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Chemistry 

Graham Swift was born in London in 1949. He studied at Cambridge University. Swift began writing stories in his teens and taught English literature at various colleges until he became a full-time writer in 1983. 

What happens in Chemistry?

This is one of the more complex narratives in the Anthology. In outline it goes something like this. A widower lives with his daughter, also widowed, and their son. His daughter starts a relationship with another man, and eventually this man quarrels with her father. He retreats to his garden shed where he spends time in his hobbies of chemical experiments and model making, and where his grandson joins him. The grandson dreams of his dead father. The old man swallows Prussic acid, which kills him. After the funeral, the grandson thinks he sees his grandfather in a park where they had once sailed a motorized model boat. 

The themes of this story

This story is very much about relationships - especially within families and across the generations. It is also about loyalty and its opposite - betrayal. Another theme is suggested by the narrator's comment that "things don't end". You may like to look more closely at these ideas.

Hidden and invisible things

The story looks at the difference between appearance and reality - in terms of things that are seen and unseen. The boy sees things others do not, and is aware of things that are out of sight or invisible. Here are some examples:

· Invisible things: the line that joins the boy and his mother to his grandfather; the invitation on the green door to the shed. 

· Hidden things: the aeroplane at the bottom of the sea; the model boat and the acid bottle in the pond. 

· Things only the boy can see: his father, dripping with sea-water; his dead grandfather by the pond. 

Can you think of other themes? You might want to think of how far this story is a mystery or has supernatural elements. The narrator sees two people who have died. Yet he does not say these are visits by ghosts. Nor are they dismissed as only dreams. It is left for the reader to determine the kind of reality these experiences have. What is your view of them?

The characters in the story

Although this is quite a short story, the characters are all quite well developed, with the possible exception of the boyfriend, Ralph. Unlike the others, he is not a member of the narrator's family, and the narrator has no interest in him except as regards how he affects his mother and the general atmosphere in the home.

The narrator 

The boy who tells the story is both an observer and an actor in the events of the narrative. Perhaps he is the only one who sees all that goes on - though he notices that, because he is so young (only ten) the police, encouraged by his mother, do not ask him about the grandfather's death.

The boy is seven when his father dies and ten when his grandfather dies. But the story is written as if by an older person, looking back - the child's observation is mixed with more adult description and comment. 

We see some evidence of a child's understanding - as when he thinks that his grandmother must be literally in the same place as his father's body, where his mother means to suggest something about death. (On the other hand, she does not say where it is that either has gone, so the boy's confusion makes a kind of sense.)

The narrator suggests at the start of the story the possibility that he can make a plan and influence events. But he is not able to answer his mother's request for advice - and it seems that his plans do not change things for other people, only in terms of what he sees. 

The grandfather

The grandfather is a constant character. He misses his wife, but consoles himself with the company of his child and grandchild - seeming (as the narrator notes) to see the features of his wife in both. He treats his daughter in some ways as he would a wife - he buys her jewellery, and expects her to cook meals, while he supports her financially.

He shows loyalty and expects it in return. When his daughter chooses to side with Ralph, he does not exploit his ownership of the house, but retreats to his shed. There is a hint that he may be planning some scheme to reclaim what he has lost, but it seems he is planning only his own exit. 

The mother

The mother is the most ambiguous and dynamic character - she changes, where her father and son remain loyal. It is her actions that disturb the "symmetry" of which the narrator thinks, and the "equation" that he works out in his head. There is a sense, though, that she is not wholly in control of her own decisions, that they are not really choices. While later she thinks her son too young to speak to the police, at one point she asks him to help her decide how to act: "What am I going to do?" The narrator is starting to form a plan, but he does not answer his mother, and she makes her own decision, to go to Ralph.

Ralph

Ralph is never formally introduced - which may indicate the way the narrator thinks of him and the stealthy way in which he enters, then dominates and finally disrupts the life of the family unit. He first appears in a parenthesis, to establish the date when the model boat sinks. This has nothing to do with Ralph, yet the reader may see the coincidence as ominous. The next reference to Ralph contains another parenthesis (his being a regular weekend guest) along with the statement of his verbal attack on the grandfather.

Ralph represents this as sticking up for his girlfriend, the narrator's mother. But to the reader it is one of many ambiguous incidents. Does it show his concern to protect her or his wish to assert a claim to her - is Ralph defending the mother from a bullying parent or making a claim to some kind of possession?

Ralph is not shown as a particularly bad man, but his presence has harmful consequences for the old man and his grandson.

The suggestion that his anger is caused by his appetite is given as a kind of defence - but to the reader may be a hint at how coarse and selfish he is, unable to wait for an old man to finish. 

His drinking seems more sinister - as if this is a way to weaken the resistance of his girlfriend and her remaining attachment to her father, the narrator's grandfather. 

A new relationship for a widow could be seen as moving on. Does the narrative present the relationship of Ralph and the narrator's mother in this way? Can you find any hints of joy or romance or anything positive in the way this relationship appears in the story? 

Graham Swift's technique

The narrative viewpoint

Perhaps the most obvious feature of the writer's technique is the way he tells the story in the words of the narrator. He was ten at the time of the events in the story, but now seems to have an adult's ability to look back on it and explain what has happened.

Do you agree that Swift shows a mix of the adult's and the child's viewpoints? What effect does this have on the way we read the story? 

The narrator tries to explain things. We cannot tell how sure he is about these explanations. For example, he suggests at one point that "some outside force" is directing his mother. (Line  59) 

Metaphor

The writer uses many images in the story - sometimes of things that are really there (like water), but also have a symbolic meaning (they represent or stand for some idea or other thing), sometimes of things that serve only as metaphor (like an invisible cord). Here are a few examples. You should look out for others.

Chemistry

Chemistry is commonly used today to refer to personal relationships. In this story chemical change is present both as reality and as symbol. The grandfather really experiments with chemistry - but when the boy asks (line 183) "People change too, don't they", his answer makes the comparison clear. There is chemistry in natural objects and also in or between people.

The invisible cord

In the opening paragraph the narrator suggests (lines 14 and 15) that there is "an actual existing line" between him with his mother and his grandfather on the other side of the pond, as if the old man "were pulling us toward him on some invisible cord".

The motif of water

The story uses water as a thematic image. Here are some of the ways in which it appears.

· The story opens and closes with a scene on a pond. 

· In the opening the narrator likens the pond to a sea (line 2). 

· The boy's father is lost in the Irish Sea. Later he returns, dripping with seawater. 

· The grandfather has a special kind of water - laurel water or prussic acid - in his shed; and this kills him. 

On a first reading one might think that the story shows that water takes things away. But the narrator claims that things are not lost, only changed - this is the fundamental idea in the science of chemistry. The boy's father and grandfather are changed (by death, by the sea) - and so is his mother. He knows that the model boat and the bottle of nitric acid are still at the bottom of the pond, as his father's aeroplane is at the bottom of the sea.

Key Lines (Chemistry) 
Here are some lines from the story. Use them to help focus your ideas. For each one, try to see what it means in the context where it appears, what it tells you about characters and ideas, and how it shows Graham Swift's technique:

· He said very gravely: "You must accept it - you can't get it back - it's the only way"...(Lines 24 and 25) 

· ...as if some outside force were all the time directing her...(Line 59) 

· We forgot we were three generations. (Line 85) 

· I remember keeping a kind of equation in my head... (Line 104) 

· "What am I going to do?" (Line 116) 

· It seemed that this invitation, his loneliness were written in a form only I could read on the dark green door. (Lines 140 and 141) 

· "...You don't make things in chemistry - you change them. Anything can change." (Lines 162 and 163) 

· ...it looked as if it was all gold - but it wasn't. (Lines 178 and 179) 

· But she never did explain. (Line 255) 

· "He's only ten, what can he know?" (Lines 270 and 271) 

· ...though things change, they aren't destroyed. (Line 282)
Your Shoes 

Michèle Roberts was born in 1949. Her father was English, while her mother was French and a Roman Catholic. The family lived in North London, and Michèle attended a convent school. The Catholic church influenced her work profoundly, and the young Michèle wanted to become a nun. She went on to study at Oxford University, where she rejected her religious faith and became a feminist. 

What happens in Your Shoes?

The story is a monologue, spoken by a woman whose daughter has left home - the speaker reflects on her own past, her relations with her parents and the now-vanished daughter. At the end of the story she seems to think that her daughter has returned, but this appears to be a fantasy. In the AQA Anthology, there is an illustration of a pair of trainers - we know that the shoes in question are white trainers (line 130) with "white laces that" the narrator has tied together so that "they won't get separated or lost" and that she has "washed and ironed" (lines 31, 32). We also know that the narrator bought them without her daughter's approval or even involvement. 

The themes of this story

Your Shoes is very much about the ways in which parents and children communicate, or fail to do so. Michèle Roberts considers how parents can oppress children by trying to live through them, and how we confuse material gifts with real concern for others' welfare. The story looks at ideas of self-knowledge and self-deception - but ends with an emphatic denial of what the reader sees to be true. The story also, therefore, makes us question the judgement and truthfulness or sanity of the narrator. 

This story seems on the surface to have quite a lot in common with Doris Lessing's Flight, in looking at the relationships between generations and the ways in which young people become independent. But structurally it is very different - in Flight, the old man moves on and accepts his grand-daughter's growing up as necessary and healthy. In this story the mother refuses to move on - where the old man lets his favourite pigeon go, the narrator of Your Shoes shuts herself, her memories and her daughter's shoes away, locking out her husband, who might threaten her fantasy with an explanation of how things really are. 

The characters in the story

This is a very short story, so it does not have fully developed characters as we might meet in a novel, play or TV soap opera. The narrator is unreliable, so we are not sure how far the characters that she presents to us are honest portraits. Of course, this is a work of fiction, so we cannot check the descriptions against biographical details of real people - but we do get a sense of people distorted by the narrator's strange and unhealthy worldview. We trust her account of what has happened much more than the interpretation that she puts on these things. So who are these characters and what can we say about them? 

The daughter

The missing daughter is a mystery to the reader - we know her only from her mother's account, and she (mother/narrator) is wrong about so many things, that we cannot trust her to be right about anything. So she buys her daughter new curtains of the sort that she (the mother) would have liked as a child - only to find that her daughter wants the old ones back that she has thrown away. But apart from the hint that the design is not to the daughter's taste, we suspect that the girl may resent having something she sees as a sale bargain. And we are sure that she will resent the mother's replacing the curtains without asking her. Her bedroom will be her own personal space, and she will feel uneasy at the way her mother tries to take over this space - indeed this seeming lack of privacy appears to the reader as one of the reasons why the teenage daughter may have left home. 

The mother imagines that the daughter is living rough, and speculates about what "those men make [the daughter] do to get money for food" - she manages at once to see the girl as passive, a victim of "those men", yet at the same time to suspect her daughter of actively selling herself. She does not, for example, think that she might be somewhere safe, with friends or responsible adults. The reader may accept this stereotypical view of the daughter "hanging about…in London, around the railway stations" (the narrator seems to be thinking of a particular station, King's Cross, where young people of both sexes often make money through prostitution). But we also wonder if there is a more sinister explanation - is the girl alive, even? Does the mother know other things that she is not saying, or that she has concealed from herself? 

The young woman appears to have an eating disorder - and this implies other things about its possible cause. We learn that she would come in from school, claim to be not hungry, but later on stuff herself with currants, biscuits and chocolate bars, rather than eating regular meals. 

We learn that she does not like shopping for shoes with her mother - while the mother reckons to know her daughter's taste in footwear, and to be able to buy her shoes without her being there. Yet the girl has not taken the shoes the mother most values - suggesting what? 

· That she does not share her mother's liking for these trainers 

· That she might have liked them, but has left them to show her rejection of her mother and her interference in the girl's life 

The girl has told her parents that she has had sexual experience. We do not know what this is, or any details - though the mother suggests by a reference to looking in her bag, that she has found contraceptives there, and drawn conclusions. Check exactly what the narrator says about this.

We never learn the girl's name - she is always "you". 

The mother/narrator

The narrator tells us that she did not breastfeed her daughter - yet the daughter would probably not remember this, and will know it (if she does) only because the mother has told her. So, if the daughter is resentful, it is because the mother has given her a reason - why should she tell her of something that is of so little relevance to her current situation? 

