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To the teacher






The Touchstones anthologies have undergone several revisions since their beginnings in the late 1960s, not least in keeping up to date with the ever-widening range of poetry published over the past fifty years. But the principles upon which the series is based remain constant and have proved both popular and durable:




	
i   An anthology of poetry for students should have a generous inclusiveness that acknowledges that the poems students may enjoy, feel provoked by, remember and, maybe, find valuable, are as likely to come from a jokey performance script by Michael Rosen as they are from a sonnet by Shakespeare. Students should be offered a wide variety of voices; their poetry experience should neither be restricted by narrowness of vision nor limited to specifically targeted purposes. We abrogate our responsibilities as literature teachers if we allow the boundaries of poetry in school to be set solely by that which is officially examined.


	
ii  A mix of old and new poetry is important. It is as misguided to think that what is ‘relevant’ to twenty-first-century students can only be poems written in their lifetimes as it is to promote the study of poems from earlier centuries merely on the grounds of their ‘heritage’ status. Poems by Blake or Jonson can have a good deal more relevance to life today than contemporary poems that foreground the ephemeral preoccupations of the present. Yet, one of the advantages of poetry is its power to interpret the present for us. To set the work of recent writers in the context of that of their predecessors helps to illuminate the complementary qualities of both.


	
iii The concept of a teaching anthology remains fundamental. The romantic notion that all teachers have to do is to read a lot of poetry to their classes so that its virtues, by some mysterious osmosis, will create a life-long love affair has long been discredited. Conversely, and far more apparent, there is the dislike that is generated in students by teachers who insist on line-by-line analysis, which in most cases leads to the imposition of the teacher’s views and the neglect of the students’ responses. The approaches to teaching that we advocate are based on the premise that students’ activities in reading and responding are the necessary preludes to their critical understanding of poetry.


	
iv  ‘Creative’ and ‘critical’ writing complement each other. Learning by doing is a natural process with poems. All students have something to say; by channeling their ideas and feelings into making their own poems as well as into commentary upon those of published poets, each informs the other. Students’ criticisms gain the confidence of being written by ‘practitioners’ who have tried writing poems themselves; their imaginative writing gains from their developing knowledge of different forms and techniques.





Touchstones: A Teaching Anthology of Poetry has been composed with these principles in mind. It is constructed in the following four parts:




	
•  The focus of Part A is upon words, which are the writer’s raw material, and upon the balancing act of play and discipline with which poems are made. The first four units explore the main features of how poems work – sounds, rhythm, imagery – culminating in Unit 5 with Ted Hughes’ concept of ‘the goblin in a word’, which draws all these features together.


	
•  Part B is the reader’s complement to the poet’s words. The opening three units seek to tap into the reader’s thinking about what a poem says. They encourage reading with the ear as well as with the eye, which with some poems means lifting the words off the page in a semi-dramatised presentation. At the very least, poetry needs to be heard in the head, and it is often at its most engaging when spoken aloud. In different ways, the last two units focus upon the elusive matter of tone, something that young readers especially can find difficult. It may be straightforward to describe the idea or theme of a poem, but tricky to detect the poet’s attitude. Or again, the feelings expressed in poetry may come from personal experiences or from invented situations, or some blend of the two, so that capturing the mood of a poem can become an uncertain process, particularly if the writer’s feelings towards the subject are seen to change as the poem develops.


	
•  In the title of Part C, ‘Patterns on the page’, the key word is the last one for there is much recent verse that starts life as performance or, if scripted, only really comes alive when, say, John Agard or Benjamin Zephaniah uses their writing as a score for performance. In such instances, a vital layer of meaning is pushed into the words by the performer that is not accessible to the reader of the words on the page. The difference between a poem as text and a poem as script is hinted at in many ‘free verse’ poems (Unit C14), which record the writer’s ‘inner voice’. But the traditional forms of pre-twentieth-century poetry continue to thrive alongside the more relaxed styles favoured by many modern writers. In each of the units, recent poems rub shoulders with earlier examples of the same form.


