saw nature as a greater power; ‘do not live’ gives the impression that these 
powers are immortal. The speaker’s mindset was forever altered.
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English

Language / Structural Devices – The Prelude – by William Wordsworth
Alliteration The repetition of particular sounds is used effectively by Wordsworth to evoke both tone and atmosphere at different points in the poem. For example, 

the frequent use of soft ‘l’ and ‘m’ sounds at the beginning of the poem (leaving, glittering, light, like) create a feeling of tranquility and peacefulness. 
This is in contrast to the ominous ‘d’ sound (days, dim, darkness) that dominates later.

Structure There are no stanzas throughout the extract, yet Wordsworth opts to use lots of punctuation to clarify meanings and enable the reader to separate 
ideas. The extract is like a complete story in itself, in that it starts with ‘one summer evening’ and ends with the effect of the action ‘trouble to my 
dreams.’ The repeated use of ‘and’ throughout the poem gives it a spoken feel, like someone telling a story.

Similes/Metaphors Wordsworth also uses a number of figurative language techniques to paint a precise image in the mind of the reader, which alters as the tone of the 
poem changes. For example, the boat is initially described as being like a graceful ‘swan’, as the speaker is content and peaceful. Later, when feeling far 
more vulnerable, the speaker describes their vessel as simply being ‘bark.’

Key Themes

Nature As the speaker realises in this extract from The Prelude, humanity is only one 
part of nature. The natural world can make man feel extremely small and 
insignificant. The speaker feels power after taking the boat and directing it as 
he pleases, but is soon levelled by the power of nature (in the form of a large 
mountain).

Loneliness Throughout large sections of The Prelude, Wordsworth is often on his own, 
and he makes it clear that this is important to him. He is able to think more 
clearly when he is alone, and is more affected by experiences and places. In 
this sense, a more spiritual and mystical atmosphere is created through the 
idea of loneliness.
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Key vocabulary

R
o

m
an

ti
ci

sm

1803, "a romantic idea". 
In literature, 1823, in a 
French context, in 
reference to a 
movement toward 
medieval forms 
(especially in reaction to 
classical ones)

Romanticism was an artistic, literary, 
musical, cultural and intellectual 
movement that originated in Europe in 
the latter half of the 18th Century 
(peaking in the early 19th Century). 
Romanticism is characterised by its 
emphasis on emotions, glorifying nature 
and past events – memories and settings 
are often colourfully described. It was 
partially in response to the scientific 
rationalisation of nature of the era. Aside 
from Lord Byron, amongst the most 
famous romantic poets were William 
Wordsworth and Percy Bysshe Shelley.

Si
m

ile

late 14c., from 
Latin simile "a like thing; 
a comparison, likeness, 
parallel," "like, 
resembling, of the same 
kind"

Byron employs similes throughout the 
poem, often comparing the subjects 
within the poem to natural elements. For 
example, in the opening line, the Assyrian 
is compared to the ‘wolf’, no doubt a 
reference to the invaders’ aggression, 
wiliness and ferocity. This forms a 
significant contrast with the later simile 
used to describe the Assyrians after death 
– ‘cold as the spray of the rock-beating 
surf.’ Life and warmth has been drained 
from the soldiers.

A
rc

h
ai

c 
La

n
gu

ag
e

from 
Greek arkhaikos "old-
fashioned," 
from arkhaios "ancient, 
old-fashioned, 
antiquated, primitive," 
from arkhē "beginning, 
origin,

Some of the vocabulary and syntax 
choices are deliberately old-fashioned, in 
order to echo the language and sentence 
style of the bible. For example, word 
choices such as ‘strown’ and ‘wax’d’ 
would have been oldfashioned even in 
Byron’s time. ‘

English

Context – The Destruction of Sennacherib – by Lord Byron

Who was Lord Byron? • George Gordon Byron, 6th Baron Byron (1788-1824) was a 
leading poet in the romantic movement, in addition to being a 
politician, nobleman and peer.

• Byron is amongst the most popular and wide-read British poets.
• He is known as one of the most flamboyant and notorious of the 

major Romantic poets.
• Throughout his life, Byron travelled extensively, particularly 

throughout Italy. He was good friends with Percy Bysshe Shelley.
• In later life, Byron fought for the Ottoman Empire in the Greek 

War of Independence.

What was Byron's 
personal life like?

• Byron was both celebrated and condemned in his life for his 
aristocratic excesses, which included numerous love affairs (with 
men and women), amassing huge debts, and being involved in 
scandalous rumours.

• It is not difficult to imagine that his many love interests 
influenced both the content and the style of his poetry.

• He was described by one contemporary as ‘mad, bad and 
dangerous to know.’

• In addition to a number of illegitimate children, Byron had one 
legitimate child: Ada Lovelace.

What is the connection to 
a Biblical story?

• The Destruction of Sennacherib is based on a short biblical story.
• In the story, the powerful, wealthy Assyrian leader Sennacherib 

brings a vast army to conquer the holy city of Jerusalem.
• Despite commanding around 185,000 fierce Assyrian soldiers, the 

army was annihilated, seemingly by God himself, who went forth 
and ‘smote’ the camp of the Assyrians in the night.

• Whilst Sennacherib survived the attack, he lost respect. He never 
dared to attack Jerusalem again and was later murdered by two 
of his own sons.
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English

Line by line analysis – The Destruction of Sennacherib

What happens in Stanza 1? Byron opens the poem by utilising a simile, comparing the Assyrians to a wolf to highlight their cruel and cunning nature. It also 
demonstrates the danger of the Assyrians – they are looking to destroy their victims. Their characterisation is further depicted through the 
description of bold uniforms – the extravagant purple and gold colours emphasising their wealth; Verbs and adjectives such as ‘gleaming’ 
and ‘sheen’ further emphasise this. The quality/condition of the Assyrian weaponry is shown through the simile in lines 3-4.

What happens in Stanza 2? The second stanza outlines how the condition of the soldiers miraculously alters overnight. In keeping with the romantic tradition, Byron 
utilises a metaphor involving nature to depict this, likely referencing that the slayings were not man-made, but seemingly natural. In life, 
preparing to attack, the army are sprightly, compared to ‘the leaves of the forest when summer is green.’ However, in death they are 
described as ‘withered’ and ‘strown’ like ‘the leaves of the forest when Autumn hath blown.’ The reader is given a clear image of the depth 
of the transformation, which influences them in attributing the events to the divine.

What happens in Stanza 3? The Angel of Death makes his first appearance in stanza 3. Whilst deadly, the angel is described as being graceful, rather than violent. The 
effortless manner of the killings (‘breathed…as he passed’) serves to demonstrate the power in the will of God. As opposed to being gradual, 
death takes place instantly, highlighting the ability of God to give and remove life.

What happens in Stanza 4? On the contrary, there appears to have been more of a struggle in the slaying of the horses. Their ‘nostril…wide’ and the ‘foam of…gasping’ 
insinuates that there has been a struggle – demonstrating that the beasts were more aware of their fate than their masters. Once again, 
figurative language (in the form of a simile) is used to depict death in comparison with nature – this time the cold ocean spray hitting rocks 
on the shore.

What happens in Stanza 5? Gradual natural events that normally take significant time to ensue (e.g. bodies becoming ‘pale’ and ‘rust’ developing on mail) have taken 
place overnight, demonstrating the power of God’s intervention. The tents, banner, lances, and trumpets are all personified (silent, alone, 
unlifted, unblown) to highlight how God’s power is all-encompassing, extending over everything in the environment. ‘Unlifted’ and ‘unblown’ 
highlight once more that the deaths are not as a result of battle.