The mother tries to adapt realities into more acceptable versions - so while giving details of her daughter's eating habits, she says that the change to eating "snacks" was "the fashion amongst [her] friends" and she assumes that "all day long you ate crisps and buns" - but this was when the daughter was at school, as we know from the statement that she "came in" at teatime, saying she wasn't hungry, so the remark about the "crisps and buns" appears to be guesswork. (The mother has not been at school, so does not know what she claims to.) The mother sees the binge eating, yet does not represent it to the reader as a disorder or a cry for help. 

This tendency to blame the friends for her daughter's character reappears in the claim that she followed "that mob you got in with at school". Yet she makes shallow judgements from people's outward appearance, saying that "that Vanessa" has the "look" of someone "on drugs" - a vague and unspecified comment. What are these drugs? Later she refers to "pot" - a name that belongs to her era rather than the daughter's. The mother's observation seems remote from any kind of reality. 

The mother sees her daughter's claimed sexual experience as some kind of injury to her and her husband: "How could you do that to us. How could you. Boasting about it even." Yet we learn that the mother was sexually experienced before her marriage - and for all we know the man who deserted her ("Pete") may be the father of her child. She allows herself to have a lower standard, or a different one from, her daughter. While she claims that the daughter wanted her to find out, this seems unconvincing, since it is only by looking into the girl's bag that she did learn. 

She thinks she knows her daughter's tastes, even to the extent of buying her shoes in her absence - yet the girl has left these behind. In a similar way she removes the curtains from her daughter's room, throwing them away to ensure that she cannot put them back, then reproaches the girl for crying. The new curtains she says are "really modern" yet also "exactly what I'd have wanted as a girl" - statements which cannot both be true unless, as a girl, she had foreseen the trends in fabric design many years ahead. And if the daughter knows that the curtains are what her mother likes and thinks modern, it is not at all surprising that the girl rejects them. 

The mother sees the girl's leaving of the new shoes as a sign that she will be back - identifying her own liking for them with the daughter's. Yet the reader sees the leaving of the shoes as irrelevant to the girl's return, or perhaps making a point about why she had to go. 

These things and others create a sense of an insecure woman who is intrusive and controlling - her conduct might be appropriate towards an infant, but not towards a ten year-old, let alone a teenager. 

The mother is full of self-pity, urging the daughter to blame her since everyone else does - but the reader may suppose this to be a case of no smoke without fire, and that people blame her with reason because they have seen what she is like. 

She tells us things about her own early life that may explain or at least shed light on what she does and is like. She disapproves of her own mother - she sees her mother's social ambitions as limited, and a simple reaction against a slum childhood. She counters her mother's obvious social snobbery with a pride in learning and in a close relationship with her father. He seems to have preferred the company of the narrator, his daughter, to that of his wife - taking this brighter, younger, thinner companion with him to places like his golf club or on walks in the park. There is a sense here of the father showing off his daughter, almost flirting with her. Meanwhile the narrator complains that her mother did not love her, but preferred her son (the narrator's brother) and granddaughter, the runaway teen, whom she "spoiled". But she also has regrets about not making her peace - "and now it's too late". On the other hand she also commends not communicating - so she did not let her mother know about her sexual experiences with Pete. And she disapproves of her daughter's telling her about sex - and yet she pries into this anyway. 

Sometimes the mother says things that may be mostly or partly right, but not for the reason she gives. She suggests that, in leaving home, her daughter "didn't mean to hurt" her. We suspect that hurting her mother was not the girl's main reason - which is more to escape from the tyranny and interference. But she may well have realized that it would hurt her mother and either not cared about this, or thought it a price worth paying in her desperation to get away. 

As a young woman the narrator was supposedly intelligent - at least in the eyes of her father, who saw a "real future ahead of her". Yet we see no evidence that she has achieved more than her own despised mother - perhaps less, as she has married a man she does not love, and raised an ungrateful and unhappy child, only to lose her. 

In conclusion, we can see that the mother never really sees her child as having an independent existence or right to any choices or freedom. Whatever she says about her, she relates to herself and her own concerns and outlook. 

At the end of the story she seems to lose her already weak grip on reality - almost descending into an insane idea of herself hugging the child and willing herself into a belief that the girl has come back. But we know this is not possible. How do we know? 

The husband/father 

He is a most elusive person who appears only indirectly as a cause of the daughter's unhappiness - so we learn that he "lost his temper and used some unfortunate expressions…in the heat of the moment". Among these is "dirty slut" - which seems rather stronger than an "unfortunate expression". However, he is not really a character, in any developed sense - like everyone other than the narrator, he appears at second hand, and she seems to have little interest in him. She tries to explain away his harsh words, but also locks him out of the bedroom where she fantasises about her child's return. 

Most tellingly, though, she reveals that she did not love him and accepted him only as a substitute for the beloved Pete. She sees that other people think her "lucky" to have him, but she does not share their enthusiasm. 

The narrator's father

He appears to have been the favourite parent, who spoiled the narrator when she was a young woman - though she seems to care a lot about being rejected, as she thought, by her mother. He would take her to the golf club, to meet his friends, and once to a pub. He seems proud of his daughter whom he thinks intelligent, with "a real future ahead of her". 

The narrator's mother

The narrator's mother is now dead - and we learn of the uneasy relationship between the generations. While the narrator seems angry with her mother, and tells how she preferred her father's company, yet she seems genuinely to feel hurt by her mother's rejection, and is still almost seeking her approval. 

The narrator criticises her mother for looking like a "tart", for wearing "a girdle to hold herself in", for her hair and make-up. She is shocked by the way her mother's shoes, too small for her, became "moulded to the shape of her poor feet", showing where she'd had bunions and worn corn-plasters. Yet this had led her to buy new shoes for her own daughter who really does have small feet - as if there is any more sense in embellishing the small and pretty feet of a young woman than in squeezing an old woman's foot into shoes that are too small for them. 

The setting - time and place

The story has no indications of historical time, other than some references to material products (freezer, microwave, Styrofoam cup, trainers and a telephone that unplugs) that place it sometime after 1970. (The story was published in 1993, and seems mostly to fit this era.) There are hints of more immediate time - though the narrator looks back to her own childhood, the monologue appears as a stream of speech or unspoken thoughts that go through the narrator's head one afternoon and evening, while she sits in her daughter's room, before her husband returns (from work, apparently). 

Michèle Roberts' technique 

Structure 

The story does not have a conventional story structure - for example while it may have a beginning, middle and end, it does not have them in an obvious sense or even clearly in this order (there's a lot of middle, something of a beginning and not much of an end). 

If there is a structure it does not come from the account of the runaway daughter's disappearance, so much as from the mother's life story. 

The final part of the (printed) story is certainly not an ending of the daughter's (life) story, but does represent something both conclusive and inconclusive for the mother. She comes to some kind of idea about the girl but it is a delusive fantasy, in which the teenager becomes an infant, while her shoelaces are no longer sweet in a metaphorical sense, but become like liquorice as they "taste sweet" - it seems as if the mother is sucking the laces to bring back the scent or taste of the child. And in doing this, she thinks that the girl has come back, while she repeats, like a mantra, her cry of love. We might use a modern expression and say that she is in denial.

The monologue 

This is a very obvious technical device - one that appears in many of the poems in the Anthology, too. (Can you think of any?). The whole story appears as the words of the mother. We can perhaps more readily believe that she would think these, rather than say them aloud (though this is not impossible). But in reading them, you may wish to imagine the tone of voice in which she might say them. The monologue is directed towards an absent hearer, the runaway daughter or "you" of the story. This is quite normal in situations where the listener is really present, or the "you" is meant to be a reader or person in an audience in a theatre. But it is also common in love poems or songs, and in prayers to God. 

Language

The grammar reflects the sense of this as spoken language - so we find many things set out as sentences that would not be normal in a more formal literary style: "Like hers." or "Moan whine…" 

Pronoun use is very important - the story contains no names at all, but very frequent use of the pronouns I, me, you and pronominal possessive adjective your. 

Michèle Roberts uses euphemism to show the mother's evasiveness, as when she calls her husband's words "unfortunate expressions". 

We note how a simple adverb phrase (here a preposition and pronoun) shows the way that the mother relates everything to herself, as in "How could you do that to us". She sees the girl's sexual activity as something done, not so much by the girl (and with someone else) as done to her (the mother) and her husband. 

Symbolism 

The title of the story points out the most obvious symbol in it. The girl's shoes stand, perhaps, for several things. Among these may be: 

· the mother's wish to keep her daughter as a child; 

· the daughter's having to accept her mother's control, and 

· the mother's seeing love in terms of things that she can buy for her daughter. 

But we are also made to think of the expression about putting oneself into another's shoes - to see the world as he or she does, rather than force our own view on someone else. In this respect, the mother fails wholly. 

What do the shoes mean to you as you read the story? Do you think any of the suggestions above are convincing or not? Say why? 

Flight 

Doris Lessing was born in 1919, in Khermanhah in Persia (now Iran). Her parents were British. At six years old, she moved to Zimbabwe (then Southern Rhodesia), where she attended a girls' school. In 1949, she moved to London, where her first novel, The Grass is Singing, was published in 1950. 

What happens in Flight?

An old man (unnamed) who keeps pigeons, worries about his granddaughter, Alice. He has seen his other granddaughters leave home, marry and grow up, and he is both possessive of Alice and jealous of Steven, her boyfriend. (He disapproves of Steven's appearance and his father's job.) The old man argues with Alice about her behaviour, and complains to his daughter, Alice's mother (Lucy).

At the start of the story the old man shuts up his favourite pigeon, rather than let it fly. But when Steven, the boyfriend, makes him a present of a new pigeon, he is more able to accept what is going to happen, and he lets his favourite go. The ending of the story is ambiguous (it has more than one possible meaning): Alice has tears on her face, as she stares at her grandfather. But we do not know if they are for him, for Steven, for herself or for some other cause. And we do not know if they are tears of joy or sadness or some other feelings.

The themes of this story

Is this a story about an old man who receives a present from his granddaughter's boyfriend? In one way, of course it is. But is this all? Or does this outward or surface narrative lead into another? Leaving home and becoming independent are things which most people face sooner or later. They can be alarming, but they are natural and almost inevitable.

Sometimes this kind of story is described in the phrase “rites of passage” - which fits narratives about growing up, moving on and life-changes. This should make it a very suitable story for young people preparing for exams: Alice's situation will be one that you face now or will face soon. 

The characters in the story

This is a very short story, so it does not have fully developed characters as we might meet in a novel or one of Shakespeare's plays. Doris Lessing tells us only what we need to know (and perhaps misses lots of things we might like to know). So who are these characters?

The old man

The central character in the story has no name. Why might this be? Does it make him seem less of an individual, or perhaps make him seem more universal, like someone we might know? Or can you think of any other reason for his not being named?

We know that he is Alice's grandfather, and that he feels possessive towards her. We know also that he keeps pigeons. The story is told largely from his viewpoint and whatever it means, it is certainly in some way about his learning or accepting things about Alice.

Alice

Alice is the old man's granddaughter. She is a young woman but he still sees her as a child - or would like to do so. She looks young and sometimes acts in a carefree way, but mostly she has a serious and grown up wish to marry her boyfriend, and settle into a domestic routine.

Lucy

Lucy is the old man's daughter and Alice's mother. She is depicted as a grown up in her appearance ("square-fronted"), her actions (she looks after her father) and the way in which her father thinks of her (“that woman”). Her husband is absent (perhaps she is a widow or divorcee, but there is no evidence to tell the reader more, save that it is Lucy who gives Alice permission to marry). But we know that Lucy married at seventeen “and never regretted it”. She tries to reassure the old man about Alice. She has already agreed to her marrying Steven, and tells her father this in the story.

Steven

Steven is Alice's boyfriend. In the story we see him through the old man's eyes. The old man finds things wrong with him (his red complexion, his physical appearance and his father's job). The reader is not likely to share this disapproval. Lucy expects him to be as good a husband as her other three girls have. And he is thoughtful enough to give the old man a present of a pigeon.