	
•  Part D aims to fulfill our fourth principle in two distinct ways, each of which draws upon approaches to teaching poetry from earlier parts of the book. The first three units juxtapose the work of published poets with poems by students. The two final units are concerned with students as writers about poetry, in particular when responding to the demand to write about an unseen poem, and when working out the best way to compare two poems on the same subject. The issues surrounding language, form, imagery and meaning, considered in detail in earlier units, are essential elements in both creative and critical writing.





[image: ] This symbol is used to indicate specific activities relating to particular poems.






[image: ]


[image: ] To Take You Further, see page …


[image: ]








This symbol indicates further activities at the end of each part.


Definitions of technical terms printed in blue can be found in the Glossary (pp. 177–178).












Part A Writers and writing








A1 Playing with words


All poetry is playing with words. Poets play with images, rhymes, rhythms, sounds and the way they arrange their words on the page. A poem might be light-hearted word-play like a riddle or it might be more serious. Whatever the subject, the play with words aims to capture afresh a feeling or idea or to create a new picture in our mind’s eye so that we see or hear an idea in new ways.


There are several different kinds of word-play in the poems that follow.




Concrete poems and calligrams


In a concrete poem, the writer arranges the letters or words on the page to suggest the meaning. A calligram is a concrete poem where the outline shape of the subject is made of words. In both cases, the poem is as much a picture as it is a poem.
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Guitar
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Kevin Dickson
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[image: ]


[image: ] On your own




	
•  Look at ‘Revolver’. What ideas does the layout of the letters suggest?


	
•  Read the concrete shape poems on pages 9–11. Now take a simple shape such as a bottle, a hand outline, a footprint or a light bulb. Think what the shape suggests to you and either fill it with suitable words or use words to show its outline.
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Revolver




[image: ]




Alan Riddell
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The Evening Star
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Guillaume Apollinaire
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This Unforgiving Cello


This


unforgiving


cello


of mine will not


speak


in its


rich,


earthy


voice


if I


come


to it


in anger, selfishness, or


arrogance. My cello is my teacher,


requiring patience, love, and passion


of me before it will sing. Its voice is


more familiar to me than my own,


and these strings have been under


my rough fingers for far,


far longer than I can


remember. I spoke


with the music of this


instrument long before I ever


used words, and even now after the


hundreds of words that I have read or


spoken, the things that I can say when I


draw my bow across the strings are far more


eloquent than anything I could ever speak


or write myself. My cello has a voice


that sings alone in the darkness, crying


out its joy when there is no other comfort


in the world. If I could not play, then


I would have no voice.


My


cello


is


my


h


e


a


r


t


Anon
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Limericks



You will probably be familiar with limericks, some of which are quite rude. They always have five lines. The longer lines (1, 2 and 5) always rhyme with each other; the shorter lines (3 and 4) also rhyme. If you mark the lines by letters, you can say limericks have a rhyme scheme that goes aabba. The longer lines usually have three heavy beats or stresses, and the two shorter lines two heavy beats. The last line is usually an unexpected joke or punch line.
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	There was an old fellow from Tring


	a







	Who, when somebody asked him to sing,


	a






	Replied, ‘Ain’t it odd?


	b






	I can never tell God


	b






	Save the Weasel from Pop goes the King.’


	a







Anon.
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A ‘foodie’, while dining at Crewe,


Found quite a large mouse in his stew,


Said the waiter, ‘Don’t shout


And wave it about,


Or the rest will be wanting one too!’


Anon.
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There was a young lady of Twickenham


Whose shoes were too tight to walk quick in ’em.


She came back from a walk


Looking whiter than chalk


And took ’em both off and was sick in ’em.


Anon.
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There are also tongue-twister limericks like this one by Ogden Nash.
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A flea and a fly in a flue


Were imprisoned, so what could they do?


Said the fly, ‘let us flee!’


‘Let us fly!’ said the flea.


So they flew through a flaw in the flue.


Ogden Nash


[image: ]
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[image: ] On your own




	
•  Tongue-twisters rely on alliteration (repeating the same consonant in rapid succession) and on assonance (repeating similar vowel sounds). On a copy of the tongue-twister limerick, mark the examples of alliteration and assonance.


	
•  When you have read the limericks, try making up a limerick of your own. Remind yourself of the rhyme scheme and the rhythm and, if possible, give a joke as the last line. You may find it helpful to think first of the opening line and the last line to set the pattern.





