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Forward/emagazine

2019
WINNER

Comments by emagazine Editors
This year’s Forward/emagazine poetry competition for A Level students 

was a joy for those of us doing the judging! We decided for the fi rst 

time this year to only offer a ‘creative critical’ response, given its 

success in previous years, provoking both really strong poems and 

excellent critical writing about the chosen source poem. We had over 

100 entries, from schools and colleges up and down the country, from 

all kinds of schools. Our one regret was that so few boys entered. We 

know that more girls do English than boys, but next year we hope for 

a bigger entry from those who do.

The general standard of the poems written by the students, and the 

associated critical writing, was superb. Students chose poems that 

really spoke to them and in their commentaries were able to articulate 

the signifi cant qualities of the poem that had most attracted and 

interested them. The students’ own poems were often powerful, 

moving, witty and personal. Not only that, they also showed an 

impressive command over language and form. We have decided to 

highly commend all the shortlisted entries in recognition of their 

quality. We would also like to congratulate the many, many students 

who wrote extremely well but didn’t quite make it to the shortlist.

Comments by Judge Daljit Nagra on the 
Winning Entry
A stunning, wise, structurally complex yet immediate and heart-

stopping whopper of a poem, which is beautifully explained in the 

commentary. I love the way Ravinthiran’s compact sonnets have 

served as source of infl uence to create a series of quatrains that look 

ahead to the absence of the mother, then return to the speaker’s 

own birth, and then back, further back to the grandmother and the 

mothers before in a lineage of creation, ‘like Russian dolls’. There 

are many striking achievements in the poem, including the precise 

diction, the assured tone and the lovely syntax as it loops around 

the lines and runs over verses. This poem is elegy, is dithyramb and 

ultimately it’s a love letter to birth and life and death. The poem ends 

with a domestic rapture that in a darker reading moves both forward 

in time to convey the love of joy and communion, and of despair at 

the fi nal breath, ‘I love you, I love you’.

Winner:  
• Lucy Thynne, Lady Margaret School, Fulham

Runners-up:  
• Katie Kirkpatrick, Hills Road Sixth Form 

College, Cambridge

• Anna Holland, St Nicholas Catholic High School 

Sixth Form, Northwich, Cheshire

Highly Commended:
• Lyra Christie, Gosforth Academy, 

Newcastle upon Tyne

• Em Power, Esher College, Thames Ditton

• Chantelle Arangalla, Gumley House Convent School, 

Isleworth, Hounslow

• Isabella Bonnell, Rugby High School, Rugby

• Lily Rachel, East Barnet School, 

Chestnut Grove, London

• Naomi Thomas, High Storrs School, Sheffi eld

• Adelaide Whitelaw, Bedford Modern 

School, Bedford
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The Winner – Lucy Thynne
Responding to ‘Dubrovnik’ by Vidyan Ravinthiran

My mother, swimming

Sometime far from now I will think of this: you, a pale line 
sketched into the blue, the waves holding you 
as any daughter would want to be held. 
The day slips past like water trailing through a child’s hands,

and I want to be small again, swimming with you, not here,
but in the bathtub at home, sliding around like an egg-yolk
loosened from its shell. You’d put me between your thighs, opened
into curving brackets of skin, and I would not be thinking 

of myself in the third person, but laughing in the way 
I’ve now forgotten. There’s something about arriving
in the rain and it all quieting now to this: the sea, 
wine-dark, you, its drawing in reverse. 

I don’t want to think of when I won’t be sitting here, 
watching you swimming, so I think about your own mother instead – 
how as she got older, her memory reached further back 
into itself. How she told us that she remembered 

being curled in the womb, the liquid, amniotic glow, 
and later, the face of her mother after birth. 
None of us believed her, but I think this is the same 
kind of swimming: a kick and a breath, holding on, 

her daughters and their daughters encased 
like Russian dolls inside of her. We run home and in the dark 
of the garden I dream of you calling to me from the sea, 
your voice shouting as it throbs above us: 

my daughter – I love you, I love you. 

Commentary

Ravinthiran writes about watching both the present and the past through observing a loved one: an 

ambiguous ‘you.’ The poem is titled ‘Dubrovnik’, but is as much about the echoes of Sri Lanka later in 

the poem, described in beautifully evocative images and subtle rhymes (‘bitten’, ‘smitten’) that tie the 

poem together. I loved the idea of the observer that begins ‘Dubrovnik’, and so have tried to respond 

to this by creating my own, who watches her mother swimming and, much like that of Ravinthiran’s, 

thinks of a past and future.

In Ravinthiran’s poem, there is a strong sense of two separate places, with the act of swimming as a 

bridge between them. I decided to write about multiple places that intertwine as a result, some more 

domestic and maternal – our bath at home, and ultimately the womb, all told through the inherited 

family memories Ravinthiran also writes of. I really liked the signifi cantly implied female presence in 

Ravinthiran’s poem – he refers to two mothers – which I wanted to draw on myself, applying this to 

my own personal history of my mother and grandmother. I chose the same setting as Ravinthiran’s 

poem – the sea – which seemed apt, as a kind of mother to so many other living things. 

‘Dubrovnik’ above all touched me for its beautiful and deceptively simple presentation of time 

passing. The poem jumps from the present to a ‘later’ to the earlier memory of Sri Lanka, and even 

the possibility of being ‘pulled in and under and lost forever.’ Both mothers at the end of ‘Dubrovnik’ 

act differently as the antitheses of each other – but neither seems less loving. Like my own mother 

and grandmother in this poem, two very different kinds of mothers, this poem aims to recreate 

Ravinthiran’s sense of tenderness in portraying loved ones and motherhood.
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Runner-up – Katie Kirkpatrick
Responding to: ‘Scenes for a Bright Town’ by Helen Tookey

mosaic

in this shard 
is the curve of his iris
dirty sea water grey 
polluted with questions,
glinting, like sunlight on the crests of waves,
when answers are evaded

in this shard 
is the inside of his lip
so vulnerable, so soft,
pink like the blush of your cheeks
every monday afternoon

in this shard 
is the palm of his hand
with carvings that tell fortunes,
a life line to a time 
just beyond the coastline

grey pink fl esh
the shards are set in grout – 
and still he looks up expectantly 

Commentary

Tookey’s poem made a lot more sense to me when I focussed on the fi nal image: reconstructing a city 

using ‘fragments’. For my poem, I wanted to take the theme of fragmentation but apply it to a person 

rather than a city.

I admired the way Tookey’s poem is split into sections, each of which captures its own distinct image, 

and so decided I wanted to mirror this; rather than subtitles, I chose to use spacing to create the visual 

image of a mosaic.

The imagery in my poem is inspired by that of Tookey’s: she focuses on nature and the seaside, and 

I decided to echo this by comparing features of the boy to sea water, waves, and the coastline, thus 

giving my poem a sense of setting. I tried to mimic Tookey’s skill at conveying character and plot 

without explicitly mentioning it through details such as ‘every monday afternoon’ and ‘when answers 

are evaded’: she expresses so much so subtly in lines like ‘not midnight exactly – three minutes 

past/by the kitchen clock’. These kinds of phrases also allowed me to mirror the uneasy, quiet tone 

of Tookey’s poem.

The ending of my poem is intended to suggest that the shards of the mosaic are fragments of memory, 

and that the character referred to in ‘your cheeks’ is expecting too much from their memories. This 

was inspired by the way the fi nal line of Tookey’s poem pulls together the idea of the different images 

making up the city, and also makes readers question the language of the title: surely a ‘bright’ city 

doesn’t need to be reconstructed? I tried to mirror this through the idea that the last line makes 

readers consider whether this is really a mosaic, a memory, or a living person.
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Runner up – Anna Holland
Responding to ‘Flowers’ by Jay Bernard

Her

The streets will run red
Tonight
The stars will shine from a blood-soaked mirror
Tonight
The fl owers will die
Tonight
The meadows will thrive on my beating heart 
Tonight

You beg to know my 
Crime
You assume I must be punished for my 
Crime
You hunt me for my 
Crime
You do not get the right to decide my
Crime

Why won’t you help me 
Escape?
We’re crying and screaming, desperate for
Escape
But they won’t let us
Escape
Because in Russia, hunting us is their 
Escape

Do I have your attention now?
Will you come and save
Us, the innocent?

All I did was love her.

Commentary

Jay Bernard is an LGBTQ+ black poet who, through their poetry, fought to 

raise awareness of the suffering of black people in our society. As a member of 

the LQBTQ+ community, I feel that it is my duty to follow in their footsteps 

and fi ght to make the suffering of our community known. In Russia there 

is a website dedicated to identifying gay people, only so that they can be 

hunted and brutally murdered. Their only crime is loving who they want to. 

On July 21st, 2019, gay activist Yelena Grigoryeva was stabbed to death for 

trying to defend members of the LGBTQ+ community who had been detained 

by Russian police. This website turns the murder of LGBTQ+ people into a 

game based on the Saw movies, and Yelena found her name listed before 

she died. Despite numerous death threats, Yelena continued to fi ght for her 

community, and this poem is dedicated to her memory, and to the memories 

of all the LGBTQ+ Russians who have been slaughtered because of who they 

loved. Bernard’s poem expresses so much anger at the murder of innocent 

people, who died because of something they couldn’t change. ‘Flowers’ is an 

inspirational step towards breaking the silence surrounding the treatment of 

oppressed minorities, and I would like to follow in the footsteps of Bernard and 

Grigoryeva and tear down the extreme censorship we are held under. ‘Flowers’ 

actively accuses the general public of their ignorance, and I themed my poem, 

‘Her’, around more directly accusing the reader of not doing enough to fi ght 

for us. Poems such as these are a call to arms to the people, and it is now their 

responsibility to respond.

• Forward/emagazine Creative Critics 

2018, emagazine 82, December 2018

• Forward/emagazine Young Critics 

2017, emagazine 78, December 2017

• Barbara Bleiman: Writing About 

Poetry, emagazine 71, February 2016

• Malcolm Hebron: What Are Poems 

and What Do They Do For Us?, 

emagazine 85, September 2018

emag web archive
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and Enchantment
Dr Sean McEvoy 
explores the way in 
which myth, magic and 
realism combine in Jez 
Butterworth’s play to 
dramatise the ways in 
which enchantment 
and the sacred have 
been replaced by 
alienation and despair.
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A curtain with the faded Cross of St. George. A 
proscenium adorned with cherubs and woodland 
scenes. Dragons. Maidens. Devils. 

A girl dressed as a fairy appears and 

starts to sing, before she is driven away 

by ‘Thumping music’. This is how Jez 

Butterworth’s 2009 play Jerusalem begins. 

We seem to be in a place where staged 

myth and magic will be interrupted by 

the modern world.

But how are we to take the mythical and 

magical elements in this otherwise very 

contemporary drama? Are we supposed 

to take them literally? Do they work to 

make the play more dramatically effective 

by making its events seem mysterious? 

Or rather, perhaps, can they be seen 

as a sustained metaphor for something 

more signifi cant in Jerusalem, both 

politically and socially?

The Magic of the Wood
According to the play’s protagonist, Johnny 

‘Rooster’ Byron, the wood where he 

lives is indeed a magical place. Johnny is 

a charismatic teller of tall tales, an ex-

motorbike stunt-rider whose caravan in 

‘Rooster’s Wood’ is the place where the 

young people of Flintock village come to get 

drugs, to drink and to party. In the play’s 

most lyrical speech Johnny describes how in 

this wood he has 

seen a rainbow hit the earth and set fi re to the 
ground.

He’s even seen 

a man they buried in the churchyard Friday sitting 
under a beech eating an apple on Saturday 
morning.

He says he has heard ‘an oak tree cry’ and 

‘a beech tree sing hymns’ amongst many 

other moments of natural and human 

drama. Lee, one of Johnny’s young acolytes, 

says that a ley-line, a line of ancient energy, 

runs right through the wood. ‘This is holy 

land’, he declares. 

Johnny and the Giant’s Drum
But does this supposed magic extend to 

Johnny himself? Johnny owns a drum 

which he claims was given to him by the 

giant that built Stonehenge. It may be 

comically coincidental when Lee beats the 

giant’s drum to summon its owner and 

Johnny’s six year-old son Marky appears 

instead, but it still feels uncanny. Then 

what are we to make of the moment when 

Johnny gets Marky’s mother Dawn to stare 

into his eyes, telling her that he is going ‘to 

show’ her ‘something’? Whatever it is that 

she sees there makes her start to shake and 
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she looks away, ‘trembling’. Can this just 

be explained by the cocaine she has taken? 

But most importantly, do the giants really 

come to Johnny’s rescue at the end of the 

play? Bloody and battered, he has splashed 

petrol over his caravan – it seems for a fi nal 

confl agration – when the South Wiltshire 

Police come to evict him. In the play’s fi nal 

lines he beats the giant’s drum, incanting 

the names of his ancestors and summoning 

the giants and ‘drunken spirits’ of ‘these 

green fi elds’ to come to his aid. The fi nal 

stage direction reads 

he pounds on and on until the fi nal blow rings out 
and […] Blackout. The End. Curtain.