The setting - time and place

Doris Lessing grew up in Zimbabwe, in southern Africa. Yet the setting of this story could almost be anywhere, except for a few clues. One is the wooden veranda at the front of the whitewashed house. Another, which is repeatedly mentioned, is the frangipani tree. (This species of tree takes its name from an Italian perfumier; the scent of the blossom supposedly resembles one of his perfumes.) But many details make the story seem almost English in its setting. Some of these are listed below. 

Perhaps more important is the time in which this story is set. Although the narrative seems quite modern in showing a young woman about to leave home, the attitudes of the grandfather are more traditional. He wants to keep his grandchild at home, and spoil her as his favourite. Although Alice will not give in to the old man's wishes, she still shows respect for him.

Doris Lessing's technique

Technique refers to the way an author writes - not what he or she says, but how it is said.

Body language - actions and gestures

This is a story in which attitudes appear often in actions. For example, when her grandfather shouts: “Hey!” Alice jumps. She is alarmed, but then becomes evasive, as we see when her “eyes veiled themselves”. She adopts a neutral voice and tosses her head, as if to shrug off his confrontational stance. When he thinks of Steven the old man's hands curl, like claws into his palm. When Steven gives the old man the present of a new pigeon both Alice and her boyfriend try to reassure the old man:

“They hung about him, affectionate, concerned…They took his arms and directed him…enclosing him, petting him...”

Here we find another reference to eyes - they are “lying happy eyes”, telling the old man that nothing will change, when he and they know this is false. At the end of the story Alice is “wide-eyed” while tears run down her face. Earlier it was the old man who was crying at the thought of losing her. What do her tears mean at the end of the story? Perhaps she knows that she really is to be married, and she, too, is now sad at the end of childhood.

When Lucy shades her eyes with her hand, she is genuinely interested in the Flight of the pigeons, but she has not let go of her domestic routine - her hand still holds her sewing. She waits on her father - “brought him a cup, set him a plate” but lets him know that she will not give in to his demands, when she takes up her sewing.

Dialogue

This story is dramatic. A lot of it is in the form of conversation. While Lucy is calm and reasonable, the old man and Alice quarrel like children. Note how the old man asks questions with the word “Hey” - “Waiting for Steven, hey?”and “Think you're old enough to go courting, hey?”. His threats are childish: “I'll tell your mother” and “I see you!”

Language

Doris Lessing uses repetition in the story to reinforce details of the scene (sunlight, the frangipani tree, the veranda, Lucy's sewing) or to identify people (“the postmaster's son” and “his daughter” or the “woman”).

There are also many references to people's bodies - to eyes, legs and hair. Is there a reason for this? Do they show us people as they really are (as we might see them if we were present)? Or do they show us people as the old man sees them? Is his noticing Alice's “long bare legs” a bit disturbing - we perhaps think he should not see her in such a way.

Comparisons 

Are very important here. Many of them are to natural things. Alice's long legs are likened to the frangipani stems - "shining-brown" and fragrant. The old man's fingers curl like claws (an image which suggests his own pigeons). Later Alice and Steven tumble like puppies - they are not yet enjoying adult pleasure but their play is a preparation for what comes later.

Sometimes a single word tells us a great deal: when the old man talks of “courting” he reveals the gulf between himself and Alice. She is struck by the “old-fashioned phrase”.

Symbolism

This story is very obviously one where symbolism is important to our understanding. Alice is clearly likened to the favourite pigeon. The old man can keep the bird in, where he cannot control Alice. But when he receives the new pigeon, he is able to release the favourite: he accepts that shutting it in is not right. The gift also suggests that there may be some compensation for the old man in the new situation. But really he knows that nothing can make up for the loss of his last grandchild. 

Comparisons

It is easy to make comparisons in the story. We are led to make comparisons between these things, among others:

· the attitudes of the old man and Alice 

· the arguments of the old man and Lucy about Alice's marrying 

· the old man's ideas of his granddaughters before and after marriage 

· Alice and the favourite pigeon 

· sunlight and warmth at the start and dusk and cold at the end of the story 

· The old man's initial defiance and eventual acceptance of Steven's courtship of Alice 

Can you think of any others? You can also, of course, compare this story with others that have a similar theme - stories about growing up, gaining independence and leaving home.

Superman and Paula Browns New Snow Suit

Sylvia Plath is most well known for her poetry, which was published in two volumes, Colossus (1960) and Ariel (1965), published posthumously (after the writer’s death). Her novel The Bell Jar (1966) has echoes of her own life, as it records a young woman’s descent into mental illness and suicidal tendencies. Sylvia Plath was born in 1932 near Boston Massachussetts. As an American student at Cambridge University she met Ted Hughes, whom she married in 1956, though they later separated. In 1963 Sylvia Plath took her own life. For many years Ted Hughes refused to comment on their relationship, but shortly before his death, in 1998, he published a series of poems on the subject in The Birthday Letters. 

What happens in the story?

In a very simple way the title is well chosen – for the first part of the story is about Superman and the second about the snowsuit. But this also shows that the story begins with pleasant fantasy and ends in unpleasant reality. And there is no Superman to rescue the narrator – only Uncle Frank to help her accept what has happened. 

The story tells how the narrator (whose name never appears) plays games in which she makes up adventures for Superman. Later she is invited to the birthday party of a wealthy spoilt child, Paula Brown. Paula is proud of her birthday present, a blue snowsuit from Sweden. Some time later, Paula is playing tag in the snow when another child pushes her and she falls into an oil slick, which ruins her snowsuit. Paula blames the narrator and the other children also join in the accusation. Although her Uncle Frank believes her, the narrator has no happy ending to her story – everyone is convinced that she is to blame for the damage to the snowsuit. 

The themes of this story

This is a story in which ideas are very important – perhaps more than the characters. 

Scapegoats

The story shows how ready some people are to shift the blame for their own actions onto someone else. This has an obvious relevance to the story’s wartime setting. In Europe the Nazi party encouraged Germans to blame Jews and communists for the past problems of the country. In the USA many citizens were imprisoned for the duration of the war because they had Japanese or German parents. Yet many of these were patriotic Americans, who wished to fight for their country. The narrator’s family seems to have a German background. Her father is called Otto. And when her uncle speaks of Germans in America being put in prison, her mother says she is glad he didn’t live to see what is happening in the USA. 

In the story we see how one person becomes a scapegoat almost by chance – if the narrator had not joined in the game with Paula and the others, she could not have been blamed for the accident to the snowsuit. But once the finger of blame is pointed at her, everyone else joins in. Paula is supposedly unpopular, but no child wants to be held responsible for the damage to the snowsuit, and all readily join in condemning one person. Perhaps Paula knows that she is not popular enough to get away with blaming Jimmy. Perhaps she is frightened of telling her parents that it was largely her own carelessness that caused her to fall. (The reader sees that Paula is at fault for wearing her precious snowsuit while running around near an oil slick.) 

Even David, who has appeared as the narrator’s friend, is ready to confirm the “official” version of events. The grown ups are ready to believe this, as only the narrator denies it. Uncle Frank appears to be the only person who believes her, but even he feels he must satisfy the other grown-ups by paying for a new snowsuit. 

If you have never been accused of something you did not do, you are very lucky. If you are a teacher or parent, you have perhaps blamed someone in the same way that the narrator here is blamed. To decide what this idea means in the story, you might consider these questions:

· Do all the children know that the narrator did not push Paula? Are they perhaps unsure of what really happened? Try to find evidence for your answer. 

· Why should all the children take the side of a child that “nobody...really liked”? How sure are we that the narrator is right in giving this measure of Paula’s unpopularity? 

· How good, in your view, are adults at knowing which children are truthful and which ones are more dishonest? 

Fantasy and reality

Superman first became popular in comic strips and radio broadcasts. These are ideal media for fantasy stories because there are few limits to what the writers can show or suggest. Sylvia Plath, writing in the 1950s, can be sure that the reader knows who Superman is. Nowadays, some readers may not know this. Apart from his unusual clothing (he also has a blue suit), Superman has enormous strength and can fly “faster than a speeding bullet”. This is not an accidental comparison – he often has to do this to save someone from being shot. 

Using the radio broadcasts as their starting point or inspiration, the narrator and David create their own dramas, including rôles for Sheldon. We do not know how inventive these games were. But the narrator gives us a sense of her imagination with her account of “making up dreams”. 

The war represents unpleasant reality. There is a perfect illustration of this when the children go to the cinema. They expect to see a delightful children’s fantasy, Snow White and the Seven Dwarves. But there is a supporting feature, which appears to be a US propaganda film. This shows how the Japanese torture and kill prisoners of war. It is not suitable for a child, and the narrator vomits in the toilet. (If the narrator is meant to be the writer, then in 1941 she would have been nine years old. Nowadays young children may well see violent or disturbing scenes in films and on TV programmes, but this would not have been so in the USA in the 1940s.) 

At the end of the story, the fantasy is destroyed forever – the blue capes dissolve and vanish “like the crude drawings of a child.” The narrator suggests that fantasy is for children only. 

Man and Superman

Superman is a fantasy character. No real human being is much like him. But the narrator wanted to believe that her Uncle Frank was like him. Early in the story she lists Uncle Frank’s special abilities: he was the strongest man David had ever known and he could perform conjuring tricks and acrobatic feats. In the original Superman stories, the hero spends much of his time living as an ordinary human being, Clark Kent. 

When the narrator goes to the cinema the film about the Japanese horrifies her. It fills her mind as she lies in bed at night, and she is unable to make Superman come to the rescue: “No crusading blue figure came roaring down in heavenly anger”. It is as if she knows Superman belongs in the fantasy world but not the real world, where the war is being fought out. 

At the end of the story there is a situation that occurs in most Superman narratives – there is a wrong waiting to be put right. And Uncle Frank is faced with the chance to do this. The narrator tells him the truth, perhaps hoping that he at least will defend her reputation, or even perform some miracle to put things right. What is his response? To pay for a new snowsuit
and hope that people will forget. He seems not to realize that ten years may seem a short time to him, but to a child it seems almost an eternity – this is longer than she has lived or can remember. 

Material possessions and human values 

In the west today many people have so much wealth as not to worry about particular material things. If we ruin our clothes, we just replace them. This story may make sense to readers from cultures where possessions are not seen as disposable. Perhaps you know older people who are more worried about such things, and worry about waste. 

It also helps if you know about the situation in the story. During the war, Sweden was a neutral country. We do not know for certain if the snowsuit really came from Sweden, as the narrator adds, “she said”. And we know that Paula does not always tell the truth. But the description of the snowsuit suggests that it is rare and expensive. And Paula evidently likes to have such special presents as a status symbol. Even today, some people (young and old alike) think that they must have clothes or cars of a certain kind, and look down on others who don’t have these things. If the snowsuit really did come from Sweden, then it must have crossed the Atlantic by ship – a very dangerous voyage. 

At the heart of the story is a simple contrast. Which is more important – a little girl’s reputation and happiness or an expensive and impractical garment? It seems obvious to the reader, that all the people in the story get this wrong. Perhaps the children have some excuse, as their values reflect what they have been taught. But the grown ups in the story should know better. What is particularly alarming is their readiness to spread the story: “…the whole neighbourhood is talking about it.”

In the developed world today the idea of private property is very important – in some ways our whole society depends on it. So we rightly encourage respect for others’ possessions. But this can become exaggerated, and there is a difference between respecting what people need to live, and admiring luxuries. 

Corruption and betrayal

The Nazi party led by Adolf Hitler understood the importance of teaching people things from an early age. They created special organizations like the Hitler Youth and encouraged children to wear uniforms and carry Nazi flags. This story suggests, in a more individual way, how children’s attitudes can be changed. Because the narrator and her friend David want to act out adventures for Superman, they need a villain. Sheldon Fein is perfect for this. Because other boys bully him, he is ready to do what he is asked. But playing at evil becomes almost a habit – so that outside the Superman games he does really unpleasant and cruel things. Studies of adult criminals sometimes show that they were bullied or abused as children. Perhaps Sheldon is bright enough to understand that the narrator and David are using him. He does not stick up for her when Paula makes the accusation. 