What happens in Stanza 6? Activity returns in the final stanza, in the form of the effect of the deaths on those left behind (e.g. the widows’ ‘wail’). Byron creates a sense 
of good prevailing over evil, as the excesses of the Assyrian culture have now been destroyed – ‘the idols are broke’ and the ‘might of the 
Gentile’ have ‘melted like snow.’ Once again, this simile compares death to a natural force. Throughout the entirety of the poem, the subtle 
yet substantial forces of God and nature are shown to easily overpower even men perceived to be powerful.
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English

Language / Structural Devices – The Destruction of Sennacherib

Interesting Verbs Varied, interesting verbs show the contrast between the actions of the Assyrians on the way to battle, and their inactivity once dead. Verbs such as 
‘gleaming’ and ‘roll’ depict the army’s wealth and huge numbers, making it seem formidable. However verbs such as ‘unlifted’ and ‘unblown’ later 
accentuate their stillness and silence after being killed by the Angel of Death.

Form The poem is written in quatrains using a distinctive rhythm, which creates an upbeat, vibrant poem, quite at odds with its deathly content. This helps to 
underline the contrast between the might of the army and the tragedy of its death. There are six stanzas, each of which contain two pairs of rhyming 
couplets, creating an AABB rhyme scheme– this could be to echo the horses marching into battle.

Alliteration The subtle use of alliteration adds to the sound imagery in some of the poem’s descriptions. For example, the repetition of the ‘s’ sound in the “sheen of 
their spears was like stars on the sea” creates a hissing sound that brings a suggestion of evil. Furthermore, the repeated ‘h’ sound in ‘their hearts but 
once heaved’ slows down the reading at the moment in which the soldiers’ lives are ended.

Key Themes

G
o

o
d

 v
s,

 E
vi

l The poem presents good and evil as two different sides. Evil is 
represented as early as the first line, as the Assyrians are described as 
being ‘the wolf on the fold.’ The Assyrians’ lavish luxuries and idols are 
presented in a negative light, whilst the actions of God against them are 
presented as being pure and natural.

Th
e

 P
o

w
e

r 
o

f 
N

at
u

re
 /

 G
o

d God is shown to have the power to protect his people in times of need. 
His power is shown through the forces of nature. The might of the 
Assyrian army is shown to be nothing in the face of God – he merely has 
to ‘glance’ at them in order to allow nature to take its course on their 
bodies, rendering them lifeless.
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Key vocabulary

Si
b

ila
n

ce

Latin sibilantem (nomina
tive sibilans), present 
participle of sibilare "to 
hiss, whistle,"

Sibilance is the repetition of 
letter sounds that have a hushing 
or hissing quality.

R
e

as
su

ra
n

c
e

re-assurance, 1610s, 
"assurance or 
confirmation 
repeated,"

To remove someone's doubt 
and/or fears

In
st

in
ct

Latin instinctus "instigati
on, impulse, 
inspiration,"

An inborn impulse or motivation 
to action typically performed in 
response to specific external 
stimuli or event.

A
rb

it
ra

ry

Latin arbitrarius "of 
arbitration," hence 
"depending on the will, 
uncertain,"

Defined as something that is 
determined by judgment or whim 
and not for any specific reason or 
rule.

A
sc

o
t

A village near Windsor, 
Berkshire, literally 
"eastern cottage."

The site an annual glamorous 
horse race. Known for its fashion-
conscious crowd and links to 

the Royal family.

B
u

rd
e

n

Old English byrðen "a 
load, weight, charge, 
duty;"

A duty or responsibility that is 
hard to bear and causes distress 
of sorrow.

English

Context – War Photographer

Who is Carole Satyamurti? • Carole Satyamurti (born 1939) is a British poet, 
sociologist, and translator. She is a contemporary poet 
who deals with painful subjects head on, for example 
cancer, war, and death.

What wars were taking place at 
the time that she wrote the poem?

• The poem was written in 1987 and there were several 
major wars and conflicts going on across the world such 
as the Iran-Iraq War of 1980-1988, in which around 1 
million people died

• The Soviet-Afghan War and the 1982 Lebanon War
• The Cold War also still running and for this reason this 

was a worrying time.

What is a war photographer? • Refers to a person who engages in photography in 
areas where there is warfare or conflict. War 
photography involves photographing armed conflict 
and the effect of this on people and places. War 
photographers often have to place themselves in 
harms way, and are sometimes injured or killed 
themselves while attempting to capture an image.

What are the dangers of war 
photography?

• In the modern day, journalists and war photographers 
are protected by the international conventions of 
armed warfare, yet are still often considered targets by 
opposing groups.
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English

Line by line analysis – War Photographer

What happens in the first stanza? • The speaker reveals how, to most people, disturbing images of war remain safely within the frame. 
The photograph is from a different place and perhaps even a different time.

• This is not the case for the war photographer, who experiences the place for real. Lines 2 and 3 
suggest that the reader can convince themselves that the world around the image is normal, and that 
the ‘tragic’ is something that the photographer has needed to seek out ‘to make a subject.’

• However, the use of the modal verb ‘can’ suggests that this is not the truth. The final lines of the 
stanza deal with the opposite, how people are convinced that the world is fine by poems that ‘lifts the 
heart.’

• The true experience remains with the photographer.

What happens in the second stanza? • The photographer thinks of the privilege of others away from the war – the ‘sun-gilded girls’ create an 
image of a positive world with few problems.

• ‘Silk’, ‘champagne’ and ‘giggles’ add to the sense of luxury, as does the mention of ascot (a prestigious 
horse racing venue).

What happens in the third stanza? • The image of the ‘sun-gilded girls’ is deliberately contrasted with the horrible plight of this ‘small girl.’
• The verbs are also contrasted ‘staggering’ rather than ‘rolling’ – showing her discomfort.
• She is a ‘small girl’ but bears responsibility for a baby. ‘Finger pressed’ suggests the moment before an 

act of violence – the girl is the victim and the viewers are predators

What happens in the fourth stanza? • ‘First bomb of the morning’ reveals that the violence is frequent/ every day.
• ‘Dark scream’ demonstrates the evil of war, whilst ‘mouth too small’ reinforces the idea that children 

are exposed to violence and brutality when aged far too young. Repetition of ‘b’ and ‘d’ echoes the 
sound of the bombing. She drops the baby – it is never revealed what happens to either of them – as 
though this is not important to the consumer

What happens in the fifth stanza? • The final stanza reveals how pictures can be deceiving. In the picture, before dropping the baby as 
running, the girl looked almost to have been smiling. Furthermore, the caption suggests that even in 
these times of war, people have the strength to be happy - the photographer has aided this 
deception.

• This appears to be the truth that the public wants to hear. Using the analogy of hell, the writer 
explains that the true narrative in these war-torn areas does not end at the borders of photographs –
suffering extends far beyond what is seen in a photo. The simile in the final line provides further 
imagery for this idea.
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What are the key themes of the poem?

Suffering • Satyamurti exposes the true horrors of war, which exist beyond the images seen in the media. In 
order to exemplify the true suffering that people experience, Satyamurti details a young girl who is 
forced to drop a baby and run when bombs go off nearby. This image is contrasted by the relative joy 
of the ‘sun-gilded’ ascot girls.

Ignorance • The speaker seeks to clarify the real nature of war and conflict to the ignorant viewing public. In the 
opening stanza, the speaker reveals how the reader can dismiss horrors that exist within the frame of 
a photo as little more than a faraway story. The war photographer, however, is acutely aware of the 
real horrors of war

Power and Conflict Poetry

Key Theme

C
o

n
fl

ic
t

The theme of conflict is shown in two ways: Firstly, it talks about the 
actual physical conflict that is involved with war and all the death and 
devastation that is surrounding it. But on a deeper level, the main 
conflict is that of the war photographer as he grapples with what he 
does for a living. The photographer feels torn between doing his job 
and feeling hopeless and in some cases, a predator, as he takes 
pictures of the horrific experiences of others whilst doing nothing to 
stop it or help.
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Key vocabulary

D
ia

le
ct

Latin dialectus "local 
language, way of 
speaking, 
conversation,"

A dialect is a form of the 
language that is spoken in a 
particular part of the country or 
by a particular group of people.

