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• Contains the full text of all poems 
prescribed for the 2025 exams
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build towards the Leaving Cert exam 
and encourage students to develop a 
personal response
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accessible analysis of every poem 
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[5]
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[20]

[25]

[30]

[35]

A Christmas Childhood
I

One side of the potato-pits was white with frost –
How wonderful that was, how wonderful!
And when we put our ears to the paling-post
The music that came out was magical.

The light between the ricks of hay and straw
Was a hole in Heaven’s gable. An apple tree
With its December-glinting fruit we saw –
O you, Eve, were the world that tempted me

To eat the knowledge that grew in clay
And death the germ within it! Now and then
I can remember something of the gay
Garden that was childhood’s. Again

The tracks of cattle to a drinking-place,
A green stone lying sideways in a ditch
Or any common sight the transfigured face
Of a beauty that the world did not touch.

II

My father played the melodion
Outside at our gate;
There were stars in the morning east
And they danced to his music.

Across the wild bogs his melodion called
To Lennons and Callans.
As I pulled on my trousers in a hurry
I knew some strange thing had happened.

Outside in the cow-house my mother
Made the music of milking;
The light of her stable-lamp was a star
And the frost of Bethlehem made it twinkle.

A water-hen screeched in the bog,
Mass-going feet
Crunched the wafer-ice on the pot-holes,
Somebody wistfully twisted the bellows wheel.

My child poet picked out the letters
On the grey stone,
In silver the wonder of a Christmas townland,
The winking glitter of a frosty dawn.

THIS IS POETRY PATRICK KAVANAGAH
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Cassiopeia was over
Cassidy’s hanging hill,
I looked and three whin bushes rode across
The horizon – the Three Wise Kings.

And old man passing said:
‘Can’t he make it talk’ –
The melodion. I hid in the doorway
And tightened the belt of my box-pleated coat.

I nicked six nicks on the door-post
With my penknife’s big blade –
There was a little one for cutting tobacco.
And I was six Christmases of age.

My father played the melodion,
My mother milked the cows,
And I had a prayer like a white rose pinned
On the Virgin Mary’s blouse.

[40]

[45]

[50]

Annotations

[1] potato-pits: shallow pits, usually covered with mounds of straw and earth, in which potatoes are 

stored in winter

[3] paling-post: fence post

[5] ricks: stacks of hay or corn

[6] gable: the side wall of a house

[8] Eve: refers to the mythical Garden of Eden, as recounted in the Book of Genesis

[9] clay: in Kavanagh's poetry, clay is associated with deceit and corruption

[10] germ: a micro-organism that causes disease; a tiny seed

[15] transfigured: transformed into something more beautiful and luminous

[17] melodion: a small accordion

[32] bellows wheel: a device for feeding oxygen into a fire in order to keep it alight

[35] townland: describes a small area of rural Ireland 

[37] Cassiopeia: a northern constellation of stars

[39] whin bushes: gorse bushes
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THIS IS POETRY PATRICK KAVANAGAH

Tease It Out

Part I
1. The poet remembers his childhood in county 

Monaghan:
• What does he recall happening to the potato pits? 

How did he, as a young boy, respond to this sight?
• The young poet heard a sound when he put his 

ear to the fence posts. Suggest what might have 
caused this sound. How did he, as a young boy, 
respond to this sound?

• True or false: The light that poured through 
the gaps between the hay bales seemed to come 
from heaven itself.  

• Class Discussion: Do you agree with 
Kavanagh that these sights and sounds were really 
‘magical’ and ‘wonderful’?

2. The poet focuses on ‘knowledge’ and the ‘world’: 
• Class Discussion: What does Kavanagh mean 

by the term ‘world’, as he uses it in this poem? 
• The ‘world’, we’re told, tempted the young poet. 

What did the world offer him?
• True or false: The poet gave in to this 

temptation.
• Class Discussion: ‘Knowledge is usually 

presented as a good thing but here it is associated 
with death and loss’. Discuss this statement 
as a class. Would you agree that the poet uses 
‘knowledge’ in a specific and unusual way?

3. The poet remembers other sights from his childhood: 
• Class Discussion: The poet uses the metaphor 

of the Garden of Eden to describe childhood. 
Suggest why he makes such a comparison. Is it an 
effective one? 

• True or false: The poet can summon memories 
of childhood whenever he wishes.  

• What phrases indicate that the poet, when he was 
a boy, found delight and mystery in extremely 
humdrum sights?

• Class Discussion: ‘Such ordinary sights, 
according to the poet, were only beautiful because 
the ‘world’ had not touched them’. Discuss this 
statement as a class. 

Part II
4. The poet remembers his father playing music on a 

Christmas morning:
• Where was the father sitting? What instrument 

did he play?
• What effect, according to the young poet, did this 

music have on the stars that were still visible in the 
morning sky?

• What effect did it have on the family’s neighbours, 
such as the Lennon and Callan families?

• Do you think the father’s music really had such an 
effect on the world around the young poet? Give a 
reason for your answer. 

5. The poet describes other memories of that long ago 
Christmas morning: 
• True or false: The young poet got dressed 

quickly as if he was eager to be outside.
• Class Discussion: What activity was his 

mother engaged in? How might this activity have 
produced a kind of ‘music'?

• Mention three other sounds the poet heard on this 
particular Christmas morning. 

• What phrases suggest that the entire landscape 
was covered in a crisp white frost? Describe in 
your own words how the young poet responded to 
this sight.

6. The poet describes what happened when he went 
outside: 
• True or false: The old man passing by didn’t 

like his father’s music. 
• What gift did the young poet receive for 

Christmas?  What does he do with this new 
possession?

• What phrase indicates that the young poet, like 
many children, could be shy around adults? 

• Class Discussion: What simile is used to 
describe the young poet’s prayer? Would you 
agree that it is a striking one? Would you agree 
that it is a symbol of childhood innocence rather 
than a symbol of religion?

6



Exam Prep Language Lab

1. Personal Response: ‘Kavanagh presents childhood 
as a time of extraordinary wonder and suggests that we 
shouldn't be in a hurry to acquire knowledge and leave 
childhood behind’. Do you agree with this statement? 
Give reasons for your answer. 

2. Class Discussion: ‘This poem, especially in its first 
part, presents an overly negative view of knowledge and 
experience, associating it with death corruption and 
decay’. Discuss this statement as a class.

3. Theme Talk: Consider the phrase ‘I knew some 
strange thing had happened’. Is the poet referring to a 
change within his own self or to a change in the world 
around him? Did such a change actually occur or was it 
simply a product of the young poet’s imagination? Give 
reasons for your answer. 

4. Theme Talk: Why do you think the poem is called 
'A Christmas Childhood' rather than the more obvious 
'A Childhood Christmas'? Does the poem offer us more 
than a straightforward account of what one Christmas 
was like for the child? What else does it offer?

5. Exam Focus: 'Kavanagh's poetry expresses a longing 
to see the world as though through a child's eyes and to 
rediscover the magic and mystery of everyday'. Write an 
essay in response to this statement, making reference to 
this poem and three others on your course. 

1. Class Discussion: The poem’s first part contains 
several references to the myth of the Garden of 
Eden. Can you identify them? What do they suggest 
about the poet’s attitude to childhood, innocence 
and experience? 

2. For the young poet, the sights and sounds of his 
parents’ farm seemed to merge with those of the 
nativity in Bethlehem two millennia ago:
• What aspect of the landscape reminded him of 

the stable where Jesus was born?
• What aspect of the landscape reminded him of 

the ‘the Three Wise Kings’?
• What reminds him of the Virgin Mary?
• What does this ‘fusion’ of Monaghan and 

Bethlehem suggest about the poet’s childhood 
imagination?  

3. Class Discussion: The poem’s second part is rich 
in musical effects. Consider the following phrases 
and suggest which poetic techniques are used in each 
one: 
• 'There were stars in the morning east/ And 

they danced to his music'.
• 'Made the music of milking.'
• 'Somebody wistfully twisted the bellows wheel'.
• 'The winking glitter of a frosty dawn'.

   |  7
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THIS IS POETRY

A Christmas Childhood

LINE BY LINE
Children, because they are so innocent, find wonder in the 
most ordinary things. Kavanagh thinks back to his own 
childhood, remembering some of the everyday sights and 
sounds that filled him with astonishment. He found wonder, 
for instance, in the sight of frost forming on the outdoor pits 
that were used for storing potatoes.  There was also something 
‘magical’, he recalls, about the sound of metal fence-posts 
vibrating in the wind. Equally thrilling was the evening light 
in a field full of ‘ricks’ or haystacks. The poet was awestruck, 
too, by an apple tree in December. The tree, he remembers, 
retained a few pieces of fruit which were covered in frost and 
glinted in the winter light.

But this childhood innocence could not last. For Kavanagh, 
like all young children, was ‘tempted’ by the world, by which he 
means the ‘world’ of sophisticated adult experience. Kavanagh, 
like all young children, was eager for the ‘knowledge’ that this 
adult world seemed to offer. He wanted adult experiences, 
adult understanding and adult consciousness. The knowledge 
offered by the world, however, came with a terrible price. 
For gaining this knowledge meant losing his childhood 
innocence. He was no longer capable of finding wonder in the 
everyday sights and sounds that surrounded him.  Kavanagh 
emphasises this point when he declares that this knowledge 
emerged from ‘clay’, which in his writing is always a negative 
term, suggesting death, deceit and disappointment.

Kavanagh compares the loss of his childhood innocence to 
the story of the Garden of Eden. Adam, in that famous Bible 
story, inhabited a miraculous and blissful garden.  For children, 
too, the entire world is a ‘gay/ Garden’, a place of wonder and 
delight. This is because every single aspect of the world strikes 
them as being marvellous. Adam, in the story, was tempted by 
Eve. The poet, as we’ve seen, was tempted by ‘the world’: ‘O 

you, Eve, were the world that tempted me’. Adam succumbed 
to temptation and ate the fruit. The poet, similarly, succumbed 
to temptation and consumed the knowledge offered by the 
world. The price of Adam’s new knowledge was exile from the 
Garden of Eden. The price of the poet’s new knowledge was 
expulsion from the ‘gay/ Garden’ of childlike wonder.

There are moments, Kavanagh declares, when he can 
remember what it was like to view the entire world as such a 
garden of delight: ‘Now and then/ I can remember something 
of the gay/ Garden that was childhood’s’. He recalls what it 
was like to be thrilled by the most everyday sights and sounds.  
He recalls how ‘any common sight’ resembled a beautiful face 
that had been ‘transfigured’, that had been made astonishingly 
radiant and glorious. But the poet, like every other adult, has 
swapped innocence for knowledge. He can remember and 
relive certain moments of childlike wonder. But he will never 
have new experiences of this type. He can never recapture 
that childhood mentality. Never again will such ‘common’ or 
mundane sights fill him with astonishment and awe.    

Remembering Christmas
In the poem’s second section, the poet remembers a Christmas 
morning from his childhood. He was only six years old, or 
‘six Christmases of age’. Like many children on Christmas 
morning, the young poet woke up early. It was still ‘dawn’, so 
early that when he looked out his window stars were visible in 
the winter sky.  He saw that the morning was a cold one, that 
the whole landscape was covered in a ‘silver’ layer of frost.

The young poet made his way to the front door of the house: 
His father was playing the melodeon, a type of button 
accordion, at the front gate. The sound of his playing drifted 
across the ‘wild bogs’ around the poet’s house. His mother, 
meanwhile, was busy in the ‘cow-house’. Because it was still 
quite dark she was milking the cows by lamplight. People 

PATRICK KAVANAGHTHIS IS POETRY
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from the locality were making their way to early mass, their 
footsteps crunching the ice as they trudged along the country 
road. A passing mass-goer praised the quality of his father’s 
playing: ‘‘Can’t he make it talk −/The melodeon’’.

The young poet, exhibiting the shyness we often associate 
with six-year-olds, remained hidden in the doorway until this 
neighbour had gone by: ‘I hid in the doorway’.  Perhaps his 
self-consciousness is evident in his body language, specifically 
the manner in which he tightens his coat around him. The 
young poet, it seems, had been given a new penknife for 
Christmas. We get a sense that this present, with its ‘big 
blade’ and its ‘little one for cutting tobacco’, made him feel 
grown up. He used the knife’s big blade to carve six notches 
in the door frame, one for each year of his life so far.

Many aspects of this Christmas morning struck the young 
poet as being beautiful or wonderful.  He found wonder, 
for instance, in the ‘silver’ layer of frost that covered the 
landscape. He found wonder, too, in his father’s melodeon-
playing, too, imagining that his father’s music caused the 
stars to dance and summoned various families, the Lennons 
and Callans for instance, from around the locality. Even the 
sound of cows being milked beguiled the young poet. We can 
imagine him lingering outside the cow-house listening to the 
sound of fresh milk spilling into the metallic bucket: ‘Outside 
in the cow-house my mother/ Made the music of milking’.

Bethlehem in Mucker
The six-year-old poet, we can imagine, had been learning 
about Jesus’ birth and the story of the nativity was fresh in his 
mind.  On that morning, then, his imagination ran away with 
him and he fancied that Jesus’s birth was happening this very 
morning in the parish outside his window. From the moment 
he woke, he had the sense that some incredible event was 
taking place: ‘I knew some strange thing had happened’. And 
when he looked out from the farmhouse door, the landscape 
of his native Monaghan seemed to merge with the landscape 
of Bethlehem all those centuries ago.
  
The frost that covered the landscape around the poet’s house 
seemed to merge with the ‘frost of Bethlehem’ that might 
have been present all those centuries ago on the morning of 
Christ’s birth. The cowshed for a moment seemed like the 
stable where Jesus was born. A stable-lamp had been hung at 
the stable door. The young poet imagined that this was the 
star that hovered above the stable where Christ was born: ‘the 
light of her stable-lamp was a star’. The poet noticed three 
whin bushes blowing in the wind. To the young poet, they 
seemed to be moving across the landscape, as if they were the 
Three Wise Kings approaching on their camels: 'three whin 
bushes rode across/ The horizon – the Three Wise Kings’.

 
FOCUS ON STYLE
Metaphor, Simile, Figures of Speech
The poet uses a wonderful metaphor to capture the evening light 
at harvest time. The 'ricks' or stacks of hay have been arranged 
in a wall, that is described as the 'gable' or wall of 'heaven itself '. 
The light that filters through the gaps between the ricks is said 
to emanate from paradise. An equally vivid simile is used to 
describe the young poet's prayer, which is compared to a white 
rose, specifically one that might have been pinned to the Virgin 
Mary's blouse. The poet, then, associates his youthful prayer 
with stainless whiteness, with innocence and virginity. 

Verbal Music
There is an onomatopoeic quality to the phrase ‘Mass-going 
feet/ Crunched the wafer ice’ in which we can almost hear the 
ice being broken by the trudging feet of the poet’s neighbours. 
Onomatopoeia is also present in line 32, with describes the 
sound of the bellows being twisted to stoke the fire on this 
freezing Christmas morning. The clashing ‘t’ an ‘w’ sounds 
mimic the shrill whistle of the bellows wheel being turned: 
‘Somebody wistfully twisted the bellows wheel’.

INNOCENCE AND EXPERIENCE  
This poem, as we have seen, is all about the fall from innocence 
into experience. The poet, having been tempted by the world 
of  adult sophisticated experience, has lost his sense of  childlike 
wonder. ‘Now and then’ he can remember particular moments 
from his childhood when he was filled with wonder and delight.  
Most vivid of  all, it seems, is his memory of  the Christmas when 
he was six years old. But he will never enjoy such wonder in 
his adult life. The poet has been cast out of  childhood’s ‘gay/ 
Garden’ and there can be no going back.  

Kavanagh, it’s important to note, titles the poem ‘A Christmas 
Childhood’ rather than, as we might expect, ‘A Childhood 
Christmas’. Kavanagh, therefore, associates his entire childhood 
with the Christmas season. Christmas, of  course, has many different 
associations, both secular and religious. But Kavanagh has in mind, 
no doubt, the mystery and awe experienced by children around 
the festivities, as well as the concepts of  sinlessness and salvation 
associated with the infant Jesus. The poet tellingly remembers a 
Christmas when he was six years old. Seven, traditionally, is held 
to be the age of  reason, when children start to gain the knowledge 
and experience that Kavanagh calls ‘the world’.

A CELEBRATION OF THE EVERYDAY  
Like many of  Kavanagh’s poems, ‘A Christmas Childhood’ emphasises 
the beauty and strangeness that exist in common, everyday things. 
Usually, we are too busy and too preoccupied to notice the beauty 
in the mundane things that surround us. Yet the poem gives many 
examples of  mundane things that can appear beautiful and special if  
we look at them the right way: a simple green stone, for instance, or 
the tracks made by cattle as they wander to a watering hole. 

THEMES



Ghazal
The sky is a dry pitiless white. The wide rows stretch on into death.
Like famished birds, my hands strip each stalk of its stolen crop: our name.

History is a ship forever setting sail. On either shore: mountains of men,
Oceans of bone, an engine whose teeth shred all that is not our name.

Can you imagine what will sound from us, what we’ll rend and claim
When we find ourselves alone with all we’ve ever sought: our name?

Or perhaps what we seek lives outside of speech, like a tribe of goats
On a mountain above a lake, whose hooves nick away at rock. Our name

Is blown from tree to tree, scattered by the breeze. Who am I to say what,
In that marriage, is lost? For all I know, the grass has caught our name.

Having risen from moan to growl, growl to a hound's low bray,
The voices catch. No priest, no sinner has yet been taught our name.