David is presented as the narrator’s friend. He is not mentioned in the account of the accident to the snowsuit, and he seems not to have been there. (The narrator mentions “a couple of kids” – and we know of three at least: Paula, Jimmy and Sheldon. Later she refers to “the rest of them”) But David is ready to carry his mother’s message to the narrator’s family. 

The characters in the story

The narrator

It is tempting to read this story as autobiography, but this would be a mistake. (Whether the things in it really did happen is a question we can never answer. But it should make no difference to the way we read the story, so long as we accept that it tells a general truth – people do make false accusations, and innocent people are sometimes blamed for things they have not done.)

On the other hand, Sylvia Plath clearly does use her own experiences to tell the story. The chief character is a girl, who recalls the outbreak of war while she was a child. She is an imaginative person, who prefers inventing dramas to more social or athletic games. And we never learn her name – the one person to speak directly to her calls her “honey”. 

In many ways her experiences are not very unusual. Mostly she recalls quite pleasant things, though the adult writer understands better than she did as a child what she and David were doing to Sheldon. For example, she wins a prize at school – but this seems of little importance in the story. One terrible event occurs almost through chance – she is in the wrong place at the wrong time. Her “crime” does not seem really serious. But her experience of false accusation is described in such a way that most readers will identify with it. 

David Sterling

David at first appears as a rather admirable character. He is independent of the other children not because he is unpopular, but because he shares the narrator’s imaginative impulses, and wants to help create the Superman dramas. Perhaps there is a hint that he is more realistic than her, as he finds it harder to see Uncle Frank as Superman in disguise. (Incognito is an Italian word, which means “unknown” or “unrecognised”; it is used to refer to people who hide their real identity, as Superman does under the alias of Clark Kent.)

But David is not able to keep faith with his friend. When the word goes out that he has ruined the snowsuit, David has the task of bringing his mother’s suggestion to the narrator’s family. 

Sheldon Fein

Sheldon is something of a stereotype. He is described as a “sallow (sickly or pale) mamma's boy” whom the other boys despise a weakling. Although the story is written to show the narrator as an innocent victim, there is not much sympathy for Sheldon. He is so weak he is quickly corrupted into the cruel torturer of flies. He waits for Jimmy to back up Paula’s accusation, then adds his voice to theirs in saying: “You did it”. 

Paula Brown

Paula is another stereotype – the unpopular child whose parents indulge her. She wears clothes that are decorative but unsuited to the rough and tumble of children's games. And she shows off her possessions at parties, where the other children are more or less forced to admire them. Why she makes her accusation is not completely clear. There are various possible reasons:

· She is afraid her parents will blame her for ruining the snowsuit, so she points at the nearest person she can blame plausibly (believably). 

· She thinks she can become more popular by attacking someone else's character. 

· She knows that the narrator does not really like her, and this is a chance for revenge. 

· She knows that Jimmy pushed her but is afraid to blame him. 

· She is unsure who pushed her, so chooses the most likely person. 

You may like to list these in the order you think most likely. Add any other reasons you think of for why Paula makes the false accusation. 

Mother

The narrator's father has died before the start of the story and she lives with her mother and uncle. She is obviously already a very independent child. Her mother barely appears in the story, and never seems decisive or effectual. She says she is happy her husband didn't live to see what things in the USA have “come to”, rather than wishing him alive to fight for the country as Uncle Frank is about to do. And later she tells the narrator off for not admitting to spoiling Paula's snowsuit. She says she believes her daughter, but the claim is unconvincing. 

Uncle Frank

We do not know how Uncle Frank is related to the narrator. Is he the brother of her mother or of her late father? But he is certainly affectionate and protective towards his niece. He swings her into the air, and when he speaks there is “a big love in his voice”. She obviously loves him and likes to think that Superman is lodging in her home, disguised. 

The setting – time and place

In this story, both time and place are very important. Time can be seen in two ways – historical time and time in the narrator's life. 

Historical time

The narrator tells us directly that the events in the story take place in wartime. The opening of the story is the phrase: “The year war began…” Throughout the story there are reminders of the war:

· Uncle Frank is “waiting to be drafted” (to join the armed services). 

· Sheldon pretends to be a Nazi, while his Uncle is a prisoner in Germany. 

· There is a war film showing with Snow White. 

· The narrator wins a prize for drawing the best Civil Defence signs. 

As well as the references to the war, there are other details, which tell the reader the historical context. It is early enough for flying to be seen as exciting and mysterious. It is after the release of Snow White – Disney's first feature-length animation, from 1937. And it coincides with radio broadcasts of Superman adventures. 

Time in the narrator's life

We can also understand time in terms of a person's life, with its various stages. This story marks the end of childhood as a time of trust and innocence. Adults are no longer powerful people who can make things right or save the narrator from trouble – they are seen to be as powerless as children. In fact here it is children who have more or less manipulated the adults into believing their version of events. 

In childhood, time can be measured in school years, and the narrator does this, referring to the fifth grade, for example. We can see that she is small and light enough for Uncle Frank to swing her in the air (although he is very strong, so this may not tell us much). 

Another way that the narrator signals a sense of time is by referring to the sports and games the children play (baseball, dodge-ball, Chinese tag). We see this also in the way Frank teaches her ju-jitsu and the way he addresses her “my favourite trooper” and “honey”. 

Place

The setting of the story is in the eastern USA, near Boston (which is mentioned by name). Although the USA has entered the war, it is being fought far away in the Pacific and Europe. The children learn about Civil Defence but there is no hint that the war will interfere with their security. The real dangers come from within themselves. 

Sylvia Plath's technique

Viewpoint

In this story everything is seen through the eyes of the narrator. This may make us accept all her judgements. But Sylvia Plath hints sometimes that things are more ambiguous. For example, we are told that Paula is unpopular – but we see that Jimmy and Sheldon and others play with her. And when she accuses the narrator, the others take Paula's side. 

The portrait of Sheldon is very unsympathetic. His physical weakness and obesity are presented in negative terms, as if they are his own fault. 

Obviously this story could be retold from the viewpoint of other characters in it – and the story would seem very different. How would Sheldon, or Paula or Uncle Frank tell it?

In terms of grammar, this means that the first person pronouns (I, me) and possessives (my, mine) appear frequently in the text. 

Speech and dialogue

In the early part of the story there is little speech – just one statement from the narrator's mother. When Paula ruins her snowsuit, the writer gives the exact words spoken. Here she repeats the childish accusation: “You did it”. Later the narrator inverts this expression: “I didn't do it” and repeats it several times. 

In the final part of the story, as she talks to her mother and uncle, the narrator gives us a more detailed account of the conversation, using direct speech. This gives a sense of Uncle Frank's closeness to his niece. 

Language

Sylvia Plath tries here to show us the thoughts of a nine year old. Do you think that she writes like a child? Can you find things in the text that suggest that an educated adult wrote this story? You might consider:

· The structure of sentences – most are simple or compound sentences, but sometimes you find things like the sentence beginning: “The fire bell would ring…” 

· The lexicon (vocabulary choices) – do you know the meaning of words such as: “kaleidoscope”, “flaunted”, “sallow”, “incognito”, “foreboding”, “organdie”, “ju-jitsu” and “colossal”? (English borrows many of these words from other languages.) 

· Control of grammar – for example verb tenses and pronoun forms. 

British and US English

Sylvia Plath was brought up in the USA, and her writing sometimes shows a preference for American forms. English is now an international language, though it exists in many varieties, which reflect particular countries, cultures or other organizations. Differences between US and UK or British English are well known to those who study languages. If you look closely at this story, you may find some examples of US English, but there are not that many. They include “recess”, “movies”, “tag”, “overshoes” and “airplane”. Can you find any others? 

Simile and metaphor

The story is full of word pictures. 

Some of these are similes (which make an explicit comparison): “the blood beat in my ears like a slack drum” and “wiped away like the crude drawings of a child” – explain the effect of these similes, and any others you can find. 

Often Sylvia Plath uses metaphors (where the comparison is implied): “the threat of war was seeping in everywhere”, “hair tied up in sausage curls” and “the colossal blackboard of the dark.”

Sometimes as in the penultimate (last but one) sentence of the story we find simile and metaphor together. And many of the comparisons make demands on the reader's knowledge. 

Symbolism
Flying

In the story flying is a symbol of possibility and imagination. At the start, the narrator dreams of flying, and seems able to believe in her dreams. At the end, flight is no longer a possibility and the airplanes vanish with Superman's cape. 

Clothes

The story contrasts two costumes – one is Superman's famous blue suit, with the red cape trailing behind; the other is Paula's powder-blue snowsuit. They seem to represent opposing ideas. Superman's costume is a symbol of justice and miraculous deliverance from evil. Paula's snowsuit comes to represent self-indulgence and petty materialism. 

Structure

A good story has a beginning, a middle and an end, supposedly. Does this story follow the classic pattern? Look at this plan:

· Beginning: account of dreams 

· Middle: playing at Superman 

· Middle: Paula's birthday party 

· Middle: the accident and the accusations 

· End: the consequences, explanation of change. 

Comparison

This story is full of comparisons and contrasts. Here are some examples:

· The beginning and end (generally) 

· Safety at home and danger abroad (the war) 

· Superman's good blue costume and Paula Brown's bad blue snowsuit 

· An animated fairy tale (Snow White) and a realistic war film 

· Fantasy and reality 

· Truth and lies 

If you think this list is missing something, then add it. Choose the five most important areas of comparison or contrast and explain how they work. 

The End of Something 

Ernest Hemingway (1899-1961) was born in Illinois, in the USA. In the First World War, he joined a volunteer ambulance unit in the Italian army, winning a medal for bravery. After the war he worked as a reporter. He published his first novel, The Sun Also Rises, in 1926, followed by A Farewell to Arms (1929. His most ambitious novel, For Whom the Bell Tolls appeared in1940 while the short novel The Old Man and the Sea came out in 1952. 

Hemingway was a keen sportsman. He wrote about straightforward people in conflict with the brutal power of the modern world. Hemingway won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1954. In his last years, Hemingway suffered from depression. In July 1961 he took his own life with a shotgun. The End of Something comes from The First Forty Nine Stories, published in 1938. 

What happens in The End of Something?

This is a simple story, or at first seems so, and is one that happens many times in the real world. If it happens to you, you may not be sure if it is a good or a bad thing. Years later you may find an answer, of course - or maybe not. A young man, Nick, goes out with a young woman, Marjorie, at night. They are in a boat on a lake, which Nick rows, setting lines to catch fish. They draw up the boat on a beach and begin to talk, while Marjorie brings out a basket of food for supper. Nick seems to be picking a quarrel with Marjorie, and eventually tells her that their relationship is not fun any more. Marjorie leaves, and after a while Nick's friend, Bill, arrives. He asks about Marjorie, and we see that Nick must have told Bill what he was going to do. Nick tells Bill to go away - but Bill does not go far, helping himself to a sandwich and going to look at Nick's fishing rods. Before we read this story, we read another one, which tells of a town, made rich by lumbering (cutting down trees, sawing them up and selling the wood), which goes into decline as the industry moves away. 

The themes of this story

This story appears to be about relationships. There are at least two kinds of relationship here, each of which could be seen as a theme of the story - romantic love between the sexes, and friendship here (but not necessarily always) between members of the same sex. 

A second theme may be the idea that (young) men and women have fundamentally different ways of seeing things 
A third, more general, theme is change - the change in the once-happy relationship of boy and girl, and the change in the fortunes of the once busy town. 

The characters in the story

This is a very short story, with only three characters. So who are these characters? 

Nick

In this story, for much of the time, it is Nick who seems to be making things happen. It is only when he makes it clear that he sees no future in the relationship that Marjorie leaves him. It is not clear whether she is being decisive, too, now or is simply angry or even distressed. 

Nick clearly wants to end the relationship but cannot do so easily without trying to manufacture a sort of quarrel. Is he considerate? We could say either: 

· Yes - because he is so worried about hurting Marjorie's feelings. 

· No - because he goes out fishing with her even though he has planned what he has to do. 

Do you agree with either of these answers - or have you a different view? 

Nick seems easier in his relationship with Bill - and seems to have told him that he plans to break up with Marjorie. Although he appears to have a quarrel with Bill, and tells him to go away - this is not a break up in their friendship, since Bill merely goes to look at Nick's fishing rods while he calms down. 

