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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?
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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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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]
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[6]
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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

Essential Notes
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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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