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Using this guide



The purposes of this AS/A-level Literature Guide are to enable you to organise your thoughts and responses to the poems by Sheers, to deepen your understanding and enjoyment of them and to help you to address the assessment requirements in order to obtain the best possible grade.


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


How to make the most of this guide


We recommend that you read and study independently before turning to the ideas in this guide. After you have formulated an individual response to a poem, you might like to read the relevant poem commentary; or you might like to read a larger section or all the poems, unsupported, before reading the relevant pages of this guide.


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


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


Studying Sheers’ Skirrid Hill for A-level


Bear in mind the sort of questions you are going to face in the examination. You need to check which exam board you are using with your teacher. For AQA Specification A, Skirrid Hill is a poetry set text in Section A of the Modern Times option (Paper 2B). Typically, the question quotes or states a viewpoint on the collection, then invites you to examine that view. Alternatively, Skirrid Hill may be used as a comparative set text in Section B of Modern Times (Paper 2B). In this case, you are given a viewpoint on an idea or issue relating to the Modern Times option. You compare the significance of this idea or issue and how it is presented in Skirrid Hill and your other comparative set text.


For Eduqas, Skirrid Hill is a comparative set text for Component 1: Poetry. You study the text alongside Field Work by Seamus Heaney. In the exam, you are given a critical viewpoint (typically, a quotation) about poetry. You respond to this view, exploring connections between the work of Sheers and Heaney as you do so.



Studying Sheers for AS-level



If you are taking WJEC (Wales only), you complete two answers on Sheers for the AS Paper. The first question asks you to write critically about a single poem. The second invites you to compare how a theme or idea is explored in both Skirrid Hill and in poems from Field Work by Seamus Heaney. As part of your preparation, you need to practise analysing each poem as well as comparing themes and ideas that are explored by both Sheers and Heaney. As you do so, you should practise commenting on different viewpoints on the poems. Think of different ways to view each of the poems in class and for yourself as well as making full use of the critical view features throughout this guide.





Key elements



This guide is designed to help you to raise your achievement in your examination response to Skirrid Hill. It is intended for you to use throughout your AS/A-level English literature course. It will help as you first study the poems and during your revision.


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


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


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


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


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


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



Skirrid Hill is a rich collection of verse that explores varied themes and ideas and covers a range of subjects drawn from family relationships and experiences of love and relationships, as well as reflections on Wales and national identity and responses to places and people from further afield. This introduction uses the epigraph of Skirrid Hill as a springboard for considering the collection as a whole.


An epigraph is a quotation placed at the start of a book which usually casts light on the work to follow, typically by suggesting a major theme or concern. The epigraph is often from a writer whose work has influenced the author. Skirrid Hill’s is from T. S. Eliot’s ‘East Coker’ (1940):




As we grow older


The world becomes stranger, the pattern more complicated


Of dead and living.





At first, this choice might seem odd. Eliot, a notoriously difficult, allusive and intellectually-demanding poet whose heyday was in the period of High Modernism (when literature was arguably at its most experimental and elitist), does not seem an obvious influence on Sheers. Yet, when we consider the epigraph closely, it does provide an introduction to aspects of the poetry in Skirrid Hill. ‘East Coker’ is from Four Quartets, one of Eliot’s later works and less forbidding to readers than earlier writings such as The Waste Land (1922). Philosophical and personal, its speaker also shows a humility that is hard to detect in his earlier work. The epigraph comes from Section V of the poem after Eliot’s autobiographical speaker has been addressing the reader, reflecting modestly on his writing career (‘twenty years largely wasted’) and seeing it as a continuous process of learning and reflecting on how difficult it is to express thoughts and feelings adequately in writing. The epigraph considers the way in which things seem clearer and simpler in youth, but as we age their complications emerge. The strangeness of the world becomes more evident and the ‘pattern’ – which might be read here as the model or the rules – becomes more complicated. This is true of both living and death. We don’t really know how we should live, we don’t know what happens to us after we die and we don’t know how we should prepare for death.