In the original production at The Royal 

Court Theatre in London, directed by Ian 

Rickson, the giants did arrive. Johnny stared 

up and fl inched in awe and anticipation, 

and we heard a rustling of the wind and 

then a booming footfall. 

Magic as Metaphor
We could regard this ending as just silly 

– giants don’t exist. It’s certainly very 

dramatic. We could just say that since we 

don’t actually see anything appear on stage, 

it must be simply what’s happening inside 

Johnny’s head. But magic in the play can be 

a metaphor, can stand for something else. To 

say that Rooster’s Wood, and its inhabitants, 

is an enchanted place could then be to say 

that it possesses a special worth, that it has 

a presence which is not recognised by the 

‘rational’ economic and ideological forces 

which dominate our society today. Jerusalem

has a lot to say about those forces. Johnny 

jokes about how they live in a ‘sunk’ 

economy. The inhabitants of Flintock whose 

status we learn about are unemployed 

(Ginger), emigrating (Lee) or stuck in a 

dead-end abattoir job, like Davey, where 

he ‘ain’t never got a pound for a saveloy’. 

Dawn is a homeworker who knits baby-

clothes. Wesley, who runs the pub, thinks 

the brewery that employs him is like the 

‘KGB’ (the old Russian Secret Service), and 

knows his employees say ‘horrible things’ 

about him. Tellingly, the brewery has 

made him take part in a fabricated Morris 

Dancing side, ‘The Flintock Men’, whose 

purpose is to promote the pub and their 

beer, whilst claiming to connote ‘fertility 

and the hunt’ or 

the sun god’s mastery over the infi nite chaos of 
the galaxy.

Rural tradition and art are to be cynically 

exploited for profi t. Under the play’s 
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riotously comic dialogue its characters are 

anxious and alienated. 

Links to Other Myths and 
Legends
The magical in the play is unruly and 

chaotic, but it is literally to be bulldozed 

for new houses. Johnny asks Fawcett, the 

appropriately named council offi cial, 

who gets the contract? Who gets the kickbacks? 

suggesting that the councillors themselves 

will be illicitly making money out of the 

deal. It’s easy of course to see why the 

residents of Flintock want Johnny out. To 

them he is, as Davey puts it, an 

ogre what loves trance music, deals cheap spliff 
and whizz, don’t pay no tax and has probably 
got AIDS. Guaranteed non-stop aggravation and 
danger.

Perhaps he stands for the repressed desires 

they themselves cannot acknowledge and 

which they therefore hate. But Johnny 

is also tragic, a sacrifi cial fi gure who is 

so much more than that. The play’s web 

of allusions to myth and legend link him 

to King Arthur, to Robin Hood, to Ajax 

in Greek mythology and to Jesus Christ. 

Most obviously, as the protector of the 

sexually-abused Phaedra Cox he is the St 

George who takes on her fi re-breathing 

step-father Troy Cooper and his henchmen. 

Metaphor and symbol are at the heart 

of Butterworth’s play. The mythical past 

is alive in him and he summons it to his 

rescue in Jerusalem’s fi nal moments.

Nothing Remains Sacred
The German theorists Theodor Adorno and 

Max Horkheimer wrote seventy-fi ve years 

ago about how capitalist modernity works 

to ‘disenchant’, to remove any sense of the 

magical and mythical from our relationship 

with nature and ultimately from each 

other. ‘Instrumental reason’, treating 

the living world as objects for our use, 

turns ‘souls into things’. The critic Simon 

Jarvis sums this up: 

Nothing remains sacred, so that everything 
can be worked on, consumed, and exchanged. 
Nothing is to be beyond thought; nothing is to be 
beyond price.

Talking about his own play in a television 

interview, Butterworth says it presents a 

‘crisis’ that began 

• Diane Crimp: Carnival and Comedy: 

Subversion in Jerusalem, emagazine

59, February 2013

• Tony Cavender: Tragedy, Comedy, 

History, Pastoral – A Genre-bending 

Drama, emagazine 66, December 2014

• Nicholas Phillips: Byron Blood and 

Byron Boys – The Myth and Reality 

of Fatherhood in Jez Butterworth’s 

Jerusalem, emagazine 72, April 2016

• Sean McEvoy: Dramatic Comedy 

– An Overview, emagazine

57, September 2012

• Sean McEvoy: Looking Back 

in Nostalgia – Twenty-fi rst 

Century British Drama, emagazine

74, December 2016
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when science took over from any kind of ritualised 
religion in our lives to explain what it is that we 
are doing here. 

The shamanic enchanter and tragic 

scapegoat Johnny Byron metaphorically 

makes a heroic last stand for something 

that is now, in the twenty-fi rst century, 

very nearly erased from our world, leaving 

it one-dimensional and dull, with its 

inhabitants alienated from each other 

and ourselves. Everything has a price and 

nothing a value. Worse, in treating the 

natural world as an object purely for our 

use, we are destroying our own future. 

Phaedra sings part of William Blake’s 

prophetic poem ‘Jerusalem’ (1804) at the 

play’s beginning. It’s also the subject of 

the Trivial Pursuit question whose answer 

Johnny only remembers after his beating. 

The poem that gives the play its title looks 

back upon a time when the ‘Countenance 

Divine’ shone down on England’s green 

landscape, before the arrival of the ‘dark 

satanic mills’: the industrial manifestation 

of modernity’s instrumental reason against 

which Johnny, with all his faults, stages an 

enchanted resistance.

Dr Sean McEvoy teaches at Murray Edwards 

College, University of Cambridge. 

Follow it Up
Butterworth interview referred 

to: https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=ENEoRHLuZ1I
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David Shariatmadari’s articles about 

language are among some of the very best 

you’ll fi nd if you are a student or teacher 

of A Level English Language. David’s 

book Don’t Believe a Word: The Surprising 

Truth About Language was published in the 

summer of 2019 and covers an impressive 

range of language topics, from the perennial 

peeves of prescriptivists about English’s 

supposed decline and the problem with 

words’ ‘original’ meanings, through to why 

Chomsky got it wrong about children’s 

communicative skills and the complex 

but oft-misunderstood links between 

language and thought. 

DC: You say in Don’t Believe a Word that the 

people who complain about language 

‘going to the dogs’ fail to recognise the 

facts of language change. In this post-

truth/alternative facts era, how do we 

counter such prescriptive narratives 

from commentators who say that they 

are convinced of a decline that clearly 

isn’t happening?

DS: I think the easiest way to do this is to 
point out to them that language has 
always changed – and people have always 
complained about it! For example, in the 
18th century, Jonathan Swift complained 
about the ‘corruptions’ in language – and 
said that English had been at its best during 
the reign of Elizabeth I. But if you go back 
to that time, you’ll fi nd people like George 
Puttenham complaining just as much. And so 
on and so on, right through to the 1300s. If 
Puttenham and Swift had been right, then all 
the literature that came after them would’ve 
been poorly written. But do the prescriptivists 
really believe that, say, Jane Austen or Charles 
Dickens wrote English badly?

DC: When you describe some of the 

‘mistakes’ that have now become 

commonplace ways of saying and 

spelling words in our language (for 

example, ‘umpire, ‘adder’ and ‘apron’ 

which all started out with ‘n’ as their 

fi rst letter, so ‘numpire, ‘nadder’ 

and ‘napron’) you talk about how 

changes gradually spread through 

users of a language. Is a temporary 

period of confusion over such usage a 

reasonable price to pay for the overall 

balance that generally settles down as 

language changes?

DS: These kind of ‘mistakes’ also give the lie to 
the prescriptivists arguments. Forms that 
are standard today were often ‘wrong’ in 
the past, and I’m sure people moaned about 
them back then. It’s just more evidence that 
language is in constant fl ux, and there is no 
settling down really – just a kind of dynamic 
equilibrium. Attempts to fi x language are 
always going to come to grief. Because 
linguistic changes happen so quickly – easily 

David 
Shariatmadari

An Interview

Dan Clayton caught up with Guardian writer and editor David Shariatmadari 
after his talk at the October emagazine English Language conference. He 
asked him a bit more about his ideas about language and how his own 
background in language and linguistics has informed his outlook.
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within the course of a single lifetime – there 
is scope for confusion and upset about them. 
It’s not always pleasant to see the norms you 
grew used to shifting under your feet. That’s 
probably why prescriptivism is so popular.

DC: The Guardian has recently changed 

the ways in which it describes ‘climate 

change’ (now as ‘climate crisis’ or 

‘climate emergency’). How important 

is it to choose the right words for 

this and why? Why do the words 

matter so much?

DS: Because the world is really complex, and 
we often have to boil things down to 
have effective communication, metaphors 
come into play. A metaphor is a way of 
characterising an event or some aspect of 
the world, and ‘climate crisis’ and ‘climate 
emergency’ are ultimately metaphors too, 
because they’re shorthands. A lot of work 
has been done about the way metaphors 
structure our thinking about reality – see 
for example, George Lakoff. So the way we 
frame things is important. It’s not impossible 
to think outside the metaphor, but it takes 
more effort. A metaphor that’s closer to 
what’s really happening is better than one 
that glosses over or underplays reality. I think 
‘climate crisis’ and ‘emergency’ probably do 
describe the situation better – certainly in 
terms of the urgency we need to apply to 
tackling them.

DC: As an editor at The Guardian, with a 

style guide on one hand and a very 

diverse international audience on the 

other, do you ever feel caught between 

your descriptive, linguistics side and 

your prescriptive, must-correct-this-

terrible-error editor’s side?

DS: Ha – no not really, but I do understand the 
question. I’m not against stylistic preferences 
at all – I have lots myself. But I think it’s 
about being honest about what they are – 
they’re aesthetic judgements, not objective 
standards. If I change someone’s language 
as an editor, it’s because in my view I think 
it could be more elegant or better expressed. 
It’s not because I think it’s ‘wrong’ and I must 
make it ‘right’. 

DC: Tell us a bit more about why ‘toilet’ is 

such a fascinating word in the study of 

language change.

DS: Well, I picked toilet in my book – but it could 
be any word really. Every word is a little 
package of information about the history and 
culture of the speech community that uses it. 
Toilet is interesting because it’s a euphemism, 
and euphemisms get dragged down a 
particular evolutionary track, from good to 
bad. It started out meaning a piece of cloth 
you’d put on a dressing table, then became 
the dressing table itself, then the room which 
you’d get dressed in, then a room you relieve 
yourself in. It was recruited to that last role 

because it had such nice, clean, sophisticated 
connotations, ironically! That’s no longer the 
case, of course. 

DC: At the emagazine conference, Oliver 

Kamm mentioned a reactionary 

politician complaining about the 

number of different languages being 

spoken on public transport in London. 

How do you feel about reactions like 

this to other languages and what that 

tells us about views in England about 

other languages and cultures?

DS: I think it’s sad that on hearing different 
languages you would think ‘how annoying’ 
instead of ‘how amazing – what am I 
listening to, how are the sounds different, can 
I place it, are there aspects of its structure I 
can work out?’. I fi nd it really hard to identify 
with people who do the former. But I guess 
it’s about being shut out and excluded, and if 
you’re prepared to give in to the darker side 
of your nature you resent that, rather than 
fi nd it a spur for curiosity and discovery. Sadly 
we’re at a place at the moment where that 
darker side has been indulged quite a lot. But 
I’m hopeful people will react against that and 
start becoming more open and curious again. 

DC: You mention that you had wanted to 

study your father’s language, Farsi, 

at university. Did your own family 

language background have a big 

infl uence on your understanding of 

how languages – in a more universal 

sense than just English – work in the 

world around us?

DS: Yes it did. At a very basic level it made me 
understand that there are lots of different 
languages in the world (I grew up in a small 
town and wouldn’t have been exposed to 
that idea so early otherwise). And it certainly 
made me aware of how language is linked 
to cultural identity, and can be a form of 
self-expression, particularly when you’re in 
a minority. I think you’re very lucky if you’re 
exposed to more than one language growing 
up – and luckier still if you’re bilingual – it’s 
an amazing gift. You’ll probably fi nd yourself 
more curious about what the differences 
between languages are, and if you’re not 
careful, that could well lead to a career in 
linguistics!

DC: What’s so appealing about ‘usage-

based’ theories of language acquisition 

and why are they such a convincing 

challenge to Chomsky?

DS: I think usage-based theories put 
communication back at the centre of 
linguistics. That might sound weird, 
but Chomsky isn’t all that interested in 
communication. His aim is to fi nd evidence 
for a computational property of the brain that 
evolved discretely and shapes language in a 
particular way. This involves delving into the 

formal structures of sentences in a manner 
that doesn’t have a great deal to do with the 
way people actually convey meaning to one 
another. Sorry that’s a bit technical, but there 
it is. Usage-based work looks instead at the 
dynamic process of communicating. What you 
fi nd is that it’s the communicative strategies 
we employ when we have a conversation that 
give rise to the patterns we see over and over 
again in languages. These strategies refl ect 
general human cognition and they’re about 
cooperation and social understanding. So, 
for example, you might say ‘the car hit the 
truck’. But if the truck is the thing you want 
to emphasise, or it’s more important to the 
person you’re talking to, you might put it fi rst. 
Then you have ‘the truck was hit by the car’ – 
and that’s a rule called ‘passive fronting’.