For example:


There was a young teacher from York (line 1)


[image: ]


So she threw out her whiteboard for chalk. (line 5)


[image: ]













Riddles


Riddling verses appear in many languages and some are more than a thousand years old. Britain’s Anglo-Saxon and Viking cultures enjoyed the riddling game, where a line or a verse was spoken aloud for others to guess its hidden meaning. One of the earliest is the line:






[image: ]


A wonder on the wave,


Water became bone


[image: ]








This image conveys the idea of water on a lake freezing to solid ice. Notice that it doesn’t rhyme and that there is strong alliteration with the repeated ‘w’ sound. Anglo-Saxon (or Old English) riddles were tightly constructed with a strong rhythm and sharp, clear images.


Here is one translated into modern English by Kevin Crossley-Holland for you to guess. Notice how the riddle is written in the first person.






[image: ]


My breast is puffed up and my neck is swollen,


I’ve a fine head and a high waving tail,


ears and eyes also but only one foot;


a long neck, a strong beak, a back and


two sides, and a rod right through my middle.


My home is high above men. When he who stirs


the forest moves me, I suffer misery.


Scourged by the rainlash, I stand alone:


I’m bruised by batteries of hail,


Hoar-frost attacks and snow half-hides me.


I must endure all this, not pour out my misery.


—What am I?


[image: ]








In The Hobbit, J.R.R. Tolkien included a number of riddles written in the Old English style. For example, Gollum’s riddle:
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Alive without breath,


As cold as death;


Never thirsty, ever drinking,


All in mail, never clinking.


—What am I?


[image: ]








And you may remember the riddling game that Bilbo Baggins plays with Gollum, in which he cheats to gain possession of the Ring.


Riddling poems have continued through the ages. Here is a nineteenth-century riddle by Christina Rossetti:
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There is one that has a head without an eye,


And there’s one that has an eye without a head.


You may find the answer if you try;


And when all is said,


Half the answer hangs upon a thread.


—What are we?


[image: ]








The answers to the riddles can be found at the back of the book on page 178.
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[image: ] On your own


Make up your own riddle. Apart from what it looks like, think about what the object you have chosen would feel like to touch. What sound might it make? Use your senses. You could write in the first person, as in the Old English riddle above, perhaps beginning ‘I am…’ and choose an everyday object as your subject, such as a pencil or a book, a car or a washing machine.


In pairs


Exchange your riddles and try to guess their meaning.


As a class


Decide on the best riddles and display them for other groups to puzzle over.
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Haiku



Haiku are poems that originated in Japan. In English, they usually have seventeen syllables, arranged in three lines in the pattern of 5, 7, 5 syllables. They are a precise snapshot and can’t include a lot of detail. They may suggest a scene or incident, create an atmosphere or express feelings – or all of these things.
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The grasshoppers’ cry


Does not reveal how very


Soon they are to die


Matsuo Basho
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An English poet wrote this haiku:
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In the village pond


the full moon is shaken by


the first falling leaf.


James Kirkup


[image: ]
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[image: ] On your own




	
•  What images do you see in your mind’s eye when you read each poem?


	
•  Copy out one of these haiku and put a mark over each syllable, like this:

[image: ]





	
•  Try to write your own regular haiku in the 5, 7, 5 syllable pattern. Traditionally, haiku suggest a season of the year and an event in the natural world. Focus on a particular scene that you can bring to mind (close your eyes and concentrate for a moment or two if that helps). Then, note down a few phrases or words to capture the scene. Shape these into a three-line haiku.
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Word pictures



Haiku show us how a lot can be packed into a small space. As we read, the words create pictures in our mind’s eye. The sound and movement of the words can also contribute to what we see. Hear the poem below read aloud and feel how the poet’s playing with words helps us imagine the creature.
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Cat


Sometimes I am an unseen


marmalade cat, the friendliest colour,


making off through a window without permission,


pacing along a broken-glass wall to the


greenhouse,


jumping down with a soft, four-pawed thump,


finding two inches open of the creaking door


with the loose brass handle,


slipping impossibly in,


flattening my fur at the hush and touch of


the sudden warm air,


avoiding the tiled gutter of slow green water,


skirting the potted nests of tetchy cactuses,


and sitting with my tail flicked


skilfully underneath me, to sniff


the azaleas    the azaleas    the azaleas.