Will it thunder up, the call of time? Or lie quiet as bedrock beneath
Our feet? Our name our name our name our fraught, fraught name.

[5]

[10]

Annotations

Ghazal: an Arabic and Persian verse form where a poem is constructed as a chain of couplets, each of which ends with the 

same word or phrase

[7] rend: rip or tear apart

[18] fraught: full of or containing something, usually something undesirable, such as dangers or difficulties

TRACY K. SMITHTHIS IS POETRY
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Tease It Out

Exam Prep Language Lab

1. The speaker describes the plantation on which she works 
and the hardships she must endure:
• The plantation on which the speaker works is vast. 

What phrase indicates this?
• What does the condition of the speaker’s hands 

suggest about the manner in which she is being 
treated by her owners?

• Class Discussion: What image does the speaker 
use to convey the danger that her people might forget 
their original heritage and identity? 

2. The speaker imagines what it would be like for her people 
to rediscover their identity.
• What do you think they would ‘rend’ or rip up if this 

happens?
• ‘Can you imagine what will sound from us …?’ 

Describe in your own words the kinds of sounds the 
speaker and her people would make at this moment.

• Class Discussion: The speaker considers the 
possibility that the identity she longs for exists ‘outside 
of speech’. Can you list some of the non-verbal 
elements that might shape this identity? 

3. The speaker considers the possibility that her original 
African identity may not in fact be recoverable:
• Describe in your own words the metaphor the 

speaker uses in line 9 to illustrate this. Is it an effective 
comparison in your opinion? Give a reason for your 
answer.

• True or False: The speaker imagines all her fellow 
slaves calling out in unison. How does she charac-
terise the sound they would make? 

• What line indicates that white Christian society is 
ignorant when it comes to understanding the African 
American people?

4. The ancestor imagines once again that she and her people 
might rediscover their ‘name’, their original African 
identity.
• True or False: The speaker imagines that their 

‘name’ will crash like thunder from the skies above.
• Class Discussion: What do you think the speaker 

means by the ‘the call of time’? What does it suggest 
about the effect that rediscovering their identity will 
have on the speaker and her people? 

• Do you think the poem ends on a note of hope? Give 
a reason for your answer.

1. Personal Response: Which of the following emotions 
do you think define this poem: despair; longing; joy; 
rage? Give a reason for your answer.  

2. Class Discussion: ‘The ghazal form in Eastern 
poetry is often associated with frustrated desire, which 
is reflected in the ancestor’s longing to reclaim her lost 
identity’. Discuss this statement as a class.

3. Theme Talk: ‘‘Ghazal’ uses striking imagery to 
highlight the manner in which the African American 
people were stripped of their identity and power’. Write a 
short essay in response to this statement.

4. Exam Focus: ‘The poetry of Tracy K. Smith 
constantly finds new and very effective ways of talking 
about race and African Americans’ historical sufferings.’ 
Write a short essay in response to this statement, making 
reference to ‘Ghazal’, ‘I Will Tell you The Truth About 
This’ and ‘The Greatest Personal Privation’.

1. Class Discussion: This poem, as the title 
indicates, is a ghazal, a form of poetry that involves 
a series of couplets each ending with the same word. 
What impact does this repetition have as you read 
the poem? Would you agree that it powerfully 
reinforces the poem’s theme? Give a reason for your 
answer.

2. In Stanza 2, Smith presents us with the nightmarish 
vision of a ship sailing backwards and forwards 
forever across an ocean of ‘bone’. What does this 
image suggest about history in general and the 
Atlantic Slave Trade in particular? Do you find it an 
effective analogy? Give a reason for your answer.

3. The poem’s opening line features an instance of 
pathetic fallacy, which occurs when human emotions 
are attributed to the natural world. To what does the 
speaker attribute her white owner’s cruelty?

4. Stanza 4 features a most striking simile. To what does 
the speaker compare the identity that she and her 
people long to rediscover? What does the comparison 
suggest about how easy or hard rediscovering this 
identity will be?

   |   11
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Ghazal

LINE BY LINE                                        
 This powerful poem confronts the Atlantic Slave Trade, which 
took place from the 16th to the 19th centuries. During that 
time, at least 12 million Africans were abducted, enslaved and 
shipped to the Americas. Many of  them, like Smith’s own 
ancestors, were put to work in the cotton fields of  the southern 
United States. In ‘Ghazal’, Smith imagines one such ancestor 
and makes her the speaker of  the poem, giving voice to this 
long-ago woman’s suffering, hopes and dreams.

The ancestor is working in the cotton fields, picking the cotton 
buds from one stalk after another: ‘my hands strip each stalk’. 
The plantation on which she works is vast, with ‘wide rows’ 
of  cotton plants stretching on as far as the eye can see. The 
conditions under which she labours are terrible. The sky 
above her is a ‘pitiless white’, offering no cloud-cover from 
the midday heat. The cotton rows, she claims, ‘stretch on 
into death’, suggesting that she will be forced to work on this 
plantation until she dies. The ancestor also describes her hands 
as being ‘famished’, which suggests that her owners provide 
her with minimal rations.   

The ancestor, as she labours in the fields, thinks about ‘our 
name’, about the names her family members might have 
had when they were still living free in Africa. But these 
names of  course were taken away from the ancestor’s family 
when they were enslaved because their white owners quickly 
renamed them Jack or Tom, Mary or Beth. And over time, 
as the generations passed, their original African names were 
forgotten completely. But the term ‘name’ refers also to their 
African language, culture and identity as a whole. The speaker 
worries the longer her people spend in slavery, the more they 
will forget this original heritage. The ancestor uses a powerful 
image to capture this process of  forgetting, claiming that that 
she is stripping not only cotton but also her own name. With 
every day, every hour, she spends working in the fields her 
African identity is further eroded.   

The ancestor meditates on history, which she views as a 
sorry tale of  suffering and exploitation.  She uses a powerful, 
nightmarish image to convey history’s horrors. She thinks of  
a ship sailing back and forth ‘forever’ between two continents. 
The two continents are separated not by a conventional ocean 
but a vast pit of  human bones. On the shore of  each continent 
there are ‘mountains of  men’, vast piles of  living human 
bodies that are shipped back and forth across the bony sea. 
The ancestor then focuses on the engine of  this imaginary 
ship, which is presented as a vast and grinding mechanism. 
Everything that belongs to her family, and to her people as 
a whole, has been fed into this engine and shredded. This 
powerfully captures how the ancestor’s people were deprived 
of  their liberty and dignity, of  their customs and religion, of  
their original African way of  life. 

Only one thing, the ancestor suggests, has passed through the 
engine’s mechanism unscathed.  And that is ‘our name’. For 
the ancestor believes there is still some aspect of  her African 
identity that has survived enslavement and exploitation. She 
dares to hope that it might yet be rediscovered and reclaimed.
The ancestor imagines what such a rediscovery might be like for 
herself, her family and her people. They would ‘rend’ or rip up 
the identity they were forced to adopt as slaves, renouncing the 
English names and the Western way of  life that were imposed 
on them. They would ‘claim’ once again their original African 
heritage, the identity that is the only thing they ‘ever sought’ 
or wanted.  The ancestor envisages that this would be a great 
moment of  celebration for her people. She imagines them 
erupting in songs and cheers of  jubilation as they celebrate this 
reconnection with their African past. 

The ancestor considers the possibility that the identity she 
longs for exists ‘outside of  speech’. Perhaps she’s referring 
to American English speech, the speech she and her people 
were forced to adopt when they were enslaved. This suggests 
that the ancestor’s original identity can only be reclaimed by 
renouncing English and learning (or re-learning) the African 
languages her people would have originally spoken. Or perhaps 
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the ancestor is referring to speech in general. This suggests 
that the ancestor’s original identity can’t be reclaimed simply 
by engaging with African languages. Such a reclaiming would 
actually involve a radical change of  lifestyle. It might require 
the adoption of  African dress, diet, customs, religion and so on.     

The ancestor considers the possibility that her original African 
identity may not in fact be recoverable, that it has been lost 
forever. She uses a beautiful metaphor to describe this. Her 
identity is compared to ripe buds of  cotton on a plant. The 
passage of  time, meanwhile, is compared to a stiff breeze. The 
breeze removes the buds from the plant and scatters them, 
blowing them hither and thither. The passage of  time, similarly, 
scatters the poet’s African identity, making it impossible to 
rediscover: ‘Our name/ is blown from tree to tree, scattered by 
the breeze’. The poet, however, cannot be certain that this is 
the case: ‘Who am I to say what...is lost?’ Perhaps her identity 
might still be out there awaiting rediscovery, like buds of  cotton 
‘caught’ amid the grass of  some distant field.   

The ancestor, as she labours in the cotton field, imagines all 
her fellow slaves calling out in unison.  They would begin, she 
imagines, with a moan of  despair. Their voices would then rise 
together to a ‘growl’ of  anger before culminating in a ‘low bray’ 
of  defiance. Perhaps the ancestor is imagining her fellow slaves 
rising up against their overlords. Or perhaps she’s imagining 
them defiantly expressing their uniqueness and individuality in 
the face of  their terrible circumstances. 

The ancestor imagines once again that she and her people might 
rediscover their ‘name’, their original African identity.  She 
imagines that their name might sound like thunder rising from 
earth. She imagines that sound like the ‘call of  time’ itself, like 
some vast resounding echo that emanates through the universe. 
This suggests, of  course, that rediscovering their African identity 
will have an immediate and profound effect on the ancestor 
and her people. Their lives will be altered in a sudden and very 
dramatic fashion. But the ancestor also imagines the ‘name’ 
might be a ‘quiet’ sound, an almost imperceptible background 
noise. This of  course suggests that rediscovering their African 
identity will have a more subtle effect on the ancestor and her 
people. Their lives will be altered in ways that are important, 
though perhaps less obvious to the outside world.    

FOCUS ON STYLE                                        
Form
A ‘ghazal’ is an ancient Persian and Arabic form of poetry. The 
rules that govern this form are extremely rich and complex. 
Smith follows two of these constraints. Her poem is written 
in couplets or two-line stanzas and each couplet ends with a 
refrain or repeated phrase (‘our name’). The ghazal form in 
Eastern poetry is often associated with frustrated desire, which 
is reflected in the ancestor’s longing to reclaim her lost identity. 
The form, with its repeated refrain, is suited to obsession and 
fixation, which reflects the ancestor’s obsessive desire to reclaim 
her identity, the only thing she has ‘ever sought’.

THEMES

RACE AND HISTORICAL SUFFERING
This is one of several poems where Smith speaks on behalf 
of history’s forgotten victims. In this instance she gives voice 
to one her own ancestors, a woman who worked and suffered 
on one of America’s many slave plantations. This focus on 
forgotten voices, this desire to let history’s victims speak 
again, is also evident in ‘The Greatest Personal Privation’ 
and ‘I will tell you the truth about this’.  

‘Ghazal’, like ‘The Searchers’ and ‘The Greatest Personal 
Privation’, highlights the theme of racial hatred and 
inequality. It reminds us of the millions of Africans that 
were victims of the Atlantic slave trade. It reminds us that 
these individuals lost not only their liberty but also their 
names and very identities. It reminds us, too, of the brutal 
conditions they were forced to endure amid the ‘wide rows’ 
of cotton where they worked.      

The poem, it must be noted, presents an extremely bleak 
view of history, one quite different to the optimistic outlook 
that features in many western history books. Here, history 
is presented as a cruel and inhuman force, one that brings 
brutality and destruction to countless individuals and to 
entire countries and civilisations. History, as we’ve seen, is 
associated with oceans of bone, with vicious, all-consuming 
engines and with mountains of human bodies.   

THE PERSONAL AND THE POLITICAL 
‘Ghazal’, like several other poems by Smith, highlights the 
relationship between the personal and the political. The 
greatest injury endured by the ancestor and her people was 
the loss of their ‘name’, of their African identities.  Indeed, 
this name, the ancestor declares, is all that she and her 
people ‘have ever sought’. She wonders, in stanza four, what 
it might take to rediscover this identity.  She wonders, in 
stanzas three and six, what such a rediscovery might actually 
be like, imagining jubilation and the different effects such 
reclaiming might have on her people.    

But the ancestor also worries that her name might never be 
recoverable. We see this with the repetition of ‘fraught’ in 
the poem’s final line, which suggests that the whole idea of 
identity is bound up with difficulty and uncertainty. The 
ancestor’s African identity, as we learned in stanza one, is 
being eroded more and more the longer she and her people 
spend in America. There is a real danger that their identity 
will disperse and dissipate forever like blossom in the wind.   

‘Ghazal’, while centred on the African experience, also 
brings to mind the suffering of other displaced peoples 
throughout history. We might think, for instance of Jews, 
Ukrainians or even of the Irish experience during the 
Famine times. It reminds us that so many nations were 
stripped of their culture and identity and had to struggle to 
regain their ‘name’. 
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EAVAN BOLAND SAMPLE ANSWER  

THIS IS POETRY

Write a personal response to the poetry of  Eavan 
Boland.

Of all the poets on the Leaving Cert, Boland is the one who has most 
to say about the war, violence and mayhem that has marked the 
beginning of  the twenty-first century. Much of  her work is influenced 
by her desire to confront history in all its misery and darkness: ‘out 
of  myth into history I move’. Her work deals compassionately with 
history’s victims, both from the nineteenth century and from the recent 
past, while reserving a special place for the sufferings of  women. Her 
poetry, therefore, is particularly suited to the time of  global violence in 
which we live now. Yet she is also a poet of  hope, and her work holds 
out the possibility that history’s myriad victims may not have suffered 
entirely in vain.

One of  the things I like most about Boland’s poetry is its deep sense 
of  humanity and compassion. Again and again she writes about 
history’s victims. Her work stands as a memorial to those forgotten 
people who suffered and died because of  war, disease and man’s 
inhumanity to his fellow man. Boland’s intense sensitivity to the ‘evil 
that men do’ is evident in ‘The War Horse’. The sight of  the horse 
that has wandered from the ‘tinker camp on the Enniskerry road’ fills 
her with dread as her blood becomes ‘still/ with atavism’, and the 
horse is transformed into a symbol of  the violence that filled the world 
in general, and Northern Ireland in particular. The beast ‘stumbles 
on like a rumour of  war’ through her neighbourhood, reminding her 
of  the ‘screamless dead’ of  Irish history, the forgotten victims of  that 
‘cause ruined before, a world betrayed’.

Ireland’s troubled past is also remembered in ‘The Famine Road’, 
where Boland remembers the victims of  the Great Famine who 
found work and a little money building roads ‘from nowhere, going 
nowhere’. I liked the way this poem brought the plight of  the Famine 
victims graphically to life. They are presented almost as zombies, as 
‘Sick’ and ‘directionless’ beings on the verge of  cannibalism: ‘cunning 
as housewives, each eyed –/ as if  at a corner butcher – the other’s 
buttock’. Particularly moving was the account of  the worker who 
becomes sick with a contagious disease. The other workers avoid 
this ‘typhoid pariah’ and will not even pray with this poor man as he 
suffers his death throes. Similarly, in ‘Outside History’ Boland faces up 
to the reality that history is a bloody business. With a memorable use 
of  hyperbole she declares that there are as many of  its victims buried 
in the earth as there are stars in the night sky: ‘those fields,/ those 
rivers, those roads clotted as/ firmaments with the dead’.

‘Child of  Our Time’ is another poem where Boland’s immense 
compassion is evident. Here, she laments the death of  a young boy 
who was killed in the Dublin bombings of  1974. This child should 
be hearing fairy stories and learning the ‘names for the animals you 
took to bed’. Instead, he has had his maimed body removed from the 
ruins of  a bombed building. What I found almost unbearably moving 
about this poem was that it forced us to acknowledge the true price of  
war. It backs the reader into a corner where he or she must realise that 
war is not a Hollywood movie or video game, but a serious business 

that has ‘robbed the cradle’ of  many a child throughout the world. 
The poem suggests that ‘idle talk’ about patriotism, honour and 
freedom is not worth the life of  a single child. This is a poem I would 
love all world leaders who take their people to war for no good reason.

Yet Boland’s compassion is not simply reserved for the victims of  
major events such as famine and war. I also admired her because she 
is acutely conscious of  the fact that for centuries women have been 
routinely victimised by a male-dominated society. We get a sense of  
this awareness in ‘The Famine Road’, which presents the tragic case 
of  a woman who is unable to have children: ‘Barren, never to know 
the load/ of  his child in you’. Somehow, however, her situation is 
made worse by the unsympathetic attitude of  the male doctor who 
brings her this bad news: ‘take it well woman, grow/ your garden, 
keep house, good-bye.’ ‘The Shadow Doll’ also presents women 
as victims of  a male-dominated society. Marriage, in this poem, 
is a tool whereby women are oppressed and controlled by men. 
In this instance, Boland’s compassion is directed toward a young 
nineteenth-century bride-to-be who seems terrified at the prospect 
of  her upcoming wedding. Boland also depicts the confusion and 
uncertainty she felt on the night before her own wedding, describing 
herself  as being ‘astray among the cards and wedding gifts’. The 
poem presents marriage as a trap for women, a restrictive force that 
leaves them ‘Under glass, under wraps’. Marriage, the poem implies, 
transforms women into dolls to be admired and adorned, making 
them little more than the playthings of  their husbands.