DC: Finally… you studied Linguistics at 

university. What’s so great about 

Linguistics? Would you encourage A 

Level students to study it?

DS: Linguistics is really cool! If you like learning 
quirky facts about language, then look no 
further. It can be quite technical, but there’s 
a lot of fun too. If you’ve ever asked any of 
the big questions about language – what 
makes languages different? What makes 
them the same? Does the language you speak 
shape your thought? Why are words the way 
they are? – then I think you should seriously 
consider studying Linguistics. 

Dan Clayton is a consultant at EMC. David 

Shariatmadari is a writer and editor 

at the Guardian.

Follow it Up
Don’t Believe a Word: The Surprising Truth 

About Language is available now. You 

can read more of David’s work on the 

Guardian website.
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The poets whom we now classify as the 

Romantics responded passionately to the 

world in which they found themselves. The 

older generation of Romantics, most notably 

Wordsworth and Coleridge, emphasised the 

importance of individuality, sharing their 

capacity for wonder at nature and lauding 

the purity of the emotions. The younger, 

more dashing Romantics – Byron, Shelley 

and Keats amongst them – continued to 

engage with these ideals and proclaimed 

to mankind that human love and beauty 

were enough to live a fulfi lling life. And 

yet, despite the joys of love and the 

wondrousness of nature, these young 

Romantic poets knew only too well that 

death was inevitable. How did they fi nd 

a way to deal with the idea of everything 

coming to a sudden halt? 

Byron’s Last Poem
Byron wrote his fi nal poem, ‘On This Day I 

Complete My Thirty-Sixth Year’ (1824) in 

Missolonghi, where he had gone to join the 

Greek struggle for independence. He died 

shortly afterwards. The fi rst four stanzas 

are fi lled with words that convey his sense 

of solitude and dejection – ‘unmoved’, 

‘ceased’, ‘cannot’, ‘gone’, ‘alone’, ‘lone’ 

– along with images of decay in ‘yellow 

leaf’, ‘worm’ and ‘canker’. The fi re, which 

represents his passion, ‘preys’ upon 

him as there is no outlet or reciprocity, 

dwindling fi nally to a ‘funeral pile’. At 

the age of 36, Byron feels that his youth, 

suggested by fertile images of ‘fl owers and 

fruits’, is spent. A lack of love has reduced 

him to this state.

Keeping the Spirit Alive
Putting aside the reality of his impending 

death, Byron alludes here to a key theme 

in Romantic poetry, which is the life of 

the spirit. The spirit is something that is 

kept alive by emotion – it is a positive life 

force that runs through all living things 

as well as in their struggles to be free. It is 

the power that both the older and younger 

Romantics felt in nature and the sentiment 

that they thought had inspired the French 

KEATS 
AND 
BYRON
Perspectives on Dying

In the work of both of these younger Romantics, 
death is not presented as a fi nal end, nor does it 
vanquish the human spirit – love and beauty can 
prevail. Salima Abbasi Freeman explores these 
ideas by examining closely a few key poems.
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Revolution. Byron wrote, in 1813, that 

the ‘great object of life is Sensation’ and 

we need ‘to feel that we exist’. Earlier, he 

had written, ‘I cannot exist without some 

object of Love’. Existence for Byron is to 

experience passion and love. He laments, ‘I 

cannot be beloved’ and this causes a dying 

of his spirit. ‘Still let me love!’ is his weak 

protest that there is passion in him still.

Glory and Honour Beyond 
Death
In ‘So We’ll Go No More a Roving’ (1817), 

Byron’s speaker refl ects upon the fact that 

he is growing old and weary. Again, he lets 

us know that his emotions are very much 

alive and the world is still beautiful – 

Though the heart be still as loving
And the moon be still as bright.

The tone is one of melancholic resignation 

and wistfulness. In ‘On This Day’, there 

is similar melancholy but the passion is 

stronger and expressed in images of ‘fi re’, 

‘volcano’ and ‘torch’. Byron is focused 

on his spiritual death even whilst his real 

death looms. In the fi fth stanza, there is 

something of a volta. It begins with ‘But’ as 

though he argues against himself. He seems 

to lift himself out of his depressed state and 

looks around him to see ‘Glory and Greece’. 

He urges himself to embrace ‘the land of 

honourable death’ and acquire a legacy, like 

his classical heroes. Byron seems to come 

to the realisation that his spirit can be fed 

by glory, if not by love; through heroism 

and poetry, the dying man can leave a 

reputation that will survive him.

Wit and Laughter Conquering 
Death
Byron’s musings upon death are not 

always so serious. ‘Lines Inscribed upon 

a Cup Formed from a Skull’ (1808) is 

one of his early poems and refl ects the 

youthful irreverence that helped create 

his fl amboyant reputation. The young 

Byron discovered a monk’s skull at his 

home, Newstead Abbey, and had it made 

into a drinking vessel. Any outrage at the 

sacrilegious nature of this act is countered 

by the message that the skull offers – that 

it has transcended death and found new 

life beyond the grave. Byron plays upon 

the word ‘spirit’ which alludes both to 

the life force and to the wine that fi lls 

the cup. The macabre image of living lips 

being preferred to the mouths of worms 

creates uncomfortable laughter amongst the 

drinkers; they are reminded that they may 

themselves return as cups to ‘rhyme and 

revel with the dead’. Perversely, the skull 

fulfi ls its traditional function of serving as 

a memento mori, or reminder of death. The 

function of such a reminder would have 

been to caution the living against forgetting 

about religion and life after death. There is 

no mention of religion in ‘Lines’ but Byron 

does use the Christian word, ‘Redeem’d’ 

and alludes to ‘gods’ if not to ‘God’. It is as 

though he offers an alternative perspective 

on resurrection – those fortunate enough 

will be dug up by ‘another race’ and will 

return to the world, rather than to any 

ethereal realm, and be ‘of use’ to the living. 

They will enjoy wit, laughter, company and 

wine again and their spirits will live on.

Keats – Beauty Transcending 
Time
In ‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’ (1819), Keats 

muses upon an objet d’art, quite possibly 

something he had seen in the hoard of 

treasures recently brought to the British 

Museum. The poem is a self-conscious, 

ekphrastic composition, with the message 

that true beauty transcends time. This 

is a comment on the beautiful vase 

surviving beyond its era as well as an 

observation on the images painted on it; 

these have captured intense moments 

of life and, provided that no one drops 

the vase, preserved them for always. In 

‘Endymion’ (1818), written only a year 

earlier, Keats wrote, 

A thing of beauty is a joy for ever

and 
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  it will never
Pass into nothingness. 

He continues this sentiment in ‘Ode on a 

Grecian Urn’, ending the poem with the 

prophetic proclamation that 

Beauty is truth, truth beauty – that is all
Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.

These lines entirely sum up Keats’ Romantic 

stance, that only an emotional reaction to 

beauty truly matters; there is no need for 

any other idea of truth, particularly not 

a Christian one. He remained true to this 

belief even upon his deathbed.

The urn appears to the poet as a ‘Cold’ 

bride who has not consummated her 

marriage, one of many images of things 

left uncompleted. The actions depicted on 

the urn are frozen in time so that they will 

never end – the season will not change and 

lovers will not touch, remaining 

For ever panting, and for ever young.

Although their passion is unfulfi lled, they 

will escape aging and death; nothing is 

‘Cold’ in the world of the urn. A note of 

sadness is suggested by the frequency of 

negative words – ‘not’, ‘no’, ‘nor’, ‘never’ 

and ‘cannot’. Even negative words with a 

positive result – ‘unheard’ melodies and 

‘unwearied’ melodist – convey a sense of 

absence and incompleteness, much like the 

‘unravish’d’ bride. However, any sadness 

and coldness belong in the poet’s world and 

not in the urn’s, where everything is joyful 

and free from death.

Death as Release – ‘Ode to a 
Nightingale’
Whilst ‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’ is focused 

clearly on an object that has survived 

time, ‘Ode to a Nightingale’ allows the 

poet to imagine himself being able to leave 

behind the burdens of time and life. ‘Ode 

to a Nightingale’ makes many references 

to fading and dissolving, adding to the 

hallucinatory tone – in Stanza 2, Keats 

writes that he wishes to 

leave the world unseen
And with thee fade away.

The real world is tortured and Stanza 3 

paints an ugly picture of people aging 

ungracefully. The passing of youth and 

beauty leaves the poet ‘full of sorrow’ to 

the extent that he wishes to fl y away with 

the nightingale; his use of words associated 

with death like ‘embalmed’, ‘fading’, 

‘haunt’, ‘requiem’ and ‘immortal’ accords 

with his desire to evade the wearisome 

process of living.

Stanza 6 engages more overtly with dying. 

Death is ‘easeful’ and ‘Now more than 

ever seems it rich to die’. He imagines that 

death will release him and, just as the 

nightingale is singing, he will ‘cease upon 

the midnight with no pain’. It will be a 

union of the poet’s death and the bird’s 

fi nest moments and he will hear its song no 

longer, as he becomes a senseless mound of 

earth. Here, Keats shows us that he believes 

death to be a complete end for him. How 

does this make it ‘rich to die’ if there is no 

continuation of enjoyment after physical 

death? The answer lies in the song rather 

than in the singer, in the ‘plaintive anthem’, 

heard throughout the ages, rather than in 

the bird. This particular nightingale will 

die, just as the maker of the urn has died 

and just as Keats will die. What endures is 

the song, the artwork, the poem – and all 

the beauty that they bring to the world. It 

is an altruistic and unselfi sh joy that Keats 

celebrates: when others respond, life is 

eternally affi rmed and the human spirit 

continues to thrive.

Salima Abbasi Freeman is an English 

teacher in London.
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In the introduction to his 2009 collection 

of essays on The Kite Runner, the eminent 

literary critic Harold Bloom offered a 

magisterial put-down of Hosseini’s fi rst 

novel. It was, Bloom declared, ‘a grindingly 

sincere narrative in the shape of a memoir’ 

that was ‘composed in clichés’. While this 

dismissal is clearly exaggerated, it does 

present an invigorating challenge to those 

who have read and responded positively 

to the novel, particularly if they are also 

involved in teaching and writing about it. 

The Kite Runner has a compelling narrative 

drive and deals with evidently urgent 

issues, including war, sexual violence and 

racism. Given this, it is easy to move away 

from a focus on the style of The Kite Runner 

to its narrative structure and its grave 

and troubling content. But that narrative 

structure and content depend ultimately on 

its style, on the language that it employs, 

and a close reading of the novel is a fruitful 

way in which to analyse and appreciate 

that style and enhance our grasp of The Kite 

Runner’s themes. We can start, however, by 

noting that The Kite Runner itself explicitly 

raises the issue of clichés and provocatively 

questions whether they are as bad as some 

literary critics suggest.

A Bum Rap
The Kite Runner has often been described as 

a Bildungsroman, a novel of education 

by experience, and in this respect it 

resembles notable Western examples 

of fi ction that portray a life marked by 

guilt and atonement – for example, 

Charles Dickens’s Great Expectations. But 

it is also a Künstleroman, the story of 

the development of an artist; Amir starts 

writing early, encouraged by his father’s 

friend and business partner Rahim Khan, 

who understands him as his father cannot 

and, after his father’s migration with his 

son to California, Amir’s trajectory is a 

characteristic one for a modern American 

author, taking courses in creative writing 

and eventually achieving publication and 

recognition. In Chapter 15, he recalls being 

warned to eschew clichés:

A creative writing teacher at San Jose State used 
to say about clichés: ‘Avoid them like the plague.’ 
Then he’d laugh at his own joke. The class 
laughed along with him, but I always thought 
clichés got a bum rap. Because, often, they’re 
dead-on. But the aptness of the clichéd saying is 
overshadowed by the nature of the saying as a 
cliché.

This almost seems like a pre-emptive 

strike against the kind of criticism Harold 

Bloom makes and it clearly complicates 

any simple dismissal of clichés; they may 

be remarkably accurate, as Amir suggests, 

and they are perhaps indispensable in the 

traffi c of everyday life. But of course we 

do expect fi ction to offer something more 

than clichés, and The Kite Runner does so. 

Its prose is not ostentatiously different or 

diffi cult, and it thus avoids the element 

of exhibitionism evident in some authors, 

particularly those emerging from creative 

writing courses, who are so anxious to 

avoid clichés that they move too far from 

common speech. But Hosseini’s fi rst novel 

does create a fl exible, accessible and 

sensitive narrative voice that is especially 

effective in conveying the kinds of sensory, 

bodily experience that are vital to the 

novel’s themes.