In Skirrid Hill, we might detect a similar mood. Sheers’ speakers are often reflective, trying to make sense of the past, whether that be, for example, the past of a romantic relationship such as ‘Keyways’, or of a linguistic, familial or geographical heritage, such as in ‘Inheritance’ or ‘Skirrid Fawr’. The complexities of life are acknowledged too. From recognising the cruelty of nature in poems like ‘Late Spring’, the abuses of power or the waste of war in ones like ‘Drinking with Hitler’ or ‘Mametz Wood’, Skirrid Hill is a collection that is alive to the complications of life. Death, and suffering during life, are also explored. For example, Sheers’ speakers reflect on the bravery of those battling with breast cancer (‘Amazon’), or the effects of early deaths on those left behind (for example, ‘Border Country’). As the Eliot epigraph suggests, there is a sense of the strangeness of life in the poetry of Sheers. This can be seen, for example, in reflections on the speaker’s grandfather who produces an egg like a magician’s trick in ‘The Equation’ or on the artist Mac Adams in ‘Shadow Man’.


Finally, despite the majority of the poems being accessible lyrics, the collection includes some formally experimental poems, such as the stream-of-consciousness-style ‘Service’ and the quasi-modernist ‘Four Movements in the Scale of Two’.





Poem summaries and commentaries
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Target your thinking





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



•  What other interpretations might you offer? (AO5)



•  Which are the most important methods used in the poem: how does Sheers use them to shape meaning and create effects? (AO2)



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



•  In what ways can you connect the poem’s themes, ideas or methods to other poems in the selection, or to your comparative set text? (AO4)





[image: ]





‘Last Act’


On first reading, this poem is puzzling. It seems to be concerned with speech, theatrical performance and poetry. The poet appears to be poised for a performance, in which he is the speaker and the reader the addressee. What is about to take place is a final act – perhaps the most important, most revealing one of all, in which the poet will perform his poems truthfully. On another, more personal, level the poem might be thought of as an intimate revelation from the speaker to a loved one – someone to whom he has finally grown close enough to share his weaknesses with. The last act might be the act of revealing his stammer by deliberately neglecting to use the strategies used by stammerers to conceal their non-fluency. By so doing the speaker is perhaps making himself vulnerable, but also revealing his true self.


Commentary Depending on how you read the poem, this single verse paragraph might be considered a dramatic monologue or a love poem in the form of an intimate lyric. To read the poem as a dramatic monologue we might consider the speaker as one adopting the persona of an actor about to perform in a play’s important final act. The conceit of the poet as actor runs through the poem: the term ‘my speech’ might be a big speech that the actor has had to learn; the ‘gaps’ in it might represent those parts unlearned or which were performed less well; ‘the silent mouthing O’ might make the reader think of the actor’s voice exercises before going on stage, or even – for some readers – the ‘O’ might echo the famous prologue to Shakespeare’s Henry V in which the actor in the role of chorus draws attention to the artifice of acting and the theatre, referring to the Globe theatre as ‘this wooden O’.


The vocabulary of the stage also helps to structure the poem. Anticipation and a sense of occasion are built as we move from the speechlessness of the first part of the poem to the point at which the moment of revelation is about to arrive: the ‘drawing back of the curtain’ gives way to the actor ‘under the spotlight’ poised to bow ‘as himself/for the first time all night’.
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Taking it further


For some poets who stammer, poetry has been a means to fluency. Stammering has also been a motif in the work of other writers. For example, in The School of Eloquence, Tony Harrison uses forms of inarticulacy and stammering – exemplified by his Uncle Joe and the Greek orator Demosthenes – to explore a wider need for articulation and political representation. See, for example, ‘Wordlists’ and ‘Them & [uz]’ in Tony Harrison, Selected Poems (Penguin, 2006).
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The conceit seems appropriate for this poem, which is positioned before the epigraph as a prologue to the collection. The poem heightens the reader’s sense of anticipation for the work to follow and promises both technical accomplishment and truth. The sense that readers will be hearing the poet ‘as himself’ prepares us for some personal poems – there are many in the collection – and it reminds us of the intimate nature of the genre of poetry, in which perhaps writer and reader are closest. Unlike drama, where the playwright’s words are brought to life through a collaborative process involving a director, actors and others, the poet can deliver his condensed thoughts, unmediated, to the reader’s eye and ear.