Yet one of  the things that most attracted me to Boland’s work is that 
it is not all doom and gloom. While the poems confront suffering 
head-on, they also offer hope. In ‘Child of  Our Time’, for instance, 
Boland suggests that we might learn from the death of  the young 
child: ‘We … must learn from you dead’. The child’s death must spur 
us on to abandon the suspicion and hatred of  the past, and find some 
way of  living together in harmony and peace. We must give up the 
deadly ‘idle talk’ that leads to murder and mayhem, and replace it 
with ‘a new language’ of  peace. In ‘Outside History’, too, Boland 
suggests that it may be possible to do something for the victims of  
history, to become ‘part of  that ordeal’ which they suffered. She 
suggests that it may be possible to somehow comfort these victims, 
to ‘kneel beside them, whisper in their ear’. Ultimately, however, the 
hope in Boland’s poetry is outweighed by the despair. As a logical 
person, Boland is forced to conclude that there is of  course nothing 
we can do for those who have suffered in the past: ‘And we are too late. 
We are always too late’. While we might long for ‘a new language’ to 
prevent such atrocities occurring in the future, it is far from clear what 
this new language might be.

To me, Boland’s poetry represents a fearless confrontation with much 
of  what is wrong with today’s world. She is fully willing to acknowledge 
the suffering and evil that chokes the globe in this day and age. Yet 
in an important sense, her work represents a triumph over this evil. 
While we might be ‘always too late’ to save the victims of  history, we 
are certainly not too late to remember and pay homage to what they 
endured. By doing so, we might ensure that their suffering was not 
completely in vain. The poems themselves, therefore, represent a kind 
of  triumph over this forgetfulness, for as long as there are eyes to read, 
history’s victims will survive in Boland’s poetry.
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EXAM PREPARATION

EMILY DICKINSON SAMPLE ANSWER  

Write about the feelings that Emily Dickinson’s 
poetry creates in you, and the aspects of  her poetry 
(content and/or style) that help create those feelings. 
Support your points with reference to the poetry by 
Emily Dickinson on your course.

Of  all the poets I studied for my Leaving Cert, Emily Dickinson 
was the most fascinating and memorable. If  I am honest, I have to 
admit that when I first read her poems I did not enjoy them. They 
seemed so dark and strange, and I felt uncomfortable reading about 
so much death and despair. But I could not forget them. Lines and 
images from her poems stayed with me long after poems by the 
other poets on the course had vanished from my mind. I found 
myself  coming back to the poetry of  Emily Dickinson, curious 
to get a better understanding of  what her poems were trying to 
convey. The more I read them, the more fascinating they became. 
Certainly the poems are dark at times, but poetry is so often about 
the painful side of  life, the sadness and anguish that we inevitably 
suffer. Dickinson’s poetry seems to take an unflinching look at 
such anguish and despair. But her poems are also about hope and 
life and happiness. As I read her poetry, I found myself  swinging 
between joy and sadness, hope and despair. No other poet on the 
Leaving Cert had such an effect on my feelings.

Perhaps the three poems I struggled with most at the beginning 
were ‘I Felt a Funeral, in My Brain’, ‘After Great Pain a Formal 
Feeling Comes’ and ‘The Soul Has Bandaged Moments’. They 
seemed so dark and strange and bleak. When I first read them, 
I did not quite understand what the poet was saying, but the 
imagery and tone of  the poems had an immediate impact. ‘I Felt 
a Funeral’, for example, is an uncomfortable poem to read. The 
funereal imagery and the repetition of  words like ‘treading’ and 
‘beating’ made me feel uneasy. The poem is so claustrophobic; it 
is as though we are trapped with the speaker in the dark confines 
of  her mind, locked into her suffering.  The throbbing rhythm of  
the lines is unpleasant in its monotony: ‘And when they all were 
seated,/ A service like a Drum/ Kept beating – beating – till I 
thought/ My Mind was going numb –’ As the poem progresses, 
we are carried further and further away from the everyday world, 
and led swiftly into a frightening limitless space where nothing 
seems to make sense anymore. When I read the poem now, it 
sends a chill down my spine.

‘After Great Pain’ is probably less frightening – but no less 
disturbing – than ‘I Felt a Funeral’. I always think of  ‘After Great 
Pain’ as the sequel to ‘I Felt a Funeral’. I don’t think of  the latter 
as a poem about dying, but rather as a poem about terrible 
mental suffering. ‘After Great Pain’ describes what follows such a 
cataclysmic episode. It is a disturbing and harrowing read. Once 
again, Dickinson uses such effective imagery to convey complex 
feelings. Or perhaps it is better to say that this poem is about 
feeling absolutely nothing at all. A sense of  great numbness and 
shock pervades the poem. I find it an uncomfortable reading 
experience. Like ‘I Felt a Funeral’, this poem depicts somebody 

who has been shattered by strain and anguish. The speaker hardly 
seems connected with reality at all. ‘The Feet, mechanical, go 
round –/ Of  Ground, or Air, or Ought –/ A Wooden way’. The 
poem closes with a description of  people freezing to death in the 
snow. It leaves the reader uncertain as to what comes next: ‘First – 
Chill – then Stupor – then the letting go –’.

The numbness that is evident in ‘After Great Pain’ is also evident 
in ‘The Soul Has Bandaged Moments’. Again Dickinson deals 
with anguish and despair. With this poem, however, I felt less 
claustrophobic. It is a less intense experience than ‘I Felt a Funeral’ 
and ‘After Great Pain’. Perhaps this is because the poem contains 
moments of  release. The great thing about reading Dickinson’s 
poems is that when (what she terms) ‘moments of  Escape’ are 
introduced, you get a real sense of  excitement and joy. When 
she drops a ray of  sunshine into her poems, we the readers bask 
in its brief  warmth, certain that it will not last. ‘The Soul Has 
Bandaged Moments’ sways between anguish and hope. As I read 
it, I felt extremes of  despair and joy. Like ‘I Felt a Funeral’ and 
‘After Great Pain’, the poem concentrates on times when the 
speaker is overwhelmed by feelings of  anxiety and helplessness: 
‘The Soul Has Bandaged Moments–/ When too appalled to stir’. 
Dickinson uses frightful imagery, such as the figure of  the ‘Goblin’ 
with his ‘long fingers’ and ‘The Horror’ that seems to be always 
awaiting her return. But then the poem also describes the speaker 
‘bursting all the doors’. As the speaker ‘dances’ and ‘swings’ I find 
my spirits soaring, caught up in the dizzy ecstasy of  the poem. 
Where only moments before we were locked in the dungeon of  
despair, suddenly we are ‘delirious borne’ and touching ‘Liberty’.

A similar sense of  hope and ecstasy is apparent in ‘I Taste a Liquor 
Never Brewed’. The poem portrays an enjoyment of  nature that 
is wild, manic and intoxicated. Dickinson suggests that we should 
be so open to the beauty of  the natural world that it intoxicates us 
the same way liquor does:
Inebriate of  Air – am I –
And Debauchee of  Dew –
Reeling – thro endless summer days –
From inns of  Molten Blue –
There is such a sense of  release in this poem, of  abandonment 
and recklessness. When I read the poetry of  Emily Dickinson, 
I get the sense that she was somebody who moved between 
extremes of  emotion, from terrible lows to ecstatic highs. None 
of  the other poets on the course quite matched her in terms of  
emotional impact. No other poet managed to move me quite the 
way Emily Dickinson did.

I think that of  all the poets I studied for my exams it is Dickinson 
who I will remember longest. I have tried in this essay to explain 
the effect her poems have had on me, but it is a complicated thing 
to do. Feelings are a hard thing to relate, and I think one reason 
why Dickinson is such a great poet is that she managed to put into 
words what many have felt but could never explain. It’s like ‘a 
certain slant of  light’: we have all experienced what Dickinson is 
writing about, only we could never quite find the words to express 
it. There is ‘a certain Slant of  Light’ on ‘Winter Afternoons’ and 
it most definitely ‘oppresses, like the Heft/ Of  Cathedral Tunes’.
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THIS IS POETRY GERARD MANLEY HOPKINS

The Searchers
after the film by John Ford

He wants to kill her for surviving,
For the language she spits,
The way she runs, clutching
Her skirt as if life pools there.

Instead he grabs her, puts her
On his saddle, rides back
Into town where faces
She barely remembers

Smile into her fear
With questions and the wish,
The impossible wish, to forget.
What does living do to any of us?

And why do we grip it, hang on 
As if it’s the ribs of a horse
Past commanding? A beast
That big could wreck us easily,

Could rise up on two legs,
Or kick its back end up 
And send us soaring. 
We might land, any moment,

Like cheap toys. There’s always
A chimney burning in the mind,
A porch where the rocker still rocks,
Though empty. Why

Do we insist our lives are ours?
Look at the frontier. It didn’t resist.
Gave anyone the chance
To plant shrubs, dig wells.

Watched, not really concerned
With whether it belonged
To him or to him. Either way
The land went on living,

Dying. What else could it choose?

[5]

[10]

[15]

[20]

[25]

[30]

TRACY K. SMITHTHIS IS POETRY

[1]

[2]

[23]

[26]

The Searchers: a famous 1956 U.S. 

Western film directed by John Ford. Debbie, 

a young white girl, is abducted by a raiding 

party from the Comanche tribe of Native 

Americans. Her uncle, Ethan, a war veteran 

who despises the Comanche, spends years 

searching for her.  

He wants to kill her for surviving: 

Ethan finally locates Debbie, only to find 

that she has embraced the ways of the 

Commanche and has no desire to return to 

white society. For a moment Ethan regards 

Debbie as just another Comanche, as 

someone evil or even sub-human. He has to 

be restrained from shooting her. 

the language she spits: refers to the 

Comanche language

the rocker still rocks: a rocking chair 

features prominently in several of the film’s 

more domestic scenes. 

the frontier: the outermost limit of 

‘settled’ territory in the United States  when 

the country was being colonised by white 

settlers
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1. Smith focuses on the final scenes of The Searchers, after Ethan has discovered Debbie in the Comanche 
encampment: 
a. What did Debbie have to do to survive during her years of living with the Comanche? 
b. Class Discussion: Why might Ethan want to kill Debbie for ‘surviving’ in such a fashion?
c. What is Ethan’s view of the Comanche language? Give a reason for your answer. 
d. True or false: Debbie has a clear memory of the white community in which she lived before her 

abduction. 
2. The poet compares human life to an untamed and unruly horse: 

a. Each of us, at times, feels that our lives are out of control.  What lines and phrases does Smith use to convey 
this?   

b. ‘A beast that big could wreck us easily’. What attitude to living is the poet expressing here?
c. In what two ways, according to Smith, might a horse unseat its rider? 
d. Who or what is compared to ‘cheap toys’? What does this comparison suggest about human life? 

3. Smith describes the shifting American border or ‘frontier’ in the 19th century, when the country was being 
gradually conquered by white colonisers: 
a. What is the literary device known as ‘personification’?  Who or what is being personified in these lines? 
b. What phrases suggest that control of America’s vast territories changed hands over this period?  
c. Did the land itself ‘resist’ these changes? 
d. True or false: The land itself was deeply concerned with who claimed ownership of it at any particular time. 

4. Smith gives us two striking metaphors for human life: a wild horse and the American frontier. Which of these 
metaphors is most effective in your opinion? Give a reason for your choice. 

5. Smith imagines Debbie’s return to town after her years living as a Comanche:
• What phrase indicates that the townspeople are happy to see her alive and well?
• True or false: The townspeople are curious about Debbie’s time living among the Comanche. 
• Why might the townspeople ‘wish to forget’ that Debbie was ever abducted? Is such forgetting possible?  

6. Personal Response: Smith has obviously been affected deeply by John Ford’s film The Searchers. Choose a 
film that you found emotional or thought provoking. Write a brief essay about your response to this film.

7. Class Discussion: Lines 24 to 25 suggest that none of us actually ‘own’ our lives. Discuss this statement as a 
class. In what different ways might it be true?  Is this lack of ownership necessarily a bad thing?   

8. Theme Talk: Consider the phrase ‘What does living do to any of us?’  What does it suggest about existence? 
Is the poem’s view of life, overall, an optimistic or a pessimistic one? 

9. Exam Focus: ‘This poem uses startling imagery to reflect on the strangeness, risks and possibilities of living.’ 
Write a short essay in response to this statement.

Tease It Out 

Technique

Theme
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THIS IS POETRY JOHN DONNETHIS IS POETRY JOHN DONNETHIS IS POETRY

Essential Notes
TRACY K. SMITH

A murderous desire 
This poem is inspired by The Searchers, an epic western set in Texas during the 1870s. The film’s main character, 
played by John Wayne, is Ethan Edwards, a middle-aged veteran of  several wars. Ethan harbours an intense 
hatred of  the Comanche tribe of  Native Americans, whom he regards as sub-human savages. 

Ethan, then, is distraught when his niece Debbie is kidnapped by a Comanche raiding party. He sets out to find her, 
determined to rescue her from his hated enemy and return her to civilisation.  The search for Debbie, however, proves 
a difficult one, lasting about five years and involving many hardships and adventures. Ethan finally tracks Debbie 
down to a Comanche encampment. But he is shocked to discover that she has no desire to be rescued. She has 
embraced the ways and language of  the Comanche and now considers herself  to be a member of  Comanche society. 

The poem’s opening describes how Ethan, after making this discovery, is filled with the desire to shoot Debbie then 
and there: ‘He wants to kill her’. Debbie, as Ethan sees it, is now a Comanche rather than a ‘proper’ human being. 
But there’s a sense, too, in which Ethan wants to kill Debbie simply for ‘surviving’. Debbie, after all, simply adapted 
to the circumstances and did what she needed to do to survive. Adopting the ways of  the Comanche allowed her 
to be accepted by her captors and live a fruitful life among them.  

A return to civilisation
Ethan, thankfully, overcomes his desire to kill Debbie. She may have become a Comanche but she is still his own flesh 
and blood. ‘Instead’ of  shooting her, he ‘grabs her’ and hoists her on to his saddle. Ethan then ‘rides back/ Into town’, 
returning Debbie to the little settlement where she lived before the Comanche took her all those years ago.

Smith imagines how Debbie might react on her return to town. Debbie, Smith suggests, would ‘barely remember’ the 
faces of  the townspeople she once knew well. She would, after her years among the Comanche, find the town a rather 
alien environment, one that fills her with ‘fear’ and unease. Smith also imagines how the townspeople might react 
when they see Debbie has been returned to them. They would ‘smile’, delighted to see that Debbie is safe and sound. 
They would, no doubt, be intensely curious and would have many ‘questions’ about her time with the Comanche.  

But the townspeople would also, Smith believes, be eager to move on from this incident. They would like things to 
go back to the way they were. They would like Debbie, perhaps after a brief  period of  readjustment, to start acting 
like she had never been away. But such a traumatic incident, of  course, will not easily be forgotten, either by the 
townspeople or by Debbie herself. The ‘wish to forget’, as Smith points out, is an ‘impossible’ one.

John Wayne, as Ethan, and Natalie Wood, as Debbie, in The Searchers
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Focus On Theme: Racial Hatred and Life's Challanges
The story of Ethan and Debbie highlights how powerful racial hatred can be. Here is a man so consumed by hatred 
of another ethnic group, in this case the Comanche tribe, that he’s almost willing to kill his own niece for embracing 
their ways. And such fanatical hatred of the ‘other’, we sadly realise, is all too common not only throughout history 
but also in our own troubled times. 

The poem also reminds us of the great historical suffering endured by the Native American population in the 19th 
century. We remember how the ‘frontier’ between the white settlers and the indigenous peoples shifted further and 
further west as the settlers seized more and more land. The settlers, then, dug wells and planted shrubs on lands that 
had once belonged to the natives. The natives themselves, meanwhile, were conquered, displaced and exterminated. 

Life, Smith acknowledges, can be difficult and challenging. Life is compared to a horse that each of us must ride but 
that none of us can easily control. Life is like an enormous ‘beast’, one that can ‘wreck us easily’ in both body and mind, 
smashing us as if we were ‘cheap toys’. It fills us with trauma that we long to forget but that we can’t easily put out of our 
minds. Smith finds herself wondering, therefore, why we continue to ‘grip’ our lives, like a rider might ‘grip’ an unruly 
horse. Why do we attempt to steer our lives when we know that life can be so unpredictable and uncontrollable? 

Smith suggests that we adopt a more spiritual attitude to life and its difficulties. We shouldn’t simply give up on life. 
Nor should we attempt to control everything around us. Instead, we should embrace an outlook that emphasises 
humility and acceptance. In this regard we must be like the land of America itself. The land, as Smith presents it, 
realised there was nothing it could do to slow or alter the advance of the American settlers into the west. It, therefore, 
offered no resistance to the white man’s march. We, like the land, must go on living even as everything changes all 
around us. We must continue to enjoy life as best we can, by focusing on its positive aspects.

Focus On Technique
‘The Searchers’, like many of Smith’s poems, is rich in figures of speech. Smith, for instance, uses a conceit 
or extended metaphor, comparing each of our lives to a powerful, unruly horse that we must ride. This 
comparison might strike us initially as strange and unexpected. But it powerfully captures how chaotic and 
unpredictable each of our lives can suddenly become, how difficult it can be to remain in control of the circum-
stances in which we find ourselves.  

A simile, meanwhile, features in line 21 where Smith describes how riders thrown from a powerful horse would 
have their bodies broken like ‘cheap toys’. Another powerful simile features when Smith describes Debbie fleeing 
from Ethan during the film’s climactic scene: ‘clutching/ Her skirt as if life pools there’. Life, in these lines, is 
presented as some strange but precious liquid. Debbie’s upturned skirt, meanwhile, is presented as a flimsy vessel 
in which such a liquid might be carried. Debbie, we sense, must run as quickly as she can without spilling a drop 
of this priceless substance. This is a strange but memorable image, one that powerfully conveys both the fragility 
of life and Debbie’s desperation to survive. 