Seeing in Colour
There are many moments of vividly realised 

visual perception in The Kite Runner. 

Consider, for example, that early evocation, 

in the fi rst paragraph of Chapter 2, of Amir’s 

memory of Hassan on the tree as a boy with 

Composed in Clichés? 
Style in The Kite Runner

Professor Nicolas Tredell tackles head-on the criticisms sometimes levelled 
against the novel, that the writing is both hackneyed and sentimental. 
Instead, he argues that the writer vividly realises the events in a strong and 
‘resourceful’ style.
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a face like a Chinese doll chiseled from hardwood 
[...] his fl at, broad nose and slanting, narrow eyes 
like bamboo leaves, eyes that looked, depending 
on the light, gold, green, even sapphire.

This description conveys both the vivacity 

of Amir’s initial perceptions and of his later 

recollections. The similes of the Chinese 

doll and bamboo eyes offer a sense of 

strangeness that may seem as if it were 

sliding towards Orientalist clichés, slipping 

into stereotypical image of the exotic East, 

for the consumption of Western readers; 

but they do reinforce Amir’s own sense 

of Hassan’s otherness, while the way in 

which the colour of his eyes changes 

and the association of their varying hues 

with precious stones and metals, escapes 

stereotypes and gives a sense of visual 

beauty. The visual description relates to 

Amir’s confl icted feelings towards Hassan: 

looking down on him as an ethnic other, 

but also drawn to his difference, and feeling 

a deep affection for him.

The visual beauty of this description is 

painfully echoed at the end of Chapter 10 as 

Amir watches from the window when Ali, 

now the victim of Amir’s plot to brand him 

as a thief, leaves with Hassan. Resisting the 

clichéd reconciliation that might happen in 

a Hindi movie, Amir does not cry or chase 

after Hassan. As in the ending of Ernest 

Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms, rain takes 

the place of tears; Amir says 

I stepped back and all I saw was rain through 
windowpanes that looked like melting silver.

The simile of ‘melting silver’ here is both 

visually precise and connects with the 

image of a precious metal in the previous 

passage we quoted evoking Amir’s 

memory of the gold hue that sometimes 

gilded Hassan’s eyes.

The kites that constitute a central motif 

of The Kite Runner novel also contribute to 

visually appealing scenes but they produce 

other signifi cant physical sensations that 

relate to the novel’s themes.

Grappling with Kites
Other physical sensations are strongly 

evoked in the accounts of kite fl ying, 

fi ghting and running that provide central 

symbols in the novel of aspiration, confl ict 
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and triumph. The kite-fi ghting contests 

draw blood because of the ground-glass 

coating on the kite strings. In Chapter 6, 

Amir recalls that, 

By the time the snow melted and the rains of 
spring swept in, every boy in Kabul bore telltale 
horizontal gashes on his fi ngers from a whole 
winter of fi ghting kites. 

He remembers his own pain: 

The cuts stung and didn’t heal for a couple of 
weeks, but I didn’t mind.

When he takes part in the contest itself and 

Hassan holds the spool, the string makes 

his hands bloody and gashes Amir’s index 

fi nger so that blood trickles down into his 

palm and he has to suck the blood dry.

Excitement mounts as the kite fl yers 

approach the contest to obtain possession of 

‘the last fallen kite of a winter tournament’, 

the ‘trophy of honor’.

Tense muscles readied themselves to uncoil. Necks 
craned. Eyes crinkled. Fights broke out. And when 
the last kite was cut, all hell broke loose.

Here the suspense and stasis of the moment 

comes across strongly, in the adjective 

‘tense’, in the infi nitive ‘to uncoil’, 

which suggests, in the context, a tightly 

compressed spring about to be released, and 

in the alliteratively linked verbs ‘craned’ 

and ‘crinkled’, each connoting, in this 

context, awkward bodily movements. The 

fi nal phrase, ‘all hell broke loose’, might 

seem a cliché, as it is a phrase in common 

circulation, but it was famously deployed 

back in the seventeenth century, in John 

Milton’s century epic poem Paradise Lost, 

and it is both forceful and fi tting in the 

context described here.

The style of The Kite Runner can also 

strongly convey much more painful and 

disturbing bodily sensations, and this 

reinforces the motifs of physical and 

psychological suffering and abuse that run 

through the novel. 

Fighting for Air
We fi nd a powerful evocation of painful 

bodily sensations in Chapter 10, when 

Amir climbs, with his father and other 

refugees, into the airless interior of the 

fuel tank of the truck that will take them 
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from Jalalabad in Afghanistan across the 

border to Pakistan.

You open your mouth. Open it so wide that your 
jaws creak. You order your lungs to draw air. 
NOW, you need air, need it NOW. But your airways 
ignore you. They collapse, tighten, squeeze, and 
suddenly you’re breathing through a drinking 
straw.

Here the use of the second person, ‘you’, 

gives a sense of intimate address, draws 

the reader into the experience, and the use 

of block capitals for ‘NOW’, which might 

in other contexts seem too emphatic, fi ts 

the urgency of the situation. The split 

between normal breathing, in which one’s 

respiratory system functions automatically, 

and acute breathing diffi culties, is vividly 

conveyed through the failure of the lungs 

and airways to respond to the commands 

of the nervous system; the accumulation of 

verbs that suggest bodily malfunction – 

collapse, tighten, squeeze 

– drive home the sense of constriction; and 

the metaphor of 

breathing through a drinking straw

seems a peculiarly original and precise 

image for severely restricted respiration.

A Resourceful Style
There are many other examples of physical 

and psychological trauma in The Kite Runner 

and they are conveyed to the reader in 

quietly effective prose that sometimes uses 

familiar phrasing but avoids clichés. The 

novel is not only about trauma; there are 

also more positive, affi rmative experiences, 

moments of tentative uplift; but they 

are not deployed to support any facile 

optimism. A close reading of The Kite Runner 

contradicts Harold Bloom’s dismissive view 

of it and demonstrates the resourceful 

style that supports its strong structure and 

troubling themes.

Nicolas Tredell writes about literature, culture 

and fi lm. Salem Press will publish his anthology of 

original essays on The Kite Runner in 2020.
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Dr Ian Cushing 
introduces the methods 
and theoretical 
frameworks of Critical 
Linguistics and uses it 
to unpick the Prime 
Minister’s words on the 
relationship between 
speaking English 
and being British.

On 5 July 2019 at a hustings event for 

his inevitable route to becoming Prime 

Minister, Boris Johnson declared that:

I want everybody who comes here and makes 
their lives here to be, and to feel, British – that’s 
the most important thing – and to learn English. 
And too often there are parts of our country, 
parts of London and other cities as well, where 
English is not spoken by some people as their fi rst 
language and that needs to be changed.

Using a range of theoretical frameworks and 

methods, I want to unpick and interrogate 

the way that Johnson’s world-views are 

represented in his language, and the way 

that he talks about language as a vehicle for 

his policies. I offer these frameworks and 

methods as tools that you can use yourself 

to engage in critical linguistics, and apply 

to any text that you might encounter, but 

especially metalinguistic texts – those that 

are about language itself. 

Before reading on then, and using the 

following set of questions designed to 

prompt critical responses, you could 

begin to think for yourself about the 

Johnson text above:

1. What view of the world is implied here, 

in terms of how things ought to be?

2. What role does language play in 

promoting, underpinning and facilitating 

these world-views?

3. Is this just to do with language? Or is 

language being used as a ‘proxy’ here, to 

‘stand in’ for something else?

Interrogating 
What He Says 
Using Critical 
Linguistics
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Criticality, Ideology and 
Linguicism
Critical linguistics is an approach to 

the study of language, which is largely 

concerned with how language is used 

as a tool to suit and craft a particular 

political agenda or idea. Woolard and 

Shieffl ein (1994) describe it as a method 

for ‘unpacking linguistic strategies for 

maintaining social power’, where the 

goal is to examine how language encodes 

different world-views, and ideas about how 

things ‘should or ought to be’. Doing critical 

linguistics then, typically involves the study 

of language ideologies – that is, how 

people and discourse communities come to 

have certain views about what language is, 

how language works, and what language is 

for. For instance, we might think about how 

and why varieties of English are typically 

thought about in hierarchical terms, such as 

the way standardised English grammar and 

Received Pronunciation are often seen to be 

associated with the most powerful, educated 

and wealthy members of society. We might 

think about how and why English is seen 

as a powerful language which is largely 

assumed to bring about material benefi ts 

such as wealth and education. Ideologies 

are ‘big ideas’ that are reinforced through 

society, which we are conditioned into 

accepting from a very young age – through 

things such as adverts, textbooks, political 

discourse, educational policies and so on. 

Resisting or questioning these ideologies 

may end up in receiving sanctions or social 

penalties. Again, think about these things 

in relation to the Johnson text above: 

why might Johnson believe in a Britain 

where everybody speaks English? Or: why 

might he want ‘everybody who comes 

here’ (a code for immigrants and asylum 

speakers) to be assimilated by shifting from 

their native language to English? Is it a 

genuine call to try and help others, or is 

it a fear of difference and otherness, with 

language being used as a proxy to represent 

ethnicity and race?

Finally, the concept of linguicism refers 

to the stigmatisation and discrimination of 

groups based on the way they use language 

– in the same way that other ‘isms’ such as 

racism, sexism and ableism operate. It is:

ideologies, structures and practices which are 
used to legitimate, effectuate and reproduce an 
unequal division of power and resources (both 
material and non-material) between groups which 
are defi ned on the basis of language.

Skutnabb-Kangas (1988)

Taken together, critical linguistics, language 

ideologies and linguicism offer a cluster 

of related approaches for unpicking 

texts and discourses. They all carry a set 

of assumptions: 

• Language is political.

• Language is a means to impose and 

restrict power.

• Language debates and discourses are 

often not just about language, but 

intersect with a cluster of social factors 

such as race, class, gender and age.

Let’s return to the Johnson text and see 

how it might be understood using these 

approaches. Here are my own attempts to 

unpick his language. I offer these as ideas, 

not ‘answers’. Indeed, a useful extra activity 

would be to carry out a critical linguistic 

analysis of my ideas as well!

Johnson’s Linguicist Agenda 
and the Fear of Difference
A good starting point for any critical 

linguistic analysis is the Discourse in 

which the text exists. The capital ‘D’ is 

important: James Paul Gee (2012) offers 

a distinction between d/Discourse, where 

discourse refers to language itself, and 

Discourse refers to the context and situation 

surrounding the discourse. The Discourse 

conditions surrounding Johnson’s discourse 

then, tell us a little bit about his motivations 

for saying what he did. 

His speech took place at a hustings event 

for his bid to become Prime Minister and 

the leader of the Conservative party: on the 

campaign trail, a promise to ‘deliver Brexit’, 

surrounding himself by his supporters 

and people who are likely to vote for 

him. He is known for his strong views 

on immigration, education and society, 

and so was playing up to the caricature 

of the person he has constructed himself 

to be – and seeking voting points from 

the people who align themselves with 

the way he thinks about the world. The 

speech came at a critical moment in his 

EU/Brexit narrative, lots of which was 

stoked by discourses of anti-immigration 

and nationalism – and so demanding that 

everyone who ‘comes here’ learns English 

seems very compliant with a view of the UK 

as a ‘one-language’ nation, and a general 

yearning for ‘traditional’ British values. The 

requirement to speak English is one way 

in which these attempts to ‘restore’ such 

traditional values are crafted in policy. But 

these views aren’t just tired and worn-out 

– they function as discriminatory attacks 

on anybody who doesn’t speak English and 

doesn’t buy into the one-language-one-

nation ideology. It assumes a defi cit view 

of multilingualism – seeing it as a ‘problem’ 

(with monolingualism as a ‘solution’) rather 

than as an affordance, in terms of what 

speakers of different languages might bring 

to Britain, under a benevolent cloak of 

‘giving people opportunities’. Johnson then, 

uses language as a tool for nation-building 

and the imposition of power: a popular 

and longstanding rhetorical trick, fi rst used 

in the imperial expansion of the British 

Empire. Thomas Macaulay in his infamous 

‘Minute on Indian Education’, an explicitly 

racist policy implemented during Britain’s 

colonisation of India in the 1800s, employed 

similar language.

The dialects commonly spoken among the natives 
of this part of India contain neither literary nor 
scientifi c information, and are moreover so poor 
and rude that, until they are enriched from some 
other quarter, it will not be easy to translate any 
valuable work into them. It seems to be admitted 
on all sides, that the intellectual improvement of 
those classes of the people who have the means 
of pursuing higher studies can at present be 
affected only by means of some language not 
vernacular amongst them. What then shall that 
language be? One-half of the committee maintain 
that it should be the English. 