Nick does not manage to communicate clearly with Marjorie until he tells her "it isn't fun any more" - she is happy as she unpacks the basket to eat supper. Later he cannot look directly at her. He may be relieved that she has her back turned, so he does not need to face her. 

Nick may also be confused about what he wants out of life. He seems to link this with his relationship to Marjorie - and since he feels that things have "gone to hell" inside himself, then he concludes that he must break off with Marjorie. But it is not clear that he is any happier at the end of the story - he may just be relieved to have got rid of a complication in his life. 

The reader has no idea whether this is typical - whether Nick is leaving Marjorie because he expects and believes he will find a more fulfilling relationship or whether the result would be the same with any and every partner. 

At the end of the story, while Nick lies face down, he seems to be aware of Marjorie's movements - "she was afloat in the boat…He could hear Marjorie rowing". What does this suggest about him? 

Look at the following statements about Nick and see if you agree with any, and, if so, whether you can find support in the story for this view: 

Nick is...

· afraid of commitment 

· ready to look on the bright side of things 

· sure of what he wants in life 

· more relaxed when talking to women than men 

· better at fishing than managing relationships 

· very cruel and selfish 

· able to speak about his feelings clearly 

Marjorie

The story shows Marjorie to be more passive at first, but perhaps decisive in the end. That is, when she thinks that Nick is unhappy, but that they still have a future together, she tries to talk him round. When he makes it clear that the relationship is over, she goes away as if recognizing that this is right. 

Is Marjorie a stronger or weaker character than Nick? It is easy to assume that she is weaker, because Nick is ending the relationship with her. 

But this does not follow - maybe she is more ready to accept that life is not perfect, and to make the most of things. 

It may often happen that a young person ends a relationship but later in life regrets it, while the other partner has moved on and made the most of a new opportunity. 

It appears that earlier on, Nick taught Marjorie about fishing. Now she seems to know as much as him, and he is uneasy that she is his equal. In the end, Marjorie seems to force the decision, by asking whether love is not "any fun". Nick's "no" is the cue for her to leave. 

At the end of the story, while Marjorie leaves, the narrative stays with Nick. What does this suggest about Marjorie? We know that Nick is confused and unhappy. We do not find out how Marjorie reacts after she takes the boat home. 

Bill 

Can we call Bill a character at all? Or is he in the story only as Nick's friend - to show us more about Nick? What do you think? 

It is clear that Bill knows something about what is to happen - suggesting that Nick has told him. We see how he approaches the fire, but keeps his distance from Nick. He asks three questions. The first two are yes-and-no questions about what has happened, and Nick answers them. When Bill asks about feelings, then Nick is not ready to answer. But his reply probably does tell Bill how he is feeling. 

What does Bill's last action in the story suggest? Do you think any of these answers makes sense? 

· Bill is hungry and interested in seeing Nick's fishing tackle. 

· Bill is very hard-hearted and does not care how Nick feels. 

· Bill knows that Nick is not ready to talk freely but does not want him to go right away. He finds something to do while Nick is feeling sorry for himself. 

Do you think that the way Bill supports Nick is typical of men? Would one of Marjorie's (girl) friends comfort her in the same way, do you think? 

The setting - time and place 

The story has a setting that seems to be on one of the Great Lakes where Hemingway grew up. The time seems to be that of the story's publication, but there are few very specific details. In some ways it could happen at any time in the 20th century. The narrative of Hortons Bay suggests an older time, perhaps early in the century, since the lumbering equipment goes away in a schooner (a sailing ship). We read that the events in the story happen ten years after this - the only precise clue to the date. 

Ernest Hemingway's technique

One way to form a sense of the structure is to try and answer these questions: 
· As you read the story for the first time, can you tell what is going to happen? And if so, when? If you re-read it can you find clues that you missed first time? 

· Is it clear right from the start that Nick is planning to leave Marjorie? 

· Does the title give this away, or does the story about Horton's Bay explain the title sufficiently for us not to expect the end of anything else? 

We can also see the story in terms of a sequence of episodes - if we made a film of it, these would be scenes. 

· First is a prologue - the story of the lumbering town that died. 

· Then comes the account of Nick's and Marjorie's rowing - without any real introduction of these people. 

· Next comes the conversation on the beach, leading to Marjorie's taking the boat. 

· Finally comes the conclusion or epilogue - where Nick's friend arrives to console him. 

In terms of the classic description of a story as having a beginning, middle and end, then this example fits the pattern perfectly - though we might be unsure what the real beginning is. Is it either of these? 

· The preliminary story of Hortons Bay, or 

· "Nick and Marjorie rowed along the shore" 

Language 

The story makes a lot of use of conversation, set out as dialogue. (You can imagine that it would be easy to make this into a feature film or TV drama, perhaps.) How does the use of direct speech help the reader? What does it reveal of Nick's and Marjorie's situation? How do Bill's comments make things more or less clear? 

Writers can set out conversation as direct speech (the exact words spoken, in speech marks: "Come and eat, Nick") or reported speech (which gives the information indirectly: Marjorie told Nick to come and eat). In this story, we find mostly direct speech. 

Look at the story from the point where Marjorie unpacks the basket for supper and the end of the narrative. How much speech is there, compared to narration (telling what happens) and description? If you like, you may look at how much (or little) of the story is not in the form of direct speech. What is the effect on you as the reader here? 

Body Language

We can also look at the characters' body language - the way they stand or move, and the gestures that reveal their thoughts or feelings. Here are some examples: 

· Nick is afraid to look at Marjorie. 

· Marjorie turns her back to Nick. 

· Nick is able to look at her back (but maybe not her face). 

· Nick lies face down on the blanket. 

· Bill does not touch Nick. 

Narrative style 

Hemingway is a very physical and visual writer. He tells the reader what happens - things that you would see and hear if you were there. Think of things like the moonlight or the sound of Marjorie's rowing. He also describes things that are in people's thoughts: "She was afloat in the boat on the water with the moonlight on it…" (This seems to be what Nick is thinking.) The sentences are short and use simple or compound forms - a single statement or two statements joined by a conjunction like "and". 

Hemingway is particularly concerned to describe physical processes, like the removal of the lumbering equipment from Hortons Bay or the way Nick prepares perch as bait to catch the bigger fish (trout). 

Symbolism 

The title of the story makes it clear that there is a parallel or analogy between the history of Hortons Bay and the story or personal history of Nick and Marjorie. This is a simple comparison - of something that was good and productive, but that comes to an end because circumstances change. At the same time, the people in the story are aware of what happened to the town and feel some nostalgia - but their shared affection for the "old ruin" is not enough to keep their love alive. 

Examination questions and  Example Essays

The examination question will ask you to compare two stories, one of which will be a named story.  Even if it does not ask you to compare you must compare.  By comparing you will gain extra marks.  

Possible types of questions:  

· How do the authors of ‘Your Shoes’ and one other story in the literature section of the Anthology show the difficulty of sustaining a relationship?

· How do the authors of ‘Your Shoes’ and one other story in the literature section of the Anthology draw the reader’s attentions to the central character’s emotions?

· The endings of stories are important.  How do the authors of ‘Your Shoes’ and one other story in the literature section of the Anthology end their stories? 

· How do the authors of ‘Chemistry’ and one other story in the anthology deal with changing relationships?’  
· Many of the stories are about difficulties in relationships between the parents and children.  How does the author in ‘Flight’ and ‘Chemistry’ show the difficulty between parents and their children?

The following are some examples of how to write effectively.  

· The first example only relates to The End of Something and the footnotes help identify main features of writing which are important. 

· The second example is an essay from a few years back and is from a student.  It might be an idea for you to mark this essay for content and for style.  What is good and what needs to be improved.    It does answer the Chemistry question above.  
· The final handout helps you identify words which you can use in your essays to compare and contrast.  

How does the author Hemmingway show ‘The end of Something’?


Hemingway shows the end of Nick and Marjorie’s relationship.  He shows this in a 
number of different ways.  The first is the way he uses symbols.  The mill in Horton’s Bay is symbolic of the character’s relationship.  It was once 
vibrant and viable it is now decaying and broken.  The machinery in the mill has been taken away, been 
‘removed’.  It is as if the machinery of their relationship has been removed the cogs 
of love, desire and togetherness have been ‘taken out’.  The ‘deserted’ scene or Horton’s Bay is like the deserted relationship between Nick and Marjorie.  In fact the phrase: ‘Ten years later there was nothing left of the mill except the broken white limestone of its foundations…’this certainly represents Nick’s view of the relationship but it may not represent Marjorie’s.    

Hemmingway  
juxtaposes the surroundings with the turmoil of Nick and Marjorie’s relationship.  The serene scene of lapping waves and of mountain lakes is juxtaposed with the inner turmoil of the pair as they end their relationship.  Hemingway describes fishing in a very savage way
: ‘……………………’ as if to show that the calmness of the pair is perhaps an outward show and inside Marjorie is fighting not to cry out with pain at her loss. 


For every ending there is a beginning and Hemmingway, through the use of Bill, shows that this ending is only for Marjorie.  Nick appears to be beginning a relationship.    

236 words         

Chemistry essay 
Hand out on comparing words and contrasting words.  

Literature Poetry 

Foundation and higher tier poems to revise. Hand out 
The following have all been used in lessons and are there to remind you what we did.

 My Last Duchess 

[image: image2.emf] 

just : appropriate, correct .    


Gives you some kind of interpretation 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oJyq89Lhzy4
Browniing’s voice captured 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OYot5-WuAjE
A dramatic interpretation by some really weird people, but it does show the narrative 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5wON8-glDb0
Questions:

1. How does the speaker of this poem show himself to be someone who thinks himself superior to his Last Duchess? (150)

2. Write in detail about why this poem can be described as a dramatic monologue? (150)

3. There is ‘controlled hate’ in this poem.  Compare and contrast this poem with one other poem from the list below where you think there is also ‘controlled hate’ (200)

Hitcher

Havisham 

Stealing 

Kid 

The laboratory 
On My First Sonne by: Ben Jonson (1572-1637)
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Speaker
E Mother, any Distance: Simon Armitage

Mother, any distance greater than a single span
Requires a second pair of hands.

You come to help me measure windows, pelmets, doors,
The)acrs?of walls, the prain'e?of the floors.

‘(‘a PL\C/\/‘
You at the zero end, me with thé recording L_b
CJlengthleportinglmerel centimereg bach to béde, then leaving ([, | - |
Up the stairs, th Junreeling
Years between us. Anghor. m C&C/

I bpace- Walk through thelem bedrooms- B
The ladder to the loft, to breaking point, where something

Has to give;

. our fing&ips still p&h
The last one- hundedth of an ijth... Ireach
Towards a hatch thatjopens|on an endlesssky

To fall or\fly.




[image: image8.png]Where should vou put the speech marks?

Themes?

Why is this word used?

My father thought it bloody queer,

the day Irolled home with a ring of silver in my ear
half hidden by a mop of hair. "You've lost your head.
If that's how easily you're led

you should've had it through your nose instead.’

And even then I hadn't had the nerve to numb
What does the the lobe with ice, (lu_en drive a ne_edle (hr?ugh the skin,
P then wear a safety-pin. It took a jeweller's gun
speaker think L .
of himself? to pierce the flesh, _and thena fue_nd
N N to thread a sleeper in, and where it slept
the hole became a sore, became a wound, and wept.

At twenty-nine, it comes as no surprise to hear

my own voice breaking like a tear, released like water,
cried from way back in the spiral of the ear. [f1 were vou,
I'd take it out and leave it out next vear.

1<

How do vou see the ending of the poem, accepatance of mistake or a
sign of growing up?
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Elvis's Twin Sister The poem is a humorous
A lone: tonight? D tonight? R S
e you lonesome fonight? Do you miss me longht? gy dramatic monologue in the

Elvis is alive and she's female: Madonna voice of an imagined twin sister
for Elvis Presley who also

In the convent. v all happened to be a nun. Elvis had

| tend the gardens,

watch things grow, a twin brother who died in

pray furltbe immortal soul childbirth and Duffy imagines

of rock 'n' roll the twin surviving but as

They call me agirl.