The American landscape
Smith turns her attention to the ‘land’ of  America itself, to the hills, plains and valleys that make up that sprawling 
continent. Smith personifies the land, presenting it as being capable of  thinking and observing, of  giving and 
resisting. The land, we’re told, ‘Watched’ the so-called ‘Indian Wars’ of  the 19th century. This conflict, which saw 
the United States expand westwards across the American continent, conquering and displacing the indigenous 
tribal societies that had lived there for hundreds of  years, forms the backdrop to The Searchers. The land, it seems, 
watched this conflict in a casual, almost distracted fashion. The land didn’t care whether it was claimed by white 
settlers or by the native tribes. Indeed, the land we sense, had no interest in such human concepts of  ownership.

The land, then, offered no resistance as the United States claimed ever more territory, as the ‘frontier’ or border 
between settler and native crept ever further westwards: ‘Look at the frontier it didn’t resist’. Indeed, the land 
‘Gave’ the same treatment to settler and native, offering both the opportunity to survive and thrive, to farm and 
cultivate: ‘Gave anyone the chance/ To plant shrubs, dig wells’. 
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I felt a Funeral, in my Brain 
I felt a Funeral, in my Brain,
And Mourners to and fro
Kept treading – treading – till it seemed
That Sense was breaking through –

And when they all were seated,
A Service, like a Drum –
Kept beating – beating – till I thought
My mind was going numb –

And then I heard them lift a Box
And creak across my Soul
With those same Boots of Lead, again,
Then Space – began to toll,

As all the Heavens were a Bell,
And Being, but an Ear,
And I, and Silence, some strange Race,
Wrecked, solitary, here –

And then a Plank in Reason, broke,
And I dropped down, and down –
And hit a World, at every plunge,
And Finished knowing – then –

[5]

[10]

[15]

[20]

[3]

[4] 

[6]

[9]

[12]

[13]

[15]

[16]

[17]

treading: walking on, pressing down or crushing with the foot

Sense: a sane and realistic attitude; a feeling that something is the case; faculties of perception and 

understanding

Service: a formal ceremony, often religious in nature

Box: coffin

toll: to sound a bell with a slow, uniform succession of strokes, as a signal or announcement

Heavens: suggests both the religious concept of heaven and outer space

Race: suggests that the poet and Silence are closely related, that they share common descent or heredity

Wrecked: having been destroyed; left stranded like someone who has survived a shipwreck

Reason: the ability to think and understand in a logical and rational manner

THIS IS POETRY EMILY DICKINSON
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1. Class Discussion: The poet feels a funeral occurring inside her own brain. What does this suggest about her 
mental state? 

2. What are the mourners doing as they wait for the funeral to commence?
3. Suggest why the poet repeats the word ‘treading’ in line 3.
4. The poet can hear and feel the events taking place inside her own head. But can she see them? Give a reason for 

your answer.
5. Class Discussion: The speaker says that ‘Sense’ was  'breaking through’. What does the word ‘Sense’ signify 

in this particular context? Do you think that this ‘breaking through’ represents greater mental clarity or a loss of 
such clarity?

6. The funeral proper is called to order. What do the mourners do?
7. How does the poet convey that the sound of the service was both intense and monotonous? If possible, identify 

two phrases or images that enable her to do this.
8. The ringing sound experienced by the speaker is so intense that it seems to emanate from the ‘Heavens’ 

themselves. Is she referring to a) outer space b) the afterlife or c) something else?
9. The poet suggests that she and ‘Silence’ are closely related, are members of the same ‘Race’. What does this 

suggest about her attitude towards noise and bustle?
10. The poet depicts herself falling down some kind of chute or shaft. What kind of mental state or event does this 

represent?

11. The poem ends with the speaker saying that she ‘Finished knowing’. What does the poet mean by this? Rank the 
following statements in order of plausibility:
• She acquired some specific knowledge at this moment.
• She gained some general insight and self-awareness at this moment.
• Her ability to know or understand ceased at this moment.

12. Line 10 features a most unusual comparison, as the poet likens her soul to a floor on which the mourners walk. 
What kind of surface do you visualise? 

13. Personal Response: Did you enjoy reading this poem? Write a piece where you give your views in response to 
this question.

14. Class Discussion: ‘This poem concludes with a powerful sense of release and, indeed, relief’. Do you 
agree? Discuss this statement as a class. 

15.  Theme Talk: ‘This poem provides a powerful portrayal of a mind at the end of its tether’. Write two 
paragraphs in  response to this statement.

16. Exam Focus: Dickinson uses dashes instead of normal punctuation; she uses capital letters in unusual places. 
How would you explain these unusual aspects of her poetry to a reader who is puzzled by them? You may, if 
you wish, refer also to the other poem by Dickinson on your course.

Tease It Out 

Technique

Theme
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An extreme psychological experience
Emily Dickinson is a poet who explores both the highs and lows of human experience. In this, one of her darkest poems, 
the speaker finds herself confronting what can only be described as a nervous breakdown. In the throes of this episode 
she experienced the sensation that a funeral was taking place inside her brain: ‘I felt a Funeral, in my Brain’. 

The speaker describes the mourners milling around before the funeral service proper began. According to the speaker, 
the mourners were ‘treading’ as they meandered ‘to and fro’, suggesting that they walked in a heavy and deliberate 
fashion. Furthermore, the mourners, we’re told, ‘Kept treading’, which suggests that their pre-service mingling went on 
for a long time. And the speaker, it seems, heard every heavy footstep echo inside her skull. She felt the impact of each 
footfall pressing into the grey matter of her brain. This is a startling image of invasion and violation, one that powerfully 
captures the pressure experienced by the speaker in this moment of psychological extremity.

Finally proceedings were called to order as the mourners took their seats and the funeral service itself  began. But 
this development brought the speaker no respite. According to the speaker, the sound of  the service resembled a 
drum beaten over and over again. We sense that there was something guttural and percussive about the preaching 
of  the minister, something aggressively insistent about the prayers and responses of  the congregation. This 
percussive drone began to numb the speaker’s mind. Soon, she imagined, she would no longer be capable of  any 
thought or feeling whatsoever.

A sound of overwhelming intensity
The speaker describes how, as the coffin was carried away, she heard the funeral bell begin to toll. She describes 
this as a sound of overwhelming intensity, a ringing so loud that it seemed to emanate from outer ‘Space’ itself. 
It was as if the very ‘Heavens’ above her were functioning as a kind of bell, as if the energy of every galaxy and 
nebula had been harnessed to produce chimes of such unbearable loudness: ‘As all the Heavens were a Bell’. It 
was as if everything that existed in this world, every aspect of earthly ‘Being’, could do nothing but listen to this 
incessant ringing: ‘And Being, but an Ear’. 

This incessant ringing has a devastating effect upon the speaker, leaving her ‘Wrecked… here’. She was utterly 
desperate and bewildered, as if she were a shipwrecked sailor who had washed up, dazed and disorientated, on the 
shores of some unknown land. Of course the other meaning of ‘Wrecked’, as in ruined or destroyed, also applies 
here, which suggests the speaker’s devastated mental state. 

THIS IS POETRY EMILY DICKINSON
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Focus On Theme: The Workings of the Mind
This poem is a powerful portrayal of  a mind at the end of  its tether, wonderfully evoking states of  mind that are almost 
too extreme for words. The image of  a funeral happening inside the brain is strange and startling, but it masterfully 
captures an extraordinary build-up of  psychological pressure that was occurring inside the speaker’s psyche.

This is a poem, then, that highlights the fragility of  our sanity and mental health. Our ‘Reason’, the speaker 
suggests, is like a wooden floor, comprised of  planks, on which we stand with the greatest of  uncertainty. At 
any moment, one of  the planks might fracture and give way beneath us. This is a comparison that wonderfully 
captures the fragility of  sanity and mental health. Just as a floorboard might shatter, if  subjected to too much 
weight, so one’s mental health might shatter if  subjected to too much mental stress.

And just such a collapse is depicted in the poem’s unforgettable final stanza as the speaker’s ‘Reason’ finally gives 
way. She describes a sensation of  plummeting ‘down, and down’, bouncing from one surface to another. This is 
a powerful image for the succession of  strange, inexplicable mental states the speaker experiences now that she’s 
moved beyond any conventional form of  reason or sanity.

Focus On Technique
‘I felt a Funeral’ uses a form common to most of Dickinson’s poetry. It has five stanzas, each four lines long 
and with an ABCB rhyme scheme. For the most part, it uses lines of six syllables. The third line of each stanza 
has eight syllables. This poem features an atmosphere of slowly rising tension as the psychological stress 
experienced by the speaker increases to the point where her ‘Reason’ itself collapses.

The poem is typical of Dickinson’s work in that it features several very inventive similes. In line 6, for instance, 
the prayers and responses of the funeral service are compared to a ‘Drum’, which suggests their percussive, repetitive 
qualities. The speaker uses an astonishing simile to describe the intensity of the ringing she experiences, declaring 
that it’s as if these chimes were issuing from every corner of the ‘Heavens’, from outer space itself.

This poem is often noted for its use of repetition, which captures both the ceaseless nature of the mourners’ 
movement and the mounting psychological pressure endured by the speaker. We see this with the repetition 
of ‘treading’, ‘beating’ and ‘Kept’ in lines 3 and 7. Similarly, the words ‘same’ and ‘again’ in line 11 further 
emphasise the relentless nature of the pressure to which the speaker has been subjected.

The poet wittily personifies ‘Silence’, presenting it as her only companion in this time of suffering. She even 
suggests that she and 'Silence' are blood-relations or members of the same 'Race'. This personification suggests 
that the speaker is someone who values serenity, who relishes peace and quiet above all else. But such serenity 
during her present torment seems very far away.

The collapse of reason
The poem’s final stanza powerfully depicts the collapse of reason itself, of the speaker’s sanity or rationality: ‘And then a 
Plank in Reason, broke’. The speaker says that she ‘dropped down, and down’, which suggests that she fell for a long time 
down a narrow chute of some kind. This represents the vastness of the unconscious mind, illustrating how the speaker, after 
her sanity had collapsed, experienced a wide range of bizarre mental states. 

The speaker’s fall was divided into a series of shorter plunges as she collided with the shaft’s walls, causing her to bounce 
from one side to the other. This conveys the speaker's loss of control over her own mind. As she loses control, or falls, she 
finds herself shifting unpredictably from one mental state to the next. Finally the speaker’s fall was ‘Finished’, and she came 
crashing to the bottom of the shaft. This represents the end of the speaker’s mental collapse.
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Liz Lochhead
Liz Lochhead is a Scottish poet, playwright and broadcaster. She was born in 1947 in Motherwell, 
Lanarkshire. She studied at the Glasgow School of Art and after graduating taught art at High Schools in 
Glasgow and Bristol.

Lochhead's first collection of poems, Memo for Spring, was published in 1972 and won a Scottish Arts 
Council Book Award. Since then Lochhead has written many plays, poetry collections, essays and reviews. 
She has also held several influential teaching positions and is cited as a major influence by many younger 
Scottish writers.

Lochhead's success in poetry is rivalled by her writing for the theatre. Her plays include Blood and Ice 
(1982), Mary Queen of Scots Got Her Head Chopped Off (1987), Perfect Days (2000) and a highly acclaimed 
adaptation into Scots of Molière's Tartuffe (1985). 

In 2005, Lochhead became the Poet Laureate for Glasgow and in 2011 she was named as the second Scots 
Makar or national poet of Scotland. She is currently the Honorary President of the Caledonian Cultural 
Fellows at Glasgow Caledonian University and holds honorary doctorates from ten of Scotland's universities. 

Speaking of her approach to poetry, Lochhead said: 'I don’t think of poetry as being a way of saying something 
simple in a complicated way; it’s about saying a big thing in a simple way. Good poetry makes sense – not perfect 
sense and not on a single reading – but it’s not about obfuscating things'.

LIZ LOCHHEAD
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ALTERNATIVE COURSE

[5]

[10]

[15]

[20]

[25]

[30]

Revelation  

I remember once being shown the black bull
when a child at the farm for eggs and milk.
They called him Bob – as though perhaps
you could reduce a monster
with the charm of a friendly name.
At the threshold of his outhouse, someone
held my hand and let me peer inside.
At first, only black
and the hot reek of him. Then he was immense,
his edges merging with the darkness, just
a big bulk and a roar to be really scared of,
a trampling, and a clanking tense with the chain’s jerk.
His eyes swivelled in the great wedge of his tossed head.
He roared his rage. His nostrils gaped like wounds.

And in the yard outside,
oblivious hens picked their way about.
The faint and rather festive tinkling
behind the mellow stone and hasp was all they knew
of that Black Mass, straining at his chains.
I had always half-known he existed –
this antidote and Anti-Christ his anarchy
threatened the eggs, well rounded, self-contained –
and the placidity of milk.

I ran, my pigtails thumping on my back in fear,
past the big boys in the farm lane
who pulled the wings from butterflies and
blew up frogs with straws.
Past thorned hedge and harried nest,
scared of the eggs shattering –
only my small and shaking hand on the jug’s rim
in case the milk should spill.

[6]

[6]

[9]

[12]

[13]

[14]

[16]

[17]

[18]

[18]

[19]

[21]

[21]

[21]

[23]

[28]

Revelation: a sudden moment of great 

understanding. The Book of Revelation is the 

final book of the Bible. It deals with, among 

other things, destructive world-ending events 

and great beasts that will bring evil into the 

world.

threshold: entrance, gate

outhouse: shed or barn

reek: stench

clanking: jangling, clattering 

wedge: an object with one thick edge and 

one thin edge; it is used for tightening things, 

splitting them or keeping them in place.

gaped: were wide open

oblivious: utterly unaware

festive tinkling: a gentle ringing sound that 

the speaker associates with Christmas 

mellow stone: suggests stonework that is 

both smooth and soothing in appearance 

hasp: latch

Black Mass: a ceremony involving devil 

worship

antidote:  a medicine taken to reverse or 

limit the effects of a poison; a being or action 

that counteracts the effects of something 

harmful 

Anti-Christ: According to the Bible, the 

Anti-Christ, who will appear before Christ's 

Second Coming, is the exact opposite and 

ultimate enemy of Christ. 

anarchy: a state of chaos and disorder

placidity: stillness

harried: under attack; hunted
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1. Why was the young poet sent to visit the farm?
2. The poet says that the people living on the farm called the bull ‘Bob’. Does she consider this an appropriate 

name for the animal? What does she suggest was the reason for the bull being called ‘Bob’?
3. Class Discussion: The bull's owners hold her hand while she looks into the outhouse. Suggest why they do 

this. Could there be several reasons?
4. The poet gradually begins to make out the bull amid the gloom of the outhouse: 

a. The poet's description of the bull appeals to various different senses. List them.
b. What phrases indicate the bull's great size?
c. What does the verb 'trampling' suggest about the bull's movement?
d. Consider the phrase 'merging with the darkness'. What does it suggest about the bull's appearance? What 

does it suggest about the young poet's emotional response to the bull?
5. We get the impression that the poet had visited the farm on numerous occasions prior to this day. Was she aware 

of the bull on these occasions? Give a reason for your answer.
6. Class Discussion: The poet describes the bull as an ‘antidote’. What feeling or situation might the bull's 

presence counteract?
7. The poet considers the bull to be demonic, unearthly and evil. Which phrase indicates this? 
8. Group Discussion: What does the bull threaten? Suggest how it might threaten these things.
9. Who does the young poet pass ‘in the farm lane’ as she runs home? With what activities does she associate these 

individuals?
10. How would you characterise the young poet’s state of mind as she makes her way home? Support your answer 

with reference to the text.

11. Group Discussion: This poem is very much about masculinity and femininity. Would you agree that the 
poet presents the bull as a very masculine presence? Give a reason for your answer. Does the poet mention any 
aspects of nature that might traditionally be regarded as feminine? 

12. The poet associates the bull with 'anarchy'. Identify three verbs from elsewhere in the poem that suggest the 
bull's chaotic, uncontrollable nature.

13. Personal Response: 'This poem highlights both the positive and negative aspects of the natural world. It 
shows how nature provides us not only with nourishment but also with threat and danger'. Write a paragraph in 
response to this statement.

14. Class Discussion: The poem is called ‘Revelation’. What do you think was ‘revealed’ to the poet on this 
occasion? In your discussion, consider the following:
• Her reaction to the bull itself
• Her state of mind as she runs home
• Her awareness of the boys' behaviour
• The description of the bird's nest as 'harried'

15. Theme Talk: 'This poem is ultimately about the loss of innocence and the realisation that the world is an 
unpleasant and frightening place'. Write a paragraph in response to this statement.

16. ExamFocus: Write a short letter to the poet Liz Lochhead telling her how the poem made you feel. Refer to the 
text of the poem in your answer.

Tease It Out 

Technique

Theme

LIZ LOCHHEAD
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Essential Notes

Visiting a local farm
In this poem, the poet recreates a childhood memory. She has been sent by her parents to a local farm to get ‘eggs 
and milk’. While there she is shown a ‘black bull’. The farmers take her to the ‘threshold’, or doorway, of  the 
bull’s outhouse and she peers inside. Initially, she can perceive little or nothing of  the shed’s dark interior. She can, 
however, detect the bull’s ‘reek’ or unpleasant odour, which strikes her as ‘hot’ or overpowering as she stands there 
looking into the outbuilding. 