To think of the poem as a love lyric is an equally fruitful approach. If we do this, we might consider it to be much more autobiographical. Sheers has written about his stammer in the past in poems like ‘Stammerer on Scree’ in his previous collection, The Blue Book, and indeed non-fluency might be considered as a motif that runs throughout Skirrid Hill – see, for example, ‘Inheritance’. In this case the stutter is explored directly; revealing it could be the final, most intimate act of self-revelation by the speaker to his girlfriend. The ‘gaps’ in his speech are presented at first as being both visually and aurally unattractive: they are ‘like missing teeth/in the face of [his] speech’ and they make him sound like a ‘stuck record’. This last aural image cleverly reinvents a cliché, since usually someone is likened to a stuck record if he or she is verbose and repeating the same idea. Sheers’ usage is actually more accurate. A ‘stuck record’ keeps repeating the same – often unintelligible – sound in a similar manner to one whose fluency of speech has stuck because of a stammer. The imagery of ‘the countdown through the page’ enacts the aversion technique whereby the stammerer mentally flicks through a thesaurus to try to find an alternative word to the one which is difficult to enunciate.


Such personal revelation is a brave way to begin a new collection. After Sheers’ many successes – his first collection had gone into four printings and his non-fiction work The Dust Diaries had won the Welsh Book of the Year Award and been named as a Book of the Year by both the TLS and The New Statesman – some readers might have expected self-aggrandisement, arrogance or at least a bit of showing off. Instead they are given candour and a disarming display of weakness; the ‘bowing’ in the penultimate line, as well as being an acknowledgement of acclaim, could be a gesture of respect or even deference to his readership.
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Taking it further


The King’s Speech (2010), directed by Tom Hooper and starring Colin Firth as the king, is the story of George VI’s struggle to overcome his stammer. Why not watch this film, or search for some reviews on the internet?
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The speaker’s weakness, paradoxically, shows strength: he is strong enough to reveal himself fully to his loved one. Perhaps, like most of us in the early stages of a relationship, he has presented only his best side to his lover, but now has moved from being ‘the actor’ to being ‘himself/for the first time’. In this way the stutter, rather than impeding communication, might be seen as an aid to intimacy. The poem’s tone is conversational, perhaps even gentle and loving. This ‘last act’ suggests that what will follow is increased closeness and love.



‘Mametz Wood’



The speaker reflects on the body parts from dead soldiers that continue to surface around Mametz Wood. He describes the bones, which have been uncovered during ploughing, and considers the battle as having wounded the earth, which is expelling these fragments as part of the healing process.


Considering another recent excavation at which 20 bodies with linked arms were found, the speaker imagines them as if they are in the middle of a dance. The image is a perfect expression of their comradeship, closeness and youth. It also points to the grim absurdity of war.
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Commentary ‘Mametz Wood’ is a poem with a strong narrative. It comprises two stories. The first reports on the body parts that have surfaced periodically after ploughing in the years following the war. The second details the discovery of a shallow grave in which the bodies of men with linked arms were found. The poem is also an elegy for the lost lives – one that gives a voice to skeletons with ‘absent tongues’.


Each stanza is a tercet – a three-line stanza, which is a common form in Skirrid Hill. Using tercets allows Sheers to break up aspects of a story or an idea, and it encourages the reader to focus on the ends of lines and stanzas while still keeping the developing story or idea in mind. Free verse – lines that have no regular metre – also helps to give the reader a sense that the speaker’s thoughts and feelings are being expressed naturally and in the moment, rather than being produced to follow predetermined beats.