Sister Presley here,

The Reverend Mother The name of a Latin hymn - of :

digs the way | move my hips the kind called Gregorian %

chant, after Pope e

just like my brother Gregory | (50-604 AD) BB
) ’ ]

Gregorian chant « » t

drifts out across the herbs ‘Our paschal [Easter] lamb, Christ, has been sacrificed. :g

Pascha nostrum immolatus est.
| 'wear a simple habit,

darkish hues, ¢
awimple with a novice-sewn q—
lace band, a rosary,

a chain of keys,

a pair of good and sturdy

blue suede shoes.

I think of it

as Graceland here,

aland of grace.

It puts my trademark slow lopsided smile
back on my face

The rhyme in the poem helps it roll along and =
the short lines are reminiscent of a song in their
stanzaic form.
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T'mten years awayfromthe corneryou laughon

withyour pals, MaggieMcGeeney and Jean Duff.

The three of you bend fromthe waist,holdingeach

other, or your knees, and sriek at the pavement.

Your polka-dot dressblowsround your legs. Marilm.
T'm not here yet. The thought of me doesn't occur
inthe ballroonnviththe thousand eyes, the fizzy.movietomorrows
the rightwalkhome could bring  kuew you would dance

likethat. Beforeyou weremine, your Ma stands at the closewith

a hidingfor the late one. You reckon it'sworthit.

The decade abead of my loud, possessiveyel lwas the best one, eh?
I remember my hands inthose high-heeledred shoes, relics,

and now your ghost clatterstowardme over George Square

Il see you, clearas scent, under the tree,

withits lights,and whose smal Ibites on your neck, sweetheart?

Cha cha chal You'd teach me the steps on the wayhome fromMass,
stampingstar s fromthe wrongpavement Eventhen

Twanted the bol dgirlwinkingin Portobello,somewherein

Now in green

Pastin red
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23 Cormpare howwomen are presented in four of the poems you have studied

Todo this, compare Mother, anydistance greater than a single span. by Simon Ammitage and

three ctherpoerms, one by Carol Ann Duffyand two fromthe Pre-1814 Poetry Bank
Compare,

~ the womenin the poems

» howtheyare presented (36 marks)

OR
24 Comnpare how deat orthe threat of death is presented in the paems you hae studied
Choose two poems from List A and two from List B

ListA
Havisham. (Duffy)

Education for Leisure. (Duffy)
Hitcher. (Armitage)
Novernber. (Armitage)

ListB
OnmyfirstSonne. (Janson)
The Laboratory. (Browring)
TheMan He Killed. (Hardy)
My Last Duchess (Browring)
(36 marks)
OR
25 Answerboth parts (a) and (b)

(a) Comnpare howmemaries are presented in Homecoming. by Simon Armitage and
Before YauWere Mine. by Carol Ann Duffy.

and then

(b) Cornpare how atitudes to laved ones are presented in two poems from the Pre-1814
Poety Bank (36 marks)

23 Comparetheways the relationshipsbetween the speakerafthe paem andather
peopleare shown in two poems from List A andtwo poems fram List B

ListA ListB
Before You Were Mine (Duffy) Onmy first Sonne(Jonson)
Ecucatonfor Leiure(Duffy) Thelaboratory(Browring)
Mother, any distance (Armitage) My LastDuchess (Browning)  (36marks)
OR 24 Answerbothparts(a) and(b)

(a) Comparetheways Duffyand Armiage presentanth-sacialbehaviourin Egucationfor
Leisureand Hicher.

andthen

() Comparetheways in which the atitudesof the speakers are presertedin two poems
from the Pre-1914 Poetry Bank. (36marks)  qa

OR 25 Answerbothparts(a) and(b) E
o
(a) Camparethe endingsof Havisham and T hel aboratory. o
«©

andthen B

() Camparethe endingsaf one poem by Simon Amiage and one otherpaem fram the
Pre-1914 Poetry Bank

Inboth parts(a) and(b) rememberta compare
how each endingfits in with therestof the poem

how thelanguagerevealsideas
what you thinkare the poets reasansforendingthe poems intheseways. (36marks)
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This is the 130th sonnet in Shakespeare's sonnet sequence of 154 sonnets, published in 1609. Most of Shakespeare's sonnets are addressed to a young man, but towards the end of the sequence there emerges the so-called "Dark Lady", a woman with whom he seems to have had an often difficult and unhappy relationship. Sonnet 130 refers to her, even though we do not know her name. 
This is an unconventional love poem. It was very customary, following the conventions set up by the Italian lyric poet Petrarch (1304–74), to write sonnets praising the beauty of the woman you were in love with. This kind of sonnet would form a list of her beautiful features of face and figure, variously praising her eyes, lips, cheeks, teeth, breasts, etc. Of course, the custom was to say how beautiful and marvellous each feature was. Shakespeare turns all these conventions upside down. All these stock or clichéd comparisons of Elizabethan love poetry for praising a woman's beauty are, he implies, unrealistic and silly. He is not going to exaggerate (or "belie", 14) the beauty of the woman he loves in this way. 

Shakespeare insists that the woman he loves is a flesh-and-blood mortal, and no "goddess" (11) (or super-model as we might now say). Yet he thinks she is really beautiful nonetheless, and his admiration is intended to seem all the more real for being couched in realistic (rather than conventional, exaggerated, or clichéd) terms. 

The sonnet, then, presents us with a series of inversions. Shakespeare knows the convention that the woman you love has eyes "brighter or more lovely than the sun", and he simply denies it in the first line. The following lines each turns upside down a customary complement: the woman's breasts are dull coloured or greyish ("dun") not, as was proverbial, "as white as snow" (3–4). Her cheeks are not as beautiful in colouring as damask roses (5–6). Her breath is not particularly sweet-smelling (7–8); her voice is normal and not musical (8–9); her walk normal too, not like that of a supernatural goddess. Nonetheless, the poet admires her beauty, suggesting that she is really beautiful, but adamant that he is not going to be drawn into a game of falsely praising that beauty. 

Sonnet 130 is a kind of inverted love poem. It implies that the woman is very beautiful indeed, but suggests that it is important for this poet to view the woman he loves realistically. False or indeed "poetical" metaphors, conventional exaggerations about a woman's beauty, will not do in this case. The poet wants to view his mistress realistically, and praise her beauty in real terms. 

These stock clichés or conventions for praising a woman's beauty are, on the one hand, a kind of charming game, taking a woman's features one by one, and then praising their loveliness. Yet, even as a graceful game, Shakespeare seems unhappy with such conventions. The way he debunks, or sends up these exaggerations suggests a kind of realism that has a deeper moral value. His poem is more gracious and genuinely complementary by, on the surface, apparently being more negative. He surpasses the conventional complements by showing up their exaggerated nature, and so implies the real loveliness of his mistress. In fact his mistress is quite as "rare" (admirable, extraordinary) as any woman praised in more conventional terms – he implies that really she is even more beautiful. It's just that he is not going to play the usual silly poetical game. He's actually playing an even more exaggerated game: overturning the conventional way of praising beauty in order to imply that his love transcends even that. 

Commentary on The Laboratory 

This is in many ways a really sinister poem: Browning is creating for us the voice of a woman poisoner in eighteenth-century France. 

As with "My Last Duchess" and "Ulysses", this is a dramatic monologue, i.e. it is not the poet speaking to us, but the voice of a character that he has created. The setting here is the Ancien Régime, i.e. France before the Revolution. We are in French high society, the society around the King's court. A woman (we don't know her name) has been betrayed by her husband or lover with another woman, Pauline. Now, she is determined to get her revenge. And she has secretly gone off to an alchemist or chemist, who (for a large fee) has agreed to make her a deadly poison, with which she will be able to kill her rival. It sounds as though her husband or lover is a serial philanderer. This isn't, in other words, the first time he has betrayed the speaker. Not only is the speaker jealous of Pauline, but she is jealous of a woman called Elise (23) as well. 

In a mere forty-eight lines the poem gives us this story in incredible and vivid detail. We enter into the mind of the speaker, seeing her raging jealousy, her raging sense of betrayal, and now her fascination with the work of the chemist in his laboratory as he creates the poison that she thinks will end her troubles. Clearly she has become sociopathic or psychopathic as a result of being betrayed: she really wants her revenge. She wears a mask to protect her from the fumes that may be poisonous (1). She looks round eagerly at all the different chemicals and glass containers in the laboratory (13–15). She is delighted at the idea that the poison could be hidden away in a ring, or in a secret little hole in a fan-mount (20). She wants actually to witness the moment of her rival's death, the moment when she drinks the poisoned drink (28) and the moment when her face contorts in agony as she is dying (39). This dramatic monologue is very erotic and sexual. The speaker is clearly small – she describes herself as a "minion", a little thing – while her rivals sound taller more full-figured women (23–24, 32). At the end of the poem, even though she is paying the chemist handsomely for his illegal work, she offers to let the old man kiss her on the mouth, since she seems sexually excited by the prospect of murder and winning back her husband or lover. 

In one sense, we judge this woman: she sounds deranged, so excited by the prospect of revenge that she has quite forgotten any moral norms. But then again, we think of the era: the corrupt world of the aristocracy in eighteenth-century France. In such a world this woman has little power. Her husband has simply gone off with someone else, leaving her, as he thinks, only able to go to church and pray for his soul (8). What can she do? She cannot challenge him in public. This is the kind of world in which women are supposed to accept that their husbands may have a mistress, or to accept that a lover may be promiscuous and unfaithful. It may remind us slightly of that rather horrible film Les Liaisons Dangereuses. In this corrupt atmosphere this woman is determined not to be done down, and she has decided on extreme action. 

The Man he Killed
Had he and I but met 
By some old ancient inn, 
We should have set us down to wet 
Right many a nipperkin!
 

But ranged as infantry, 
And staring face to face, 
I shot at him as he at me, 
And killed him in his place. 

I shot him dead because-- 
Because he was my foe, 
Just so: my foe of course he was; 
That's clear enough; although 

He thought he'd 'list, 
perhaps, 
Off-hand like--just as I-- 
Was out of work--had sold his traps-- 

No other reason why. 

Yes; quaint and curious war is! 
You shoot a fellow down 
You'd treat, if met where any bar is, 
Or help to half a crown. 

 Thomas Hardy 

1) Basically, the experience of the war has left the man confused: he doesn't really know what the war was about or why the Government decided to go to war.  


Prove this statement.  

2) Where is the colloquial vocabulary in this poem?
3) Why does the speaker hesitate at the end of line 9?  
4) How does this poem show the experience of killing an enemy soldier?
5) What does the last stanza mean? 
Questions:

· Write about the structure of the poem and compare this with the structure of another poem you have studied.

· Compare the voice of the speaker in this poem with the voice of a speaker in another poem.  What are the similarities and the differences?     
The Song of the Old Mother



The main themes in this poem are about old age.   Another poem which deals with old age might be ‘Havisham’ and perhaps also ‘November.’.  This theme that has not really come up before in the examinations so it might this time.    
	The Song of the Old Mother William Butler Yeats 1865-1939

I rise in the dawn, and I kneel and blow 

Till the seed of the fire flicker and glow; 

And then I must scrub and bake and sweep, 

Till stars are beginning to blink and peep; 

But the young lie long and dream in their bed 

Of the matching of ribbons for bosom and head,

And their day goes over in idleness, 

And they sigh if the wind but lift a tress: 

While I must work because I am old, 

And the seed of the fire gets feeble and cold. 


 Hitcher

By Simon Armitage

Responding to attitudes, ideas and feelings

1. Copy and complete the chart to record any evidence you can find in the poem to show how the speaker feels.

	The speaker feels ….
	Evidence in the poem



	Stress at work or at home


	

	Pride in his driving ability


	

	Pride in his violence


	

	Contempt for his victim
	‘Stitch that … you can walk from there’



	Cunning


	

	A sense of precision
	‘On the top road out of Harrogate’

‘It was twelve noon’

‘The outlook for the day was moderate to fair’




2. What evidence in the poem can you find that the speaker:

· Left home determined to commit a murder

· Had killed before?

Exploring language, structure and form

1. You have already noted that the speaker sometimes uses words with great precision.  Find and write down three examples of what the victim said to his murderer.  How would you describe the victim’s way of talking:

	· precise
	· sincere
	· humble

	· pompous
	· sarcastic
	· arrogant?