Macaulay 1835

It seems obvious to point out the linguicist 

agenda at the heart of Macaulay’s policies, 

especially those pertaining to the idea that 

English ‘enriches’ and ‘improves’ the lives 

of speakers of other languages. Macaulay’s 

document is perhaps one of the most 

explicitly striking examples of linguistic 

imperialism (Phillipson, 1992), defi ned 

as when a dominant language (such 

as English) is imposed onto a group of 

speakers, with little or no concerns for their 

human and linguistic rights. 

A closer look at the discourses of Johnson’s 

speech shows us how his world-views 

are encoded linguistically. It reveals how 

language is used as a proxy for unity, 

nation-building, order, control, tradition, 

patriotism, standards and normativity. 

Speaking English becomes ‘feeling British’ 

– whatever that might be – with an 

assumption that people who ‘come here’ 

want to ‘feel’ British and stop ‘feeling’ 

whatever nationality they may be. This 

is what linguists call an assimilationist 

discourse, an oppressive rhetoric typically 

employed to discriminate and stigmatise 

against minoritised groups (see Alim et al, 

2016). Assimilationist discourses often occur 

because of a ‘fear’ of difference – when 

Johnson says that 
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there are parts of our country, parts of London 
and other cities as well, where English is not 
spoken by some people as their fi rst language

he talks about densely multilingual parts of 

Britain, which indexes race. A multilingual, 

racially diverse Britain doesn’t align with 

his ‘one-nation’, ‘traditional’ Britain. In 

addition, one of the most striking things 

here in terms of discourse is the vagueness 

of it all. What counts as ‘too often’? Who 

has decided this? Where are these ‘parts’ of 

the country, or ‘parts’ of London? Which 

‘other cities’? How many people is ‘some 

people’? These ideas are anything but 

‘empty’; they are ideologically charged-to-

the-brim with xenophobic, ill-informed 

rhetoric which Johnson knows will appeal 

to his supporters. The fi nal clauses – 

‘English is not spoken by some people as 

their fi rst language and that needs to be 

changed’ – seem to suggest that Johnson 

wants to impose a language policy where 

every UK citizen speaks English as their 

fi rst language. This is clearly illogical 

and impossible – you cannot ‘replace’ 

somebody’s fi rst language with another 

one. Even if it were possible how would 

such an imaginary policy be implemented 

and monitored? The UK Home Offi ce do 

enforce English language tests for granting 

UK citizenship, but these are not done 

in an attempt to ‘replace’ a speaker’s 

fi rst language. Critical linguists see such 

language tests as problematic – a powerful 

mechanism and ritual in which language 

policies are imposed by authoritative 

groups in order to control social order, 

language behaviours and perpetuate 

language ideologies (for example, 

Shohamy 2001, 2006). 

As critical linguists, we wait and see what 

may happen, but should be ready with 

suitable tools to resist and challenge such 

punitive and linguicist policies.

Ideas for Further Study
• Johnson is not the only politician who 

believes in assimilationist language 

polices. You could look at how Donald 

Trump talks about policies for people 

seeking immigration and asylum into 

the USA – especially from central 

America and Mexico. 

• Run a search for speeches by David 

Cameron promoting his ‘Big Society’ 

policy in the 1990s and 2000s and look 

for mentions of language. What role does 

Cameron imagine language to play in the 

crafting of his imagined society?

• Linguicism occurs at all levels of 

language, including dialect and accent, 

with schools being one place in which 

this happens. You could look at the 

‘Ebonics’ case from the 1990s in the USA, 

which centred around the stigmatisation 

of African American English in schools. 

• Think about how linguicism might 

manifest itself in popular media and 

entertainment, such as the representation 

and mockery of languages, accents and 

registers in television and fi lm. 

Dr Ian Cushing is a lecturer in the Department 

of Education at Brunel University London. His 

teaching and research interests are in critical 

language policy, educational linguistics and 

issues concerning language and discrimination 

in schools. He is the author of Text Analysis and 

Representation (2018) and Language Change

(2018), as well as various journal articles and book 

chapters. He decided to become a linguist after 

studying A Level English Language at college.
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Fiona MacDonald argues that 
is wrong to view Brontë’s 
novel only through the prism 
of gender politics. To ignore 
the spiritual element is to miss 
out on a fundamental part of 
it. Focusing on marriage, she 
examines the complex spiritual 
and emotional dilemmas at the 
heart of the narrative.

Jane Eyre 
as Spiritual 

Journey?

It has been a source of great relish for 

generations of readers that Jane Eyre offers 

a narrative of selfhood vividly animated 

by considerations of gender, sexuality 

and power. Yet as even Gilbert and Gubar 

conceded in their infl uential 1979 study, 

The Madwoman in the Attic, the novel blends 

its Gothic melodrama and domestic realism 

with spiritual allegory, frequently echoing 

John Bunyan’s seventeenth-century The 

Pilgrim’s Progress in its imagery of ways, 

wickets, gates and wilderness. Neither 

merely governess nor even ‘madwoman’, 

Jane is also ‘a wanderer on the face of 

the earth’, and as she navigates her path 

through life Brontë invites us to read this 

‘autobiography’ as her spiritual journey.

Rochester and Jane – The 
Spiritual Dynamics
Brontë’s enquiry into Jane’s spiritual 

development is wide-ranging, but here I 

would like to explore specifi cally some of 

the ways in which she weaves this spiritual 

exploration into the novel’s treatment of 

marriage. While much critical interest has 

been excited by the sexuality and power 

play in Jane’s relationships with men, 

Brontë is also interested in their spiritual 

dynamics, indeed in the interplay between 

all these elements. Rochester’s energetic 

arrival in the novel as a strange traveller 

in the moonlight by whom Jane’s ‘help’ 

is ‘needed and claimed’ offers Jane a role 

of service that answers her frustrated 

longings for a more active life and which 

she construes even at this point through the 

suggestively spiritual language of ‘vocation’. 

Brontë develops the idea that Jane sees 

herself as actively ministering to Rochester 

when she puts out the fi re in his chamber:

I [...] baptised the couch afresh, and, by God’s 
aid, succeeded in extinguishing the fl ames’. She 
goes on to become his spiritual counsellor, the 
‘involuntary confi dant [...] of secrets

listening intently to his accounts of the past 

and suggesting avenues for his regeneration. 

Rochester’s response to Jane repeatedly 

emphasises her spiritual role: she is his 

‘angel’, his ‘ministrant spirit’, by the end 

of the novel an agent of ‘soft ministry’ he 

can sense even when she is invisible to his 

eyes. In more pagan terms she is a ‘witch’, 

‘sorceress’, ‘goblin’, ‘elf’, the language of 

the supernatural enabling Brontë to gesture 

further towards the spiritual charge of 

Jane’s ministrations, while also questioning 

Rochester’s power to defi ne Jane’s 

vocational understanding. 

Sexual Desire and Redemptive 
Healing
Brontë traces the intensifi cation of these 

spiritual dynamics and their growing 

entanglement with Jane’s ingenuous and 

Rochester’s more experienced sexuality. 

Early in their relationship, she implies 

Rochester is capable of abusing any spiritual 

drama between them in pursuit of his own 

desires. As he speaks of his ‘dissipations’ 

and ‘remorse’, setting against these Jane’s 

‘stainless’ innocence, an ‘inexhaustible 

source of refreshment’, his discourse 

insidiously confl ates the ‘cure’ he longs for 

with her virginity; in asserting his right to 

‘get’ this ‘sweet, fresh pleasure’ he exploits 

language of ‘reformation’ for sexual gain. 

But to what extent does Brontë indict 
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Rochester’s confusion of spiritual and erotic 

dynamics? Convinced that Jane can effect a 

‘re-transformation’ of his ‘heart-weary’ and 

‘soul-withered’ self, he claims that she is the 

agent chosen by God for his healing: 

the instrument – the instrument! God, who does 
the work, ordains the instrument! [...] I believe I 
have found the instrument for my cure.

It would seem that in her ‘ministrant’ role 

Jane has incurred an ‘ordained’ authority, 

embodying for Rochester the touch of a 

redemptive deity. Is the desperation to seize 

his ‘angel’ part of his seduction, or does it 

refl ect genuine spiritual need? Brontë draws 

attention to the diffi cult entanglement of 

spiritual longing and desire. 

Jane’s responses in these conversations 

show her attempting to understand her 

role. On the fi rst occasion she emphasises 

that ‘repentance’ is Rochester’s only ‘cure’, 

removing her body from his spiritual 

narrative and trying to re-focus him on 

God. In the later scene she asserts that 

a wanderer’s repose should never depend on 
a fellow-creature [...] if anyone you know has 
suffered and erred, let him look higher than his 
equal for strength to amend and solace to heal.

She reiterates that only God can facilitate 

redemption, in another attempt to 

distinguish between strong interpersonal 

dynamics, and processes of spiritual 

transformation. 

Jane as ‘Ordained Instrument’
Yet Brontë repeatedly indicates the diffi culty 

of maintaining these distinctions, and not 

only because Rochester may be prepared to 

exploit them. As is evident at the moment 

of their fi rst encounter, the role of ‘ordained 

instrument’ is powerfully appealing for 

Jane, and she continues to emphasise her 

active service: 

‘I’d give my life to serve you!’ 

Her sense of this calling has such force it 

stakes a claim even when she discovers he 

is already married. Embracing the role of 

‘comforter’, perceiving herself to be ‘his 

redeemer from misery, perhaps from ruin’, 

she is so torn between this spiritually driven 

imperative and the fact of his marriage 

that ‘conscience’, ‘principle’ and ‘will’ are 

thrown into turmoil. Despite her ultimate 

adherence to ‘the law given by God’ and 

departure from Thornfi eld, her desperate 

prayer on the moors to release Rochester 

into God’s care emphasises the diffi culty she 

has in maintaining that his repentance and 

redemption do not depend on her person:

I had risen to my knees to pray for Mr Rochester 
[...] Sure was I of His effi ciency to save what He 
had made. 

In the apt words of Mary Ellis Gibson, 

‘Byron meets Bunyan’: the dynamics of 

spiritual healing and desire are interwoven. 

St John – More Confusion, 
More Questing
In the Marsh End section of the novel, 

Brontë probes further the spiritual 

questions raised by Jane’s encounters 

with men. While the dynamics of love 

and sexuality between Jane and St John 

may be very different from those she 

experiences with Rochester, the spiritual 

questing within this relationship is no less 

confusing or intense. Jane is of course quite 

clear that she has ‘no natural vocation’ 

for the missionary life; she is also clear 

she regards St John as ‘a brother’. His 

presumption to speak for her in these 

matters seems, particularly to twenty-fi rst- 

century readers, a straightforward act of 

oppression. But because the question of 

Jane’s future presents for her as a spiritual 

one, St John’s authority is harder to resist 

than this rational analysis suggests. His 

impositions smother her emotions and stifl e 

her faculties, but she also fi gures him – as 

Rochester does her – in supernatural terms, 

as ‘something uncanny’, and when he fi rst 

invites her to join him in India she feels an 

awful charm [...] framing round and gathering 
over me. I trembled to hear some fatal word 
spoken which would at once declare and rivet the 
spell.

St John’s power to bewitch derives largely 

from his claim to speak ‘Heaven’s message’, 

to declare the will of God in her life. Jane 

asserts that women should seek in their 

‘own hearts’ such a message, and not be 

subjected to its mediation through male 
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authority, but she is nonetheless thrown off 

balance, as the 

glen and sky spun round; the hills heaved.

Defying her own logic, she admits 

it was as if I had heard a summons from Heaven.

Later that evening she comes very close to 

accepting St John’s proposal: 

All was changing with a sudden sweep. Religion 
called – Angels beckoned – God commanded – 
life rolled together like a scroll – death’s gates 
opening, showing eternity beyond. It seemed 
that for safety and bliss there, all here might be 
sacrifi ced in a second. The dim room was full of 
visions.

Brontë is at pains to demonstrate in 

breathless detail how diffi cult it is for 

a character such as Jane to own her 

acknowledged right to a personal sense 

of a calling and to articulate that spiritual 

experience for herself. The language and 

imagery she searches for – 

I am sensible of no light kindling – no life 
quickening – no voice counselling or cheering. O, I 
wish I could make you see how much my mind is 
a rayless dungeon...

– is easily susceptible to being overwhelmed 

by the combined spiritual power of Biblical 

poetry and St John’s voice. Brontë warns 

the faithful among her nineteenth-century 

readers that a woman’s ‘way’ may all too 

insidiously assume a ‘defi nite form’ under a 

man’s ‘shaping hand’.

A New Discourse of Spiritual 
Love?
Ultimately the text releases Jane from St 

John by means of an ‘electric’ moment 

in which the ‘voice’, not of God, as might 

have been expected, but of ‘a human 

being’, calls out to her. Jane recognises it as 

Rochester, and the connection liberates her 

both to respond to her feelings and desires 

and also in that process to discover an 

authentic spirituality: 

I mounted to my chamber; locked myself in; fell 
on my knees, and prayed in my way.

J. Jeffrey Franklin observes of this 

episode that it 

call[s] on a more archaic discourse of spirituality – 
the supernatural – [...] to create a new discourse 
of spiritual love through which to heal Christian 
spirituality.