P
re

ju
d

ic
e Latin praeiudicium "prio

r judgment, judicial 
examination before 
trial; damage, harm,"

Is a bias or a preconceived 
opinion, idea, or belief about 
something.

C
o

llo
q

u
ia

lis
m

1810, "a colloquial word 
or phrase," one peculiar 
to the language of 
common conversation

Region-specific words and 
phrases that add color and a 
casual tone to your writing or 
speech

W
o

rk
in

g 
cl

as
s

1630s as "engaged in 
physical toil as a means 
of livelihood."
French classer "rank"

The social group consisting 
primarily of people who are 
employed in unskilled or semi-
skilled manual or industrial work.

U
p

p
e

r
cl

as
s Mid-19c. for "wealthier"

French classer "rank"
A social group consisting of the 
people who have the highest 
social rank and who are usually 
rich

G
u

lle
t

Old French golet "neck 
(of a bottle); gutter; bay, 
creek," diminutive 
of gole "throat, neck"

Colloquial term for esophagus or 
throat.

English

Context – The Class Game

Who is Mary Casey? Little is known about Mary Casey, except that she was a 
housewife from Liverpool. Casey contributed to a 
magazine called Voices, which existed between 1972 and 
1984. In Voices, poets from working class backgrounds, 
who had no literary background or published works. They 
were just ordinary working-class people, writing about 
everyday experiences. ‘The Class Game’ was one of four of 
Casey’s poems that appeared in the magazine.

What is the 'social class'? It refers to divisions in society based on economic and 
social status. People in the same social class typically share 
a similar level of wealth, educational achievement, type of 
job and income.

What was Liverpool like in the 
1970's?

Liverpool in the 1970's was going through a serious 
economic recession that resulted in the loss of many jobs 
and a substantial increase in the number of people living 
below the 'poverty line'. The rising rate of unemployment 
combined with the widening gulf between the lives of the 
rich and poor caused many protests.

What was the Voices Magazine? Voices magazine was initiated in 1972 in order to give 
those from working classes a literary voice. Based in 
Manchester, the journal ran for around 12 years. Critics of 
the era were very snobbish and tended to be dismissive 
and critical of the work that appeared in the magazine.

What is colloquial language? Refers to a style of language that is very informal and is 
often used in conversations in non-formal settings.
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English

Line by line analysis – The Class Game

What happens in lines 1-4? • The poem opens with confidence, addressing the reader directly with the personal pronoun ‘you’ and 
a challenging rhetorical question. She asserts that despite what others think, she chooses to be the 
way that she is. The speaker then uses colloquial language to introduce some ‘posh’ identifiers, e.g. 
talking with a plummy accent and looking down your nose on other people (being snobby).

What happens in lines 5-10? • The speaker then sets about drawing comparisons between the classes, for example in clothes (stating 
that the working class wear a hat and not a scarf) in dialect (‘Tara’ instead of ‘bye dear’) and in 
locations (‘corpy’ and not ‘Wirral’). By juxtaposing these ideas next to one another, the differences 
between the classes is accentuated. ‘Wince’ shows the scorn of snobs towards her accent. The 
question from line 1 is repeated in line 8 – this is a challenge to snobbish attitudes.

What happens in lines 11-14? • The Wirral is seen as a peaceful, suburban area outside Liverpool – the speaker observes that the 
‘posh’ people only commute into Liverpool for work. The speaker then plays with the stereotypes 
middle-class people make about working classes being lazy and unemployed. Note at this. Once more, 
the speaker contrasts the language used by different classes to describe the same thing (‘patio’ and 
‘yard’).

What happens in line 15-19? • Once more, the section starts with the refrain of ‘How can you tell what class I’m from?’ The sarcasm 
continues, with the speaker becoming more outrageous with the aim of shocking the middle-class 
listener – for example the reference to ‘bum’, ‘bog’, and ‘pee.’ She becomes more accusatory, 
referring to the things people do to present that they are middle class – e.g. ‘crooking’ their little 
finger when drinking.

What happens in lines 20-22? • : Suddenly, the speaker alters the refrain slightly – now asking ‘why do you care what class I’m from?’ 
This is the key intention of the poem: to make the reader consider why they care about people’s class. 
Line 21 uses the metaphor of talking with a plum in your mouth (talking ‘posh’) to demonstrate how 
unappealing working class people appear to those from snobby middle class backgrounds.
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English

Line by line analysis – The Class Game

What happens in lines 23-26? • The speaker lists the remainder of her working-class checklist – revealing the occupations of her 
family members, and some more of the slang terminology used to describe foods (wet nelly) and body 
parts (belly). In the final line, the speaker overtly states what can be inferred throughout the 
preceding sections of the poem – that she is proud of her class and has no interest in pretending to be 
anything else.

Key Themes

C
la

ss

The poem is about the class divisions that exist in society, and the games that we play when we make judgements about others,
or present ourselves in ways that we wish others to see us. The speaker lists several means by which her class is judged, 
including her accent, her vocabulary, and her father’s employment position.

D
iv

is
io

n
s

The speaker presents a society that is divided, and in which there is animosity towards one another from two opposing sides. By 
juxtaposing working class and middle class ideas together throughout the entirety of the poem, the poet is able to vividly 
highlight the differences between the two classes.

Conflict
The Class Game is a poem about prejudice and the way that we treat others dependent on their social status. It covers class and
the attitudes we have towards it. The narrator also wants to convey their pride in their heritage and identity.

Power and Conflict Poetry
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Key vocabulary

M
o

ra
lit

y

Latin moralis "of 
manners or morals; 
moral"

It is a system of principles and 
values concerning people's 
behaviour, which is generally 
accepted by a particular 
society/group.

C
o

u
rt

sh
ip

1570s, "behavior of a 
courtier," from 
court (n.) + ship,
meaning "the wooing of 
a woman"

It is the systematic process of 
pursuing a person that you have 
(romantic) interest in. Courting 
involves many social rules that 
must be followed.

A
lie

n
at

io
n Latin alienationem (nom

inative alienatio) "a 
transfer, surrender, 
separation"

The feeling that you have no 
connection with the people 
around you or that you are not 
part of a group.

Sh
am

e
le

ss Old English scamleas
"shameless, impudent, 
immodest"

It refers to a person who is 
displaying behaviour that they 
feel no sense of shame about it.

O
u

tc
as

t

Middle 
English outcasten "to 
throw out or expel, 
reject"

A person who has no place in 
their society or in a particular 
group, because the society or 
group refuses to accept them

O
xy

m
o

ro
n

Greek oxymōron, noun 
use of neuter 
of oxymōros (adj.) 
"pointedly foolish"

Two words or phrases used 
together that have, or seem to 
have, opposite meanings: 'bitter 
sweet'.

English

Context – Cousin Kate

Who is Christina Rossetti? Christina Rossetti (1830- 1894) was an English poet who 
mainly wrote romantic and children’s poems. She was 
born into a gifted family – the youngest child of the 
renowned Italian-exile poet Gabriele Rossetti and Frances 
Polidori, the sister of Lord Byron’s best friend: John 
Polidori.
Rossetti’s poetry is famed for having an exceptional lyrical 
quality, diction and tone, using simple forms.

What was the class system in the 
19th century?

Victorian society was made up of aristocrats and nobles, 
middle classes, and working classes and social mobility was 
difficult. For example, it was integral for both the man and 
the woman to marry someone of a suitable class and 
reputation. It would bring shame on a family for someone 
to marry too much out of lust and below the family 
class/reputation.

