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Using this guide



Why read this guide?


The purposes of this A-level Literature Guide are to enable you to organise your thoughts and responses to the set poems from Poems of the Decade: An Anthology of the Forward Books of Poetry 2002–2011, a set text for Pearson Edexcel specification, to deepen your understanding and enjoyment of the poems and to help you to address the requirements of the exam in order to achieve the best possible grade.


You should note that teachers and examiners are most interested in reading an informed personal response to the text. A guide such as this can help you to understand the poems, form your own opinions and suggest further areas to think about, but it cannot replace your own ideas and responses as an informed reader.


How to make the most of this guide


You should adopt the above advice to your individual reading of the poems. The chapter entitled ‘The poems and poem commentaries’ helps you to consolidate and extend your own appreciation of the poems, as well as offer you a range of approaches to analysis and interpretation. After you have formulated an individual response to a poem, you might then like to read the relevant poem commentary.


The ‘Comparing themes’ and ‘Comparing poets’ methods’ chapters are focused on making connections between the set poems from Poems of the Decade. This will help you particularly if you are studying the poems for AS-level. ‘Responding to an unseen poem’ will guide you through a suggested process of reading, interpreting, analysing and writing about an unseen poem under timed conditions. This will particularly help you if you are studying for the A-level exam. The final chapters will present you with a range of responses to the set poems with accompanying detailed commentaries.


It is vital that you familiarise yourself with the ways the exam board (Pearson Edexcel) assesses your essays on the poems. You should therefore use the specification and the sample assessment materials as your definitive guide to what you need to study and how you will be examined.


Studying Poems of the Decade for A-level


Bear in mind the sort of questions you are going to face in the examination. For the A-level exam, you will write one essay from a choice of two questions. Each question will ask you to compare an ‘unseen’ poem – a poem you are unlikely to have read – with one of the studied poems from Poems of the Decade. The question is likely to invite you to compare a common theme, idea, subject or method between the two poems. All poems that relate to the two questions will be printed in the examination paper. This means that, to be prepared for the exam you must know every single one of the studied poems, and be able to interpret, analyse and make connections with a poem you have not read before.


Studying Poems of the Decade for AS-level


If you are taking the AS qualification, the questions on Poems of the Decade will invite you to compare a common theme, idea, subject or method between any two of the poems you have studied. One poem will be specified, but you will need to choose the second yourself. The poems will not be printed in the examination – you will need to bring in a clean, unannotated copy of the studied poems. You will choose to answer one question from a choice of two. This means that, to be prepared for the exam, you must know every single one of the studied poems. Since the question will ask you to choose a second poem, you should also prepare by making a range of connections between the different poems and grouping them into different categories.


Key elements


This guide is designed to help you to raise your achievement in your examination response to Poems of the Decade: An Anthology of the Forward Books of Poetry 2002–2011. It is intended for you to use throughout your AS or A-level English Literature course. It will help you when you are studying the poems for the first time, and also during your revision.


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


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


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


Critical view boxes highlight a particular critical viewpoint that will help to shed new light on the poem. This allows you to develop the higher-level skills needed to come up with your own interpretation of the poem.
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TASK


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


Taking it further boxes suggest and provide further background or illuminating parallels to the poem.
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Introduction: reading poetry



What is a poem?


A poem is not a maths equation to be solved by you, a teacher or a critic. Nor is poetry written to be studied in a classroom or analysed in an exam. First and foremost, poetry is an art form to be read for pleasure and enjoyment, in the same way we might enjoy a piece of music or take pleasure in looking at a painting.


A painter’s raw material is colour; a poet’s raw material is language. Poetry can therefore be quite dense as the poet seeks to surprise, play – or even conceal – with language. Poetry is musical and rhythmical. It also looks visually different on the page, as poets use form and space as a key part of their craft.


It is no surprise then that a poem rewards repeated, careful readings – different ideas and patterns often delightfully reveal themselves with each reading. This is a fundamental part of the pleasure of reading poetry.


Although poems are all located in a tradition which stretches back thousands of years, it is worth bearing in mind the poems in the anthology were all written in the 21st century. Compared to the poetry of, say, William Wordsworth or Christina Rossetti, the range of references are, perhaps, much closer to your own experiences: Post-it notes, full-fat milk, barbecue fluid, call-centres, dodgems. The anthology reminds us that our everyday experiences, the ordinary and the modern, are worthy – and enjoyable – subjects for poetry.


