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Using this guide

Why read this guide?

The purposes of this A-level Literature Guide are to enable you to organise your thoughts and responses to the poems in the AQA Anthology of love poetry through the ages, to deepen your understanding and enjoyment of them and to help you to address the assessment requirements in order to obtain the best possible grade.

Note that teachers and examiners are seeking above all else evidence of an informed personal response to the text. A guide such as this can help you to understand the text, form your own opinions, and suggest areas to think about, but it cannot replace your own ideas and responses as an informed and autonomous reader.

How to make the most of this guide

We recommend that you adopt the above advice to your individual reading of the poems. The chapter entitled ‘The poems and poem commentaries’ helps you to consolidate and extend your own knowledge as well as offer you approaches to analysis and interpretation. After you have formulated an individual response to a poem, you might like to read the relevant poem commentary; or you might like to read a larger section or all the poems, unsupported, before reading the relevant pages of this guide.

The subsequent chapters take a broader view and are designed to enable you to see connections across the whole Anthology. ‘Themes’ focuses on how some of the main concerns are explored throughout the poems; ‘The poets’ methods’ considers poetic techniques.

It is vital that you familiarise yourself with the ways your exam board tests your response to the poems. So, use the Specification and the Sample Assessment Materials as your definitive guide to what you need to study and how you are going to be assessed.

Studying the Anthology for A-level

Bear in mind the sort of questions you are going to face in the examination. A-level questions are relatively open, and you have a choice between two. Typically, each one invites you to compare how an aspect – for example, a theme or an idea – is treated in two texts. One of the texts is your section from the Anthology, the other is your comparative set novel.

Studying the Anthology for AS-level

If you are taking the one-year AS qualification, the questions on the Anthology invite you to respond to a viewpoint about one of the poems which is reprinted in the examination paper. There are two questions to choose from: one on a poem from the pre-1900 section and one on a poem from the post-1900 section. That means that to be prepared for the exam, you must know every single one of the poems from your section. As part of this it is worth practising responding to different viewpoints on each of the poems. Think of different ways to view each of the poems in class and for yourself as well as making full use of the critical view features throughout this guide.


Key elements

This guide is designed to help you to raise your achievement in your examination response to AQA Anthology of love poetry through the ages. It is intended for you to use throughout your AS/A-level English literature course. It will help you when you are studying the poems for the first time and also during your revision.

The following features have been used throughout this guide to help you focus your understanding of the poems:
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Context

Context boxes give contextual information that relates directly to particular aspects of the text.
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Build critical skills

Broaden your thinking about the text by answering the questions in the Build critical skills boxes. These help you to consider your own opinions in order to develop your skills of criticism and analysis.
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TASK

Tasks are short and focused. They allow you to engage directly with a particular aspect of the text.
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Taking it further

Taking it further boxes suggest and provide further background or illuminating parallels to the text.
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CRITICAL VIEW

Critical view boxes highlight a particular critical viewpoint that is relevant to an aspect of the main text. This allows you to develop the higher-level skills needed to come up with your own interpretation of a text.
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Introduction

How to approach the poems

A poem is a heightened rhythmic form of language in which ideas and effects are condensed. The best approach is to allow each poem to reveal itself to you gradually. Work in stages: use close reading techniques, participate in class discussions and follow up with your own research.

Initial ideas

Begin with an initial reading: read the title and the poem aloud. If possible, hear it: listen to a recording by the poet or an actor and read it aloud yourself.

After a preliminary reading, jot down some initial notes about the poem’s overall meaning, but avoid jumping to conclusions; build your response in stages.

Exploring effects

Build on your preliminary ideas by rereading. Read the poem more slowly. Follow the sense of the poem: when a line is enjambed – that is, it does not end with a punctuation mark – carry on fluently to the next. Be guided by punctuation: if there is a full stop, pause and consider what the sentence has expressed. This close, almost line-by-line, approach helps to uncover meaning and allows you to savour poetic effects.

As you reread, consider the methods the poet uses to shape meaning and create effects. Avoid using a checklist of features to seek in every poem. Allow the poem to suggest which features: which ones are of most importance to overall meaning and ideas.

Consider genre – whether the poem is, for instance, a lyric, a dramatic poem or a narrative poem; whether it is a song, a sonnet or a ballad. When you identify a recognisable genre, explore aspects of that genre through further research. For example, having researched the carpe diem genre, you might consider the extent to which a poem like ‘To His Coy Mistress’ or ‘The Flea’ is a serious attempt at seduction or a clever piece of verbal dexterity designed to dazzle and impress the poet’s peers rather than woo a particular woman.