The first four stanzas form the first part of the poem. The first stanza is a single sentence that announces the subject clearly: ‘the wasted young’. These words gain prominence by being placed at the very start of the middle line, after an end-stop and before a caesura. The two stanzas that follow form a further sentence that details the parts of the soldiers that have been uncovered. It then imagines their final orders. The fourth stanza is a single sentence that concludes the first part of the poem. In a broader perspective, the earth is personified and the soldiers’ remains are considered as ‘foreign bodies’ symptomatic of widespread wounds to the earth. These foreign bodies are being worked back ‘to the surface of the skin’ as part of the ongoing process of healing.
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caesura a definite break in the middle of a line of verse; it is usually, but not always, indicated by a punctuation mark.
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Taking it further


A DVD of Owen Sheers’ programme Battlefield Poet Keith Douglas (2011) has been released by Digital Classics. See p.76 for more information on Keith Douglas.
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The second part of the poem starts with the fifth stanza. ‘This morning’ is a topic marker announcing a new subject and it moves the action from the non-specific time of the first part of the poem right into the present. The fifth and sixth stanzas describe the discovery of the skeletons that have been linked ‘arm in arm’ and the perspective moves cinematically, from the longshots of the ‘one long grave’ and the ‘broken mosaic of bone’ to the image of skeletons ‘mid dance’ before finally panning to close-up images of ‘boots’, ‘heads’ and ‘jaws’ which have dropped open.


The final stanza holds this image of the open jaws, allowing the reader to ponder its significance, and the image becomes not just visual, but aural as, paradoxically, we imagine the sounds that have ‘slipped from their absent tongues’. The image resonates as ‘with this unearthing’ remind us of the first stands and its mention of the many discoveries of body parts by farmers during the years since the battle. thus sheers provides a pleasing cyclical effect. it links both stories in the poem: that of the general discovery of body parts and that of the particular discovery of the 20 soldiers. Perhaps by doing so, Sheers encourages us to recognise that his moving account of the 20 men is just one part of a much wider story.
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Taking it further


Hear Owen Sheers reading the poem by visiting www.poetryarchive.org and searching for ‘Mametz Wood’ in the search box. Click on ‘Owen Sheers’ and a list of his recordings will be displayed.
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In the collection as a whole, growing up is a significant theme. Here it is addressed by the idea of ‘the wasted young’. In contrast to young people of today who talk of being ‘wasted’ in the colloquial sense of being drunk, these are young men whose youthful promise has been squandered and who had to grow up fast. Youth is evoked by the images of dancing and singing in the final part of the poem and by the phrase that sends them to their deaths: ‘they were told to walk, not run’. It sounds like something said by a schoolteacher, and their inexperience is reinforced by the use of the passive voice and the sense that elders must be obeyed. The half-rhyme on ‘not run’ and ‘machine guns’ links their deaths to the orders that they followed.
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half-rhyme an aural effect in which words almost, but not entirely, rhyme.
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The sheer unexpectedness of death is also evoked. No exact moment of dying is described: just the instants before and the after-effects that are unearthed years later. The final image is gruesome and uncanny; the idea of tongueless skulls singing is disturbing. As well as being macabre, the dropped jaws might remind us of the informal adjective ‘jaw-dropping’: the idea that they would die so young would have been astonishing to the young men, as it is to us.


Perhaps most astonishing is the waste and Sheers conveys this through images of delicacy and beauty being destroyed. The ‘broken mosaic’ might remind us of precious Roman ruins; the ‘bird’s egg’ metaphor turns the hard bone of a soldier’s skull into an image of fragility. Both the egg and the chit (which usually means a brief note such as a bill, but in this case refers to a shoot such as the one which sprouts from the eye of a potato) are images of early stages of development. It is wasteful that these soldiers’ lives have been cut off before maturity.
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Taking it further


Research danse macabre (e.g. on Wikipedia). In what ways might understanding this allusion contribute to your understanding of ‘Mametz Wood’ and its depiction of death?
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The natural world, often a source of comfort in Sheers’ work, seems to have been undermined by a military subtext. The earth is personified as a soldier standing ‘sentinel’ – possibly one whose previous work has been ineffective – who must now try to deal with the memories of the destruction that took place on his previous watch. The woods are no longer a place of leisure, but a source of danger: they conceal ‘nesting machine guns’. The adjective ‘nesting’ reminds us of the ‘blown/and broken bird’s egg’ in the previous stanza, whose plosive alliteration carries an echo of the explosions of war.
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Context


Unlike in many parts of England, where equestrian pursuits are largely the preserve of the wealthy, in Wales, where Sheers grew up, it was not uncommon for someone with a smallholding (a house and some land smaller than a farm) to keep horses.
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‘The Farrier’


A farrier shoes horses. This poem depicts the farrier as an expert who is gentle and at one with the animal on which he works. It details each part of the process – from donning an apron to watching the horse walk off newly shod.