An enormous, terrifying creature
Gradually, she begins to make out the shape of  the bull. Yet it remains indistinct, a black and shadowy being that 
blends in with the shed’s darkness: ‘his edges merging with the darkness’.

The first thing that strikes her is its enormous size. It is ‘immense’, a creature of  ‘big bulk’ with a great wedge 
shaped head. The young poet is terrified by its angry roar: ‘a roar to be really scared of  … He roared his rage’. To 
her, the bull seems full of  violent energy, as if  it longs to break free of  the shed’s confinement. It jerks aggressively, 
tossing its head and ‘swivelling’ its eyes. It stamps its feet, ‘trampling’ the shed’s floor. It stretches the chain that 
binds it to breaking point. 

The bull, then, is a strong and powerful animal with a violent temperament. The young poet regards it as a 
‘monster’, as a terrifying and nightmarish creature. She feels that his owners christened him Bob to somehow make 
him seem less frightening and less monstrous: ‘as though perhaps/ you could reduce a monster/ with the charm 
of  a friendly name’.

The hens in the farmyard are ‘oblivious’ to this terrifying vision, to this ‘Black Mass’ of  rage and muscle. As they 
‘pick’ at the farmyard floor, they are unaware of  the violent and dangerous animal lurking inside the outhouse, 
contained only by its ‘mellow stone’ and by its door’s ‘hasp’, or latch. All the hens ‘know’ of  the bull is the faint 
tinkling of  the chain that binds it, which by itself  might be considered a cheerful or ‘rather festive’ sound.
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Focus On Theme: The Loss of Innocence
A ‘revelation’ is a moment of sudden understanding. In this instance, the revelation received by the poet is a terrible 
one. As she watches the bull, it comes to her that the world is not all sweetness and light but is all too often a violent and 
cruel place. She may have half-known this before, but seeing the bull violently rage makes her realise it with a renewed 
force. As she runs home down the farm lane, she is highly conscious of the cruelty and violence all around her: the 
tearing thorns, the nests that are harried by predators, the boys that mutilate frogs and butterflies. The poem, then, 
describes the loss of a certain degree of childhood innocence and its replacement with a darker reality.

In this regard, the poem’s title is apt: Revelation is the title of  the last book of  the Bible. John, the author of  the Book of  
Revelation, experiences a great moment of  understanding, just as the young poet does in the farmyard. The Book of  
Revelation describes the coming of  the greatest of  all demons, the Anti-Christ. In this poem, the bull strikes the young 
poet as a kind of  Anti-Christ, as the ‘antidote’ to good, as evil’s ultimate embodiment. 

Focus On Technique
Perhaps more than anything else, ‘Revelation’ is a poem of  atmosphere, wonderfully conjuring a mood of  
childhood terror, bringing to mind all the little fears that can seem so overwhelming to us as children.

Lochhead uses a fine simile to describe the bull’s nostrils, saying that they ‘gaped like wounds’. This suggests the 
damage the bull might cause if  it broke free.

She uses a technique call synaesthesia to capture the bull’s smell, referring to its ‘hot reek’. Synaesthesia occurs 
when one sense is described in terms of  another. In this instance, the sense of  smell (‘reek’) is described in terms 
of  the sense of  touch (‘hot’), powerfully suggesting the bull’s overwhelming and suffocating odour.

The poet also employs a contrast between masculinity and femininity. The bull, which is male, is associated with 
violence, anarchy and destruction. The eggs and milk, which are traditionally female, are associated with birth 
and nourishment. In the poem, the raging bull ‘threatened’ the eggs. It’s as if  the poet is suggesting that women 
bring life into the world while men all too often seek to destroy it. Interestingly, it is ‘big boys’ – not girls – who 
exhibit cruelty and violence, pulling the wings from butterflies and blowing up frogs.

A moment of revelation
The young poet describes how she’d always ‘half-known’ the bull existed. In a sense, of  course, this refers to her previous 
visits to the farm. She’d always ‘half-known’ that the bull was there in his shed. But this is the first time she’s been shown 
him, the first time she’s actually come face to face with his ‘Black Mass’. Yet this phrase can also be read on a deeper level. 
the young poet has half-known that evil and danger existed in the world. But now, she experiences a moment of  ‘revelation’, 
a moment of  awareness or understanding, and fully appreciates how dark and threatening the world actually is.  

Watching this violent and dangerous creature she realises that the world itself  is a violent and dangerous place. She’d 
always ‘half-known’, of  course, that the world we live in is no perfect paradise. Yet by watching the bull fuming and 
‘straining at his chains’, this knowledge hits more forcefully than ever before. She fully realises for the first time that 
this life is all too often filled with evil, violence and destruction. She refers to the bull as an ‘Anti-Christ’. To her it 
seems like the ultimate devil or demon, the ‘antidote’ or opposite to all that’s good and holy. Indeed the phrase ‘Black 
Mass’ calls to mind not only the bull’s dark bulk but also the idea of  some perverse satanic ritual. She associates it with 
‘anarchy’, with chaos, disorder and the breakdown of  law. To the young poet, then, this raging animal seems like a 
terrifying personification of  evil itself, the ultimate symbol or reminder of  violence and destruction.

The young poet is understandably upset by her encounter with the bull. She runs home in a panic, her hand 
‘shaking’ and moving so quickly that her pigtails ‘thump’ on her back as she goes. As she races home, she worries 
about the eggs and milk she’d been sent to fetch, terrified that the milk might spill or the eggs shatter.
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EXAM PREPARATION

Tracy K. Smith: Sample Answer 

It's Not
1. (a) What image in the poem do you find most striking? Explain your choice with reference to
the poem. (10 marks)
The image I found most striking is that of Death leading the poet's father through a supermarket. Smith imagines her father's 
spirit being led once last time past the various sections of  a massive store, past its ‘aisles of  tools’ and through the frozen food 
section that has a ‘freezer lined with meat’. She pictures her father and Death passing a television showing an advertisement for 
one of  the products available in-store, watching it repeat the same message ‘over and over’. This is most startling and unexpected 
image because it is the last place we might expect the father being as he transitions from this world to the next. And yet, 
perhaps, the image makes perfect sense. We are, after all, so preoccupied with consumerism and material goods these days that 
the idea of being lead through a vast supermarket, having one last look at all the fancy products on the shelves, is the perfect 
way to round off our experience of this world! 

(b) Did you find the poet's personification of death surprising? Give a reason for your answer. (10 marks)
The poet's personification of death in this poem is very surprising. We are accustomed to seeing death presented as a sinister 
figure, someone cloaked in black and wielding a scythe. But Smyth presents Death as a thoughtful being, someone who is 
ultimately looking out for the father's best interests. Death, the poet suggests, knew that it owed the father the gift of  dying and 
it was determined to settle this debt or obligation: ‘Death was thinking of  what it owed him’. It is as if  Death wants to give the 
poet's father something that life could never offer, but which the father always wanted or desired. The poet also says that Death 
did not deliberately inflict suffering on the father's loved ones. It wasn’t even thinking about her father’s loved ones when it came 
for him: ‘It’s not/That death was thinking of  you or me/ Or our family, or the woman/ Our father would abandon when he 
died’. Death knew it needed to escort the father from this world to the next and was just focused on the task at hand. 

(c) Do you think that the ending of the poem is hopeful or despairing in its attitude towards death and 
dying? Give a reason. (10 marks)
I think the ending of the poem is hopeful in its attitude towards death and dying. The final image of the father swimming just out 
of sight of his daughters is wonderfully optimistic, perfectly capturing what Smith seems to regard as the continuity between life and 
death. Smith presents the passage from life to death in a comforting manner, comparing it to the manner in which a river enters the 
sea. The image wonderfully suggests how this world and the next are connected like two adjoining bodies of water. Those who pass 
on, therefore, are never that far away.       

2. (i) Using one or more of the following statements, describe your personal response to this poem:
  – I find this poem shocking …
  – I find this poem powerful …
  – I find this poem thought-provoking …. (20 marks)
I find this poem thought-provoking. We are so accustomed to thinking of  death in a negative light, something to be feared and 
lamented. But Smith's poem forces us to pause and perhaps re-evaluate our attitude to death and dying. She asks us to think of  
death as something positive, depicting it as a ‘ride’, a thrilling final adventure that awaits us once we’ve finished with this life. 
Smith imagines death as a journey that took her father ‘beyond’ the body into some spiritual state, into a non-physical realm we 
cannot begin to comprehend. 

The poem also suggests that those we love do not vanish when they die. The poet and her sister initially can’t avoid thinking that 
death ‘ran off’ with the father they loved so much. Death, they feel, has left them utterly bereft of  the man they regarded as ‘our/ 
Everything worth having’, who meant more to them than anything in this world. But Smith suggests that she and her sister should 
consider their father’s passing in a different light. While the father may have disappeared physically, he still exists spiritually. He 
is ‘gone’ only in the superficial sense that they can no longer see or touch him, can no longer easily ‘tell’ that he is around: ‘He is 
only gone so far as we can tell’. This is a wonderful way to think about the loved ones we have lost.
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• Detailed, clear instructions on how to 
compose in every genre

• Walk Thru’ sample answers take the student 
step-by-step through composition

• Marked sample answers show how marks 
are won and lost

• Exercises that give the student confidence to 
compose in each genre

• Clear advice on how to write the perfect 
paragraph

• Detailed section on punctuation with 
exercises

• Extensive comprehension section packed 
with sample answers, advice and exercises

Sample Pages >>>>
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EXPRESSION

Chapter 2: 
Paragraphs

What is a paragraph? 
 
A PARAGRAPH IS A COLLECTION OF SENTENCES 
THAT RELATE  
TO THE SAME IDEA. 
 
•  The subject or topic of a paragraph is often stated in 

the first sentence, which is called a ‘topic’ sentence.

•  The remaining sentences develop this idea and are 
known as ‘body’ sentences.

•  The paragraph is unified, with all the sentences 
contributing to create a single idea.

•  A paragraph is complete when the idea the writer 
wants to express is brought clearly into focus.

When you write for the Leaving Cert it is vital that you 
use paragraphs correctly.
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PARAGRAPHS 2.

»  EXAMPLE 2
Few things are capable of affecting us more than alcohol. Just like 

the influence of the moon on the tides, the command drink has on 

us is both profound and predictable. Every weekend, scores of 

us pour onto the streets at night and what follows for many hours 

after, with the aid of alcohol, is a picture of human stupidity. It 

seems that no-one is immune. Our A&Es are choked with men 

and women of all ages who have fallen victim to its unpleasant 

side effects – drink-driving tragedies, violent brawls and alcohol-

related illness. It is an ugly, embarrassing scene and no amount 

of bravado or cheer can alter this fact.

Sometimes, however, it may be more natural for the 
topic sentence to be the second or third sentence.  In 
the following examples, the topic sentence is the third 
sentence: 

»  EXAMPLE 3
I can remember the stiff feel of the shoes around my feet and 

the smell of the crisp pages of my new books. I can still feel the 

anxiety zinging around my stomach as my dad walked me through 

those imposing gates.  My first day of school may have been 14 

years ago now, but it has yet to leave my memory. It is something 

that I remember with particular clarity every September, when I 

pass the primary school and see the new junior infants waddling 

into classrooms and wailing for their parents.

Topic sentences  
and body sentences
The sentence containing a paragraph’s central idea is 
known as its topic sentence. 

In order to come up with an effective topic sentence, 
you must be clear in your own mind about what you 
want your paragraph to convey.  Here are examples of 
effective topic sentences:

•  Too many film-makers are sacrificing plot and 
characters – the cornerstones of a good story – in 
favour of high-octane action and slick special effects.

•  We must believe ourselves to be invincible to say that 
we inhale poisonous smoke into our lungs or turn the 
ignition in the car when our heads are swimming with 
drink.

•  As a nation, we lead highly sedentary lives and the 
long-term effects are fast becoming clear.

The topic sentence should usually be the first sentence in 
your paragraph.  The remainder of a paragraph consists 
of what are known as ‘body’ sentences. These serve the 
topic sentence by supporting or developing the idea it 
expresses.  The following paragraphs are good examples 
of how this works:

»  EXAMPLE 1

While many might count Gandhi or Mandela among  

their heroes, it is the fluffy-haired physicist, Albert Einstein, 

whom I count among mine. Einstein’s pioneering work changed 

the course of scientific research and has had a massive impact 

on humanity. And if this weren’t enough, he was also an 

incredibly compassionate and moral person. He was a staunch 

defender of human rights and contributed greatly to the civil 

rights movement in the US at a time of heightened racial tension. 

He advocated for co-operative and peaceful solutions to conflict  

in Israel and Palestine as well as warning governments of 

the dangers of developing nuclear weapons using his E=mc2 

research.
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EXPRESSION

»  EXAMPLE 4
Maybe it’s the sensation of sand sliding across your feet. Or 

maybe it’s the promise of a good night’s sleep after a day spent 

breathing in the salty sea air. Whatever the key to its allure, I am 

an avid fan of the beach. I’ve spent my whole life waking up and 

falling asleep to the swish of the waves on the shore. I’ve left 

a million footprints in the sand and skimmed a thousand stones 

across the water. To sit on top of a dune and watch the sun set 

late on a summer evening is, for me and many others, a little slice 

of heaven.

As a rule of thumb, however, it is best to have the topic 
sentence as the first sentence in the paragraph.

How long should  
a paragraph be? 

 
Your paragraphs should be as long as they need to be 
but not a sentence longer. Each paragraph should be 
concerned with one central idea. When you’ve said all 
you wish to communicate regarding that idea it’s time to 
move on and begin your next paragraph. 

There is, therefore, no ‘correct’ length for a paragraph, no 
rule that says paragraphs should be seven, eight or ten 
sentences in length. Again and again students make the 
mistake of writing paragraphs that go on and on. They 
continue droning about the paragraph’s topic long after 
they’ve exhausted everything meaningful they have 
to say about it.  Or they write endless paragraphs that 
‘mash up’ many different ideas in a way that’s confusing 
and irritating for the reader. The best way to avoid such 
mistakes is to plan your composition carefully. 

How do I start  
a new paragraph? 
 
There are two ways to start a new paragraph. You can indent 
its first line:

In my opinion, schools need to seriously consider starting up 

classes in coding and programming. All we are hearing in newspapers 

and reports is how we need to invest in the ‘smart economy’ to fix 

the country. The experts are telling us that the IT industry is booming 

and Ireland has, indeed, attracted top technology companies to its 

shores. And yet, bizarrely, there is also a shortage in the number 

of people with these IT skills. Many people, we are told, are not 

‘technically literate’ and this prevents them from getting any of the 

thousands of IT jobs that are available in Ireland. This seems absurd 

when so many people, both young and old, are forced to emigrate 

to earn a living.

Is it right that our education system offers slightly arcane subjects such 

as Classical Studies and Japanese at Leaving Cert level and yet does 

not offer courses in coding, programing, graphic design, or even ECD? 

Should we be offering strictly academic subjects like religion, art history 

or Latin and yet ignore subjects for which there is a strong demand? 

With all due respect to the linguistic whiz kids out there, perhaps the 

languages we should be focusing on now are C++, JavaScript and Ruby?

Alternatively you can skip a line:

In my opinion, schools need to seriously consider starting up classes 

in coding and programming. All we are hearing in newspapers and 

reports is how we need to invest in the ‘smart economy’ to fix the 

country. The experts are telling us that the IT industry is booming 

and Ireland has, indeed, attracted top technology companies to its 

shores. And yet, bizarrely, there is also a shortage in the number 

of people with these IT skills. Many people, we are told, are not 

‘technically literate’ and this prevents them from getting any of the 

thousands of IT jobs that are available in Ireland. This seems absurd 

when so many people, both young and old, are forced to emigrate 

to earn a living.

Is it right that our education system offers slightly arcane subjects 

such as Classical Studies and Japanese at Leaving Cert level and 

yet does not offer courses in coding, programing, graphic design, or 

even ECDL? Should we be offering strictly academic subjects like 

religion, art history or Latin and yet ignore subjects for which there is 

a strong demand? With all due respect to the linguistic whiz kids out 

there, perhaps the languages we should be focusing on now are C++, 

JavaScript and Ruby?

Whichever of these paragraph styles you use is entirely up to 
yourself, but it is important that you are consistent. If you start 
using an indented style, use the indented style throughout 
your essay, and the same applies for the skipped-line style.
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PARAGRAPHS 2.

Exercises
1. What is the function of a ‘topic’ sentence in a paragraph?

2. What are ‘body’ sentences’?  How do these relate to ‘topic’ sentences?

3. Arrange the following sentences so that they form a coherent paragraph:

This is a lot for a five-year-old to deal with, but it all goes to hell in a basket when mom or dad announce that they’re leaving and you have 

to survive the day without them.

The uniforms are uncomfortable. 

Those new faces and names inspire intense shyness and social anxiety.

Few things in life traumatise a child more than his or her first day at school. 

Everything about it is new and overwhelming.

4. Arrange the following sentences so that they form a coherent paragraph:

Every paragraph brings you deeper into the minds of characters who can go on to feel like your best friend or your  

worst nightmare.

When you turn the first page you embark on a thrilling adventure, and when you finally close the last one, you mourn its ending and are 

left hungry for more. 

Nothing is more satisfying than delving into a great book. 

You simply cannot have the same love affair with a movie or television series that you can have with a good novel.

5. Arrange the following sentences so that they form a coherent paragraph:

But here’s the truth: they once had to start at the same rung of the ladder as you.

We don’t always feel like pulling on those shorts and runners and heading out into the cold. 

Physical fitness is a challenging but worthwhile pursuit.