2. Under separate sub-headings, list all the poem’s lines or phrases which may be:

· Shocking or horrific e.g. ‘I let him have it’

· Amusing e.g. lines 20-22

· Boasting

· Threatening

· Matter of fact

3. Why do many of the lines run over into the next?  Consider the following:

· To make the poem sound as though someone really is talking

· To show how disturbed the speaker is

· To create a sense of speed?

4. One aspect of the structure of a poem is how it looks on the page.  Look at Hitcher.  The structure is very unusual.  Each stanza has two short lines, two medium length lines and one longer line.  Why do you think Armitage chose to use this structure:

· To show how disturbed the speaker’s mind was

· To show the precise way in which the speaker used language

· To show the speaker trying to control his own madness?

· Might there be other reasons?

5. Now use your answers to questions 1 to 4 to write about eight sentences on the language and structure of the poem.

Exploring meanings and responses

1. Which of these statements do you think is true/partly true/not true:

a. It’s a poem about how stress can lead to acts of random violence

b. It’s a poem which presents a deeply disturbed man in both a serious and a comic way

c. It’s an unpleasant poem which leaves a nasty taste in the mouth

d. It’s an extended metaphor:  there is no real victim – the speaker comes to realise that dreams have no place in the real world so he ‘kills’ his freedom-loving, imaginative side

e. It’s an insight into the mind of a cold, calculating murderer

f. It’s a warning not to accept lifts from strangers

What is your evidence for your decisions?

KID 

From the first word of the poem we know that there is a connection here with Batman, and reading on we discover that the narrator here is his sidekick, Robin, now grown up and brimming with confidence.

This is a terrifically fast-paced poem, conveying a sense of the energy and exuberance of youth. The repetition of words ending in -er at the end of each of the twenty-four lines adds to the feeling of speed, with one line rushing into the next.
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The poem is packed with witty, self-assured language, plays on words that leave us in no doubt that Robin is taking over the major role from Batman. Abandoned by the 'father figure' that he no longer needs, Robin tells us that he has now 'turned the corner'. He doesn't need to play second fiddle any more, as he tells us in line fourteen 'I'm not playing ball boy any longer'. He has cast off his garish green and red clothes and made his own choice of 'jeans and crew-neck jumper'. He paints a sad picture of Batman, now alone or 'without a shadow', with Robin taking over the role of hero: he triumphantly ends the poem with 'now I'm the real boy wonder.' In spite of the title, Robin is no longer a kid.

Taking a closer look at the language, Armitage has made skilful, witty use of imagery in this poem. There is the alliteration of 'let me loose to wander leeward' overlapping the assonance of 'leeward, freely' in lines 2 to 3 and the idiomatic
 'let the cat out on that caper' in line 9. The twelfth and thirteenth lines present us with whole strings of hyphenated phrases that seem to rush along at breakneck speed: 'Holy robin-redbreast-nest-egg-shock er!' to describe Robin's reaction to Batman's brief affair with a married woman where he claimed expenses for dating her. The irony here too is the reference to 'robin-redbreast', as it appears that it was Robin himself who exposed Batman's behaviour in this incident.
In lines 20 to 21 we are presented with the image of Batman 'stewing over chicken giblets' a clever metaphorical play on words, as Robin builds up a pitiful picture of Batman, now a fallen figure, not even having enough to eat, 'punching the palm of your hand all winter'. In the last line he audaciously refers to the formerly revered hero as 'baby' before making his final 'boy wonder' statement.

Armitage shows us here that even a superhero does not prevail for ever; the trusty sidekick grows up, builds up strength and confidence, and is soon ready to take over the leading role. 

It's a poem that any younger brother or downtrodden son with a domineering father can take inspiration from. Perhaps any hero-worshipping teenager, aspiring to be famous in one way or another, will find a theme to relate to here. As for the heroes themselves, be warned one day, someone else is going to take over!

1. Armitage describes his mother as being ‘at the zero-end’ (line 5).  This means the end of the tape she is holding.

What other meanings do you think the words might have?

2. Write a paragraph on Armitage’s relationship with his mother.  You could start with:

At the beginning of the poem Simon Armitage has moved into a new house and is feeling overwhelmed by the sense of space and freedom.  His mother has come to help him measure up for carpets and curtains.  Armitage feels that his mother is …..

The use of metaphor is very important in this poem.  Which metaphors describe

· The mother not wanting to let go?

· The speaker wanting to break away

· The umbilical cord 

My Father Thought it bloody queer
Some what of a simple poem to understand in it story but perhaps not in the last stanza.  What is the speaker trying to do in the last stanza?  The themes of this poem are growing up, rebellion, acceptance of his father’s words and perhaps even regret.  Which other poems could you compare with this one?       
Homecoming 

This poem is about trust and how it can be made, broken and remade.  The first stanza opens with the speaker describing a trust game.  I think this is to emphasise the nature of physical trust, as there are a number of different types of trust in this poem.  The speaker plays this game with a partner, perhaps his girlfriend.    

The next stanza talks about an incident in the past where a person perhaps got their best coat trashed in the school cloakroom.  They go home and their mum goes mad not even entertaining the reasons given as excuses sending the child to bed.  This perhaps is the first memory of the child and the breaking of a trust between a mother and daughter?  

The next stanza is slightly odd.  It talks about the little girl sneaking out of the house and going to a telephone box.  The speaker then brings the poem back into the here and now.  He uses the telephone box as the link between the past and the future and urges the girl to ‘retrace’ her steps, to go back in time and look again at this traumatic incident an perhaps look at it as an adult.  The last two lines of the stanza perhaps show a building of trust again in the family, by the father.  

The final stanza is where the speaker describes a hug using the description of the coat.  I can imagine the speaker folding his arms around his partner after she has told him the story.  I can imagine the trust between them is now stronger and, as it started with physical trust, it ends with physical trust, the hug.

November 
This poem is also to do with growing old, old age, death.  A man and his partner have to take the mans’ grandmother to an old people’s home.  

All the images in the poem suggest old age, nearing death and what is in store for us all.  Perhaps the key line is the image of ‘monsters’ and how the speaker’s partner’s mum will turn or has turned into one of these.  The last two lines also show the fear the couple have for themselves and what will happen to them.  Indeed, the title ‘November’ is a month nearing the end of the year, perhaps signifying the end of a life or a movement into the winter of someone’s life.  The question is does the title refer to old woman going to the home or the speaker’s own life?    


Elvis’s twin sister 
This can be a difficult poem to write about.   

This poem can also be difficult and is sometimes misunderstood.  
A young woman looks at a photo of her mum about 10 years before her mum gave birth to the speaker.  She imagines her mum and her friends laughing, happy, going dancing, being walked home by a boy and the telling off she would get when she got home.  It is a poem for perhaps every young girl as she wonders what her mum really was like.  

As children you only can see your mums and dads in one way, you find it difficult to imaging them as carefree, sometimes bringing up children can weigh heavy on parent’s shoulders.  They have a responsibility.

This poem moves from the present to the past through a number of ages of the speaker also.  We see the speaker taking about the relic red shoes and the loud possessive yell.  

The themes of this poem are perhaps regret, the daughter regrets that children can never really see their parent’s before responsibility.      

Salome

The real story behind this poem is found in the New Testament books of Matthew (Chapter 14.6-11) and Mark (6.22-28), and took place about AD 30. The historical Salome was a daughter of Herodias and Philip (he was one of the ruling family in Palestine). She danced before the ruler, Herod Antipas (Philip's half-brother and her uncle), who promised to grant any request she might make. John the Baptist had condemned Herodias because of her affair (as would now call it) with Herod, who had put him in prison. Prompted by her mother, Salome asked for the head of John and at once he was executed. The name of Salome is not used in the gospels but is known from the Jewish historian Josephus. Oscar Wilde wrote a play about Salome, in which she is presented as in love with John the Baptist; the play ends with her being executed on Herod's orders. 

Either Carol Ann Duffy does not know the history well, or she deliberately takes liberties. The head on the pillow is no part of the real story of Salome, but appears to have been stolen from the feature film, The Godfather, where a character wakes to find on the pillow beside him, the head of his prize racehorse. (In the film, this is a threat, and it works - the horse owner does what he had hitherto refused to do.) 

In the poem it appears that Salome has become a serial remover of heads. She tells us that she'd “done it before” (presumably in the case of John the Baptist) and that she would “doubtless...do it again”. Having woken up with a severed head on the pillow, she cannot even remember the owner's name. So she calls for the maid has breakfast, and decides to “clean up” her life. As part of this regime, she decides to get rid of her lover - and the poem ends as she pulls back the sheets “sticky” with blood, to find “his head on a platter”. (Both Matthew and Mark say that John the Baptist's head was brought to Salome on a platter. For many generations of readers the platter was the most memorable and gruesome detail in the story.) 

Ms. Duffy introduces all sorts of contemporary details into the poem, such as toast and butter and cigarettes, as well as modern attitudes, like a decision to get fit and “turf out” a lover. We also find very contemporary slang - like “booze”, “fags” and “ain't life a bitch”. But the basic idea of the cold and murderous woman is an old one - the Bible shows Herodias (rather than Salome) as being like this; later tradition suggests that Salome was to become like her mother. 

The black humour of the poem is well served by the style - especially the piling up of rhymes: “lighter, laughter, flatter, pewter, Peter” and so on. 

Stealing by Carol Anne Duffy


The most unusual thing I ever stole?  A snowman.

Midnight.  He looked magnificient; a tall, white mute

beneath the winter moon.  I wanted him, a mate

with a mind as cold as the slice of ice

within my own brain.  I started with the head.

Better off dead than giving in, not taking

what you want.  He weighed a ton; his torso,

frozen stiff, hugged to my chest, a fierce chill

piercing my gut.  Part of the thrill was knowing

that children would cry in the morning.  Life’s tough.

Sometimes I steal things I don’t need.  I joy-ride cars

to nowhere, break into houses just to have a look.

I’m a mucky ghost, leave a mess, maybe pinch a camera.

I watch my gloved hand twisting the doorknob.

A stranger’s bedroom.  Mirrors.  I sigh like this – Aah.

It took some time.  Reassembled in the yard,

he didn’t look the same.  I took a run

and booted him.  Again.  Again.  My breath ripped out

in rags.  It seems daft now.  Then I was standing

alone amongst lumps of snow, sick of the world.

Boredom.  Mostly I’m so bored I could eat myself.

One time, I stole a guitar and thought I might

learn to play.  I nicked a bust of Shakespeare once,

flogged it, but the snowman was strangest.

You don’t understand a word I’m saying, do you? 

In her poem entitled 'Anne Hathaway', Carol Ann Duffy adopts the persona of…………………….. The introductory quote from Shakespeare's will 'Item I gyve ……………………………..' reminds us that Shakespeare's best bed was reserved for guests, and that Anne inherited the one that she and her husband slept in. This bed becomes the focus of the fourteen-line poem.

In the opening two lines, Duffy uses a ……………..to express the magic of the bed in which Shakespeare made love to Anne: it was 'a spinning world / of forests, castles, torchlight, clifftops, seas'. More metaphors follow in lines ……………….as Anne Hathaway recalls their lovemaking; she expresses the notion that Shakespeare would 'dive…………, and she describes the sweet words he said to her as 'shooting stars' that landed on her lips when he kissed her.  From line ………….Duffy uses…………… in a fascinating way that relates directly to the fact that Shakespeare was a writer. Anne sees her body as 'a softer rhyme to his ... now assonance'…………………. being a figure of speech in which the same vowel sound is repeated. Then follows the charming personification of his touch, portrayed as 'a verb dancing in the centre of a noun', giving a feeling of…………………. Anne says that she sometimes dreamed that Shakespeare had 'written' her, wishing that she herself were part of his artistic creation. She metaphorically imagines the bed as 'a page beneath his writer's hands'. She sees their lovemaking as drama enacted through 'touch', 'scent' and 'taste'.  In lines ………………….a contrast is created to the early magic of the poem in the description of how the guests, in the best bed, 'dozed on, / dribbling their prose'; no poetic lovemaking for them! But line twelve then switches to Anne's alliterative description of Shakespeare as 'My………………….. She tells us in line thirteen how she treasures her memories of him with the metaphor 'I hold him in .the casket of my widow's head'. The final line compares this act to the way in which Shakespeare held Anne so lovingly in that second-best bed. The last two lines are a ………………………..just as the last two lines of a Shakespearian sonnet would be, ending the poem with a sense of unity.  