Commentary A vignette of a typical country event, the poem reads like a documentary of a master craftsman at work. It is comprised of eight tercets and a final single line. Each tercet captures a detail of the process.


The first two stanzas, which form a single sentence, describe calm preparation. Images of the farrier smoking in the first three stanzas help convey his patience as well as the unhurried nature of his work. He places a ‘roll-up’ in his mouth in the first stanza; we see its ‘smoke slow-turning’ in the second; then we note its smell in the third. The fourth and fifth stanzas detail the farrier’s actions as he takes the mare’s leg and positions its hoof between his knees.


The sixth stanza marks a shift in pace as the farrier carries on with ‘the close work’ briskly; the speed is enacted by the profusion of dynamic verbs in the space of three lines as he goes to work ‘cutting … excavating … filing … and branding on a shoe’. The penultimate stanza provides the conclusion of the shoeing process. Its final line might be seen as a subtle shift in the narrative as we move from the work of the man to the feelings of the horse, who is ‘awkward in her new shoes’ which alter her perception, making her feel as though she is ‘walking on strange ground’. The final stanza deviates from the established stanzaic form by being a single line, making the effects of the shoeing stand out: ‘The sound of his steel, biting at her heels.’ The formal prominence is highlighted aurally, through the overt mention of the sound of the shoes and the poetic effects of alliteration and sibilance. The half-rhyme on which the poem ends carries an echo of the steel, perhaps like the sound of the newly shod mare stepping on the stone of the farmyard floor.


‘The Farrier’ is reminiscent of poems of rural work such as those in Seamus Heaney’s earliest collections, Death of a Naturalist and Door into the Dark. Like the subject of Heaney’s ‘Thatcher’, Sheers’ farrier seems to have almost preternatural powers. The opening image casts him in a priestly light, since his movements are like ‘blessing himself’. The ‘smoke slow-turning from his mouth’ adds mystery, which is complemented by the ‘apparition of smoke’ that he causes to rise from the horse’s hoof later in the poem. The farrier is presented as being hardy and associated with nature: the wind is personified as ‘twisting his sideburns in its fingers’ and Sheers clothes him in a ‘leather’ apron that is the ‘black and tan of a rain-beaten bay’ (a bay is a brown-coloured horse). As well as being tough, the farrier is gentle. Patiently he awaits the mare in the second stanza, and when he lifts the hoof to commence working on it in the fifth he does so like ‘a romantic lead dropping to the lips of his lover’. The metaphor suggests attentiveness, courtliness and grace, and the sense of the horse as a beautiful woman to be served continues in the image of the farrier gripping nails in his teeth like ‘a seamstress pinning the dress of the bride’.
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Taking it further


Hear Owen Sheers reading the poem by visiting www.poetryarchive.org and searching for ‘The Farrier’ in the search box. Click on ‘Owen Sheers’ and a list of his recordings will be displayed.
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In addition to presenting the farrier and his work, the poem also provides a detailed and accurate picture of the horse. Notice how the third stanza privileges the mare’s perspective. In keeping with the idea that horses use their sense of smell to greet one another, she ‘smells’ the farrier, noting ‘woodbine, metal and hoof’. The next detail, of the farrier avoiding eye contact, is also significant since staring can be interpreted by horses as threatening behaviour. Sheers is also attentive to the fine details of shoeing and uses specialist equine vocabulary such as ‘fetlock’ (the part of the leg above and behind the hoof) and ‘frog’ (the pad in the sole of the hoof).


Sheers’ farrier is unnamed. This defines him by his job, and Sheers’ use of the definite article (‘The’) makes him seem more of an archetype than a specific person. His job has been done by men like him for generations, and it is presented with an air of mystery and expertise, which leaves the reader feeling impressed and respectful towards country traditions.
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