Consider form – the poem’s shape and the ways in which it is organised. For example, what are the effects of Harrison using a broken up Meredithian sonnet form in ‘Timer’? Why is the third quatrain separated into two? What is the impact of the last one beginning with a single line stanza? How does the triplet that forms the final stanza function? (You can find help in answering these questions in Chapter 2.)

Consider imagery. How has the poet used figurative language, personification, symbolism or descriptive language that summons pictures in the reader’s mind? Again, the amount of attention you pay depends on the poem. ‘The Flea’, for example, is built around the conceit (a striking metaphor that compares two elements that at first seem wildly dissimilar) that the flea is the site in which the couple have already made love and this conceit, and the way in which it develops throughout the poem, deserves close attention. Other poems, however, may not be overly figurative; ‘Remember’, for example, is a sonnet that proceeds by means of argument and contains little vivid imagery, though a close reading of that argument and attention paid to the more subtle use of images like the speaker being held ‘by the hand’, or her movement to go then staying, would be revealing.

Consider aural effects – that is, effects to do with sound. Poems, such as ‘Ae Fond Kiss’ and ‘Vergissmeinnicht’ contain strong effects that are relatively easy to identify and comment on. Others, such as ‘Punishment’ and ‘Love and a Question’, use rhyme and other aural effects, including tone (the tone of voice or mood of the poem, or part of the poem), but do so less obviously.

The big picture

As you consider what you feel are the most important authorial methods, think about the ways in which these methods work together to shape meaning and create effects. After intense work on the detail of selected features you should read the poem a final time to unify it and gain a sense of ‘the big picture’: what the poem’s overall concern is, what it is all about.

Using your comparative novel

If you are following the A-level syllabus, you are going to be studying one section of the Anthology alongside a comparative set novel. As you get to know the themes and ideas in this novel, consider how they are similar to and different from those of the poems you are studying. When something in a poem reminds you of something in your novel, note this comparison and think about how you can explore it. Your comparative set novel should give you ideas about your reading of the poems and vice versa.


The poems and poem commentaries


[image: ]

Target your thinking

As you read each summary and commentary, ask yourself the following questions:


•  What is your considered personal response to the poem – what do you think are its main concerns? (AO1)

•  What other interpretations might you offer? (AO5)

•  Consider the most important methods that the poet uses in the poem: how does the poet use them to shape meaning and create effects? (AO2)

•  How is the meaning of the poem shaped by your understanding of its contexts? (AO3)

•  In what ways can you connect the poem’s themes, ideas or methods to other poems in the Anthology, or to your comparative novel? (AO4)
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Love poetry through the ages (pre-1900)

Sir Thomas Wyatt (1503–42), ‘Who so list to hount’

The speaker tells whoever wants to hunt that he knows the whereabouts of a deer. While his hunt has been unsuccessful, he is compelled to continue. Changing tack, he advises that anyone who hunts this deer wastes his time and he describes the deer’s collar: ‘in diamond letters there is written “Don’t touch me, for I belong to Caesar, and while I look tame, I am wild to hold”’.

Commentary Wyatt is credited as bringing the sonnet form from Italy to England, and ‘Who so list to hount’ is often considered a reworking of Petrarch’s ‘Rima 190’ – a sonnet that presents a lovelorn speaker chasing a white doe which is freed and disappears at the end of the poem. He retains the two-part structure of a Petrarchan sonnet: a group of eight lines (an octave) is followed by a group of six (a sestet). But note how Wyatt adapts the sestet, making it conclude with a couplet – a feature typical of later sonnets in English including those of Shakespeare.

He also departs from Petrarch in his exploration and structuring of the poem’s subject matter. In a Petrarchan sonnet, the octave commonly presents a situation or problem, which the sestet responds to or solves. In Wyatt’s sonnet, the normal structure is reversed: the consequences of a situation (an unattainable love) are presented (in the octave) first, then the sestet describes the situation that led to those consequences.