What is the Victorian Era? The Victorian era describes the period in which Queen 
Victoria sat on the English throne – between 1837 and 
1901 (most of Rossetti’s life). Whilst this was a time of 
industrial revolution, it was also an extremely harsh time 
to live, and the differences between the lives of the richest 
and the poorest were exacerbated. The Victorian era was a 
period of great change. In this time, the population of 
England doubled – from 16.8 million 1851 to over 30 
million in 1901.

What were rules for courting in the 
Victorian era?

Men were largely free to act as they liked outside of 
marriage, whilst women were expected to exhibit chaste 
behavior. Women with children who were unmarried were 
regarded as ‘fallen.’
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Line by line analysis – Cousin Kate

What happens in lines 1-8? • The poem is set out as a dramatic monologue, addressed directly to the eponymous Cousin Kate, 
referred to as ‘you’ throughout the poem. The opening lines present a rural setting, generating an 
image of the speaker that is innocent and pure. ‘Cottage mates’ suggests a low status, perhaps 
working the fields. Line 4 implies that she was not aware of her own beauty – she questions why the 
lord would choose her over the other girls. Repetition of the same line (5 and 7) shows her confusion. 
‘Flaxen’ means blonde; the reader is given an image of a pretty country girl.

What happens in lines 9-16? • The verb ‘lured’ portrays the lord as some kind of predator, who traps her. His palatial home is 
juxtaposed with her humble cottage dwelling, to highlight his status. The oxymoron in line 11 
demonstrates her confusion at the time: bedazzled by him and so blind to the social dangers. 
‘Plaything’ suggests he never wanted her for marriage – his ‘love’ is in face lust. The metaphors and 
similes with clothes suggests that she is nothing more than accessory to him; something that he can 
use and discard. Doves mate for life – she explains how she could have been this to him

What happens in lines 17-24? • At this point, she addresses Kate directly for the first time. The fact that she is ‘Lady’ tells the reader 
that the Lord has married her. The speaker admits that Kate is more fair than her, and the idea that 
she ‘grew’ this way reveals that she is perhaps younger – the speaker has been cast aside for a newer, 
younger girl. The speaker seems to know the exact moment he fell for Kate – suggestive of her 
jealousy and pain. The latter part of the stanza shows the power of the man – he can select his 
woman at whim, who is elevated to his level. The women are passive: no choice in the matter.

What happens in lines 25-32? • The opening four lines may be the lord’s and neighbours perception of Kate, and not the reality. In any 
case, the views of those around seem to have influenced him. The speaker herself is instead perceived 
as an ‘outcast thing.’ ‘Howl’ suggests her pain, whilst ‘dust’ shows that she remains in the country, 
work setting. This is contrasted with Kate’s ‘gold’ and ‘sing.’ A further contrast is used to describe the 
speaker’s ‘tender heart’ against Kate’s ‘stronger wing’ implying she was pushed aside by Kate.

What happens in lines 33-40? • The speaker goes on to question the validity of Kate’s feelings. Sand can be washed away, and so the 
metaphor in line 34 insinuates that her love is fleeting and not deep, as the speaker says hers is. In the 
next lines, the jealousy of the narrator can be inferred – she states that she would not have ‘won’ in 
the same way, but with the alternative being social ruin, it is unlikely she would have rejected him. 
She claims moral superiority by suggesting Kate was ‘bought.’ The tone of line 39 shows her 
disrespect for the lord now
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Line by line analysis – Cousin Kate

What happens in lines 41-48? • In the final stanza, the speaker reveals her revenge: she has a son with the lord, which Kate does not. 
She juxtaposes the son with the material things that Kate owns, in an attempt to demonstrate that 
they are relatively worthless. The oxymoron used in 45 (‘shame’ and ‘pride’) gives the impression that 
she is able to rise above social perceptions in her view of her son – but this is not entirely believable; 
she refers a few times throughout the poem to the views of society, suggesting that she is affected by 
them

Themes

C
la

ss

The Victorian class system, and its effects on love and marriage, is evident 
through the behaviour and attitudes of the characters in the poem. The 
lord, being from an esteemed class, is able to pick and choose whichever of 
the working women he wants (this is partially a result of gender attitudes as 
well).

Alienation The pain felt by the speaker at being shunned in favour of Cousin Kate is 
compounded by the fact that she is outcast by society for indulging in a pre-
marital relationship. Despite being no more guilty than the lord, his position 
as a man allows him to carry on his life as he likes, whilst she is forever 
tainted as a ‘fallen’ woman.
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Key vocabulary

El
lip

si
s

Grammatical and rhetorical 
sense in English first 
recorded 1610s: "a figure of 
syntax in which a part of a 
sentence or phrase is used 
for the whole, by the 
omission of one or more 
words, leaving the full form 
to be understood or 
completed by the reader or 
hearer."

The sound of gunshots 
are echoed in the use of 
terms such as ‘rapid 
fire’ and ‘stuttering’ 
and are visually 
depicted through the 
use of the ellipsis.

D
iv

is
io

n

Late 14c., divisioun, "act of 
separating into parts, 
portions, or shares; a part 
separated or distinguished 
from the rest; state of being 
at variance in sentiment or 
interest,"

One of the key themes 
of the poem –Ireland 
was a country divided –
in many ways –
politically, religiously, 
geographically.

D
is

o
rd

e
r Late 15c. (Caxton), "destroy 

or derange the order of, 
throw into confusion

In the poem, all rules 
about order and control 
are removed.

Fr
ag

m
e

n
t

Early 15c., "small piece or 
part," from 
Latin fragmentum "a 
fragment, remnant," literally 
"a piece broken off," from 
base of frangere "to break"

Society is fragmented 
by The Troubles in 
Northern Ireland.

English

Context – Belfast Confetti by Ciaran Carson

Who is Ciaran 
Carson?

Carson is a Belfast-born (1948) Northern-Irish poet and novelist. He 
was born into an Irish speaking family, and only picked up the English 
language from playing with local friends. His work is personal and 
political in its coverage of events from the past – particularly The 
Troubles and violence in Northern Ireland. In 1969, Carson narrowly 
avoided death in The Troubles, when a bullet tore through a taxi that 
he was sitting in. His poetry has won many awards.

Where is 
Ireland?

Ireland is an island in the North Atlantic, separated from Great Britain 
by the North Channel, the Irish Sea, and St. George’s Channel. The 
island is made up of the Republic of Ireland (often shortened to 
‘Ireland’), which makes up about five-sixths of the island, and Northern 
Ireland, which is a part of the UK (see ‘The Troubles’). The Irish climate 
is heavily influenced by the Atlantic Ocean, which borders it to the 
east. Ireland is the second-most populous island in Europe, with about 
6.6 million inhabitants.

What were 
the Troubles?

The Troubles is the name given to the conflict in Northern Ireland 
during the late 20th Century. Over 3,600 people were killed and 
thousands more were injured. Two separate factions fought over the 
constitutional status of the country, with the goal of the unionist side 
to remain part of the UK, and the nationalist side to become part of 
Ireland. As a result, the violence also spilled into Great Britain and 
Ireland. It was settled in the Good Friday agreement of 1998.

What is the 
Good Friday 
Agreement?

The Good Friday Agreement of 1998 is largely viewed as the 
settlement of The Troubles, which enabled relative peace in Northern 
Ireland. The present devolved system of government in Northern 
Ireland stems from the agreement. It included a multi-party 
agreement between Northern Ireland’s political parties and the 
agreement between the British and Irish governments. Both had to be 
approved by the public through referendums (which they were) 
before they became valid.
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Line by line analysis – Belfast Confetti – by Ciaran Carsan

What happens in Stanza 1? ‘Suddenly’ throws the reader directly into the action, just as the speaker was. The extended metaphor 
utilising punctuation to emphasise the breaks in society begins with ‘exclamation marks raining down.’ 
The violent conflict is breaking down language between the factions. The listing in line 3 conveys a sense 
of panic – full sentences can no longer be articulated in the chaos. The fact that these are everyday 
objects demonstrates how the ordinary has become deadly. The sound of gunshots are echoed in the use 
of terms such as ‘rapid fire’ and ‘stuttering’ and are visually depicted through the use of the ellipsis. The 
continual references to punctuation show the divides and blockages across the city.