Alan Brownjohn
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[image: ] In pairs or small groups


Make notes around a copy of ‘Cat’. Look carefully at how the sound and movement of the lines work together to create particular effects:




	
•  How many sentences are there in the poem?


	
•  Which words are to do with movement (e.g. ‘making off’)?


	
•  Where do these words appear in the layout of the poem and how does their being in the present tense guide your reading?


	
•  Write down examples of alliteration and assonance in the poem and say how they help you picture the scene.


	
•  Which of our five senses are referred to in the poem?





[image: ]

















A2 Sound and rhythm



As the poems in Unit A1 show, playing with words, like any other game, requires rules. In making a poem, sound and rhythm are the key rules that writers keep in mind because they influence both the mood of a poem and set the pace of the lines as they are read aloud. They are like musical notes creating a tune on the page.


Shakespeare’s play The Tempest begins with a violent storm and the shipwreck of a company of Italian noblemen on the rocks of an enchanted island. They are saved by the magical powers of Prospero and his servant, the invisible spirit Ariel. Prince Ferdinand has been separated from the other survivors and thinks that his father has drowned. Here, we find him resting after his ordeal and hearing strange music in the air, which he feels drawn to follow. The lines below, an extract from the play, illustrate how the sound and rhythm of the words create the strange atmosphere of the island.
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The Tempest





	Ferdinand

	Where should this music be? i’ the air or th’ earth?

	390




	 
	It sounds no more: and, sure, it waits upon

	 




	 
	Some god o’ th’ island. Sitting on a bank,

	 




	 
	Weeping again the King my father’s wrack,

	 




	 
	This music crept by me upon the waters,

	 




	 
	Allaying both their fury and my passion

	395




	 
	With its sweet air: thence I have follow’d it,

	 




	 
	Or it hath drawn me rather. – But ’tis gone. –

	 




	 
	No, it begins again.

	 




	Ariel sings

	Full fadom five thy father lies,

	 




	 
	Of his bones are coral made;

	400




	 
	Those are pearls that were his eyes,

	 




	 
	Nothing of him that doth fade,

	 




	 
	But doth suffer a sea-change

	 




	 
	Into something rich and strange.

	 




	 
	Sea-nymphs hourly ring his knell –

	405




	 
	[Burthen within: Ding-dong.]

	 




	 
	Hark! Now I hear them, Ding-dong, bell.

	 




	Ferdinand

	The ditty does remember my drown’d father.

	 




	 
	This is no mortal business, nor no sound

	 




	 
	That the earth owes: I hear it now above me.

	410






William Shakespeare, from The Tempest, Act 1, scene 2, lines 390–410
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Wrack Wreck


Passion Sorrow


Fadom Fathom


Fade Decay


Burthen Refrain


Remember Commemorate


Owes Owns
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[image: ] In pairs


Rehearse a reading of this scene. Decide who will read Ferdinand’s lines and who will speak (not sing!) Ariel’s song. Make sure that you understand Ferdinand’s plight.




	
•  What do we learn about Ferdinand’s feelings?


	
•  How does he sense that there is something unearthly about the island?
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Sound and rhythm work together but create very different effects in the speeches of the two characters. Now concentrate on rhythm in Ferdinand’s lines and sound in Ariel’s song.




Rhythm


Ferdinand’s lines are written in blank verse, that is verse that is unrhymed and where each word consists of one lightly stressed syllable followed by one stressed syllable – as when you say the word ‘again’. When you repeat this pattern five times you have a regular line of blank verse, as in line 391:


[image: ]


But to stick to the regular pattern would soon become monotonous. To avoid this, there are several variations in Ferdinand’s lines, where Shakespeare either reverses the stressed syllables (as when you say the word ‘backward’), or adds a syllable, or changes the rhythm in other ways that produce irregular lines of blank verse.







Sound


Ariel’s lines are written in rhymed verse with four beats to each line. The first syllable is often stressed to emphasise the rhythm of his song. But it is the imagery and sound effects that we see and hear.




	
•  Describe the ‘sea-change’ that occurs.


	
•  How does the rhyme scheme change to reflect this?


