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Getting the most from this guide


This guide is designed to help you raise your achievement in your examination response to the ‘Love and Relationships’ poetry cluster in the AQA Anthology (Section B) and to the Unseen poems (Section C). It is intended for you to use throughout your AQA GCSE English literature course. It will help you when you are studying the poems for the first time and also during your revision.


The following features have been used throughout this guide:
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Target your thinking


A list of introductory questions is provided at the beginning of each chapter to give you a breakdown of the material covered. They target your thinking in order to help you work more efficiently by focusing on the key messages.
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Build critical skills


These boxes offer an opportunity to consider some more challenging questions. They are designed to encourage deeper thinking, analysis and exploration. Building and practising critical skills in this way will give you a real advantage in the examination.
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GRADE FOCUS


It is possible to know the poems well and yet still underachieve in the examination if you are unsure what the examiners are looking for. The GRADE FOCUS boxes give a clear explanation of how you may be assessed, with an emphasis on the criteria for gaining a Grade 5 and a Grade 8.
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REVIEW YOUR LEARNING


At the end of each chapter you will find this section to test your knowledge: a series of short, specific questions to ensure you have understood and absorbed the key messages of the chapter. Answers to the ‘Review your learning’ questions are provided in the final section of the guide (p. 104).
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GRADE BOOSTER


Read and remember these pieces of helpful grade-boosting advice. They provide top tips from experienced teachers and examiners who can advise you on what to do, as well as what not to do, in order to maximise your chances of success in the examination.
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Key quotation


Key quotations are highlighted for you, so that if you wish you may use them as supporting evidence in your examination answers. Further quotations can be found in the ‘Top quotations’ section on page 96 of the guide.


And love is proved in the letting go.


(Cecil Day Lewis, ‘Walking Away’, l. 20)


[image: ]







[image: ]


Glossary


The glossary boxes give explanations of difficult words in the poems. Technical terms that arise when discussing the poems are marked in bold and explained in the ‘Glossary of poetic terms’ on page 102.
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Introduction


Studying the Anthology poems


You may find it useful to read sections of this guide when you need them, rather than reading it from start to finish. You will probably want to begin by looking at the cluster of fifteen poems that you need to prepare for the examination, but your needs will be different depending on where you are in your literature course.


You may just want to begin by getting a feel for the poems and the issues they raise, or you may wish to focus on a particular poem or poems that you find especially interesting. Many students enjoy the experience of being able to bring something extra to their classroom lessons in order to be ‘a step ahead of the game’. Alternatively, you may have missed a classroom session on a particular poem or feel that you need a clearer explanation of a poem that has puzzled you – and the guide can help with this too.


An initial reading of the section on ‘Assessment Objectives and skills’ will enable you to make really effective notes in preparation for answering examination questions later. It is crucial that you understand the Assessment Objectives and that you know which ones you are going to be assessed on in the different parts of the examination. The AOs are what examination boards base their mark schemes on and in this section they are broken down and clearly explained.


Revising the poems


The poetry questions are in Section B and Section C of Paper 2. Whether you study the poems in a block of time close to the exam or much earlier in your literature course, you will need to revise thoroughly if you are to achieve the very best grade that you can.


You should first remind yourself of the key content of the poems and consider the effects created by structure and language. You might then look at the ‘Assessment Objectives and skills’ section to remind yourself of what the examiners are looking for in Section B, and then study carefully the ‘Tackling the exams’ section for Section B. This section gives you useful information on question format, as well as advice on the examination itself, and practical considerations such as the time available for the question and the Assessment Objectives that apply. There is advice on how to approach the question, writing a quick plan, and the importance of making comparisons.


You will find examples of graded responses in the ‘Sample essays’ section, with an examiner’s comments in the margins, so that you can see clearly how to move towards a Grade 5 and then how to move from a Grade 5 to a Grade 8.


Now that all examinations are ‘closed book’, the ‘Top quotations’ section will be an invaluable aid, in that it offers you the opportunity to learn short quotations to support points about key themes in the set poems. As a guide, one quotation is suggested for each poem, with a brief accompanying commentary to help you understand why quotations such as this could prove useful in your response.


Dealing with the Unseen poems


This guide also provides advice on how best to deal with Section C of the examination paper, in which you will face questions on two poems you have not previously studied. You will need to answer both questions so it is important to read the section on the Unseen poems (p. 67) carefully. In this section you will learn how to approach the questions with confidence, as well as how to plan and structure your answers in order to achieve well in the examination. Again, graded sample examination responses exemplifying Grade 5 and Grade 8 responses are provided for both questions. Further examples of paired poems to use for practice are also included on pages 100–101.