What happens in Stanza 2? The term ‘labyrinth’ gives the impression of an inescapable maze, and yet these are streets that the 
speaker knows well – showing how the conflict has inverted normality. The speaker’s own hesitation is 
implied in the questions that they ask themselves, as well the fact that their moves are ‘punctuated.’ 
‘Dead end’ is deliberately ambiguous – further reinforcing the undercurrent of division and violence. 
Upon being questioned by the soldiers, the speaker now fails to answer the simplest of questions (line 
17) showing how disorientated they have become. The poem does not end definitively, but rather with 
unanswered questions.
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Language and Structural Devices – Belfast Confetti
How are metaphors used in the poem? An extended metaphor runs throughout the poem, which compares Belfast to a sentence that has been 

broken and blocked up by punctuation marks. The punctuation marks themselves are used to represent 
different features of the troubles. For example, exclamation marks and hyphenated marks represent 
weapons and debris, whilst full stops and colons depict the city ‘blocked with stops and colons.’ The 
whole poem can be seen as a metaphor for the way that violent conflict destroys language.
Quote: “Suddenly as the riot squad moved in it was raining exclamation/ marks,”

How are questions used in the poem? The sense of chaos and confusion is emphasised through the use of interspersed questions throughout. 
The speaker is seen to be constantly questioning what is going on, for example ‘why can’t I escape?’ 
‘Where am I coming from?’ Many of these questions are appear to be echoes of questions being asked of 
the speaker by others – e.g. ‘My name?’ and ‘Where am I going?’ – which adds to the sense of mistrust.
Quote: “My name? Where am I coming from? Where am I going? A fusillade of question-marks.”

What is the Form of the poem? The poem is written in two stanzas, perhaps to represent how Belfast/ Northern Ireland has become 
divided between the two factions. The varying line lengths, alongside the lack of rhyme or consistent 
rhythm, reflect the chaos of the riots. The different line lengths also mirror how different streets have 
been cut off by the factions and riot squads.
Quote: “All the alleyways and side-streets blocked with stops and/ colons.”

How are enjambment and caesura used in the poem> Enjambment and caesura serve to speed up slow down, link and break up different sections of the poem. 
The heavy use of enjambment and caesura throughout creates a sense of unease – the unsteady flow of 
the poem makes the reader more insecure and apprehensive, mirroring the feelings of those caught in 
the conflict. Caesura and enjambment also combine to create a sense of being cut off as communication 
systems fall. A prime example of this is in lines 13 and 14.
Quote: “Why can’t I escape? Every move is punctuated. Crimea Street/ Dead end again.”

How are everyday objects used in the poem? Carson reveals how, in this environment, everyday objects are turned into dangerous weapons. For 
example, in the first stanza, Carson details how ‘nuts’, ‘bolts’, and ‘car keys’ are used in bombs. The title 
itself mirrors this idea; ‘Confetti’ is ordinarily used for celebration, but here it is used to describe the 
shrapnel originating from bombs, which rains down on the city.
Quote: “Nuts, bolts, nails, car-keys. A fount of broken type. And/ the explosion”

What is the Structure of the poem? The poem opens as the chaos commences, as signalled by the opening adverbial ‘Suddenly.’ What follows 
is a rapid deterioration of any sort of order. In stanza 1, the speaker is just about able to offer details 
regarding the riot, but by the end of stanza 2, their sense of clarity has reduced to such an extent that 
they question themselves.
Quote: “I was trying to complete a sentence in my head, but it kept/ stuttering,”
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Key Themes

Disorder A number of devices combine to make the city appear fragmented and confusing. Everyday objects are utilised as weapons, 
those who should be neighbours are fighting one another, and at every turn there are blockages and chaos. Carson takes the 
reader to a place in which all rules regarding order and structure have perished.

Divided Society Carson presents a place in which factions have developed in society – representative of the Troubles in Northern Ireland. The 
divisions are shown through the structure of the poem (e.g. the two stanzas, the differing line lengths) and also its content (e.g. 
the barricades and blockages at every turn, cutting streets off).
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Key vocabulary

R
e

m
e

m
b

ra
n

ce

c. 1300, remembraunce, 
"a memory, 
recollection," from Old 
French remembrance

The action of remembering the 
dead.

A
rm

is
ti

ce

"temporary suspension 
of hostilities by 
agreement of the 
parties," 1707, from 
French armistice (1680s)

An agreement made by opposing 
sides in a war to stop fighting for 
a certain time; a truce.

Lo
ss

Old English los "ruin, 
destruction," from 
Proto-Germanic *lausa-

The feeling of grief after losing 
someone or something of value

Su
ff

e
ri

n
g

"patient enduring of 
pain, inconvenience, 
loss, etc.," mid-14c

The state of undergoing pain, 
distress, or hardship

English

Context – Poppies
Who is Jane Weir? Jane Weir was born in 1963, to a British mother and an 

Italian father. She spent her childhood growing up in both 
Italy and northern England. She also lived in Northern 
Ireland during the troubled 1980s, which allowed her to 
continue to take in different cultures and traditions. 
Poppies was written after Carol Ann Duffy asked Jane Weir 
(and other poets) to compose poems to raise awareness of 
the mistreatment and deaths of British soldiers in 
Afghanistan and Iraq

What are Poppies? Poppies are a type of flowering plant that have become 
known as a symbol of remembrance for military personnel 
killed serving the UK, Canada, Australia and New Zealand 
in war. Small artificial poppies are traditionally worn in 
these countries in the lead up to Remembrance/Armistice 
Day. The poppy as a symbol of remembrance was first 
inspired by the WWI poem ‘In Flanders Fields’, which 
describes how poppies were the first flowers to grow in 
the fields churned up by soldiers’ graves.

What is Armistice Day? Armistice Day is celebrated every year on 11th November, 
in order to celebrate the Armistice signed by the Allies of 
World War I and Germany. It took place on the ‘11th hour 
of the 11th day of the 11th month, in 1918. The date also 
coincides with Remembrance Day (UK) and Veterans Day 
(US). In Britain, many people attend an 11am ceremony 
held at the Cenotaph in London – an event that is 
organised by the Royal British Legion, a charity devoted to 
continuing the memory of those who served in WW1 and 
all subsequent wars.
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Line by line analysis – Poppies

Stanza 1 The poem starts with the speaker’s close relative (assumed to be a son) leaving. Armistice Sunday is associated with remembrance, so 
the mention of this in the first line sets the tone of the poem. The description of the poppy provides a powerful piece of imagery –
the ‘spasms of red’ on a ‘blockade’ could just as easily symbolise a soldier who has been brutally shot dead in action. The speaker 
shows fear through using the symbol of remembrance as a token of goodbye.

Stanza 2 The behaviours that the narrator speaks of are typical of those exhibited between a parent and their child (in this case likely a mother 
and son). The speaker describes partaking in some nurturing tasks (e.g. cleaning his blazer of fluff, smartening up his shirt) but 
appears to feel sorrow at not being able to do the other things that he has outgrown (e.g. Eskimo kiss, rub fingers through hair, etc.). 
To substantiate this idea, the use of the interesting verb ‘steeled’ is used to show how the narrator retains a stiff upper lip in the face 
of an emotional time. The use of the metaphor ‘blackthorns of your hair’ makes reference to both the visual appearance of the son’s 
hair and the fact that it is now something that the speaker cannot touch, since the son is no longer a child.