The prospect becomes even less appealing when you know that you’ll have to puff and pant and sweat for an hour or so. 

And those lithe athletes you see swanning effortlessly around don’t make you feel any better about yourself.

6. Arrange the following sentences so that they form a coherent paragraph:

He possesses all of the qualities of a great anti-hero. His vigilante activities are fuelled primarily out of a desire for revenge. He is not 

always idealistic or courageous. Batman is one of the finest anti-heroes to grace the pages of a comic book. His intent is not to comfort 

the people of Gotham City with his crusade, more to terrify its villains – often with brute force and morally dubious tactics. This is what 

makes him so compelling. 
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• Detailed essays on every aspect of the play 
• Dozens of questions and exercises on 

plot, theme and character development to 
accompany each scene
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Storm. Enter LEAR and the FOOL.
LEAR  
Blow, wind, and crack your cheeks! Rage! Blow!  
You cataracts and hurricanoes, spout 
Till you have drenched the steeples, drowned the cocks!
You sulphurous and thought-executing fires, 
Vaunt-couriers to oak-cleaving thunderbolts, 
Singe my white head; and thou all-shaking thunder,
Smite flat the thick rotundity of the world,
Crack nature’s moulds, all germens spill at once
That make ingrateful man! 

FOOL  
O nuncle, court holy-water in a dry house is better than this rain-water out 
o’ door. Good nuncle, in, and ask thy daughters blessing. Here’s a night pities 
neither wise man nor fool.

LEAR  
Rumble thy bellyful; spit, fire; spout, rain. 
Nor rain, wind, thunder, fire are my daughters. 
I task not you, you elements, with unkindness.
I never gave you kingdom, called you children.
You owe me no subscription. Why then, let fall 
Your horrible pleasure. Here I stand your slave,
A poor, infirm, weak and despised old man. 
But yet I call you servile ministers,
That have with two pernicious daughters joined
Your high engendered battle ’gainst a head 
So old and white as this. O, ’tis foul!

FOOL  
He that has a house to put his head in has a good headpiece. 
[Sings]  The codpiece that will house 
     Before the head has any, 
 The head and he shall louse, 
     So beggars marry many. 
 The man that makes his toe
     What he his heart should make
 Shall have a corn cry woe,
     And turn his sleep to wake -
For there was never yet fair woman but she made mouths in a glass.

LEAR  
No, I will be the pattern of all patience.  Enter KENT 
I will say nothing.

KENT  
Who’s there?

2   cataracts: floods from the skies

2   hurricanoes:  waters shooting up from 

the seas

3   cocks: weather vanes

5   Vaunt couriers: forerunners

8-9  Crack ... man: Break up the pattern 

from which all life is created. Destroy 

the seeds (germens) from which 

ungrateful man is formed.

10  court holy water: the holy water 

(flattery) that one must throw around 

when one is part of a royal court

15  I task not you ... unkindness: It’s not 

you, the elements, that I accuse of 

unkindness.

17   subscription: allegiance, obedience

17   Why then: So, go ahead

20   yet ... ministers: Yet I denounce you (the 

elements)  as servile agents who have 

allied yourselves with my two wicked 

daughters and sent your heaven-bred 

forces into battle against a head as old 

and white as mine.

24   headpiece: brain

25   codpiece: a pouch added to a man’s 

breeches to cover the genitals

25-28  The codpiece ... many: The man who 

finds a home for his penis before he has 

one for his head will infest his head with 

lice and poverty. In this way, beggars 

marry many (lice?).

29-32  The man ... to wake: The man who 

thinks more of the inferior parts of his 

body than he does of the nobler ones 

will lose sleep because of those inferior 

parts.

33   made mouths in a glass: made pretty 

faces in a mirror

[5]

[10]

[15]

[20]

[25]

[30]

[35]

ACT 3 SCENE 2KING LEAR

Act 3 Scene 2
The Heath
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FOOL  
Marry, here’s grace and a codpiece – that’s a wise man and a fool.

KENT  [to Lear]
Alas, sir, sit you here? Things that love night
Love not such nights as these. The wrathful skies
Gallow the very wanderers of the dark 
And makes them keep their caves. Since I was man 
Such sheets of fire, such bursts of horrid thunder,
Such groans of roaring wind and rain, I ne’er
Remember to have heard. Man’s nature cannot carry 
The affliction nor the force.

LEAR                                                 
                      Let the great gods,
That keep this dreadful pother o’er our heads,  
Find out their enemies now. Tremble, thou wretch
That hast within thee undivulged crimes
Unwhipped of justice; hide thee, thou bloody hand,
Thou perjured and thou simular man of virtue 
That art incestuous; caitiff, in pieces shake,
That under covert and convenient seeming 
Hast practised on man’s life; 
Close pent-up guilts, rive your concealed centres 
And cry these dreadful summoners grace. 
I am a man more sinned against than sinning.

KENT                  
Alack, bare-headed?
Gracious my lord, hard-by here is a hovel.
Some friendship will it lend you ’gainst the tempest. 
Repose you there, whilst I to this hard house –
More hard than is the stone whereof ’tis raised, 
Which even but now, demanding after you, 
Denied me to come in – return, and force
Their scanted courtesy. 

LEAR             
              My wit begins to turn. 
[to Fool] Come on, my boy. How dost, my boy? Art cold?
I am cold myself. – Where is this straw, my fellow?
The art of our necessities is strange, 
That can make vile things precious. Come, your hovel. – 
Poor fool and knave, I have one part of my heart
That sorrows yet for thee.

FOOL  [sings]    
 He that has a little tiny wit,
     With heigh-ho, the wind and the rain, 
 Must make content with his fortunes fit,
     For the rain it raineth every day.

LEAR  
True, my good boy. [to Kent] Come, bring us to this hovel.  Exeunt 

37   here’s grace and a codpiece: here’s 

a king (royal grace) and a Fool 

(symbolised by a codpiece) 

40   Gallow: frighten

41   keep their caves: stay in their caves

44-45  Man’s nature ... force:  Human 

nature can’t bear the physical hardship 

or the terror that comes with it.

46   pother: commotion

47   Find out their enemies now: Discover 

who it was who sinned against them 

[These people will be made known by 

their terrified reactions to the storm.]

49   Unwhipped of justice: not yet punished

51-53 caitiff ... man’s life: Tremble, you 

wretch, who have used a convenient 

disguise to plot againt someone’s life.

54-55 Close pent-up ... grace: Carefully 

concealed guilts, split open, revealing 

your hidden cores, and then beg mercy 

from those who bring you to justice.

58   hard-by: close at hand

60-64: I to this hard house ...  courtesy: I’ll 

go to this nearby (‘hard’ as in ‘hard-by’) 

house, whose occupants are harder than 

the stone their house is made from.  

Indeed, when I recently asked urgently 

for you, they refused to let me in. Let’s 

go back and force them to display the 

hospitality they’re so mean with.

67-68 The art ... precious: It is strange how 

our necessities use their magic to make 

worthless things seem valuable.

71   wit: sense

[40]

[45]

[50]

[55]

[60]

[65]

[70]

[75]
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KING LEAR ACT 3 SCENE 2

1. Lear wants rain to ‘spout’ until the entire world is flooded. How does he convey the extremity of this imagined 
flood? 

2. Lear wants the round world to be squashed flat. How does he imagine this being accomplished? 
3. What function is performed by the seeds and moulds referred to in line 8? What does Lear imagine happening 

to these seeds and moulds? 
4. What does the Fool urge Lear to do? Suggest why Lear might be most reluctant to take this step.
5. Lear declares that the storm, unlike his daughters, cannot be blamed for tormenting him. What reason does he 

give for this opinion? 
6. Lear’s rant exhausts him, at least temporarily. What phrase indicates this? 
7. Who or what, according to Lear, is responsible for the ‘keeping’ the storm raging overhead?
8. Consider the phrase: ‘Man’s nature cannot carry/ The affliction nor the force’.  What does it suggest about the 

storm’s ferocity? 
9. True or false: Throughout his life, Kent has frequently seen such weather conditions.
10. Where does Kent propose to bring Lear in order to find shelter from the storm?

11. Class Discussion: Lear famously declares that ‘I am a man more sinned against than sinning’. What does Lear 
mean when he says this? To what extent do you agree with him? Can you identify any other phrases that express 
the self-pity Lear is experiencing at this stage of the play? 

12. For the first time, Lear expresses concern for someone other himself. For whom does he express concern? Can you 
identify at least three separate lines where this occurs?

13. Class Discussion: ‘There is a sense in which Lear almost wants the storm to end his existence’. Discuss this 
statement as a class. 

14. Madness: ‘The external weather conditions reflect Lear’s internal state’. Write a paragraph in response to this 
statement.  

15. Divine Justice: What do you understand by the phrase ‘undivulged crimes/ Unwhipped of justice’. Why, 
according to Lear, should those responsible for such crimes be fearful at this moment?  

First Encounter 

Character Study

Theme & Language

Exploring the Scene 
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Scene Analysis

Lear longs for the world to be destroyed
Lear, as we learned in the previous scene, is out on the heath amid a violent storm, accompanied only by the 
Fool. He wanders about uncovered, making no effort to seek shelter of  any kind, filled with demented rage at his 
daughters, himself  and the entire world.

Lear calls out to the elements themselves, asking them to visit destruction upon the land. 
•  He calls on the ‘winds’ to blow with extraordinary force. (1) He thinks of  the winds as gods with human faces, from 

whose mouths issue furious streams of  air. He wants these gods to ‘Rage’ and ‘Blow’ with such extraordinary 
force that their very cheeks ‘crack’ with the effort. (1)  

•  Lear calls on the rain to fall so heavily that it will seem like ‘cataracts’ or waterfalls are gushing from the sky.  (2) 
He wants this heavy rain to cause a flood that keeps rising until it has ‘drenched’ even the church steeples and 
drowned the ‘cocks’ or weathervanes that sit atop them, a flood so extreme that it wipes out all human life and 
all trace of  human existence. (3)

•  Lear calls on wave after wave of  lightning bolts, which he thinks of   as a kind of  ‘sulphurous’ fire, to strike 
the earth and ‘singe [his] white head’. (6) Lear also wants the accompanying thunder to shake the earth so 
aggressively that the entire planet is squashed flat as a pancake. (6-7) 

Lear imagines that human beings are created in ‘moulds’, like pieces of  metalwork or pottery. (8) He also imagines 
that human beings, like plants, are grown from seeds or ‘germens’. Lear wants the storm to crack these moulds and 
spill these seeds so that they all go to waste, thereby wiping out humanity’s capacity for reproduction and ensuring 
that there will be no future generations of  ‘ingrateful man’. (9)          

The Fool urges Lear to seek shelter 
The Fool urges Lear to return to the castle and ask his daughters for forgiveness: ‘Good nuncle, in, and ask thy 
daughters blessing’. (11-12) He says that this ferocious weather ‘pities’ no one. (12) It would be better for Lear to 
return and flatter his daughters than to endure these terrible conditions. 

Lear ignores the Fool, however, and calls once more for the storm to wreak havoc upon the earth. He wants 
the thunder to rumble, the fiery lightning to be spat out of  the sky, the rain to continue spouting in great floods: 
‘Rumble thy bellyful; spit, fire; spout, rain’. (13) 

Kent, Lear and the Fool out on the heath
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Lear compares his daughters to the storm
Lear compares and contrasts the ferocious elements of the storm with Goneril and Regan:  
•  The elements, like Goneril and Regan, are tormenting him and might possibly destroy him. But the elements, 

of course, are not his daughters: ‘Nor rain, wind, thunder, fire are my daughters.... I never.… called you 
children’. (14-16)

•  He gave Goneril and Regan half his kingdom each. But he gave the elements nothing: ‘I never gave you 
kingdom’. (16) 

•  Therefore, the elements, unlike Goneril and Regan, owe him no loyalty or ‘subscription’. (17) He cannot accuse  
the elements of ‘unkindness’ for assaulting him: ‘I tax not you, you elements, with unkindness’. (15)

Lear, then, feels that he can’t complain if the elements choose to destroy him. In fact, he seems to welcome such 
destruction as if, in the wake of the wrongs that he has suffered, he can’t bear to live anymore.

Lear ‘finally’ presents himself as the storm’s ‘slave’, as its completely powerless plaything. (18) The storm, he says, 
is welcome to destroy him at its leisure. He imagines the elements combining to form a ‘battle’ or a battalion 
‘engendered’ or created in the heavens above. (22) This ‘battle’ has swept downwards to the earth, joining his 
daughters in assaulting his head. (21-23) The elements lash the outside of Lear’s head, tormenting him physically. 
His daughters, meanwhile, have disordered the inside of his head, tormenting him psychologically.  

This remarkable speech condemning the elements seems to exhaust Lear’s fury, at least temporarily. He sits down 
as if he’s physically and emotionally drained. He will put aside his rage, he says, and become the ‘pattern of all 
patience’, the very embodiment of calmness and serenity. (34) His ranting, he declares, will henceforth be replaced 
with silence: ‘I will say nothing’. (35) 

Kent locates Lear and the Fool
Kent, we remember from the previous scene, ventured out into the storm to help Lear. Now he has finally tracked down 
his master. He is appalled to see Lear, who is after all a frail old man, sitting on the ground amid such terrible conditions: 
‘Alas, sir, sit you here?’ (38)  

Lear decides he’s been silent and patient long enough. He stands up and launches into another rage-filled bit of  
speechifying. The gods, Lear says, are responsible for the ‘pother’ or tumult of  the storm that rages over their heads. 
Lear calls on the gods to find and strike down their ‘enemies’, by which he means the various criminals and sinners who 
infest the land. (45-47)  He imagines the gods as terrifying ‘summoners’ or officers of  the court who are out to expose and 
punish secret crimes. It is time, therefore, for those who committed such crimes to ‘Tremble’. (47)  

Kent once again expresses his horror that Lear is wandering around with no cloak or hat on such a terrible night: ‘Alack! 
Bare-headed!’ (58) Kent has seen a hovel that’s ‘hard by’ or very near their current location. (58) This hovel, he tells Lear, 
will provide him with some ‘friendship’ or comfort from the elements. (59) Kent tells Lear to remain on this section of  the 
heath while he returns to the hovel to ask its occupants if  they might be permitted to shelter there. (63-64) 
 
Lear calms down and seems to notice, as if  for the first time, the two companions who have chosen to join him out on 
the heath. He also suddenly realises that he is cold. It’s as if, until now, he was so consumed with rage that he didn’t really 
feel the elements. He agrees to go with Kent and seek shelter in the hovel. (68, 75) 

KING LEAR ACT 3 SCENE 2
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ACT 3 SCENE 2: CHARACTER FILE
Lear
Descent into Madness
This scene marks a major step on Lear's descent into madness, as he is filled with an ungovernable and almost 
incoherent rage. His behaviour is unnerving, possibly even terrifying. He rages at the world, at his daughters, and 
arguably even at himself, offering himself  as victim to the storm. He exposes himself, as Kent points out, to the most 
violent storm in decades without any cloak, hat or over covering. He doesn’t even seem to care about his own health 
and well-being. In fact, as we’ve seen, he seems to welcome his own destruction.  

In this scene, then, Lear could by no means be described as mentally stable. But he isn’t quite insane yet either, 
for he still has a certain grip on reality. He’s still aware, on some level, of  what’s going on around him. He seems 
to suspect, however, that this purchase on reality is fragile, that a complete psychotic break is imminent:  ‘My wits 
begin to turn’. (65) 

Arrogant and Entitled
In Act 1 Scene 4, Lear suffered a terrible blow, being stripped not only of  his knights but also of  his dignity. He 
could no longer pretend that he had any real power and had to confront the fact that he was now at the mercy of  
his daughters. Lear’s reaction to this reversal is nothing if  not extreme. He calls for nothing less than a complete 
apocalypse, for the world to be drowned and flattened, for mankind and all its works to be utterly wiped out. It’s as if  
Lear regards losing his power as the worst thing that has ever happened in the history of  the world. 

We realise, then, that we are dealing with a King, someone who from birth has been the most important person in every 
room he walked into, someone who is used to being feared and respected, who is used to having his every instruction 
instantly carried out. For a such a ruler to fall so low – to not only lose his power, but also to find himself  wandering 
like a beggar on a storm-blasted heath – is an extraordinary reversal of  fortune. Lear, we sense, can’t quite absorb or 
comprehend this turn of  events. To Lear, it seems as if  reality itself  has gone wrong in some fundamental way.   

There is also a strong element of  self-pity in Lear’s speeches throughout this scene. Lear mentions criminals of  every 
stripe: murderers, perjurers, con-men. His own misdeeds, he declares, are inconsequential when compared to the 
terrible acts carried out by such real criminals. Lear, in fact, thinks of  himself  more as a victim than as a villain: ‘I am 
a man more sinned against than sinning’. (56) Lear presents himself  as a feeble old man incapable of  harming anyone: 
‘A poor, infirm, weak and despised old man’. (19) We know, of  course, that this isn’t really true, that only a few short 
scenes ago he was the ‘dragon’ who almost casually disowned his only faithful daughter. 