	
•  What other word sounds do you hear in the first line of the song and in its ending?





In these 20 lines, music is the subject matter. Notice how the sound and rhythm of the poetry are echoes of the sense. Shakespeare is writing both about music and in the music of words.


The following selection of poems shows several ways in which sound and rhythm work together.
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[image: ] In groups or as a class


Hear the following five poems read aloud and talk about the questions below.




	
•  What mood is created by the rhymes and uneven rhythm in 'Echo'?


	
•  ‘Cats’ reads quickly even though it’s about sleeping cats! What does this suggest about the cats’ behaviour?


	
•  How do the short lines and rhyming sounds in ‘Breathless’ create the feeling of climbing at high altitude?


	
•  Why is LIMB/BOW spelt like that and in capital letters in ‘Limbo Dancer’s Mantra’?


	
•  ‘Inversnaid’ presents a wild, rapid, noisy descent of a mountain torrent near Loch Lomond. How is this created?
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Echo


‘Who called?’ I said, and the words


Through the whispering glades,


Hither, thither, baffled the birds—


‘Who called? Who called?’


The leafy boughs on high


Hissed in the sun;


The dark air carried my cry


Faintingly on:


Eyes in the green, in the shade,


In the motionless brake,


Voices that said what I said,


For mockery’s sake:


‘Who cares?’ I bawled through my tears;


The wind fell low:


In the silence, ‘Who cares? who cares?’


Wailed to and fro.


Walter de la Mare
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Cats


Cats sleep


Anywhere,


Any table,


Any chair,


Top of piano,


Window-ledge,


In the middle,


On the edge,


Open drawer,


Empty shoe,


Anybody’s


Lap will do,


Fitted in a


Cardboard box,


In the cupboard


With your frocks—


Anywhere!


They don’t care!


Cats sleep


Anywhere.


Eleanor Farjeon
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Breathless (Poem written at 21,000 ft on Mt Everest, 23 May 1953)


Heart aches,


lungs pant


dry air


sorry, scant.


Legs lift-


why at all?


Loose drift,


heavy fall.


Prod the snow


easiest way;


a flat step


is holiday.


Look up,


far stone


many miles


far, alone.


Grind breath


once more then on;


don’t look up


till journey’s done.


Must look up,


Glasses dim.


Wrench of hand,


faltering limb.


Pause one step,


breath swings back;


swallow once,


throat gone slack.


Go on


To far stone;


Don’t look up,


Count steps done.


One step,


one heart-beat,


stone no nearer


dragging feet.


Heart aches,


lungs pant


dry air


sorry, scant.


Wilfrid Noyce
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Limbo Dancer’s Mantra


LIMB/BOW


Pronounce dem


two syllable


real slow


you hear me


real slow


LIMB/BOW


Savour dem


two syllable


till glow


spread from head


to tip of toe


LIMB/BOW


Contemplate dem


two syllable


in vertigo


of drum tempo


LIMB/BOW


Meditate on dem


two syllable


calm as zero


vibrate to sound


let mind go


and forget the stick


I tell you


don’t think about the stick


that will take care of itself


John Agard
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Mantra A word that is said or chanted as an incantation or magic spell
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Inversnaid


This darksome burn, horseback brown,


His rollrock highroad roaring down,


In coop and in comb the fleece of his foam


Flutes and low to the lake falls home.


A windpuff-bonnet of fawn-froth


Turns and twindles over the broth


Of a pool so pitchblack, fell-frowning,


It rounds and rounds Despair to drowning.


Degged with dew, dappled with dew,


Are the groins of the braes that the brook treads through,


Wiry heathpacks, flitches of fern,


And the beadbonny ash that sits over the burn.


What would the world be, once bereft


Of wet and wildness? Let them be left,


O let them be left, wildness and wet;


Long live the weeds and the wilderness yet.


Gerard Manley Hopkins
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Skating


—And in the frosty season, when the sun


Was set, and visible for many a mile


The cottage windows blazed through twilight gloom,


I heeded not their summons: happy time


It was indeed for all of us; for me


It was a time of rapture!—Clear and loud


The village clock toll’d six,—I wheeled about,


Proud and exulting like an untired horse


That cares not for his home. —All shod with steel,


We hissed along the polished ice in games


Confederate, imitative of the chase


And woodland pleasures,—the resounding horn,


The Pack loud-chiming, and the hunted hare.