Stanza 3 Another metaphor is used to describe the narrator as ‘melting’, referencing the fact that they feel as though they are falling apart 
inside through the despair of the parting moment. The verb ‘threw’ suggests that the narrator wants this desperate moment to be 
over hastily. The simile ‘world overflowing like a treasure chest’ describes the idea that the narrator is full of ‘overflowing’ emotions. 
The interesting adjective ‘intoxicated’ is used to describe the son as he leaves – possibly an indication that he is enthusiastic about 
going away to war, not fully aware of the atrocities that take place there. The mention of releasing the songbird is unlikely to be 
literal – rather a metaphor regarding the narrator ‘letting go’ of something that has brought them joy. Doves are often seen as 
symbolic of peace, leading the narrator to follow it – giving the idea of them hoping for peace, but also representing the idea that 
they have little to do with their son gone.

Stanza 4 The speaker is led by the dove to a war memorial. Here the bird departs – thus suggesting that its sole purpose was to lead the 
speaker there. We can imply from this that the son has died in the war - the memory of him leaving is the last moment the narrator 
will ever have with him. Even in the final stanza, language relating to textiles/ clothing (stitch) as there is earlier in the poem (blazer, 
scarf, gloves) is representative of domestic comfort, in contrast to language showing the violence and horror of war (red, spasms). 
Ending the poem, the narrator reaches for memories but only hears silence.
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Language and Structural Devices – Poppies
How is imagery used in the poem? Weir uses imagery to accentuate the contrast between the horrific manner in which the son has 

assumedly died, and the comforts of home. For example, the use of the term ‘Sellotape Bandaged’ causes 
the reader to consider a battlefield injury, whilst on another level gives a more comforting image of a 
mother cleaning cat hairs off her son’s blazer. The same is true of her pinning the poppy on her son, a 
nurturing image which is contrasted with the words ‘spasm’ and ‘red’, presenting the idea of a horrific, 
violent death.

How are metaphors used in the poem? – Figurative language is highly prevalent throughout the poem, particularly from the third stanza onward. 
For example, the door to the house represents the door to the world. The release of the songbird 
symbolises the narrator letting go of something that has given her joy. Furthermore, the dove represents 
the symbol of peace – showing the narrator that their son is now at peace.

How are verbs used in the poem? A wide range of verbs are used to demonstrate the manner in which actions are carried out – this helps 
to carry the tone and key messages of the poem. For example, the narrator reminisces about fond 
memories from the past, using positive verbs such as ‘play’ and ‘smoothed.’ Verbs used to describe their 
interactions in the present all offer connotations of pain and discomfort, e.g. ‘flattened,’ ‘pinned’, and 
‘graze.’ The variation in these verbs helps to form the sharp contrasts that shape the poem.

What adjectives are used in the poem? Weir uses few adjectives throughout the poem (largely in keeping with its simple and sombre tone) but 
those that are included are hugely descriptive. For example, the use of the adjective ‘intoxicated’ gives 
the reader a depth of understanding about both the son’s mindset heading into war (enthusiastic) and 
the narrator’s trepidation regarding the son’s mindset.

What is the poem's form/structure? At first glance, the poem appears to have a strong, regular form. There are four stanzas – the first and last 
have 6 lines, whilst the middle stanzas have 11 and 12. But, a closer look reveals that 19 of the 35 lines in 
the poem have breaks in the middle. This is suggestive of a narrator that is trying to keep calm, but is 
breaking down inside.

What is the narrative structure of the poem? The time sequence throughout the poem changes along with the narrator’s emotions. The reader is led 
through the time sequence from ‘three days before’ (line 1), ‘before you left’ (3), ‘after you’d gone’ (23), 
to ‘this is where it has led me’ (25). At the end of the poem, the narrator finds themselves caught 
between the past and the present.
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Key Themes- Poppies

Remembrance The theme of remembrance is particularly eminent throughout the poem – as expected from the title (poppies are a symbol of 
remembrance) and the 1st line (Armistice Day is a day in which people lost in war are remembered. The narrator in this poem 
recalls with fondness memories from her son’s childhood

Loss and Suffering Like many other war and conflict poems, the poem deals with the themes of loss and suffering. However, in this case, the poem
is told from a unique perspective: not from those who are present or are reporting on war, but the sense of loss and suffering 
felt by those left behind – the secondary victims of war.
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Key vocabulary

P
o

e
m

15th Century: Written composition, whether in 
verse or not, characterized by imaginative 
beauty in thought or language.

The medium used to present these 
creations

M
e

ta
p

h
o

r From Greek metaphora: ”a transfer," especially 
of the sense of one word to a different word, 
literally "a carrying over“.

Something is described as being something 
else

Si
m

ile

late 14c., from Latin simile "a like thing; a 
comparison, likeness, parallel“.

A simile, to be perfect, must both illustrate 
and ennoble the subject.

P
e

rs
o

n
if

ic
at

io
n

“Figure of speech or in which something 
inanimate or abstract takes the form of a 
person," 1755

A non-human thing is given human qualities

English

Example of a GCSE English Literature (Edexcel Pearson) Unseen Poetry 
Question

What does an 
Unseen 
Poetry 
question look 
like?

Compare the ways the writers present finding something in XXX and YYYY.
In your answer, you should compare:
• the ideas in the poems
• the poets’ use of language
• the poets’ use of form and structure.
Use evidence from the poems to support your comparison.
(Total for Question = 20 marks)

What is the 
Assessment 
Objective of 
the Unseen 
Poetry 
Questions?

A02 - Analyse the language, form and structure used by a writer to create meanings 
and effects, using relevant subject terminology where appropriate.

How long do I 
have to 
answer this 
question in 
the GCSE? 

• 45 minutes
• Two poems

Unseen Poetry
Article 28: Your right to learn and go to school.
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Poetry Devices - Structure

What is Chronological? • In Order of Time

What is Caesura? • A big break in the middle of a line

What is Enjambment? • A sentence that runs over more than one line

What is Iambic Pentameter? • 5 sets of weak/strong beats in a line

What is Juxtaposition? • Two opposites

What is the layout? • Position of lines/words on the page

What is Anaphora? • Repeated first few words at start of lines

What is an Oxymoron? • Two opposite words next to each other

What is a Rhyme Scheme? • The organisation of the rhyme – for example, if the words at the end of a two consecutive lines rhyme, and  the rhyming carries on in pairs of lines, then the rhyme scheme is 
AABB

What is a Rhyming Couplet? • Two lines that rhyme next to each other

What is the rhythm of a poem? • The beat of the words in the poem

What is the Stanza or Verse of a 
poem?

• A paragraph in a poem

What is a Volta? • The turning point of a poem

What is repetition? • Something repeated

Unseen Poetry
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Poetry Devices - Language

What is Alliteration? • Repeated first letter & sound

What is Assonance? • Repeated vowel sound

What is a Cliché? • Over-used phrase

What is Consonance? • Repeated consonant sound

What is Colloquial 
Language?

• Local/casual language / informal / vulgar language

What is Emotive Language? • Makes you feel emotional

What is Euphemism? • Alternative words to make something nasty sound okay

What is an Extended 
Metaphor?

• A series of metaphors all relating to each other

What is Hyperbole? • Exaggeration

What is Imagery? • Something used to describe something else

What is an internal rhyme? • Rhyme that is on the same line

Unseen Poetry

Poetry Devices - Language

What is Irony? • Sarcasm

What is a metaphor? • Something is described as being something else 

What is 
Onomatopoeia?

• A word that sounds like what it does 

What is Personification? • A non-human thing is given human qualities

What are Plosive sounds? • Sounds made by the following letters p/t/k/b/d/g 

What is a Semantic Field? • Words that are about the same thing 

What is Sibilance? • A repeated S sound

What is a Simile? • Something is described as being like/as something else to describe it 

Article 28: Your right to learn and go to school.