The first reading


Start by just looking at the poem. A quick glance at Patience Agbabi’s ‘Eat Me’ will reveal a tight, regular form; a quick glance at John Burnside’s ‘History’ will reveal the opposite! The shape of a poem may (or may not) suggest something about the poem or its idea; in the case of ‘History’, the irregularity and gaps on the page may imply impermanence or fragmentation – key ideas in the poem itself.


It is also worth considering the title before you begin reading – again, it might provide an interesting ‘way in’ to the poem. What might the title of ‘From the Journal of a Disappointed Man’ indicate about the poem itself? How does it contrast with, say, ‘Look We Have Coming to Dover!’?


You should now be in a position to read the poem for the first time. Read it out loud wherever possible. In a classroom, try reading it to your partner or in a group, or hearing your teacher read it. If possible, listen to a recording by the poet or an actor. Remember, poetry has a musical quality – its ancient roots are in the oral tradition of songs and story-telling, therefore sound (and silence) has always been an essential part of a poem’s impact.
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Taking it further


The Poetry Archive (www.poetryarchive.org) is a wonderful website containing thousands of recordings of contemporary poets reading their own work, including many of the poets in the anthology. Hearing a poet read can shed new and interesting light on the poem itself.
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After your preliminary reading, it is a good idea to jot down some initial notes about the poem’s overall tone and maybe its ‘meaning’, but avoid jumping to conclusions. Equally, do not feel compelled to ‘get it’ the first time round. Tolerate misunderstanding, unusual words and uncertainty. Uncertainty – or ambiguity – is prevalent in many poems in the collection. Part of the joy of, say, ‘The Lammas Hireling’ is that we can never be 100 per cent certain about what the speaker did to the hireling, or even whether we should believe his story at all.


Re-reading and re-reading


Build on your preliminary ideas by frequent re-reading. Part of the pleasure of reading a poem lies in noticing new aspects each time you revisit it.


Try to become a slow reader. Follow the sense of the poem; when a line is enjambed – that is, it does not end with a punctuation mark – carry on without stopping to the next line. Be guided by punctuation – if there is a full stop, pause and consider what the sentence has expressed. Lines of poetry, and indeed stanzas, are not usually intended as stand-alone units of sense. If you lose the overall sense at any point, go back to the beginning of the sentence and read again from there. Be patient – slow reading gets you further than lots of skim reads.


With each reading, be prepared to change your mind and continue to be open-minded. Note down any question or queries which might arise. You could ask other students in your class or your teacher these questions, and you could conduct further research of your own.


The big picture


After a number of readings, you may be able to outline tentatively the situation presented in the poem. Many of the poems in the Poems of the Decade selection have at their core experiences, memories and objects.


You might then be in a position to identify the key concerns and themes of the poem. Poetry, like all art forms, tends to explore key aspects of the human condition, such as love, death or memory. Many poems adopt a particular attitude (or attitudes) towards these themes. For example, through exploring the object of a handkerchief, the poem ‘Material’ is reflecting on motherhood, specifically the distances across time between generations and the different ways of parenting.


This is the skill of interpretation – of working out key implications and ideas in the poem. It will help for you to have this overall sense of the poem before you explore its details.


The detail and the effects


As you continue to re-read, consider the methods the poet uses to shape meanings and create effects. In the exam, you will be expected to explore the techniques used; however, you should definitely avoid using any kind of checklist of features to seek in every poem. Instead, allow the poem to suggest which features to explore: ‘Chainsaw Versus the Pampas Grass’ makes extensive use of figurative imagery, whereas ‘Giuseppe’ barely uses any. Consider features which are of most importance to the poem’s overall meaning and ideas.


An interesting question to ask is: who is the ‘speaker’ of the poem? In some personal lyric poems, such as ‘Effects’, we can assume the speaker is aligned closely to the poet. However, in poems such as ‘Eat Me’ and ‘The Lammas Hireling’, the speaker is a dynamic, constructed character, and we should perhaps assume some kind of critical distance between the speaker and the poet. Perhaps you can also work out who the speaker is talking to (known as the addressee). Identifying the speaker may also lead to reflections on the tone of the poem: is it angry and frustrated, like in ‘Please Hold’? Or is it detached and critical, like in ‘Journal of a Disappointed Man’? Or maybe the tone changes or is inconsistent, like the movement between humour and seriousness in ‘Ode on a Grayson Perry Urn’.