Throughout, Wyatt presents the speaker’s vacillating feelings and evokes a paradoxical desire that both draws and defeats. The first line – ‘Who so list to hount, I knowe where is an hynde’ – seems a hearty exhortation to other men to join his hunt (for deer or, metaphorically, for women); yet the next line offers a contrast – he feels unable to continue to hunt. The second line marks this change of mood with the contrastive conjunction ‘But’; it goes on to give prominence to the speaker’s lovelorn feelings by placing the sighing onomatopoeic word, ‘helas,’ in the middle of the line, with both a preceding and a following caesura. Such a sense of world-weariness persists until the fourth line when the speaker acknowledges that he is ‘of them that furthest cometh behinde’. The fifth line, however, marks a shift in mood with another contrastive conjunction –‘yet’ – as the speaker’s attention shifts back to what draws him to the deer.

This sense of vacillation is also aided by the form. For example, the first four lines (or quatrain) make an envelope rhyme. There are two rhymes: the one made by the first and the fourth lines and the one made by the first and the second. This enclosing of the middle lines makes them stand out and draws attention to the suffering caused by desire: ‘But as for me, helas, I may no more/The vayne travaill hath weried me so sore’.

The speaker’s feelings are also suggested by aural effects. As the octave progresses, ‘f’ sounds accumulate to different effects: first, in combination with short vowel sounds they suggest the quick bounds of the deer ‘as she fleeth afore’; secondly, they emphasise the fruitlessness of pursuit: ‘Faynting I followe. I leve of, therefore’. Note how this line disrupts the light iambic meter with a trochee at the beginning of the line – ‘FAYNTing’ – which uses a faltering beat thereafter, underscoring the speaker’s faltering, then abandoned, attempt to follow his desire. The octave concludes with a metaphor of futility: ‘in a nett I seke to hold the wynde’. The hunter is ill-equipped for his task, his actions are foolish and his quarry so elusive as to be both intangible and invisible. Petrarchan sonnets contain a volta (Latin for ‘turn’): a change in the direction of the argument, or a shift in the mood at the beginning of the sestet. Here, the first half line of the sestet repeats the first half of the poem’s first line with a subtle change: it is ‘who list her hount’, not ‘who so list to hount’ (my emphasis). We have closed in on the specific prey, and the poem retains its sense of vacillation as we both think of the poem’s opening and anticipate its ending. Wyatt’s methods change subtly too as, after line ten, instead of revealing the feelings of the speaker, he offers the reader imagery associated with the deer. We move from the wide angles of the octave – which included glimpses of the fleeing deer – to focus on her more directly, moving close enough to see her neck and then the writing on her collar.

The inscription on the collar is prominent – and not just because its words conclude the poem. As noted above, rather than follow the usual rhyme scheme of a Petrarchan sonnet in the sestet, Wyatt concludes with a couplet, whose words stand out as a new voice in the poem – words which resonate in the reader’s mind: ‘Noli me tangere, for Cesar’s I ame/And wylde for to hold, though I seme tame.’ They command anyone who comes this close not to touch, as the deer is defined as the property of a powerful man.

While offering a conclusion, the couplet is also consistent with the vacillating quality that has been pronounced throughout by ending on a paradox. The hart embodies a contrast between seeming and being: while she seems tame, she is actually wild. We might ponder the significance of ‘wylde to hold’: as well as suggesting the hart’s untameable nature, could it imply her owner’s power to punish anyone who dares touch her; or might it suggest her promise of wild sex?

‘Who so list to hount I know where is an hynde’ therefore, explores feelings surrounding obsession or unattainable love. As well as the presentation of the speaker, you might like to consider the deer. Is she simply an object, pursued by one man and possessed by another? Or might the poem be said to give her a voice – albeit one that emerges only through the writing on her collar which marks her as someone’s property?
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Context

Experience dramatisations of the intrigue between Wyatt and Anne Boleyn by reading Wolf Hall by Hilary Mantel (2009) or by watching the BBC television adaptation directed by Peter Kominsky (2015).
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Context

Sir Thomas Wyatt was a courtier and one of King Henry VIII’s intimates during the time when he was arranging Henry’s marriage to Anne Boleyn. Later, when Anne was being tried for adultery, Thomas was imprisoned. While Wyatt was released, many claim that he and Anne were lovers. ‘Who so list to hount’ is often cited as evidence for this, with the poem being read as an allegory in which the speaker represents Wyatt; the hind, Anne Boleyn; and Caesar, Henry VIII.
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Taking it further

Borrow some history books, or conduct some internet searches to find out more about Anne Boleyn’s character and her potential relationship with Wyatt. In what ways might such historical understanding inform your reading of the poem? For example, you might compare the presentation of the hind in the poem to some accounts of Anne’s attractiveness and of the alleged behaviour which resulted in her trial and execution.
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William Shakespeare (1564–1616), ‘Sonnet 116’

Shakespeare’s sonnet explores the qualities of ideal love, stressing its enduring nature. Real love doesn’t change when circumstances change; it is a constant, like a star that guides a ship. It is not subject to time and lasts until doomsday.