Arguably for the first time in the entire play, however, Lear expresses concern for someone other than himself. He 
asks the Fool how he’s faring in these terrible weather conditions:  ‘How dost my boy? Art cold?’ (65) Seeing the Fool 
suffer fills his heart with sorrow: ‘I have one part in my heart/ That sorrows yet for thee’. (69-70) He even praises one 
of  the Fool’s nonsensical but observant songs: ‘True, my good boy’. (75) This is a small demonstration of  compassion. 
But it represents the first step on Lear’s painful journey towards redemption.   
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Edgar

Introduction
Edgar is the eldest son of  the Earl of  Gloucester, being a year or so older than his brother, Edmund. (1.1.13) As Gloucester’s 
oldest and only legitimate son, Edgar is heir to the earldom. Gloucester, in Act 1 Scene 1, claims to love both his sons 
equally. (1.1.14) There can be little doubt, however, that Edgar is his favourite. (1.1.14-15) For the old Earl bears a great and 
uncomplicated love towards his eldest son: ‘To his father, that so tenderly and entirely loves him – heaven and earth!’ 
(1.2.79-80) The two, it seems, spend a great deal of  time together. In Act 1 Scene 2, we learn that they talked for two hours 
only the previous night. (1.1.121-123)

Virtuous and Compassionate
Throughout the play Edgar comes across as an extremely compassionate and virtuous person. Edmund, at the 
very beginning of  the play, notes Edgar’s extremely ‘noble’ temperament. (1.2.142) Harming others simply isn’t in 
his nature. (1.2.143) Edgar, then, is someone who consistently displays great compassion for the suffering of  those 
around him. We see this, for instance, in his attitude towards Lear's insanity. In the farmhouse during the storm, he 
is so moved by Lear’s condition  that he worries that he might burst into tears, thereby compromising his disguise as 
Poor Tom the madman’. (3.6.53-54) In Act 4 Scene 6, Edgar is again moved by Lear's madness: ‘my heart breaks at it’. 
(4.6.133) This sight, he says, is so painful to behold he feels like his side is being pierced by a spear. (4.6.85) 

Edgar’s  virtue and compassion are also evident after he has bested Edmund and regained his good name. He 
forgives Albany when he apologises for believing that the charges against Edgar might have been true. (5.3.176) He 
is devastated when Lear appears with Cordelia’s corpse, agreeing with Kent that this sight is so horrible that it 
must signal the end of  the world itself. (5.3.265) He attempts to console the distraught and devastated Lear, telling 
him that Kent has come to be with him and say goodbye. (5.3.267) Edgar attempts to help Lear when the old King 
lapses into unconsciousness. (5.3.309-310) But it’s obvious, by this stage, that Lear’s race is run.   

There is a sense, however, in which Edgar might be considered good-natured to the point of  naivety. For Edgar’s 
virtue and compassion make him vulnerable to manipulation. Edmund, at the beginning of  the play, emphasises how 
Edgar’s lack of  malice makes it difficult for him to perceive malice in those around him: ‘Whose nature is so far from 
doing harms/ That he suspects none’. (1.2.143-144) When we first meet Edgar, then, he is being expertly manipulated 
by his brother. Edgar is persuaded that Gloucester has become filled with rage against him. He is firstly persuaded 
to lie low and avoid Gloucester for the time being. (1.2.132-133) He is then persuaded that his hiding place has been 
discovered and that Gloucester’s men intend to do him harm. (2.1.19) He is even persuaded to engage in a fake sword 
fight with his brother and to flee the castle immediately. (2.1.18-20) Edgar’s decision to flee, of  course, is a disastrous 
one, making him look guilty of  conspiracy to murder. 
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Edgar's Loss of Identity
Edmund’s deceptions, we should note, cost Edgar his very identity, making him an outlaw and a wanted man. He 
loses his home and his family, having been betrayed by his brother and disowned by his father. He loses not only his 
possessions and his comfortable lifestyle, but also the inheritance that was rightfully his. Perhaps worst of  all, Edgar 
loses his good name, having been ‘proclaimed’ a criminal throughout the land.   

Edgar, son of  Gloucester, therefore, might as well be dead. In Act 2 Scene 3, Edgar movingly expresses this loss of  
selfhood: ‘Edgar I nothing am’. (2.3.21) In pretending to be Poor Tom, then, Edgar does more than don a disguise.  He 
creates a replacement identity that he can inhabit. This is why he imbues the crazy old ‘Bedlam beggar’ with complex 
emotions, a plausible personality and a fully realised background. At the end of  Act 3 Scene 6, Edgar declares that he 
cannot or will not ‘bewray’ or reveal his true identity. (3.6.100) He will do so only when the ‘false opinion’ that ‘defiles’ 
his good name has been dismissed by ‘just proof ’ of  his innocence. (3.6.101-102) Only when his reputation has been 
restored and when all charges against him have been dismissed will he be able to speak as Edgar once again.

A Stoic Attitude to Suffering
Edgar, throughout the play, displays what might be called a stoic attitude to suffering. He believes that we must remain 
philosophical about our problems and put them in perspective. We must never give up. We must, above all, never 
contemplate ending our own lives, no matter how bad things get. We first see this attitude during his soliloquy in Act 3 
Scene 6. Edgar notes that he and Lear suffer in a similar fashion, both having been betrayed and cast aside by members 
of  their own families. (3.6.99) But Edgar, as a young man, is better equipped to endure such suffering. His own misery, 
therefore, seems ‘light and portable’ compared to that of  King Lear. (3.6.97-98) A similar philosophical attitude is evident 
in Act 4 Scene 6. Edgar, at this point, is the ‘worst’. (4.1.2) He is a hunted and penniless fugitive, surviving by pretending 
to be a crazy beggar man. He is, therefore, the lowest of  the low. (4.1.3) But this gives him a strange kind of  ‘esperance’ or 
hope. (4.1.4) At least his situation can’t get any worse, and surely from now on things can only get better. (4.1.6)

Edgar's stoical philosophy is most pronounced when he stages a 'miracle' in order to overcome his father's suicidal 
thoughts. Edgar is reunited with his recently blinded father. Still playing the role of  Poor Tom, he starts to lead 
Gloucester across the countryside towards Dover. (4.1.76-77) Once there, he executes his plan to fake a miracle.  Edgar 
stresses that he ‘trifles’ or messes with his father only for Gloucester’s own good. His goal, he says, is to ‘cure’ the 
despair that has made Gloucester want to end it all. (4.6.33-34)

Edgar pretends to the blind Gloucester that they are climbing a ‘Horrible steep’ path to the cliffs of  Dover. In reality 
they are only climbing a hillock or a small incline. The blind Gloucester falls for Edgar’s ruse. He asks Edgar to 
position him on what he believes is the very edge of  the cliff. (4.6.24) Then he prays briefly and casts himself  forward 
from what he believes is a towering cliff edge. In reality, of  course, he only falls down a small incline. Now Edgar 
executes the final stage of  his plan. He pretends that Gloucester has fallen off the cliff edge only to float miraculously 
downward to the beach below. (4.6.50-54) He pretends that Gloucester has now landed safely on the beach. In reality, 
of  course, Gloucester isn’t on any beach. He’s only a metre or two from where he was when he fell forward. 

Edgar pretends to be a local peasant who was walking along the beach and witnessed this miraculous occurrence. In the 
guise of  this fictitious peasant witness, Edgar talks about how astonished he was when he saw Gloucester float from ‘the 
dread summit of  this chalky bourn’ high up above. (4.6.59) Edgar, in his new guise as a local peasant, stresses that Gloucester’s 
survival of  this ‘fall’ was a miraculous occurrence. The gods themselves, he maintains, intervened to save Gloucester. In fact 
his whole life, from now on, is a ‘miracle’ and must be treasured as such. (4.6.56) Gloucester is convinced and is persuaded 
to embrace Edgar’s philosophy. He will keep living, keep bearing whatever affliction comes his way, until it’s time for him 
to die of  natural causes. (4.6.76-78)

Edgar's stoical attitude is also evident when he praises his father for praying ‘Well’ in Act 4 Scene 6. (4.6.206) Gloucester, at 
this moment, commits to avoiding suicidal thoughts in future, calling on the gods to ‘take his breath’ in their own good time. 
(4.6.203-205) We also see this stoical outlook in Act 5 Scene 2 when Edgar chides his father for again allowing ‘ill thoughts’ 
to get the better of  him. (5.2.9) Edgar rejects Gloucester's desire to simply lie down and rot away, insisting that we must keep 
living until we die of  natural causes, enduring the agony that comes with life’s late stages, just as we endure the agony of  
birth. (5.2.10) We must let fortune, or the gods, determine when we are ‘ripe’ or ready for death:  ‘Ripeness is all’. (5.2.11) 
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King Lear in Performance
REVISIONKING LEAR

There have been many wonderful performances of  King Lear in recent decades, both on 
stage and sceen. Let's take a look at some of  the more celebrated performances and 
compare the different approaches the actors took when performing some of  the play's 
memorable scenes.

Video 6
Watch Video 6 which features two versions of  Lear’s confrontation with
Goneril in Act 1 Scene 4, the first featuring Laurence Olivier, the second
featuring Anthony Sher:
1. The issue of Lear’s hundred knights is an important one in this scene. 

In which production, in your opinion, do the knights most come across as an 
uproarious and disruptive presence in Goneril’s home?

2. Which performance, in your opinion, best conveyed Lear’s disbelief and anger?
3. In which performance, in your opinion, did Lear seem more like someone whose 

sanity might be under threat?
4. In which performance did Goneril seem more symptahetic and relatable?
5. Which of these productions would you most like to see in its entirety?

Video 7
Watch Video 7 which features extracts from Act 3 Scene 2 starring first,
Jonathan Pryce and then and Paul Scofield::
1. Which actor makes Lear seem most vulnerable and human?
2. Which performance, in your opinion, best conveys that Lear is someone 

on the brink of complete insanity?
3. Comment on how both performers use their hands. Which actor, in your 

opinion, does this to greatest effect?
4. What does Jonathan Pryce’s performance convey about Lear’s attitude 

toward himself, toward human life in general and toward the Fool, who 
remains with him amid the storm?

5. Paul Scofield’s performance in this scene has been described as a 
‘masterpiece of understatement and contained rage’. Write a paragraph in 
response to this statement.
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Video 8
Watch Video 8, which features two very different performances of  an extract
from Act 4 Scene 6, the first featuring Jim Broadbent and Andrew Scott, the
second featuring David Troughton and Oliver Johnstone:
1. Which version, in your opinion, best conveys Edgar’s concern for his 

father’s well-being?
2. Which version, in your opinion, best conveys Gloucester’s determination to end 

his own life?
3. ‘The actor playing Edgar, in this scene, must in a sense take on three different 

roles’. Write a paragraph in response to this statement.
4. Does Andrew Scott, in the first version, or Oliver Johnstone, in the second, best 

rise to this challenge in your opinion?
5. ‘The David Troughton version, though filmed in a rehearsal studio, is clearer in 

its presentation of the trick that Edgar plays on Gloucester’. Write a paragraph in 

Video 9
Watch Video 9, which features two different interpretations of  Cordelia’s 
death in Act 5 Scene 3, the first featuring Michael Horden, the second 
featuring Laurence Olivier:
1. Comment on how both actors deliver the famous phrase: ‘Howl, howl, 

howl’. Would you agree that they each use this phrase to convey a different 
emotional state?

2. In which version did Lear seem most relatable in his grief?
3. Which version, in your opinion, best conveys Lear’s inability to comprehend or come 

to terms with Cordelia’s passing?
4. Which of these productions would you recommend to a modern audience? Give a 

reason for your answer.
5. Laurence Olivier declared that an actor’s body is his or her instrument. Comment on 

how he uses movement and physical gesture in this performance of this harrowing scene.
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SAMPLE ANSWER 5  (2016)
“Throughout the course of  the play, both Lear and 
Gloucester are tragic characters, but Lear develops into 
the more heroic figure.” To what extent do you agree or 
disagree with this statement? 

I fully agree with this statement. Both Lear and Gloucester fit the 
classical definition of  the tragic hero, one outlined by Aristotle, the 
ancient Greek philosopher. Both are powerful, esteemed individuals 
who exhibit fatal flaws that brings about their downfall.  And though 
both gain a measure of  redemption, it’s clear that Lear emerges as 
the more heroic of  the two. 

As soon as we meet King Lear, we realise that we are dealing with 
a most powerful and esteemed individual. This is someone who 
exercises absolute authority. He can have those who displease 
him, like Kent, sent into exile: ‘And on the fifth to turn thy hated 
back/ Upon our kingdom’. He can even have them killed: ‘Kent, 
on thy life, no more!’  Indeed, his power is so absolute that he can 
decide, on a whim, to divide the entire kingdom and gift it to his 
daughters: ‘Know we have divided/ In three our kingdom’. But 
Lear, it’s important to note, also commands the respect of  those 
who know him. Although, Cordelia Lear disowns her and casts her 
out of  his sight, Cordelia returns to Britain and risks everything to 
help him. Gloucester, too, remains faithful to Lear, his ‘old master’, 
and takes the king’s side against Goneril and Regan’s new regime. 
Kent remains loyal to the very king who banished him, returning 
in disguise so he can continue to serve Lear’s ‘authority’. When we 
meet him, Lear is perhaps past his best, having become subject to 
‘inconstant starts’ of  mental instability. But it’s clear that he is – or at 
least was – a very great man indeed.   
 
Gloucester, though not a king, is also a powerful and esteemed 
individual. His position as earl places him near the top of  British 
society, making him the owner of  vast estates that generate vast 
incomes. Gloucester is obviously highly regarded within the kingdom. 
It is he, for instance, who is charged with tending to France and 
Burgundy, two highly esteemed foreign visitors. Regan, in Act 2 Scene 
2, celebrates Gloucester as one of  the kingdom’s wise old heads, a 
figure whose wisdom she greatly needs at this diffuclt time: ‘Our good 
old friend … bestow/ Your needful counsel to our business’.  

Lear, like all tragic heroes, exhibits a fatal flaw, or more accurately, in 
his case a set of  three interrelated flaws. First, he is arrogant, entitled 
and conceited. Second, as Goneril points out, he has an inbuilt 
tendency toward rashness and mental insatiability: ‘The best and 
soundest of  his time hath been but rash’. Finally, he has disastrous 
tendency for self-delusion. 

These flaws, of  course, combine to bring about Lear’s downfall.  His 
rashness and self-delusion lead him to believe that he can retire from 
active kingship while maintaining the status of  a king.  His arrogance 
and entitlement, meanwhile, cause him to disown Cordelia simply 
for refusing to engage in the love test.  This sense of  arrogance and 
entitlement, aided by a large dose of  self-delusion, causes him to 
behave terribly during the early weeks of  his retirement, never 

realising, of  course, that his remaining authority is slipping away.  
And all three flaws, we might argue, contribute to the descent into 
madness that he suffers in Acts 3 and 4.

Gloucester, too, possesses a set of  fatal flaws. The first and most 
glaring of  these is reflected in his poor treatment of  Edmund. 
For Edmund’s illegitimacy, we quickly learn, is a source of  great 
shame to Gloucester. ‘I have so often blushed to acknowledge him’. 
Gloucester refers to his son in the most derogatory terms, describing 
to him as a ‘knave’ and a ‘whoreson’. Gloucester’s, second flaw is 
his gullible or ‘credulous’ nature. For he is all too easily convinced 
that a conspiracy is afoot against him, that his beloved son Edgar, 
is actually an ‘Abhorred villain’ who wants him dead, Gloucester’s 
third and final flaw is his lack of  moral conviction: he is unwilling to 
pick a side and nail his colours to the mast. Instead, he tries to help 
and support the troubled King while simultaneously demonstrating 
loyalty to the new regime.

It’s clear, then, that Gloucester’s blinding is caused by a combination 
of  these three  flaws. Gloucester, through his poor treatment of  
Edmund, helps to create a monster who readily betrays him to the 
new regime. Gloucester’s gullibility also plays a role here, for it has 
caused him to drive away his trustworthy son, while bringing his 
treacherous son into his confidence. Gloucester’s moral compromise, 
of  course, also leads him to his bleak fate: by returning to the castle, 
by trying to remain on good terms with both sides, he places himself  
directly in harm’s way.

Both Lear and Gloucester, it must be noted, gain a measure of  
redemption. But Gloucester’s redemption is decidedly low-key 
and depressing in nature. It mainly consists of  resisting the suicidal 
despair that fills him after his blinding. He accepts Edgar’s claim that 
‘Ripeness is all’, that we must keep going until the bitter end, until 
we are ‘ripe’ and ready to die of  natural causes, rather than ending 
our lives prematurely. Gloucester is rewarded for this stoicism when 
he is granted the longed-for reconciliation with his beloved son. But 
the intense emotions that this reconciliation triggers are too much 
for his greatly weakened body to endure and his heart gives out.  

Lear’s redemption is far more radical and transformative. For Lear, 
we realise, undergoes an extraordinary journey towards humility 
and acceptance. We see this when he finds the idea of  being 
imprisoned with Cordelia an acceptable prospect, perhaps even an 
enticing one. He imagines that now he will have all the time in the 
world to seek and, perhaps, even earn Cordelia’s forgiveness: ‘I’ll 
kneel down/ And ask of  thee forgiveness’. He believes that he and 
Cordelia, in their cell, will be like two birds in a cage as they spend 
their days entertaining each other with songs and stories: we’ll ‘pray, 
and sing, and tell old tales’.  He and Cordelia will spend ‘goodyear’ 
after ‘goodyear’ together in prison, allowing time itself  to ‘devour’ 
their enemies. No other revenge is necessary. 

Both Lear and Gloucester, then, fit the classical mould of  the tragic 
hero, being great men brought low by their own flaws and failings. 
But whereas Gloucester’s redemption is passive and neutral, Lear’s 
is much more active and positive in nature. We might even venture 
that it is heroic.

EXAM PREPKING LEAR
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SAMPLE ANSWER 6  (2001)
What, in your view, are the most important changes 
that take place in the character of  Lear during the 
play King Lear? Support your points by reference to 
the play.  