Whether or not we read the ending in this 

way, it is clear that like Pilgrim’s Progress, 

Jane Eyre is a novel of spiritual enquiry, 

distinguished by Brontë’s insistence that 

the most profound, and also the most 

perplexing, spiritual experiences unfold in 

the relational episodes of a woman’s life. 

Fiona Macdonald teaches English at 

Wycombe High School.
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Sight, seeing and being seen are at 
the heart of this novel, in which 
‘eyes’ are everywhere and what you 
do is constantly observed. Kate Baty 
explores the importance of this idea 
in the whole texture of the novel, 
from the plot and themes to the 
language and symbolism.

UNDER 
HIS 
EYE

Seeing and Surveillance 
in The Handmaid’s Tale

 30 emagazine February 2020



Margaret Atwood appeared at the 2018 Hay 

Festival surrounded by women dressed as 

Handmaids from her 1985 dystopian novel, 

The Handmaid’s Tale. The young women’s 

red gowns and the white ‘wings’ of their 

head dresses proved visually arresting 

wherever the ‘Handmaids’ went, both 

at the literary festival itself and in the 

neighbouring picturesque Welsh market 

town. However, this was more than just 

clever publicity; after all, The Handmaid’s 

Tale is a novel that is profoundly concerned 

with the visual. It is about seeing and 

being seen, surveillance by the state and 

the freedom that can be found in false 

appearances. In light of the publication 

of the highly-anticipated sequel to the 

novel, The Testaments, in autumn 2019, it 

is timely to consider the enduring appeal 

of the novel, of which the visual aspect is 

an integral part.

Gilead – A Visual Society
The Republic of Gilead, Atwood’s 

authoritarian regime that takes control 

of the United States of America in the 

novel, is deeply preoccupied with visual 

appearances. This is evident in the symbolic 

‘colour coding’ of the society’s women 

according to their purposes: red for the 

legally-prostituted and fertile Handmaids; 

the blue of the Virgin Mary for the barren 

(but supposedly morally-pure) Wives; dull 

green for the domestic servants known as 

Marthas; and stripes of all these colours 

for the Econowives who provide multiple 

services for their low-status husbands. 

This focus on appearances continues 

throughout the various ceremonies and 

rites entrenched in the society. Indeed, 

the Ceremony itself, a form of ritualised 

rape of the Handmaid intended to result in 

conception, appears as a symbolic tableau. 

The Wife and Handmaid are physically 

arranged visually to show their place in the 

social hierarchy (Wives physically higher up 

than the Handmaids), but also their physical 

proximity is intended to symbolise their 

unity in wanting a child. Other Gileadean 

practices also have this visual quality, for 

example the ceremonial placement of the 

Wife on the top seat of the birthing stool 

as Handmaids give birth, or the inclusion 

of the rope in the Salvaging that women 

must be seen to touch in order to show 

their complicity in the state-sanctioned 

murders. Indeed, seeing is central to being 

able to navigate life in Gilead; shop signs 

are pictures (as women are not permitted 

to read) and citizens are given visual 

warnings about transgression of society’s 

laws by the public display of the bodies of 

‘salvaged’ traitors.

‘They look,’ I said. ‘They look 
in all our rooms.’
Using the act of seeing to control a 

population is also evident in the regime’s 

use of surveillance. In Gilead, there are 

quite literally ‘eyes’ everywhere; members 

of the secret service are known as ‘Eyes of 

God’, the missing ceiling rose in Offred’s 

room reminds her of an empty eye socket, 

the hall mirror 

bulges outward like an eye under pressure

and Handmaids have tattoos of an eye 

on their ankles. 

The idea of surveillance as a means of 

control is explored by Michel Foucault in 

his 1975 work, Discipline and Punish, in 

which he introduces the social theory of 

panopticism. This was, in turn, developed 

from Jeremy Bentham’s 1798 writings, ‘A 

Proposal for a new and less expensive mode 

of employing and reforming Convicts’, on a 

new design of circular prison:

The prisoners in their cells, occupying the 
circumference – The offi cers in the centre. By 
blinds and other contrivances, the Inspectors 
concealed... from the observation of the prisoners: 
hence the sentiment of a sort of omnipresence.

We can see panopticism in practice in 

Gilead as there is a constant reminder that 

civilians are being watched. Like prisoners 

in Bentham’s panopticon, able to view 

the central tower occupied by ‘Inspectors’, 

but not being able to tell when and if they 

are being observed, the concept ensures 

residents follow the regime’s rules. In 

Gilead, the result is that citizens are forced 

to comply at all times because they don’t 

know when they are actually being watched 
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or who is an ‘Eye’. Because of this, as well 

as fear of punishment, the subjects learn 

self-discipline and compliance.

‘Under His Eye’ – The Male 
Gaze
However, surveillance in The Handmaid’s 

Tale is often gendered, evident in the 

repeated phrase ‘Under His Eye’. This is 

used as a salutation by Handmaids and 

supposedly shows the speaker’s devotion to 

God within the deeply religious Gileadean 

regime. The ‘His’ can obviously reference 

God, but it is also a sinister and recurrent 

reminder that women are being watched by 

an evidently male power.

Indeed, men usually watch women in 

Gilead, an idea fi tting with feminist fi lm 

theorist Laura Mulvey’s work on the male 

gaze. She observes, in her 1975 work 

Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema, that 

there is a tendency for women in visual 

media (for example, art and fi lm) to be 

presented by men as ‘passive’ sexual 

objects for the pleasure of the ‘active’ 

heterosexual male gaze: 

the determining male gaze projects its phantasy 
on to the female form which is styled accordingly.

This is again evident in Gilead. On the 

one hand, Handmaids are publicly styled 

as modestly-dressed and nun-like in 

appearance (in keeping with the Puritan 

roots of the regime), yet their red dresses 

mark them as essentially prostitutes: objects 

for male use with a singular function. 

The underground brothel or sex club, 

Jezebel’s, is Mulvey’s theory on male gaze 

writ large. Outside the constraints of the 

regime, the prostitutes’ lives depend on 

them continuing to fulfi l the male fantasies 

of the Commanders. Accordingly, the 

women are dressed as stereotypical objects 

of male desire, 
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in olden-days lingerie, shortie nightgowns, 
baby-doll pyjamas, the occasional see-through 
negligee.

However, Atwood chooses to present 

the costumes as rather grotesque and 

blackly comical, a ‘masquerade party’ of 

‘feathers and glister’, cheerleaders and 

swimsuit models, whatever the women 

could ‘scrounge or salvage’. The women at 

Jezebel’s may be passive in their acceptance 

or even encouragement of the male gaze 

(they face being shipped to the Colonies 

and certain death if they don’t), but Atwood 

expects the reader to see the sordid and 

hackneyed reality. We judge the men (but 

not the women) accordingly.

‘A woman for whom every act 
is done for show’
The idea that women have to seem to 

comply with male wishes, including the 

laws of the regime, is central. However, 

the key word is ‘seem’. Gilead’s focus on 

surveillance and its use of symbolic visual 

tableaux actually (counter-intuitively) opens 

up the possibility for transgression in Gilead’s 

citizens. Women have to be seen to comply, 

but the reality under the false appearances 

tell another story. 

Indeed, the Handmaids manage to fi nd 

small freedoms and a sense of female 

community even under the surveillance 

intended to discourage these things. In 

Gilead, appearances are always deceptive. 

For example, the public viewing of the 

printing of the Soul Scrolls is interpreted 

visually as seemly devotion; in reality, it 

gives Offred and Ofglen the chance to speak 

freely and build their relationship. At the 

Salvaging, what looks like Handmaids killing 

a traitor (an accused rapist) in line with 

the regime’s wishes, is actually the mercy 

killing of a resistance fi ghter. Jezebel’s, on 

the surface a place of female oppression 

and objectifi cation, is in fact a place of 

female community where Offred can gain 

subversive knowledge. Nothing is as it seems.

Relevance to the ‘Big Brother’ 
Generation
It is precisely the prevalence of these 

visual aspects in the novel which may 

help to explain its enduring appeal. 

Atwood’s dystopian vision lends itself to TV 

adaptation, evidenced in the fact that the 

series commissioned by American streaming 

service Hulu has just announced a third 

season. However, more widely, we can see 

the obsession with the visual in the book as 

foreshadowing twenty-fi rst-century society. 

Modern Western culture is centred on 

appearances. This is evident everywhere, for 

example the rise of selfi es and social media, 

our reality TV viewing habits and features 

such as The Daily Mail’s ‘sidebar of shame’ 

which presents pictures of people (especially 

women) for scrutiny and judgement. 

However, in contrast to George Orwell’s 

nightmarish presentation of ‘Big Brother’ 

as always watching and controlling, we are 

now often complicit in our own surveillance. 

We actively offer pictures and information 

about ourselves (especially via social media) 

and seek our moment in the spotlight more 

than at any point in history.

Returning to the striking visual image of 

Handmaids among the general public at 

the Hay Festival in the light of all this is 

interesting. The women, silent and sinister 

and seemingly compliant, may indeed be a 

‘haunting reminder of misogyny’ as reported 

by Frederick Studemann in The Financial 

Times. However, for those of us in the 

know, they could be something much more 

subversive and interesting: a warning not to 

trust our own eyes.
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A joyous 
shot at 

how things 
ought to be

Philip Larkin and Idealism
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One thing most of his readers agree on 

is that Philip Larkin’s poetry is pretty 

miserable. ‘It’s unhappiness which provokes 

a poem,’ he once told an interviewer, 

‘Deprivation is for me what daffodils were 

for Wordsworth.’ ‘Depression hangs over 

me as if I were Iceland,’ he wrote to a 

friend in December 1977, a few weeks 

after completing his poem ‘Aubade’, an 

unfl inchingly bleak meditation on death, 

which concludes that

Being brave
Lets no one off the grave.
Death is no different whined at than withstood

‘Writing about unhappiness is probably 

the source of my popularity,’ Larkin once 

claimed, before adding the inevitably 

lugubrious caveat, ‘if I have any.’

It’s not my intention here to argue that 

this is somehow a false impression. While 

Larkin’s poetry does have its moments 

of ecstasy (the ‘enormous yes’ of Sidney 

Bechet’s saxophone playing, the ‘fresh-

peeled voice’ of the thrush ‘Astonishing 

the brickwork’ in ‘Coming’), its overall 

tone is melancholy, its vision pessimistic 

sometimes to the point of nihilism. But 

one thing which, it seems to me, inspires 

this pessimism is the discrepancy his 

poetry frequently explores between an 

ideal life and the disappointments of 

lived experience, what, in ‘Home is so 

sad’, he calls 

the joyous shot at how things ought to be
Long fallen wide.

The Real and the Ideal – 
‘An Arundel Tomb’
This real/ideal tension often features 

in Larkin’s poems about personal 

relationships. ‘Talking in bed ought to be 

easiest’ (my italics) but evidently isn’t; 

indeed, close physical proximity (‘this 

unique distance from isolation’) actually 

makes the sort of truth and kindness 

which should characterise relationships 

between lovers ‘still more diffi cult to 

fi nd’. Yet, in ‘Broadcast’, the sound of 

the ‘rabid storms of chording’ leaves the 

physically isolated speaker ‘desperate’ for an 

intimate connection, 

to pick out
Your hands, tiny in all that air, applauding.

The idealised version of love captured by 

‘a sculptor’s sweet commissioned grace’ 

in ‘An Arundel Tomb’ is disparaged as an 

‘Untruth’, a ‘lie in stone’; 

Love isn’t stronger than death just because 
statues hold hands for 600 years

Larkin wrote caustically at the end of the 

manuscript draft of the poem. Yet, the 

poem’s romantic fi nal line (‘What will 

survive of us is love’) is its most quoted and 

what many readers consider to be Larkin’s 

message. Ironically, as the critic Warren 

Hope points out, 

The fate of this poem has been similar to the 
fate Larkin found in the tomb itself. […] What he 
‘hardly meant’ and never could live by or live up 
to for long has become one of the fi nal blazons 
for which he is remembered. Its placement at the 
end of the poem and at the end of [The Whitsun 
Weddings] sealed the lines’ fate.

Failing to Find the Ideal 
What we want from life and what we 

actually get is the theme of another, 

rather less romantic poem about personal 

relationships, ‘Wild Oats’. Here, the speaker 

contrasts two girls he meets while at work:

A bosomy English rose
And her friend in specs.

The women are described in terms of 

a conventionally sexist opposition: the 

idealised, voluptuous rose (probably with 

intimidating thorns) and the serious but 

sexless scholar who appeals to the speaker 

only in the sense that he can ‘talk to’ her. 

The English rose’s desirability is caught 

in a lilting combination of iambs and 

anapaests, while the speaker’s doomed 

attempts to chat her up are implied by 

syntactical awkwardness and clumsy 

spondees (‘I doubt/If ever one had like 

hers’) which contrast, in turn, to the bluff, 

trochaic regularity of 

But it was the friend I took out.