You may already have noted the shape of the poem in your earlier reading, but now that you are more familiar with the text, this can perhaps repay further reflection. The shape of the poem is also called the poem’s form. Consider the line lengths and number of lines per stanza. You should also consider whether or not the poem has a regular or irregular form. Purposefully analysing form – considering how it adds to the meaning and impact of the poem – can be difficult, so beware of falling into the trap of feature spotting.


Often, considering the diction – word choices – can be very fruitful. Note, for example, the significance of Tishani Doshi’s choice of verbs, especially the one used in the final line of ‘The Deliverer’. You should also be sensitive to any repetition of words, or other patterns across the poem.


Consider imagery. How has the poet used figurative language, personification, symbolism or descriptive language which summons pictures (or sounds and smells) as we read? Bearing in mind the inherent musical quality of poetry, you should give some thought to the poem’s use of sound, such as rhythm, rhyme, pauses and alliteration.


Making connections


Both the AS and the A-level specifications require you to make connections between poems. Poets may well explore similar subject matter – such as memorable experiences, or the death of a loved one – but go about it in very different ways. Compare not just the attitudes towards the shared subject, but the methods used. For example, one poem may use a lot of figurative devices, whereas another could be simpler and more direct in its phrasing. The comparative process nearly always provides new insights into both poems, where you notice things you would otherwise have missed.





The poems and poem commentaries





[image: ]


Target your thinking


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





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



•  How can you use literary terminology to help you to articulate your responses with more precision and concision? (AO1)



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



•  In what ways can you connect the poem’s themes, idea or methods to other poems in Poems of the Decade, or to your wider reading of 21st-century poetry? (AO4)
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Patience Agbabi, ‘Eat Me’


The speaker recounts the ways in which a man, presumably her partner, insists she eats a lot of food because he likes ‘big girls’. At the beginning of the poem, the speaker weighs 30 stone. She is so large that she cannot leave the house. The day she becomes 39 stone, after having olive oil poured down her throat, the speaker rolls over on top of her partner – presumably during sex. Her weight suffocates him and he dies. Six hours later, the speaker is left contemplating eating his dead body.
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Build critical skills


The title is an allusion to Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, in which Alice finds a cake in a box with ‘EAT ME’ written on it in currants. She eats the cake and grows very large. How does this allusion connect with the poem? Why do you think Patience Agbabi used this title? Can you think of any other connotations of the phrase ‘eat me’?


[image: ]





Commentary With its echoes of a grisly fairy tale, this gleefully macabre poem is an exploration of power – specifically the sexual power dynamics between men and women. The speaker is initially presented as passive. She does as she is told uncomplainingly. Indeed, her only pleasure is reduced to the ‘rush of fast food’. The female speaker is objectified by the gaze of her male partner, as he asks her to walk around the bed so that he can watch her ‘broad / belly wobble’. However, the dynamic starts to shift in the eighth tercet as the speaker ‘allowed him to stroke / my globe of a cheek’. The speaker now has the power as she appears to use her partner’s desire and ‘greed’ against him. This is given ultimate expression in his suffocation during sex and her probable cannibalism of him.


The poem makes use of a persona: the speaker is a distinctive character in her own right. Alongside the direct speech of the partner (‘Open wide’) there is a strong sense of a spoken voice throughout: colloquialisms (‘When I hit thirty’); elliptical sentences (‘Didn’t even taste it’); frequent simple, direct sentences (‘I was his Jacuzzi’) which seem to suggest the speaker’s uncritical, unreflective acceptance of the situation.


Despite its skill in capturing the voice of the narrator, the poem is tightly structured and has a very regular form. It is written in tercets with assonantal half-rhyme (for example, the short ‘e’ sound in ‘shipwreck … bed … flesh’) and a regular scheme (AAA). The tercets each end with a full stop, with the notable exception of the sixth, where the enjambment perhaps represents the ‘tidal wave of flesh’ spreading out. The exuberance of the language – and the excesses described in the narrative itself – are therefore in a dynamic tension with this highly controlled and regular form.
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Context