And finally…


When writing about poetry in both Section B and Section C, use this guide as a springboard to develop your own ideas. Remember: the examiners are not looking for set responses. You should not read this guide in order to memorise chunks of it, ready to regurgitate in the exam. Identical answers are dull. The examiners hope to reward you for perceptive thought, individual appreciation and varying interpretations. They want to sense that:





•  you have engaged with the themes and ideas in the poems



•  you have explored the poets’ methods with an awareness of the context in which they were writing



•  you have been able to make thoughtful comparisons between these ideas and methods



•  …and, of course, that you have enjoyed this part of your literature course.





Enjoy referring to the guide, and good luck in your exam.





Timeline


The table below is designed to help you think about how the time periods for each poem and poet relate to each other. It is arranged in chronological order by the year of the poet’s birth. (Note that the poem commentaries in this guide follow the order in the anthology, rather than chronological order.)






	Poet

	Poem






	George Gordon, Lord Byron, 1788–1824

	‘When We Two Parted’, 1816





	Percy Bysshe Shelley, 1792–1822

	‘Love’s Philosophy’, 1820





	Elizabeth Barrett Browning, 1806–61

	Sonnet 29 – ‘I think of thee!’, 1845





	Robert Browning, 1812–89

	‘Porphyria’s Lover’, 1836





	Thomas Hardy, 1840–1928

	‘Neutral Tones’, 1867





	Charlotte Mew, 1869–1928

	‘The Farmer’s Bride’, 1912





	Cecil Day Lewis, 1904–72

	‘Walking Away’, 1962





	Charles Causley, 1917–2003

	‘Eden Rock’, 1988





	Seamus Heaney, 1939–2013

	‘Follower’, 1966





	Carol Ann Duffy, 1955–

	‘Before You Were Mine’, 1993





	Maura Dooley,1957–

	‘Letters From Yorkshire’, 2002





	Andrew Waterhouse, 1958–2001

	‘Climbing My Grandfather’, 2000





	Simon Armitage, 1963–

	‘Mother, Any Distance’, 1993





	Daljit Nagra, 1966–

	‘Singh Song!’, 2007





	Owen Sheers, 1974–

	‘Winter Swans’, 2005









Poem-by-poem commentaries


‘When We Two Parted’ by Lord Byron


Context


Byron is one of two poets in the ‘Love and Relationships’ cluster who is classified as a Romantic; the other is Shelley, who was a friend of Byron. Romanticism in literature means something very different from the sense of the word ‘romantic’ when associated with a love affair. Romanticism was an artistic and intellectual movement, a reaction partly against the rational and logical ideas of the Enlightenment that preceded it and partly against the mechanisation of the Industrial Revolution. The movement emphasised the importance of the emotions.


It is generally agreed that Byron wrote this poem about the end of his relationship with Lady Frances Wedderburn Webster, who was married at the time. By the time ‘When We Two Parted’ was published she was involved in another affair, this time with the Duke of Wellington. Evidence exists of a draft of this poem with an additional stanza, in which Byron refers to ‘Fanny’, a shortened form of Frances. This stanza, however, is not in the published version of the poem that appears in your Anthology. So, although Byron’s biography provides evidence that he is the speaker in the poem and that Lady Frances is the other party, the published poem is deliberately vague. There are no specific details about the relationship: features such as the age or gender of the speaker and the addressee are carefully left unidentified. Pronouns – I, thee and they – are used instead of names.


What happens?


The speaker remembers the distressing break-up of a secret relationship some years earlier, and still feels unable to move on. It presents the lover as cold, which is reflected in the background of the cold morning in which the ending of the relationship took place. This is an example of a language feature called pathetic fallacy, where the weather or landscape is used to represent the emotions of a character or characters. The persona now hears others – who don’t know that the speaker and the lover had been in a relationship – gossiping about the former partner. It ends with the persona wondering what would happen if they met again, and suggesting that the speaker would respond to the former lover ‘With silence and tears’ (l. 32).
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Build critical skills


Do you think the poem can reveal Byron’s feelings about a specific relationship as well as being a general expression of the kinds of feelings people may have when a relationship goes wrong?
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Structure