Most of the second and third stanzas are 

devoted to the speaker’s unsuccessful 

romance with the bespectacled girl; she 

remains an unexciting reality, quantifi able 

in terms of letters written, money spent, 

and meetings arranged, but never desired. 

The speaker tells us, disingenuously, that he 

believes he ‘met beautiful twice’ (he knows 

exactly how many times) and that ‘Both 

times’ she was trying ‘not to laugh’. 

The only way in which the ideal can be 

achieved is, interestingly, in art; two decades 

after the original meeting, the speaker 

confesses that ‘two snaps/Of bosomy rose 

with fur gloves on’ remain in his wallet. 

There is signifi cant erotic suggestiveness 

in these lines – perhaps the girl is wearing 

only gloves, which, in any case, are often 

literary signifi ers of sexual intimacy (they 

feature too in ‘Broadcast’, ‘unnoticed on 

the fl oor’) – but also resignation: although a 

photograph can’t laugh at you, it is only an 

image and not the real thing. The speaker 

can possess the girl only through ownership 

of her photograph, just as, in ‘A Study 

of Reading Habits’, it is only through the 

vicarious pleasures of reading Gothic novels 

that pornographic fantasies about clubbing 

women ‘with sex’ can be fulfi lled. About a 

year after fi nishing ‘Wild Oats’ Larkin wrote 

to his lover Monica Jones 

There’s nothing I’d like more than photographs 
of you in your private clothes or in no clothes at 
all but I can’t feel it’s right when it seems more 
exciting than the reality.

Miserable, depressed, gloomy. These are words 
often used to describe Larkin’s poetry. But 
George Norton digs under the surface of this 
simple view, to show how the poet’s supposed 
miserableness often implies, explicitly or implicitly, 
an understanding and yearning for something 
different and better – an ideal life.
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Art may be able to offer that ‘more exciting’ 

ideal but, as ‘Wild Oats’ and ‘An Arundel 

Tomb’ both ruefully acknowledge, we have 

to live in the real world. Indeed, ‘A Study 

of Reading Habits’ goes further; art can 

actively mislead us in allowing us to realise 

our ideal selves before disappointing us with 

images of our own failure. No wonder its 

speaker concludes that 

Books are a load of crap.

Gloomy Submission in 
‘Toads’?
‘How little our careers express what lies in 

us,’ Larkin complained to Monica in a letter 

of April 1955, ‘and yet how much time 

they take up.’ A year earlier he’d fi nished 

his poem ‘Toads’ which contains the same 

combination of idealism (the rich things 

which lie in us, a life living on one’s wits) 

and gloomy submission to a life of drudgery 

under ‘the toad work’, six days a week 

contaminated by ‘its sickening poison’. The 

paradox at the heart of the poem comes 

from the bravura displays of wit the speaker 

offers just as he complains that he lacks the 

wit to avoid work. ‘Ah,’ he grumbles,

 were I courageous enough
To shout Stuff your pension!
But I know, all too well, that’s the stuff
That dreams are made on

We have the clever allusion to Prospero 

in The Tempest, the bathetic contrast 

between the airy lyricism of Shakespeare 

and Larkin’s own deliberately anti-poetic 

language linked by the pun on the word 

‘stuff’, and the deliberately clumsy rhyme 

(pension/made on) which fi ts into the 

wider pattern of half-rhymes throughout 

the poem. Of course, he could drive the 

toad work off his life with pitchfork-like 

wit but that would mean getting what 

he wants. Instead

 something suffi ciently toad-like
Squats in me, too;
Its hunkers are heavy as hard luck,
And cold as snow

This psychological toad is far more insidious 

and can’t be driven off however witty we 

may be. We cannot, Larkin seems to be 

saying, change who we are: character is 

destiny and so, to reverse the aphorism 

of the speaker in ‘Mr Bleaney’, our own 

nature measures how we live. If, to 

paraphrase ‘Mr Bleaney’ again, we believe 

we ‘warrant no better’, then ‘the fame and 

the girl and the money’ (undeniably, Larkin 

understands success in terms of patriarchal 

capitalism) remain tantalisingly out of 

reach, only reinforcing the compromised 

nature of our lives.

Accepting the Inevitable?
Which is why, in the later ‘Toads Revisited’, 

the toad work is no longer resented and 

those who dodge it are dismissed as ‘stupid 

or weak’. Instead, the toad becomes the 

speaker’s friend, the crutch which helps him 

‘down Cemetery Road’ and towards death, 

the fi nal reality. There is no compensating 

strand of idealism in ‘Toads Revisited’, 

nothing to make dreams on. The same is 

true of ‘Dockery and Son’ even though, 

like several of Larkin’s poems (‘Poetry of 

Departures’, ‘Self’s the Man’) it contrasts 

parallel lives. ‘[T]he shock’ of Dockery’s son 

doesn’t call into question the speaker’s life 

choices; for him: 

  To have no son, no wife, 
No house or land still seemed quite natural.

Unlike ‘Self’s the Man’ in which key textual 

absences imply that the speaker’s family-

free life may not be quite as rosy as he tries 

to suggest, in ‘Dockery and Son’ the ‘innate 

assumptions’ which may lead to parenthood 

are almost sinister, threatening:

   they rear
Like sand-clouds, thick and close, embodying 
For Dockery a son, for me nothing,
Nothing with all a son’s harsh patronage.

The repetition of ‘nothing’ may echo the 

confrontation between Lear and Cordelia 

in King Lear, another vexed parent-child 

relationship. Certainly, there is no ideal 

here, no dreams of a beautiful girl, of a 

work-free life, of fi nancial reward, just an 

acceptance of the inevitable:

Life is fi rst boredom, then fear.
Whether or not we use it, it goes,
And leaves what something hidden from us chose,
And age, and then the only end of age.

A Fragile Sense of the Ideal 
Life
I doubt Larkin, as an ardent jazz-fan, 

would have cared much for the songs of 

Paul Simon but, while writing this article, I 

kept thinking about lines from his ‘Train in 

the Distance’: 

The thought that life could be better
Is woven indelibly into our hearts and brains.

For all Larkin’s pessimism, his sense of 

 the solving emptiness 
That lies just under all we do

as he puts it in ‘Ambulances’, there remains 

in many of his poems a fragile sense of 

hope, of an ideal life. The problem is, that 

far from offering a feeling of optimism, ‘the 

thought that life could be better’ only serves 

to make it worse.

George Norton teaches English and Drama at 

Paston College in Norfolk.
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What do we notice in a person’s speech that allows us to place 

them geographically? This is a surprisingly diffi cult question to 

answer. We notice lots of things – words, grammatical structures, 

particular pronunciations, for example. But we are exposed to an 

enormous number of linguistic features when we hear someone 

speak, so how do we know which things are doing the important 

‘social work’ of helping us to categorise the speaker in certain 

ways? Why is this important? These almost instant categorisations 

form the basis for our attitudes to accents and our judgements 

about their social value. We make snap judgements that index 

an accent to an identity and a place. In this article, we focus on 

pronunciation and take the context of English and Scottish accents 

to explore the idea of whether some features are noticed more 

than others when we make an assumption about where a speaker 

is from. By looking at community consensus – how far people 

agree on what makes a pronunciation distinctively associated 

with one accent or another – we show that not all features of 

pronunciation carry equal social meaning. Some are much more 

signifi cant than others. 

Community Agreement
One way of assessing how noticeable a particular pronunciation is 

involves analysing how much agreement there is on its association 

with a social category. This agreement should be among people 

from the same speech community as one another, as phonetic 

features can have different associations in different places. ‘Level of 

community agreement’ is one of the metrics we use here to assess 

the sociolinguistic salience of selected pronunciation features. 

(Sociolinguistic salience depends on listeners initially noticing a 

feature of pronunciation and then collectively assigning social 

meaning to it.) We also examine how rapidly listeners make 

associations between the pronunciation and the social category. 

These two measures allow us to build a hierarchy of sociolinguistic 

salience among our features of interest, in other words a rank 

ordering of which features are most signifi cant. 

Scottish/English Borders
In this article we present results from the Accent and Identity on 

the Scottish/English Border (AISEB) project (Watt et al. 2008-

11). This project investigated phonological variation and change 

among speakers from four localities near the border between 

Scotland and England – Berwick and Carlisle in England and 

Eyemouth and Gretna in Scotland (Figure 1). The wider project 

examined variation in production (how people produce certain 

vowels and consonants), attitudes towards being Scottish and 

English, and perceptions of accent variation in the area. 

Figure 1: Map of border region showing four fi eldwork sites (in bold)

Stretching for approximately 100 miles (160km), the border 

between England and Scotland is relatively short in a global 

context, but its importance as a divide in linguistic terms is 

considerable. One of the features which contributes to this 

difference is rhoticity – pronouncing an /r/ after a vowel in coda 

position, as in ‘car park’. Although use of /r/ in coda position is less 

common among younger speakers than older speakers in many 

places in Scotland, suggesting it may be falling out of use, it was 

often mentioned by our participants when they were asked about 

the differences between Scottish and English accents. With this in 

Outstanding
Sounds
How is it that we make such quick judgements about a person’s accent, 
assuming things about their identity and geographical origin, even from 
hearing just a small number of words spoken? Linguists Carmen Llamas and 
Dominic Watt explain how they went about researching that, in the speech 
of people living on the Scottish/English border.
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mind, we might hypothesise that use of coda /r/ will be the feature 

used the most to categorise people as coming from either Scotland 

or England. In order to test this hypothesis, we developed a new 

and innovatory perception test, the Social Category Association 

Test (SCAT), for use with participants on both sides of the border. 

Social Category Association Test
The SCAT was one of several tests we used with 40 participants 

in the border region (10 from each locality). The purpose of 

the tests was to examine the social meanings of phonetic forms 

by investigating how people use the variation they encounter 

to categorise people – in this case, as coming from Scotland or 

England. The SCAT itself ran as an adapted form of another test 

which is commonly used in psychology – the Implicit Association 

Test (IAT). The IAT consists of a series of sorting tasks used to assess 

how automatic an association is between a target category and 

positive and negative attributes. Differences in response times are 

argued to reveal subjects’ implicit attitudes towards the category 

(for further information on the IAT, see Greenwald et al. 1998). 

For the SCAT, the framework of the IAT was used, but we were 

interested in how much agreement there was among members 

of our speech communities on the association of a particular 

pronunciation and the categories of Scotland and England, and 

how quickly these associations were made. We ran the tests on 

laptops using a program called PsyScope. Short, one-word audio 

samples were played to our participants through headphones and 

their task was to indicate, as quickly as possible, whether they 

associated the pronunciation with either England or Not England, in 

one of the test blocks, or Scotland or Not Scotland in another. 

Our audio samples were:

• pronunciation (or not) of coda /r/ in car 

• tapped or approximant onset /r/ in red 

• short or long FLEECE vowel in need 

• front or back GOOSE vowel in spook 

Table 1 indicates the associations we would expect to fi nd based on 

other studies and our production data: 

Scotland England

pronunciation of /r/ in car no pronunciation of /r/ in car

tapped /r/ in red approximant /r/ in red

short vowel in need long vowel in need

front vowel in spook back vowel in spook

Table 1: Predicted associations based on previous literature and production data

The SCAT consisted of six blocks beginning with a practice block 

in which participants familiarised themselves with the layout of 

the computer screen and keyboard (see Figure 2). Participants 

had to press the keys as quickly as possible, as instructed in blocks 

1 and 4, and then according to what association they made with 

the audio sample they heard in blocks 2,3,5 and 6. Blocks 2 and 5 

were practice blocks and blocks 3 and 6 were the test blocks from 

which the data were taken. Half of the participants began with the 

Scotland/Not Scotland opposition as shown in Figure 2, and half 

began with England/Not England, so as to minimise the possibility 

of fatigue being a factor in our results. Each sound fi le representing 

each variant was heard three times in random order in each block, 

making 24 stimuli in total per block (i.e. 3 repetitions x 4 words x 2 

forms of each word). In total, the 6 blocks of the test took between 

5 and 10 minutes for each participant to complete. 

Figure 2: Sequence of blocks 1-6 used in the SCAT

Results
If we look at some of our results, Figure 3 reveals a cluster of forms 

which show a high level of community agreement with respect 

to associated social meaning, and a second group for which levels 

of agreement are much lower, and, in some cases, more or less 

at chance level. The approximant /r/ in red is the pronunciation 

which is least likely to be categorised according to the expected 

pattern (i.e. association with England). Surprisingly, against our 

expectations, producing an /r/ in car also falls within the low-

agreement cluster. 

Figure 3 also makes it clear that the vowel in need is very 

salient. Indeed, both the short and the long variants of the vowel 

reveal high levels of community consensus about social category 

associations (short=Scotland, long=England). Having a tapped /r/ in 

red is also highly salient, as measured by levels of agreement on its 

social meaning as indexing Scotland. 