English

Poetry Devices - Form

What is autobiographical? • About the poet

What is a Ballad? • Story poems– often 4 lines stanzas

What is Blank Verse? • Verse with no rhyme – usually 10 syllables

What is a Dramatic Monologue? • A character speaks to the reader

What is an Epic Poem? • Tragic/heroic story poems

What is a poem with Free Verse? • One that has no regular rhyme/rhythm

What is a Haiku? • 3 lines, syllables 5/7/5. Often about nature

What is a Lyrical poem? • Emotional and beautiful

What is a Narrative? • A story

What is an Ode? • Lyrical poem often addressed to one person

What is Phonetic Spelling • Written like it sounds

What is a Sonnet? • 14 lines, ababcdcdefefgg, Often love poem

How Do I stretch Myself When answering the Unseen Poetry 
question?

Look for the deeper hidden meaning (sometimes a giant is an adult, or a 
nettle sting is a rejection from a friend.) Also look for subversion of a form.

Poet/speaker/ narrator/persona/ writer/ character

English Literature - Unseen Poetry

Article 25:

Children who are not living with their 

families should be checked on 

regularly to make sure they are ok.



English

What are the FIVE STEPS to Unseen Poetry glory?

1. Work out what the poem is about 
– identify subject and voice

1. what is it about – subject of poem
Is it first, second third person?
First-person will make poem sound more personal
Who is the poem addressing – the speaker is the narrator or persona. The poet is the person who wrote it. The “I” of a poem is not the poet.

2. Identify purpose, theme or 
message – work out overall message 
before you start to analyse in more 
depth

2. purpose/theme/message
Think about what the poet is saying, why they have written the poem, what ideas they are using
Is it an emotional response to something? Is it an opinion?
Does it entertain and or inform?
A poem can have more than one purpose.

3. Explore emotions, moods, feelings 
– is it positive or gloomy?

3. emotions/moods/feelings
Think about the different emotions / feelings in the poem.
Identify mood / atmosphere of poem – hhow has poet created this mood of the poem – with language/structure/form?
Any sudden changes – volta/turning point –could be an important part of the poem.
Explain the effect of the poem’s mood on the reader.

4. Identify techniques used in the 
poem – think about language, form 
& structure. Think about how the 
poet uses these techniques to create 
meaning and affect the reader.

4. pick out the different 
techniques in the poem used to 
create moods/emotions/feelings
Use the correct technical terms 
in your response
Comment on why the poet has 
used these techniques and what 
effect they create
Don’t just list poetic techniques -
make sure they are relevant to 

your argument
FORM = type of poem – line 
length and number, stanzas, 
rhyme scheme and rhythm.

Common elements of FORM to look out 
for:
Blank verse / dramatic monologue/ free 
verse / sonnet
Rhyme scheme: ABAB – alternating
Half rhymes – words with similar but not 
identical sounds
Internal rhyme – words on same line 
rhyming
Rhyming couplet – lines that rhyme next 
to each other
Iambic pentameter – rhythm
Iambic tetrameter – rhythm (8 beats per 
line)
ALSO: look at how the poem begins and 
ends – how the poem’s message develops

Analyse language –
why has poet chosen 
certain words and 
language 
techniques?
Look at different 
types of imagery:
Personification
Metaphors
Similes
Think about the 
effect of the 
language on the 
reader – how does it 
make you feel?

Look out for poetic devices:
For effect:
Punctuation – caesurae, 
enjambment
Repetition often reinforces a key 
idea
Contrasts can emphasise key ideas 
or create a sense of balance
Sound effects – onomatopoeia, 
alliteration, assonance, sibilance –
can create mood/atmosphere
Appeals to the senses create a vivid 
impression by engaging different 
senses.

5. Give a personal response – make 
sure you include your thoughts and 
feelings about the poem.

5. Include your thoughts and feelings
Examiners love to hear how the poem makes YOU feel – give your answer a personal response to make it original and stand out
Don’t use “I” – rather write “it makes the reader feel the sense of the narrator’s sense of sadness…. Etc
Is the poem a bit ambiguous? Say so – what is the reason for it being so vague? It will be relevant!

English Literature - Unseen Poetry

Article 28: Your right to learn and go to school.



Boys Don’t Cry Summary 
The novel opens with Dante at home awaiting his A Level results.  When the doorbell rings his excitement is short-lived 
as it is Melanie, with a baby.  Melanie tells him that the baby, Emma, is his and after leaving the baby with him in order 
to go to the shops, she tells him on the phone that she cannot cope and is leaving Emma with him.  Dante’s results 
arrive and he is disappointed in his father’s low key reaction.  Tyler’s response to the arrival of Emma is immediately 
practical rather than emotional; he goes out to buy everything Dante will need and is insistent that Dante rise to the 
challenge of caring for his daughter.  Dante struggles to bond with Emma and spends his first night alone with her,  
shocked by how difficult it is to look after a small child.  Dante’s story is interspersed with Adam’s, who is taken to the 
hospital by his father to find out about his headaches.  Unlike Dante, he is instantly smitten with Emma and finds 
showing his love for her very easy.  Dante and Adam have a conversation about Adam’s sexuality, where it becomes 
clear that whilst Adam is very comfortable about being gay, Dante is more conflicted and feels that Adam might grow 
out of it.

With nobody around to look after Emma, Dante takes her with him to Bar Belle as he does not want to miss out on the 
‘once-in-a-lifetime’ celebration of his A Level results.  At the bar he meets up with Collette, his new girlfriend, and his 
friends Josh, Logan and others.  He tells his friends Emma is a relative but when Adam turns up, Dante is worried that 
his brother will ‘give the game away’.  When Adam is asked to leave by Josh, Dante fails to defend him.  Emma starts to 
cry and when Logan calls her ‘ugly’ it is a turning point for Dante, who tells them she is his daughter.  Collette finds it 
hard to handle.  Dante leaves the bar and decides to get a DNA test.   Aunt Jackie turns up and is an unexpected source 
of support to Dante, telling him that all parents worry ’about mucking it up’.  Dante begins to come to terms with 
parenthood, taking Emma to the playground and experiencing a moment of panic when starts she crawling.

Dante tells his father he has given up on university as he needs to look after his daughter; when he opens the DNA test 
it confirms her parentage.  Dante starts to enjoy parenthood but Collette struggles and involves her sister, a social 
worker, who visits and panics Dante into thinking his daughter will be taken away.  Meanwhile, Adam’s chapters tell of 
his happiness over a new relationship, but he does not reveal who the person is.  He ends the relationship as the person 
involved will not publicly acknowledge Adam.  At a celebration for Dante’s birthday, Josh openly insults Adam, calling 
him a ‘queer son-of-a-bitch’.  On the way home, Josh beats Adam badly and he is hospitalised.  Whilst at the hospital 
with his father and Aunt Jackie, Dante finds out that his father’s reticence is due to his disappointment that Dante has 
followed in his footsteps by becoming a father too young.  Father and son finally share their feelings.    Dante tries to 
take revenge by finding Josh, and Dante is shocked when Josh reveals his is gay.  When Adam returns home he finds it 
hard to come to terms with his altered appearance and attempts suicide.   The novel ends with Emma bringing the 
brothers together, Adam coming to terms with appearance, and Dante realising that the Bridgemans have become a 
family at last.  



Boys Don’t Cry – Contexts and concepts 
Contexts and concepts

Malorie Blackman - Has been Children’s Laureate 
since 2013.  She was born in London but her parents 
were originally from Barbados.  Until she wrote her 
best-selling Noughts and Crosses series ethnicity had 
never been central to her protagonists’ lives.  "I 
wanted to show black children just getting on with 
their lives, having adventures, and solving their 
dilemmas, like the characters in all the books I read as 
a child.” In Boys Don’t Cry, the family’s ethnicity is only 
casually revealed halfway through. 