Duffy's 'Anne Hathaway' is a poem full of rich imagery, the tale of a woman who remembers her husband in a wonderful, loving way with no hint of sorrow. 


 


Possible types of questions (the ones on the left are from one year and on the right from the year after.) 
You will normally only have 3 questions to choose from.

· Some questions ask for you to write an essay where you compare all four poems together and only name one poem with you choosing the rest.  .  
· Others ask you to also write an essay where you compare all four poems together, but give you a list to choose from.
· Other questions ask you to write two essays and which ask you to comment on different things. 
How to write about four poems:

Question:  

‘How do the protagonists use power in four poems from the anthology one of which must be from Duffy, one from Armitage and two must be pre1914?’  

Example Introduction

Power and the use of it is evident in: The Laboratory, My Last Duchess, Hitcher and Stealing and during this essay I will comment on all four poems showing in detail who has the power and where it is evident

Example Main Body 

I have left the quotations out…..for you to include.  
Power is evident in Laboratory as the protagonist is mad with power.  She even wants to kiss the old alchemist at the end…… ………………………………………………………  In My Last Duchess the power of the duke is dark as he ensured that …………………………………………………………………………………………….and that his duchess would not be able to……………………………………….He for me is perhaps the most threatening of character throughout all the poems.  

The free verse in Hitcher is not really symbolic of the free spirit of the protagonist who hits a stranger………………………………………..  This act of violence against a person shows someone powerful but only in the physical sense.  In stealing the power of the central character only comes through him also breaking the law.  Indeed, he is a person who ………………………………………………and frightens the defenceless people who are being burgled.   

In Laboratory and Hitcher the thoughts and feelings of both characters, in terms of their power, is similar.  Without weapons they are powerless; the krooklock being a modern weapon and the poison being an old one.  Both protagonists have violent thoughts.  The difference between the narrators is that in Hitcher the man coolly carries out the attack whereas in Laboratory the woman plans the attack.  

The ideas behind the poems are not the same.  In Hitcher the poets is commenting on the power of random violence in society .  However, in The Laboratory the poet is focussing on the power or lack of power of women, she is forced to resort to poison.  

The language is another contrasting feature.  In Hitcher the poet uses a very violent image of a man being smashed in the face by a krooklock six times.  However, the cool approach of the narrator: ‘and didn’t even swerve’…’the outlook of the day was moderate to fair’ shows a personality which must be bordering on psychopathic.  In contrast the narrator of Laboratory does not quite seem so psychopathic.  She has a reason to poison and hate.  

Example Conclusion
The poems discussed above can be summed as having the major theme of power.  The power is violent and aggressive in Hitcher, about revenge in Laboratory and self centred in Stealing and My Last Duchess.   

Another one……

In conclusion, the poems discussed above can be summed up as having three major themes: love, lust and loss.  Love is evident in ‘On My First Sonne’ with the father showing a deep love for his child.  Lust in apparent in Havisham with her sexual images and loss is seen in November with John having to take his grand mother to a hospital to die.

Another example essay.  

Compare and contrast one pre 1914 poem with one poem by Duffy and one poem by Armitage where the central character is dysfunctional  

The central characters in Laboratory, Stealing and Hitcher are all dysfunctional.  In Laboratory the protagonist is a jilted lover who want revenge by poisoning.  In Stealing the main character is a person who wants to hurt and in Hitcher the main character is a person who quite calmly hits somebody in the face with a krooklock.

In Laboratory the thought and feelings of the main character are apparent from the start.  She wants revenge on her rival in love and employs an apothecary to ‘mash up’ a paste of poison.  The dramatic monologue spoken in the first person shows a woman who becomes drunk on power.  In the beginning she only wants revenge but by the end her thought and feeling turn to poisoning many who ‘dance at the kings’ court.  This poem is structured in verses as they progress the reader appreciates the dysfunctional nature of the central character.  The almost hypnotic first verse with the poet (Browning) describing the faint smokes curling whitely’, contrasts sharply with the end of the poem where the protagonist asks ‘kiss me old man, on the mouth if you will’.  She has become intoxicated with the power she has in her hands the language shaping the image of an old man kissing a young French beauty is disturbing.  As this internal monologue progresses the language becomes more violent ‘Brand, burn up, bite into its grace.’  The difference between this poem and Stealing and Hitcher is that the protagonist is thinking this not actually caring out a violent act.  Nevertheless her thoughts are of killing not necessarily hurting.    (208) 

The structure of Stealing contrasts sharply with the structure of laboratory.  Whereas Laboratory has a regular rhyme stealing does not.  Perhaps the reason for this is because the enjambment sums up the thought thoughts and feelings of the central character.  His life of wanting to hurt runs on and he moves from one disturbing episode to another.  The fact that it is a snowman and the language he uses to describe this cold inanimate object perhaps metaphorically describes the isolation and coldness the central character feels.  He seems devoid of feelings.  In laboratory there is at least a passion but in Stealing the protagonist seems almost dead.  He, or perhaps she, joyrides cars, steals busts and wants to children to ‘cry’.  There might be one chick of light in the person’s armour of self destruction: ‘I stole a guitar and thought I might learn to play’.  This could show that he wants to change but is lost with no one willing or able to help him.  This dysfunctional character is for me perhaps the most disturbing because I see no hope of redemption, he is alone and destroying himself, I feel al element of sympathy in this poem where I feel no sympathy at all for the character in Hitcher.  (210)

Hitcher is a poem about a violent psychopath who had no reason to hit somebody in the face ‘six times with the krooklock’.  This character contrasts with the other two because he outwardly exhibits that which the other two inwardly think.  His thoughts and feelings are almost hatred towards the world and especially towards the carefree existence of the hitcher who, ironically, is ‘following the sun to west from east’.  The structure of this poem follows the driver’s violent day both his physical movements hiring a car after being told off at work and his though processes.  The similarity with Stealing is that both characters have a cold sense of the world.  They both see the world as offering them nothing and their empathy with humanity is almost non-existent.  Indeed, the calculated violent act from the driver send a shiver down my spine as I imaging this poor man being hit unconscious and dumped, whilst driving, out of the car, bleeding and perhaps even dead.  The fact that the driver doesn’t care is disturbing.  (174) 

In conclusion all three poems contain dysfunctional characters in the conventional sense.  They all want to cause pain, distress and in some cases death.  All three poems could be said to be about the theme of revenge.  In Laboratory the revenge is against her lover’s new mistress, in Stealing he wants revenge against society and in Hitcher I feel he wants revenge against his boss.  All three poems show revenge being taken in different ways. 
DON’T BE AFRIAD TO FAIL
BE AFRIAD NOT TO TRY
In the first four lines of the poem, Jonson forms the beginnings of an ‘extended metaphor’.  His child’s life has been a seven year loan.  The day that his son died is the day that he paid back the loan.














of my right hand: a pun on the meaning of his name: Benjamin in Hebrew means "son of the right hand", something brought out in the Bible (Genesis 35: 18: "his father [Jacob] called him Benjamin, (that is, the son of the right hand)". It suggests that he was his father's help and support, someone essential to him.





just: appropriate, correct.  He believes his punishment to be fair 








scap'd: escaped. �








age: i.e. old age. The misery of getting really old and frail.





worlds and fleshes rage: the passionate desires of earthly life (which must of their nature tend to remain unsatisfied). 








loose: give up, let go of.





Exacted = fined.





too much hope that he would grow up, and too much hope that he would do great things.





you were lent to me by God for seven years. Benjamin died on his seventh birthday of the plague.





Farewell, thou child of my right hand, and joy,


My sin was too much hope of thee, loved boy;


Seven years th' wert lent to me, and I thee pay,


Exacted by thy fate, on the just day.


O, could I loose all father now. For why


Will man lament the state he should envy?


To have so soon scap’d world's and flesh's rage,


And, if no other misery, yet age?


Rest in soft peace, and, asked, say here doth lie


Ben Jonson his best piece of poetry;


For whose sake, henceforth, all his vows be such


As what he loves may never like too much.





Lament = to be sad about something





Promises 





His best work of art was his son





He will never again get so close to the ones he loves 





Jonson's epigram expresses his deepest grief at the death, yet it shows a remarkable poise and formality. Herein lies its greatness: a father's terrible grief is contained and controlled, in some sense, by the elegant couplets of the poem.
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Structure 

















Similar poems 										Different poems
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Feminity and Age


Pick out details which refer to what it is like to be a woman and / or old.  What different versions of feminity and old age are represented in the poem?





Shape


How many syllables are there in each line?  How many lines are there?  Is there a connection between the shape of the poem and the subject matter?





Rhythm and Rhyme


Try reading the poem aloud, and feel the rhythm of each line: how many beats are there?  What is the rhyme scheme?  Is there a connection between the form of the poem and the subject matter?








� INCLUDEPICTURE "http://www.nationalgalleryimages.co.uk/upload/image%20database/ng/0/0/0/0/200/N0206_00.013.pp_175.jpg" \* MERGEFORMATINET ���





Structure


Look at the first two and last two lines.  What do they tell you about the structure of the poem?  What might the fire symbolise?





Imagery


Look at how the poet creates pictures in the poem.  How effective is the description in the poem?





Purpose


What is the poem doing?  (Complaining?  Moralising?  Lamenting?) What is the poet doing?








Duffy is perhaps trying to show a number of things.  She is trying to emphasise that the woman of today is an independent, solitary and even a man eater.  Duffy highlights a modern lifestyle using language such as ‘fags, booze and sex.  The protagonist is a modern woman who lives a life style associated with modern independent and perhaps even feminist models.  However the irony of this is that the protagonist, Salome, is not happy.  The severed head is a metaphor and perhaps even symbolizes the hedonistic lifestyle of the age and of the woman.  Salome is someone who lives for the moment and will ‘bed’ any man she chooses as it is her choice.  She is a powerful woman and this is again shown through sexual power.  It is not the man who has taken her to bed, in this modern age it is the woman with the power to control sexual relationships.        








What might the first sentence tell us about the narrator / speaker in this poem?  Who might (we) the reader be?








What does the final short sentence maybe tell us about the speaker’s own life?








How does the poet show the violence in this verse?








There are a lot of references to looking here.  What is the speaker looking at – what else might this tell us?








What might be lacking in the life of the narrator – does it explain why the speaker steals?








Differentiated Tasks


What reasons can you think of why someone might steal from someone else?


Why is stealing a particularly cruel thing to do?


Write your own poem about stealing something.











Extended Tasks


Explain the meaning of the last line of the poem


What is significant about the kinds of things that the narrator steals?


What sound effects does the writer use in this poem, and why are they used?


Compare this poem to ONE other that you have already looked at


Write a short piece of prose on stealing something, and the feelings of guilt that you feel afterwards.











Some key words


Mute – silent or unable to speak


Torso – the main trunk of the human body


Bust – a statue of the head and shoulders of a famous person








for pearls'





eleven and twelve





grace and delicacy





Shakespeare's widow








, assonance





living laughing love'





Imagery





Shakespeare's widow








rhyming couplet,





metaphor





three and four





five to line ten





Salome








� Straight into the answer.  


� I have said a number rather than two or three, it gives you space to include as many or as few examples as the time allows.  


� I have tried to use opposites here to really exemplify my point, draw attention to it…..


� Use of a single quotation, a single word woven into the text.





� Use of the rule of threes here which helps make the point.  


� Juxtaposes is an excellent word to learn to use.  It means that two things are laid next to each other.  


� Look how I have introduced this quotation, using a colon:


� I have tried to round this off by a couple of sentences at the end.  





�


"nipperkin" (meaning just an ordinary small drink) – we'd probably say, "a half";


�


'list: enlist, i.e. volunteer to join the army.


�


"sold his traps", meaning "his stuff, his belongings".


�Idiomatic means language which is normal, fluent, colloquial, from a particular time or area.  
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