Commentary The poem is an English (or Shakespearean) sonnet, comprised of three quatrains and a couplet; it is part of a sequence of 154 sonnets written by Shakespeare in the 1590s. The first 12 lines are framed by allusions to the marriage ceremony: the clergyman invites the congregation to ‘declare any impediment’ that might prevent the marriage and he then asks the couple to promise to love each other ‘till death us do part’ and to confirm the legality of their marriage as they ‘will answer at the dreadful day of judgement when all secrets shall be disclosed’. Such allusions lend a solemnity to the subject of love, and indeed the poem remains a popular secular reading at weddings today.
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Context

In Ang Lee’s film version of Sense and Sensibility (whose screenplay was written by Emma Thompson, who also plays the role of the sensible Elinor) ‘Sonnet 116’ is used. When the ill-matched Willoughby and Marianne recite it to each other, Willoughby gets the words wrong.

[image: ]



Each quatrain offers comment on the nature of love in a confident declaratory tone. The first concludes with the declaration that love isn’t true love if it wavers according to changing circumstances. The abstract language means that the reader can supply the details: alteration might, for example, refer to a change such as the illness of a partner, a loss of status or fortune or even an infidelity. Note the paradoxical
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John Donne (1572–1631), ‘The Flea’
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Andrew Marvell (1621–78), ‘To His Coy Mistress’
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Richard Lovelace (1618–57), ‘The Scrutiny’
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Rochester (1647–80), ‘A Song (Absent from thee)’
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William Blake (1757–1827), ‘The Garden of Love’
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Robert Burns (1759–96), ‘Song (Ae fond kiss)’
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Lord Byron (1788–1824), ‘She Walks in Beauty’
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John Keats (1795–1821), ‘La Belle Dame sans Merci.’ A Ballad
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Christina Rossetti (1830–94), ‘Remember’







Thomas Hardy (1840–1928), ‘At an Inn’














[image: ]



[image: ]





[image: ]



[image: ]




[image: ]



[image: ]




[image: ]



[image: ]




[image: ]



[image: ]



Thomas Hardy (1840–1928), ‘The Ruined Maid’
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Ernest Dowson (1867–1900), ‘Non sum qualis eram bonae sub regno Cynarae’
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Love poetry through the ages (post-1900)

Edna St Vincent Millay (1892–1950), ‘I, being born a woman’ (1923)
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Robert Frost (1874–1963), ‘Love and a Question’ (1913)
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Charlotte Mew (1869–1928), ‘À quoi bon dire’ (1916)
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Louis MacNeice (1907–63), ‘Meeting Point’ (1939)
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Keith Douglas (1920–44) ‘Vergissmeinnicht’ (1943)
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Philip Larkin (1922–85), ‘Wild Oats’ (1963)
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Philip Larkin (1922–85), ‘Talking in Bed’ (1964)
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Elizabeth Jennings (1926–2001), ‘One Flesh’ (1966)




















Anne Sexton (1928–74) ‘For My Lover, Returning to His Wife’ (1968)
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Seamus Heaney (1939–2013), ‘Punishment’ (1975)
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Tony Harrison (born 1937), ‘Timer’ (1978)
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Paul Muldoon (born 1951), ‘Long Finish’ (1988)
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Wendy Cope (born 1945), ‘After the Lunch’ (2002)
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Michael Symmons Roberts (born 1963), ‘To John Donne’ (2004)
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Carol Ann Duffy (born 1955), ‘The Love Poem’ (2005)
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•  ‘let me count the ways’ from ‘How do I love thee’ by Elizabeth Barret Browning

•  ‘come live/with me’ from ‘The Passionate Shepherd to His Love’ by Christopher Marlowe

•  ‘look in thy heart/and write’ from Astrophil and Stella: ‘Sonnet 1’ by Sir Philip Sidney

•  ‘behold thou art fair’ from ‘Song of Solomon 4:1’ in The King James Bible.
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