Lear is a character who experiences a profound and very 
moving character arc. For we follow him from relative sanity to 
out-and-out madness and back to sanity again. He goes from 
being a monarch of  absolute power to being a crazed outcast, 
wandering ‘Unbonneted’ with only the Fool for company. Finally, 
when reunited with Cordelia in Dover, we see him gain a measure 
of  redemption. Without doubt, then, Lear’s character undergoes 
a number of  major changes. Here I will focus on three of  them: 
his developing concern for other people, his dawning remorse, 
and his newfound sense of  humility. 

At the beginning of  the play, Lear is a monster of  ego, consumed 
with arrogance, conceitedness and entitlement. Later in the play, 
even as his life falls apart, Lear starts to develop a new kindness, a 
new concern for others. We first see this in Act 3 Scene 2, when he 
asks the Fool how he’s faring during the storm: ‘How dost my boy? 
Art cold?’ Seeing the Fool suffer, he declares, fills his heart with 
sorrow. This is the first time in the entire play, we note, that Lear 
expresses a concern for someone other than himself.

Similarly, in Act 3 Scene 4, Lear shows a new awareness of  
the kingdom’s homeless, the ‘Poor naked wretches’ who must 
endure the ‘pelting of  this pitiless night’. He wonders how their 
‘houseless heads and unfed sides’ could ever protect them from 
such conditions. Lear realises that he hasn’t done enough for the 
peasantry during his time as king: ‘O, I have ta’en/ Too little care 
of  this’. He declares that he and the rest of  the kingdom’s nobility 
must ‘shake’ off their ‘superflux’, their excess wealth, and give it 
to the poor, thereby creating a more just and equal society.  Lear, 
during a moment of  lucidity in Act 4 Scene 6, expresses a similar 
concern with social justice, lamenting how society is rife with 
hypocrisy and corruption. So prevalent are these vices, he insists, 
that even a blind man like Gloucester can perceive them and their 
effects: ‘A man may see how the world goes with no eyes; look with 
thy ears’.  

Another aspect of  Lear’s journey towards redemption is the 
remorse he begins to feel for his misdeeds. This comes across 
most strongly in Act 4 Scene 4, after Kent has carried Lear all the 
way to Dover. Kent tells us that Lear, during his more coherent 
moments, is too ashamed to face Cordelia and flatly refuses to see 
her. Kent says that Lear experiences a ‘sovereign shame’ due to 
the great ‘unkindness’ with which he treated his faithful daughter. 
He is ashamed of  how he ‘stripped’ her from his ‘benediction’ or 
good wishes, of  how her let her take her chances abroad, of  how 
he gave what was rightfully hers to his ‘dog-hearted daughters’.  
These shameful acts, we’re told, ‘sting/ His mind so venomously’. 

This new-found sense of  remorse informs Lear’s reconciliation 
with Cordelia in Act 4 Scene 7. We see it when he kneels before 

her and when he movingly asks for hher forgiveness: ‘Pray now, 
forget and forgive’. It is especially evident when he declares that 
he is willing to do anything to atone for his wrongdoing, even take 
his own life by drinking poison. 

Perhaps the most important aspect of  Lear’s journey toward 
redemption is his dawning sense of  humility. Lear realises that as a 
king, he was surrounded by courtiers who flattered him constantly:  
‘They flattered me like a dog’. These courtiers agreed with 
everything he said and told him exactly what he wanted to hear, 
irrespective of  the truth: ‘They told me I was everything’.  Lear, 
however, comes to understand that far from being ‘everything’, he is 
ultimately just an ordinary man. He realises that he, like other men, 
is subject to disease:  ‘I am not ague-proof ’. He realises that he, like 
other men, is doomed to die, that his hand ‘smells of  mortality’. 

Lear’s new-found humility is especially evident even when he loses 
the battle and finds himself  taken prisoner. He finds the idea of  
being imprisoned with Cordelia an acceptable prospect, perhaps 
even an enticing one.  He imagines that he will now have all the 
time in the world to seek and, perhaps, even earn Cordelia’s 
forgiveness: ‘I’ll kneel down/ And ask of  thee forgiveness’.     

Lear, then, undergoes an extraordinary journey towards humility 
and acceptance. In Act 1, as we have seen, he is desperate to be 
flattered before his court, staging the love test to garner praise from 
his three daughters. By the time of  his capture in Act 5, however, 
Lear recognises flattery for the empty, meaningless thing that it 
is. He intends to spend the rest of  his life laughing at the ‘gilded 
butterflies’ who practise such empty courtly politics. 

Lear, in Acts 2 and 3, was desperate for revenge on Goneril 
and Regan. He wanted to see Goneril’s visage flayed, or Regan 
devoured by dogs or the two of  them assaulted with red hot 
pokers. By the time of  his capture in Act 5, however, Lear realises 
that the best revenge is living well. He and Cordelia will spend 
‘goodyear’ after ‘goodyear’ together in prison, allowing time itself  
to ‘devour’ their enemies. No other revenge is necessary. 

Lear, in Acts 1 and 2, was desperate to retain his authority, symbolised 
by his retinue of  knights. By the time of  his capture in Act 5, however, 
he realises that political power is a ridiculous concept. Different 
great ones are always coming and going, almost with the regularity 
of  the monthly tides: ‘That ebb and flow by th’ moon’. Each ‘wave’ 
of  powerful people enjoys office for a brief  moment, before being 
replaced by the next. Lear, then, intends to turn away from the 
transitory, shallow world of  politics and spend his years in prison 
contemplating the deeper mysteries of  the universe.

Lear’s journey, then, is as paradoxical as it is extraordinary. For it’s 
only in losing everything –his power, his crown, his very freedom 
– that he finds contentment and equilibrium, something we might 
almost call happiness. It is one of  the great tragedies in literature 
that this brief  moment is so cruelly snatched away. The sight of  
Lear carrying Cordelia’s corpse, after she has been hanged on 
Edmund’s orders, is a brutal one. But our knowledge that Lear, 
just moments before, had finally gained happiness, humility and 
acceptance makes it almost unbearable.  
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Approaching Romeo & Juliet

ROMEO & JULIET INTRODUCTION

DID PEOPLE REALLY TALK LIKE THAT?
Shakespeare uses literary devices that ordinary Eliz-
abethan people would not have used in their every-
day speech. For example:

Iambic pentameter
A form of blank verse where each line contains five 
regular beats. An example is Romeo’s line from the 
balcony scene: ‘But soft, what light through yonder 
window breaks?/ It is the east, and Juliet is the sun.’ 
(2.2.2-3) Try tapping on the table five times as you say 
these lines; you should be able to hear the rhythm.

Rhymed verse
Shakespeare sometimes uses rhyming couplets; for 
example, when Romeo first sees Juliet: ‘Did my heart 
love till now? Forswear it, sight,/ For I ne’er saw true 
beauty till this night.’ (1.5.51-2)

Prose
Sometimes the dialogue is unversed and has no line 
breaks, much like the dialogue in a modern play. We 
see this when Mercutio is talking to Romeo: ‘Why, 
is not this better now than groaning for love? Now 
art thou sociable, now art thou Romeo, now art thou 
what thou art’. (2.4.85-7)

WHY DID SHAKESPEARE WRITE IN VERSE?
Shakespeare’s use of verse in dialogue was an ac-
cepted convention of theatre, similar to the way the 
audience of a musical suspends its disbelief when 
the actors burst into song. The use of verse gives the 
scenes a sense of heightened drama, but it also 

served a practical purpose; in Shakespeare’s time, a 
company of actors might only have had a few copies 
of the script between them, and verse made it easier 
for the actors to remember their lines.

It’s important to note that not all the characters in 
Romeo and Juliet speak the same way. Most of the 
characters are members of the nobility and speak in 
verse, highlighting the formal speech of the upper 
classes. Romeo speaks in verse most of the time, but 
when he’s with his friends Mercutio and Benvolio, he 
drops the verse and begins talking in prose. Other 
characters, like the servants, don’t speak in verse at 
all. Their dialogue might give us a sense of how or-
dinary people actually spoke in Shakespeare’s time.

DID SHAKESPEARE’S AUDIENCE UNDERSTAND IT?
Yes. Some words Shakespeare uses frequently – 
‘anon’, ‘fain’, ‘knave’, ‘prate’, ‘prithee’, ‘thence’, ‘where-
fore’ etc – are now obsolete and unfamiliar to a mod-
ern audience. However, the Elizabethan audience 
would have readily understood these words as part 
of their everyday speech. 

They would also have understood the historical and 
cultural references that are obscure to us today. For 
example, they would have known immediately that 
biting your thumb at someone (1.1.40) was a very 
rude gesture and that ‘cotquean’ (4.4.6) was an insult. 
They would also have been familiar with festivals 
like Lammastide, (1.3.15) old folk tales such as that of 
King Cophetua, (2.1.14) and proverbs like ‘the longer 
liver take all.’ (1.5.15)
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ROMEO & JULIET INTRODUCTION

The rhythms of speech were different in Shake-
speare’s time. The English of the 16th century is 
known as early modern English. It was very similar 
to today’s English, but the sentence structures were 
often longer and more complicated. Elizabethan 
audiences were used to listening to long, complex 
speeches, particularly since many of them could 
not read or write, and oral communication was how 
they got most of their news and information.

However, it would be untrue to say that Elizabethan 
audiences understood every line. Shakespeare was 
inventive with language and notorious for making 
up his own words. He was also a poet, and perhaps 
some of his more complex imagery might have gone 
over the audience’s heads. However, the perfor-
mances of the actors would have helped the audi-
ence to understand the gist, if not the exact meaning, 
of Shakespeare’s lines. 

WHAT’S THE STORY WITH THEE, THOU & THY?
You’ve probably noticed that Shakespeare sometimes 
uses pronouns which are no longer in use: ‘thee’ and 
‘thou’, which mean ‘you’, and ‘thy’ and ’thine’, which 
mean ‘your(s)’. In Elizabethan times, ‘thee’ and ‘thy’ 
were used when speaking to friends, family or people 
you knew well. ‘You’ and ‘your’ were the polite forms, 
used when speaking to someone you didn’t know well 
or who was of a higher social class. However, Shake-
speare isn’t very consistent and uses both forms inter-
changeably; for example, Benvolio uses both ‘you’ and 
‘thee’ when talking to Romeo in Act 1 Scene 1. 

HOW TO READ THE PLAY
Settling down to read Shakespeare, with its use of 
verse and archaic words, can be a shock to the sys-
tem. Here’s some advice on how to read the play:

Don’t be intimidated
It’s important to remember that Shakespeare wrote 
for everyone, from kings and queens to the ordi-
nary man and woman on the street. His plays were 
popular entertainment, and he included plenty of 
jokes, puns, fights and love scenes to keep his audi-
ence happy. Try to approach Romeo and Juliet as you 
would any story about young love and teenage re-
bellion, and try not to be put off by the occasionally 
tricky language.

Take your time
Reading Shakespeare takes practice. Read slowly 
and don’t expect to understand everything that’s be-
ing said immediately. As you read the text, consult 
the annotations in the margins for explanations of 
difficult words and phrases. 

Read it aloud
Try reading the text aloud. Even though large sec-
tions of the play are written in verse, remember that 
there isn’t necessarily a pause at the end of each line. 
Pauses are usually indicated by punctuation – com-
mas, full stops, dashes and semi-colons. Pay atten-
tion to these pauses, and you should be able to find 
the correct rhythm of the text.

Watch performances
Shakespeare could never have imagined that his work 
would be studied in classrooms hundreds of years af-
ter his death. He might even have been horrified at 
the notion! He wrote plays like Romeo and Juliet to be 
watched, not read. Watching performances of Shake-
speare plays can hugely enhance your understanding 
and enjoyment of them. A great director can bring the 
story and setting to life, and a great actor can deliver 
the lines in a way that makes the meaning clear. ●

SHAKESPEARE SPEAK
Shakespeare coined many words and phrases that are still in use today:

• advertising
• assassination
• bubble
• critic
• dwindle
• eyesore
• obscene
• outbreak
• radiance
• reclusive

• stealthy
• submerge
• suspicious
• unreal
• as luck would have it
• break the ice
• dead as a doornail
• elbow room
• full circle
• good riddance

• in stitches
• into thin air
• laughing stock
• one fell swoop
• a sorry sight
• too much of a good thing
• what’s done is done
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ROMEO & JULIET ACT 1 SCENE 1 EXERCISES

 FIRST ENCOUNTER 

LINES 1–55
1. Who are Sampson and Gregory? Where are they? What are they doing?
2. What does Gregory say regarding ‘the quarrel’?
3. Who is Abraham? What does Sampson do to provoke him?

LINES 56–101
4. Who prevents Montague and Capulet from joining the brawl? 
5. Whose arrival puts an end to the brawl? List the phrases he uses to describe the brawlers.
6. What punishment will be given to anyone who starts a street fight in the future?

LINES 102–157
7. How are Montague and Lady Montague related to A: Benvolio and B: Romeo? How are 

Benvolio and Romeo related?
8. Why is Lady Montague relieved?
9. When and where does Benvolio say he saw Romeo? What was Benvolio doing at the time?
10. How has Romeo been acting lately, according to Montague? 
11. Has Montague made any attempt to find out what’s wrong with Romeo? Did he succeed? 
12. What does Benvolio offer to do?

LINES 158–236
13. Why does time seem to drag for Romeo? 
14. How does Romeo react to news of the ‘fray’? Is he excited, annoyed, sad, weary? 
15. How does Romeo respond when Benvolio asks the name of the woman he loves? Do you 

think he wants to tell Benvolio about his troubles or would he prefer to be left alone? 

 A CLOSER LOOK 
1. Sampson and Gregory are two important characters in this scene, yet they don’t appear in the 

play again. Why do you think Shakespeare chooses to begin the play with these two charac-
ters? What is he telling us about the Capulets and Montagues, about the world of the play?

2. ‘Clubs, bills, and partisans! Strike, beat them down,/ Down with the Capulets, down with 
the Montagues!’ (60-1) Imagine you are a citizen of Verona. Write a short diary entry de-
scribing the day of the brawl.

3. Imagine you are directing a stage production of Romeo and Juliet. How would you present 
the Montagues and Capulets in this opening scene? Do they look different from each other 
or similar? Think about how you would cast the two gangs, what costumes they would 
wear, what kind of accents they should have etc.

 THINK ABOUT THEMES 
LOVE
Romeo and Juliet has the reputation of being one of the greatest love stories of all time. Does it 
surprise you that when we first encounter Romeo, he is in love with someone else? For what 
reason might Shakespeare have made this storytelling decision?

Look Back at Act 1 Scene 1



ROMEO 

STATUS UPDATE
Romeo is a teenager of about sixteen or seventeen, and 
the only son of Montague and Lady Montague. He is not 
involved in the brawl in the opening scene as he is off by 
himself, pining over an unattainable girl.

CONSIDER THIS
• Romeo doesn’t appear until line 147. What do we 

learn about him from Benvolio, Montague and Lady 
Montague before we meet Romeo himself?

• List three quotes from Romeo that indicate his dis-
tress over his love life.

• Take a Side: ‘Ay me, sad hours seem long.’ (148) 
Do you have sympathy for Romeo’s romantic 
troubles or do you feel he is being a bit dramatic? 

• According to Romeo, the woman he loves will 
‘not be hit/ With Cupid’s arrow.’ (195-6) What 
does he mean by this? Do you think he has ever 
approached her or is it more like a celebrity 
crush, with him admiring her from afar? Do you 
think she knows he exists?

BENVOLIO 
STATUS UPDATE
Benvolio is Romeo’s cousin. In this scene, he functions like 
an introductory guide for the audience, as he is the only 
character present during all the major events: the brawl, 
the conversation with the Montagues, and Romeo’s intro-
duction. Benvolio is one of the few characters who can 
move easily between the generations. He is trusted by the 
play’s grown-ups and is friends with many of the younger 
characters.

CONSIDER THIS
• What is Benvolio’s first action in the play? What can 

we say about his character based on this?
• Briefly summarise Benvolio’s romantic advice for Ro-

meo. Does Romeo respond positively or negatively?
• What kind of relationship do you think Romeo and 

Benvolio have? 

• TYBALT 

STATUS UPDATE
Tybalt is Capulet’s nephew and Juliet’s cousin. He’s a styl-
ish swordsman and will take any excuse for a fight. 

CONSIDER THIS 
• Benvolio and Tybalt come across servants from both 

houses brawling in the street, but they both respond 
very differently. How do they each react?

• In what ways could Tybalt be said to be the polar op-
posite of Benvolio? Why do you think Shakespeare 
might have created these two ‘opposite’ characters?

• Do you think Tybalt is a victim or a willing participant 
in the Montague/Capulet feud? Give reasons for your 
answer.

THE PRINCE
STATUS UPDATE
The Prince of Verona is the ultimate authority figure in the 
play. He’s a keeper of the peace, but also judge, jury and 
executioner. He serves an important function in this scene 
by giving the audience a bit of backstory on the Montague/
Capulet feud.

CONSIDER THIS
• The Prince says that the feud between the Mon-

tagues and Capulets is ‘bred of an airy word’. (76) 
What do you think he means by this? How long 
do you think the feud has been going on? Come 
up with three possible reasons for the feud. 

• The Prince is a public figure, but how do you imag-
ine he feels about the feud privately? Do you think he 
takes sides? Are there any clues in the text as to how 
he feels?

ROMEO & JULIET ACT 1 SCENE 1CHARACTERS

Character
Development

 TYBALT 
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