The situation described in the poem is by no means unique. There is a recognised condition (sometimes referred to as ‘Feederism’) in which a person (usually but not always a male) is sexually aroused by their partner gaining excessive body fat.
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Agbabi also deploys a remarkable array of sound effects. For example, the alliteration in ‘judder like a juggernaut’ seems to make the line itself wobble. Note also the sensuous fricatives and repetition in ‘His flesh, my flesh flowed’ to describe their sex together. Agbabi also uses simple repetition to chilling effect as the male partner says: ‘I like / big girls, soft girls, girls I can burrow inside’. There is also anaphora in the seventh stanza: ‘too fat to leave … too fat to use fat … too fat to be called chubby’, which reinforces the excesses of her consumption as well as her powerlessness. The final stanza consists of three consecutive end-stopped lines. The pace therefore slows as the poem leads towards its final, shocking line, which acts almost as a gruesome punch-line to the absurd situation described: ‘There was nothing else left in the house to eat.’ The end-stopped lines might also indicate the speaker’s growing confidence and power.
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Juggernaut: a large, heavy vehicle – usually a lorry; interestingly, it also has a wider meaning of a powerful, destructive force.
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The speaker describes herself as swelling ‘like forbidden fruit’: the allusion to the Garden of Eden in this simile links their relationship to a particularly illicit desire, and perhaps foreshadows the disastrous consequences. Perhaps surprisingly, there is also a recurring pattern of figurative images associated with the sea and the exotic. Note the remarkable sequence of metaphors in the sixth stanza: ‘His breadfruit’, ‘His desert island’, ‘a beached whale’, ‘a tidal wave’. Her body is her partner’s possession, and the traditional natural poetic images of female objectification are – like much else in the poem – taken to extremes. The images also suggest both incapacity (‘beached whale’) and power (‘tidal wave’). The partner’s fattening up of the woman ultimately destroys him. This nautical conceit is extended in the metaphorical reference to ‘my globe of a cheek’ and in the image of drowning. Her suffocation of him is described as a silencing of his language, his authority and, therefore, his claims on her: she ‘drowned his dying sentence out’.
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Breadfruit: a tropical fruit, typically found in the islands of the Caribbean or the Pacific.
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CRITICAL VIEW


Some readers think the poem is less about gender politics and more an allegory of colonialism, where the male partner in the poem stands as a colonial authority (such as Britain in the 19th century) and the speaker is a colony. What evidence can you find to support this view? Do you find this interpretation convincing?
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Simon Armitage, ‘Chainsaw Versus the Pampas Grass’



The poem begins by describing in detail how a chainsaw is prepared – it is taken from its hook, oiled and attached to a power chord. The speaker turns on the chainsaw, which comes powerfully to life. The chainsaw destroys the pampas grass easily. The speaker then sets fire to what is left of the grass. Soon, however, the pampas grass grows back and the chainsaw remains on its hook below the stairs.
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Corn of Egypt: a saying to suggest that there is a lot of something. It has its origins in the Bible (Genesis 42.2).
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Commentary Typically for Armitage, this poem uses a persona because it adopts the vibrant voice of someone we can consider, in varying degrees, to be separate from Armitage himself. The speaker in the poem – drawn towards the power of the vividly described chainsaw – relishes the destruction of the pampas grass, but is made to look rather absurd as the pampas grass simply grows back. The pride and relish of the speaker is shown to be wildly – and humorously – misplaced.


In order to add a dynamic depth to this persona, the poem adopts a conversational tone. The sentence length varies dramatically – note the interesting minor sentence in the fifth stanza – ‘Overkill’, which seems to reinforce the speaker’s pride. There are also frequent examples of colloquial idioms and expressions, such as ‘finish things off’, ‘stealing the show’ and ‘I left it a year’, which often serve to amplify the speaker’s pride.
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This impression of spoken voice is also reinforced by the irregular form. Armitage uses an apparently relaxed free verse as he varies line and stanza length markedly. The poem’s form also confirms the excess and power that the poem describes, and so is matched closely to the content. Like the chainsaw itself, the stanzas – with their ‘perfect disregard’ for regularity and frequent enjambment – are straining to break free.


This is not to say that the poem is without carefully crafted patterns. The sentences shorten towards the end of the poem, as the speaker and chainsaw shrink back from their folly. Note also the anaphora in the third stanza – ‘and felt’, ‘and felt’ – emphasising the fear and awe the speaker feels for the chainsaw’s power. There is also interesting syntactical patterning. To suggest the speaker’s enthusiasm for the destruction, the clauses often begin with the subject ‘I’, followed by an -ed verb, especially in the fifth and sixth stanzas: ‘I touched’, ‘I dabbed’, ‘I lifted’, ‘I ripped’, ‘I raked’ and so on.


Perhaps the most distinctive feature of this poem, however, is its use of imagery. The personification of the chainsaw is clear: it is described as ‘grinding its teeth’; it has a ‘bloody desire’ and a ‘sweet tooth / for the flesh of the face’. A madman, perhaps, or a violent animal. In contrast, the pampas grass is personified as lordly, calm, self-contained: ‘sunning itself’ and ‘wearing a new crown’.
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