Race - In the 1970s and 1980s, black people in Britain 
were the victims of racist violence perpetrated by far-right 
groups such as the National Front.  Racism in Britain in 
general, including against black people, is considered to 
have declined over time and any discrimination on the 
basis of race has been enshrined in British law as an 
offence since 1976.  However, incidents such as the 
Grenfell fire have brought to the forefront issues of 
poverty and inequality amongst BAME communities.

Sexuality – there has been a notable increase in the 
acceptance of homosexuality in the UK in recent years 
and the LGBTQ movement now holds regular Gay Pride 
events across the country.  Legislation during the latter 
part of the 20th and the early part of the 21st century 
made any kind of discrimination on the basis of 
sexuality illegal and in 2014 legislation was finally 
passed to allow same sex marriage.  However, Adam’s 
experiences with Josh reflect the difficulties still faced 
by some people when coming to terms with their 
sexuality.  

Education – there has been a continued rise in the 
number of young people going to university; in the 1960s 
it was 4%, now it is closer to 50%.  Young people now 
have to stay in education or further training until they are 
over 18, and A Levels are seen as the gateway to further 
education, rather than an end in themselves.  However, 
black students historically perform worst at A Level, with 
the lowest percentage achievement of all ethnic groups.  
Dante’s university aspirations and grades are therefore 
unusual, particularly as he also comes from a single 
parent family and his father is not university educated.

Single parents – Unlike the early part of the 20th

century, single parent families are far more commonly 
accepted in the 21st century.   They make up nearly a 
quarter of families with dependent children in the UK.  
However, 90% of these are women, so Dante’s father-
led single family is a modern representation of a family 
unit, and the unusual nature of it is reflected in the 
initial incredulity with which his friends meet Dante’s 
decision to look after Emma on his own.  Melanie’s 
background also reflects the issues facing single 
mothers, as she feels she has no role model to draw 
upon in order to raise her own daughter.

The Welfare State – is a system whereby the state 
provides support to its citizens, and government 
expenditure on the welfare state is intended to improve 
societal areas such as health, education, employment and 
social security.   Dante’s experience with social services in 
the novel reflect an essential dichotomy of the welfare 
state; he is able to draw upon it for support but also has 
to face the power the state has to take away his 
daughter. The stigma of ‘living off the state’ is also 
reflected in the assumption of the woman in the shop that 
he is ‘living off benefits’.



Boys Don’t Cry – Themes 
Themes and how they link to character and contexts
Fatherhood & masculinity – Blackman uses the 
novel to explore ideas about fatherhood and 
masculinity, such as the expectations that fathers are 
disciplinarians in families, and the need for men to 
hide their feelings for fear of appearing weak. These 
ideas are reflected in the tough undemonstrative 
approach Dante’s father takes to his son, and the 
inability of Dante to ask for help which results in him 
being filled with ‘self-contempt’.   What it means to 
be masculine in modern society is also explored 
through the character of Josh, who is unable to face 
his own sexuality.  Ironically, it is females, in the 
characters of Emma and Aunt Jackie, who help Dante 
and his father to express their feelings. 

Family – Through the Bridgeman family, Blackman 
explores many aspects of the modern family; emotional 
issues such as loss of a parent, conflict over sexuality and 
the financial difficulties faced by single parents. However, 
despite the unconventional nature of the Bridgeman 
family, the concept of family is shown throughout the 
novel to be important. At the start Melanie’s abandonment 
of Emma because she is unable to cope highlights the 
importance of a strong family unit, and it is only through 
the support of his father and brother that Dante is able to 
rise to the same challenge himself. Blackman also presents 
readers with the idea that modern families do not have to 
be a traditional nuclear unit in order to be effective –
Dante’s father comes to terms with his son’s sexuality and 
Aunt Jackie is absorbed as source of support.  

Growing up – in some ways the novel is a ‘coming of 
age’ novel and reflects many of the complex 
emotional difficulties facing young people in modern 
society.  For instance, it is recognisable teenage 
emotional conflict about loneliness and appearance 
that drives Adam to suicide, not the more obvious 
fact that he is gay. For Dante, his turmoil comes from 
Emma, who disrupts his carefully constructed life 
plans.  He is shown to be initially resentful towards 
Emma, but the novel details his growing maturity as 
he begins first to accept her and then to love her.  
This contrasts with Collette, who also appears to have 
her future carefully mapped out but ultimately lacks 
the maturity to handle a relationship with Dante 
when he takes responsibility for his daughter.    

Tolerance – a lack of tolerance leads to expressions of 
anger and violence throughout the novel.    For instance, 
Dante comes to realise late in the novel that he has 
tolerated his friend’s casual homophobia by calling it ‘just 
a word’.  The need for tolerance in terms of sexuality is an 
obvious theme of Adam’s story, with violence presented as 
the ultimate result of a lack of tolerance.  Other forms of 
tolerance are explored through Dante’s story - he initially 
only tolerates Emma’s presence and it isn’t until he fully 
accepts his fate that he is finally content.  Intolerance is 
also shown towards Melanie, as readers are invited to 
judge her abandonment of Emma.  Interestingly, racial 
intolerance is not highlighted through the events of the 
novel, and the fact that the family are black is only briefly 
touched upon.



Boys Don’t Cry – Major Characters 

Characters and what Priestley may have wanted them to represent

Dante – Dante is a representation of the complexities of 
growing up in modern Britain.  At the start he reflects the 
meritocratic ideal that everybody can succeed; he is black and 
from a single-parent family but gains excellent A Level results 
and a place at University.  However, he is initially selfish and 
immature in his handling of Emma and his attitude to Melanie. 
He is also volatile in his reaction to Adam’s beating.   Ironically it 
is Emma who teaches him responsibility and tolerance for 
others.  

Adam – Adam is very positive and accepting of his 
homosexuality at the start of the novel.  He is presented as 
very open about his feelings but is perhaps rather naïve in his 
assumption that others will accept him as he is.  Adam’s 
acceptance of his sexuality reflects the more enlightened 
views of 21st century society, and it is his loneliness and his 
fears about his appearance that prompt him to suicide, rather 
than any confusion over his sexuality.  

Mr Bridgeman – Tyler Bridgeman is representative of modern 
single-parenthood with all its emotional and financial pressures.  
He also represents a generation of men who are unable to 
express or come to terms with their own emotions, as ‘boys 
don’t cry’.  The high standards he sets for Dante cause conflict 
and appear callous, and it is not until the end of the book that it 
is revealed that Tyler is in fact trying to protect his son from 
making the same mistakes he made when young.

Melanie – only appears at the start of the book, and the 
ending does not make it clear whether she will eventually 
return to claim her daughter.  She represents many of the 
emotional and financial challenges facing single mothers,  
especially teenager mothers.   Dante’s attitude towards her 
abandonment of her daughter reflect society’s strong 
condemnation of mothers who leave their children.  

Collette – Dante’s girlfriend is representative of the traditional 
path many young people aspire to take.  She has achieved good 
grades and has a place at University.  However, is presented as 
immature and intolerant in her attitude towards Emma and 
involves social services.  She is perhaps representative of the 
‘state’ intrusion into the lives of those whose lives do not follow 
a traditional path.  

Josh – is a friend of Dante’s.  His cruel nature and violent 
aggression towards Adam reflect his extreme emotional 
conflict over his sexuality.  He is unable to admit to his 
homosexual feelings and keeps his relationship with Adam a 
secret.  Josh represents the attitude of many in society who 
still have mixed feelings about open homosexuality.  

Emma – her presence in the family is important in bringing 
Dante and his father closer.  She represents innocence in the 
novel, making Adam realise that appearances do not matter.  
Emma is described as ‘smelling of hope’ and helps the family 
come to terms with what happens to Adam.  

Aunt Jackie – Dante’s mother’s twin sister but described by 
him as ‘vinegar’ compared to his mother’s ‘honey’.  She 
represents the wider family network and is initially resented 
by Dante and his father, but she becomes the conduit that 
brings the two together by showing them that they need to 
express their feelings.  