So through the darkness and the cold we flew,


And not a voice was idle: with the din


Smitten, the precipices rang aloud;


The leafless trees and every icy crag


Tinkled like iron; while far distant hills


Into the tumult sent an alien sound


Of melancholy not unnoticed, while the stars


Eastward, were sparkling clear, and in the west


The orange sky of evening died away.


Not seldom from the uproar I retired


Into a silent bay, or sportively


Glanced sideway, leaving the tumultuous throng,


To cut across the reflex of a star


That fled, and, flying still before me, gleamed


Upon the glassy plain; and oftentimes,


When we had given our bodies to the wind,


And all the shadowy banks on either side


Came sweeping through the darkness, spinning still


The rapid line of motion, then at once


Have I, reclining back upon my heels,


Stopped short; yet still the solitary cliffs


Wheeled by me—even as if the earth had rolled


With visible motion her diurnal round!


Behind me did they stretch in solemn train,


Feebler and feebler, and I stood and watched


Till all was tranquil as a dreamless sleep.


William Wordsworth, from The Prelude, Book 1
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[image: ] As a class


In ‘Skating’, Wordsworth describes his boyhood memory of skating on frozen Lake Windermere as night falls. Hear the poem read aloud.


The sound of the words often suggests what they are describing. That is, the sound echoes the sense. So, for example ‘shod with steel’ not only reminds us of the image of the horse earlier, it also begins a series of alliterative ‘s’ sounds.


On your own




	
•  What are the other words in that series of alliterative ‘s’ sounds? Hear them read aloud. How does their sound suggest what they are describing?


	
•  Re-read the poem. Pick out and write down two or three other instances where the sound of the words echoes the sense of the description.





As a class


Share your choices and discuss how they work.
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W.H. Auden’s poem ‘The Quarry’ tells of someone betrayed to the soldiers by a lover. Much of its power comes from its insistent rhythm and the repetitions that build up to the climax of the last verse.


The word ‘quarry’ in the title means an animal (or, in this case, a person) to be hunted down as prey, in other words a victim. Auden first published this poem in 1932 as ‘Oh, what is the sound?’ when he saw the rise of Adolf Hitler and the Nazi Party. In 1936 he changed the title to ‘The Quarry’.
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The Quarry


O what is that sound which so thrills the ear


Down in the valley drumming, drumming?


Only the scarlet soldiers, dear,


The soldiers coming.


O what is that light I see flashing so clear


Over the distance brightly, brightly/


Only the sun on their weapons, dear,


As they step lightly.


O what are they doing with all that gear,


What are they doing this morning, this morning?


Only their usual manoeuvres, dear.


Or perhaps a warning.


O why have they left the road down there,


Why are they suddenly wheeling, wheeling?


Perhaps a change in their orders, dear,


Why are you kneeling?


O haven’t they stopped for the doctor’s care,


Haven’t they reined their horses, their horses?


Why they are none of them wounded, dear,


None of these forces.


O is it the parson they want with white hair,


Is it the parson, is it, is it?


No, they are passing his gateway, dear,


Without a visit.


O it must be the farmer who lives so near.


It must be the farmer so cunning, so cunning?


They have passed the farmyard already, dear,


And now they are running.


O where are you going? Stay with me here!


Were the vows you swore deceiving, deceiving?


No, I promised to love you, dear,


But I must be leaving.


O it’s broken the lock and splintered the door,


O it’s the gate where they’re turning, turning


Their boots are heavy on the floor


And their eyes are burning.


W.H. Auden
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[image: ] In pairs


Read ‘The Quarry’ together. It is a dramatic duologue (that is, spoken by two people). In all but the last verse, the first two lines of each verse are spoken by the person being hunted (the betrayed), and the second two lines are spoken by the lover who betrays. The last verse is the victim’s.


As a class




	
•  Listen to two or three different readings of the poem.


	
•  Talk about the images and the questions the poem leaves in your mind. What makes them so strong?


	
•  We don’t know why Auden changed the poem’s title. Can you think of any reason why, in 1936, he did so?
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