On the surface the poem looks quite regular. It is made up of four octets, each of which has a full stop at the end of the stanza. This appears to divide the poem into four neat, separate units. So at first it looks as if each stanza is dealing with a separate point, which could suggest the speaker has come to terms with the break-up. Byron, however, undermines this neat structure, and ideas that start in one stanza flow over into the next. For example, the first stanza creates the idea of cold, with ‘cold, / Colder thy kiss’ (ll. 5–6); this spills over into the second stanza with ‘Sank chill on my brow’ (l. 10). The poem also goes round in a circle, as the end repeats the language of ‘years’ and ‘silence and tears’ that was employed in the beginning. So, on the surface, the poem seems neat and controlled, but underneath it is disordered. This may reflect the speaker hiding how upset (s)he is beneath a calm exterior.


You can also find tension between regularity and irregularity in the rhythm made by the pattern of stressed and unstressed syllables. A stressed syllable is one that you say with more emphasis, for example in the word ‘blackbird’ the syllable ‘black’ is stressed and ‘bird’ is unstressed. Byron mostly uses a pattern of two stressed syllables per line, indicated in bold below:




In silence and tears


(l. 2)
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Build critical skills


The entire poem has only one caesura, in line 23: ‘Long, long shall I rue thee’. What do you think are the effects of the lack of caesurae generally, and of the use of a caesura at this point?
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He uses a varying number of unstressed syllables, however. Here, there are three unstressed syllables in the line, in line 6 there are only two, whereas in line 17 there are four. The pattern of stresses in line 6 is shown in the key quotation. When you look at this quotation, can you also see how Byron disrupts the pattern by suddenly switching to three stressed syllables in lines 5 and 7?
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Key quotation


Pale grew thy cheek and cold,


Colder thy kiss;


Truly that hour foretold


Sorrow to this.


(ll. 5–8)
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You might think that this disruption in the pattern shows that the speaker’s attempts to restrain his/her emotion have failed – the speaker has tried to keep everything regular, but loses control here.


Language and imagery


In the key quotation above, there is an effective example of consonance. This is the repetition of the same consonant sound, in this case the hard k sound in ‘cold,’ ‘Colder’ and ‘kiss’. You might feel this seems aggressive and cutting. What does this tell you about how the speaker feels at this point? What image does it paint of the lover?
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Build critical skills


Many key words in the poem begin with a soft sibilant sound: ‘silence’ (ll. 2,26), ‘sever’ (l. 4), ‘Sorrow’ (l. 8), ‘Sank’ (l. 10), ‘shudder’ (l. 19), ‘secret’ (l. 25) and ‘spirit’ (l. 28). You might feel this seems weak and so reflects the speaker’s loss of hope. Look at the sibilant alliteration of ‘share in its shame’ (l. 16). Can you feel a sense of secrecy here? Does it seem sinister? How does this relate to the speaker’s feeling that this is dishonourable?
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Look out for imagery of death throughout the poem. In the key quotation, the former lover is described as ‘pale’ and ‘cold’ (l. 5). This suggests a lack of emotion, but also could suggest (s)he is corpse-like. In line 18 the gossip is described as ‘A knell’ – this is the slow ring of a bell, as would be used for a funeral. The word ‘grieve’ (l. 26) also suggests bereavement. It is possible to grieve over any loss, but it is most frequently used to mean a response to a death. So, while Byron never explicitly links the breakdown of the relationship to a death, he repeatedly uses language with connotations of death. What might he be suggesting about the speaker, the former lover and the relationship?
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Build critical skills


Notice how many lines are in monosyllables. Think about the impression this gives you of the speaker and of the person being addressed. Does it seem sorrowful, angry or both?
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Ideas to consider


Characters in literature are sometimes referred to as ‘Byronic heroes’. This is a type of antihero who rebels against rules and society; a man of strong passion, often hiding a melancholy secret. He is considered to be represented by the personality and life of Byron, as well as by the characters he created. Byron, for instance, was notorious during his lifetime for his numerous love affairs. He also rebelled against British society and chose to fight for Greece in its war to gain independence. To what extent do you think these characteristics are represented in the speaker of ‘When We Two Parted’?
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‘Love’s Philosophy’ by Percy Bysshe Shelley


Context


Shelley is the second poet in the ‘Love and Relationships’ cluster who is classified as a Romantic (see p. 9). ‘Love’s Philosophy’ demonstrates the Romantic emphasis on the emotions; it also focuses on other key Romantic themes, including nature, beauty and imagination.
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