Figure 3: Community agreement on ‘correct’ association between phonetic form 

and social category

When we consider how quickly these decisions about associations 

were made, we see, in Figure 4, that tapped and approximant /r/ 

in red are reacted to faster than all other variants. The tapped 

form elicits an especially fast response time. Figure 4 shows a 

marked difference between the variants of /r/ in red and the other 

features, which cluster together in the ~1000 – 1200ms range. The 
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difference between these results suggests that our participants are 

more certain about the associations they make with the /r/ forms 

in onset position (red) than those in coda position (car) and the 

vowels. The slowest response time is found for coda /r/, suggesting 

some uncertainty about associations made with this form.

Figure 4: Response time (ms) as measured from point at which phonetic form 

occurred in test word 

Discussion
By looking at how much community consensus there is on the 

association of a pronunciation with a social category, and also by 

measuring the speed with which these associations are made, we 

see that not all features of pronunciation carry the same amount 

of social meaning. Using these measures allows us to build a 

hierarchy of salience. What we see in our data is that the form with 

the highest level of salience among those examined is the tapped 

form of /r/ in red. The FLEECE vowel is also an important marker 

of Scottish versus English identities. The short variant of this 

vowel and the Scotland association, contrary to our expectations, 

is the combination which predicts the highest level of community 

agreement on social meaning. 

Of the features examined, we predicted the highest levels of 

agreement to be on the association of the realisation of /r/ in car 

and the Scottish identity. Unexpectedly, we do not fi nd this to be 

the case, and a degree of uncertainty around what social category 

it connotes is apparent. What is interesting is that this fi nding ties 

in with the fact that younger people in many Scottish localities 

(including in our case, Gretna) actually produce lower levels of 

this form than their older counterparts, suggesting that it may be 

dropping out of use. 

The SCAT test opens up new ways of investigating sociolinguistic 

salience. Not only does it allow us to establish a hierarchy of 

sociolinguistic salience among key phonetic forms, it enables us to 

see that the salience of features can alter in parallel with changes 

in how people speak in the community. Through its use we can 

gain insights into how our attitudes towards particular features of 

pronunciation and our knowledge of what social meaning they 

index are closely tied to how languages change over time. 

Carmen Llamas and Dominic Watt are based at the Department of Language 

and Linguistic Science, University of York, where Carmen is Senior Lecturer in 

Sociolinguistics and Dominic is Senior Lecturer in Forensic Speech Science. 
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Teacher Gill Thompson 
(who also writes 
regularly for emagazine) 
had her fi rst novel, 
The Oceans Between 
Us, published in March 
2019. Here she talks 
about the ways in 
which her own reading 
has infl uenced her 
writing. Many of her 
examples are novels set 
for A Level or IB.

When I was in the sixth form, and trying to 

choose a degree subject, Creative Writing 

courses barely existed. So I opted for the 

next best thing: an English Literature 

degree. I was an avid reader, and although 

what I really wanted to do was write books 

like the ones that had inspired me from 

childhood, I thought that the wide reading 

an English degree involved wouldn’t do 

me any harm. In fact it led to a career 

in teaching and a job I have loved for 

nearly forty years.

Yet the hankering to write never went 

away. So when, seven years ago, I had the 

chance to do an MA in creative writing, I 

was delighted. The course taught me a great 

deal. At long last, I understood both ends 

of the writing process: the planning and 

editing required to produce a text, and the 

reading and analysis it took to appreciate it. 

Finally I could write that novel!

A Small Seed – A Sense of 
Injustice
But where to start? The nineteenth-century 

novelist Henry James describes the origin of 

a story as having a, 

…needle-like quality, the power to penetrate as 
fi nely as possible.

For me this punctum had occurred two 

years previously: Wednesday 24th February 

2010 to be precise. That was when Gordon 

Brown made his apology to the former child 

migrants to Australia and I’d happened 

to catch it on the lunchtime news. These 

children, some as young as four, had been 

lured to a land ten thousand miles away, 

ostensibly to lead a better life, but in reality 

How Reading
Turned Me into a

Writer
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to satisfy racial governmental agendas. 

Many were lied to, told they were orphans 

when their parents were still alive; many 

were consigned to years of misery and 

abuse; few were ever to see their parents 

again. I was horrifi ed.

James would have labelled my experience, 

a single small seed, a seed as minute and 
windblown as [... a] [...] casual hint [...] a mere 
fl oating particle.

I had been searching for a story to tell but 

up until then I hadn’t found an idea that 

excited me. When I heard the then Prime 

Minister’s speech that late winter day, I 

knew I had found it. This was the story I 

wanted to tell.

Many writers start with a sense of injustice. 

Harper Lee wrote To Kill a Mockingbird in 

part to expose mindless racism; Khaled 

Hosseini wrote A Thousand Splendid Suns as a 

protest against the exploitation of women in 

Afghan society; Kazuo Ishiguro wrote Never 

Let Me Go as a warning against the dangers 

of cloning. Even though real events can be 

shocking, sometimes fi ctionalising them 

helps people to engage with issues in a more 

profound way. Yet there is a danger in this: 

the child migrant story wasn’t my history 

to relate. If I was going to write on these 

people’s behalf, I had to ensure my research 

was meticulous, and I had to get their 

permission. I wrote to many former child 

migrants and was humbled and pleased that 

they wanted to tell me what had happened 

to them all those years ago, albeit through a 

work of fi ction.

I knew that if my readers were to share 

my sense of outrage, they had to be able 

to invest in a compelling story and engage 

with its protagonists. The characters 

started to grow in my imagination; I spent 

time with them in my mind, allowing 

them to develop and become real. I 

hoped my readers would become as fond 

of them as I had.

How Do Writers Hook 
Readers?
But fi rst of all I had to fi nd a starting 

point. I knew from my MA, and my own 

reading, that it is good to begin a story with 

a ‘hook’ – something that captivates the 

reader and compels them to delve deeper. 

Years ago, I had taught Ian McEwan’s novel 

Enduring Love which begins with a dramatic 

ballooning accident. It was a powerful start, 

one that made the book almost impossible 

to put down. Beginning with the climax, as 

it were, is a successful ploy in gaining and 

maintaining the reader’s attention.

Mary Shelley intended to start her Gothic 

novel Frankenstein with the words: 

It was on a dreary night in November that I 
beheld the accomplishment of my toils

immediately setting the tone for a sinister 

tale. A later revision substituted a series of 

letters, establishing the novel in its scientifi c 

and thematic context. But I wonder if 

readers would have been more successfully 

hooked by Shelley’s original references to 

‘half-extinguished light,’ ‘dull yellow eye 

of the creature’, and ‘a convulsive motion’ 

that ‘agitated [its] limbs,’ which would 

have immediately pitched a contemporary 

audience into a Gothic world and stunned 

them with its strong sense of immediacy. 

My Beginning – Menace and 
Uncertainty
I wanted to create my own sense of menace 

at the beginning of my novel. I’d had to 

fi nd a reason for Jack, my protagonist, to 

be separated from his mother, in order to 

be enticed to Australia. I came up with 

the idea of opening in the Blitz of World 

War Two and having their house destroyed 

by a bomb. Hopefully that would draw 

the reader in emotionally. At the back 

of my mind I was also interested in the 

postmodern characteristic of causing the 

reader to wonder what genre the book was 

in. So my own beginning: 

They usually came at night. It was more 
frightening then

could equally have referred to aliens as 

bombers – teasing the reader with science 

fi ction as a possible category. I hoped the 

vagueness of the pronouns ‘they’ and ‘it’ 

created a degree of uncertainty, compelling 

the reader to continue in order to discover 

the cause of this threat. 

Incorporating a Real Life 
Character
My next challenge was to fi nd a reason to 

prevent Molly, the mother, from searching 

for her son long enough for him to be 

shipped to Australia. That wouldn’t have 

happened until 1947, when the fi rst cargo 

of children left England after the war. 

What could I do with her for six years? I 

decided that the bomb attack would have 

caused her to lose her memory. I have her 

admitted to Warlingham Park as it would 

have been the closest ‘Mental Home’ to 

Croydon where she lived. When I read 

about Warlingham I was excited to discover 

that the pioneering doctor, T.P Rees, had 

been medical superintendent there between 

1935 and 1956. Perhaps I could incorporate 

this real life character into my fi ction, 

much like Pat Barker does with the famous 

neurologist William Rivers in her novel 

Regeneration. Like Rivers, Rees was a trail 

blazer in the treatment of mental illness. He 

ordered the iron railings that surrounded 

the park to be sawn down, effectively 

transforming it from a prison to a hospital. 

He increased visiting hours and encouraged 

patient participation. He was controversial 

though – using insulin on non-diabetics 

and electroconvulsive therapy, which could 

make his actions morally questionable. A 

very late decision was to change his name 

from the real life Rees to the fi ctitious ‘Lee’, 

which sounds similar. I was reluctant to do 

that, as I’d wanted to emulate Pat Barker, 

but decided I had adapted Dr. Rees too 

much to claim authenticity.

Drawing on Lessing and Tóibín
But how was I to convince the reader of 

Molly’s amnesia? It was essential that this 

be presented realistically if readers were to 

accept my explanation. Again, my reading 

proved invaluable. In Briefi ng for a Descent 

into Hell by Doris Lessing, the protagonist, 

Charles Watkins, a Cambridge Classics 

professor, is found wandering at night 

on London’s embankment, rambling and 

incoherent. An early paragraph presents 

Watkins,’ consciousness in a truncated 

fashion in order to demonstrate the terse 

thoughts that characterised his mental state:

Very hot. The current is swinging and rocking. 
Very fast. It is so hot that the water is melting. 
The water is thinner than usual, therefore a thin 
fast rocking. Like heat-waves. The shimmer is 
strong. Light. Different textures of light.
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Lessing intersperses short, verbless 

sentences with more traditional structures 

to give a jerky effect. I decided to do 

likewise in an attempt to convey Molly’s 

thought patterns: 

Thinking hurts. Sometimes pictures come: a man, 
a child, a beach. A table with an orange oilcloth. 
But they don’t last. And darkness returns.

Molly is a war victim. Within a short space 

of time she had lost a husband (killed at 

Dunkirk in 1940), a house, her son and her 

memory. She would have been traumatised. 

But how would I convey this? Colm 

Tóibín, interviewed by Mariella Frostrup 

on his novel Nora Webster, about a woman 

living with loss, provided some useful 

advice: He suggests,

Avoid predictability, meekness, sadness, humility, 
thoughtfulness, loyalty etc.

I decided that Molly’s monumental sense 

of loss could be focused on something 

apparently small and trivial. She doesn’t 

know what she has lost so looks for 

something concrete. Tóibín, again, 

comments on his depiction of Nora’s loss in 

terms of the tangible: 

I wanted to make the father a palpable absence.

That is why I open the section with Molly 

searching inside her bedside cabinet and 

under the bed. Insignifi cant incidents 

perhaps, but poignant when you consider 

what is really going on. 

Colm Tóibín also comments on music 

as a trigger to memory, in his interview 

about Nora Webster: 

[Music] gives [Nora] a way out of herself. [...] She 
is transfi xed.

Charles Fernyhough (Pieces of Light) 

confi rms this facility: 

When songs are remembered, they are encoded 
along with a whole variety of contextual details, 

and subsequent re-exposure to the song can bring 
some of those details back into consciousness.

When Molly hears Reggie (a Jamaican 

orderly Molly comes across in the 

psychiatric hospital she is sent to) singing, 

she is transported back to her garden, where 

another voice, perhaps her husband’s, joins 

in the song. Although the memory doesn’t 

crystalise at this stage, and I don’t expand 

on it here, it is enough for her to remember 

her name, providing a bittersweet end 

to the chapter.

In some respects my novel is a quest story. 

Once Molly recovers her memory, she is 

on a relentless mission to fi nd her son – a 

bit like Frodo trying to track down the ring 

in Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings or Dorothy’s 

attempt to fi nd the wizard in The Wizard 

of Oz. I need to put obstacles in Jack and 

Molly’s path. So I have Jack’s adoptive 

father hiding letters addressed to him from 

his birth mother, and the nuns from the 

children’s home where Jack stays declaring 

they have lost his records. Hopefully this 

increases the reader’s desperation to know 

whether the pair will fi nally be reunited.

Turning to Small Island
Another challenge emerged through 

Reggie. As a post World War Two immigrant 

from the West Indies, Reggie would have 

encountered a lot of prejudice. To fi nd out 

more what life would have been like for 

him, and to research his accent, I turned 

to Small Island by Andrea Levy. Levy, born 

in London to Jamaican parents, was well 

placed to write this story. I studied the 

speech patterns of her Jamaican characters 

carefully, noting their tendency to leave 

the endings off words (dancin’, somethin’ 

instead of ‘dancing’ and ‘something’) and 

the way they omit the past tense auxiliary 

in phrases such as ‘she been in hospital 

for a long time’ instead of ‘she has been…’ 

A Jamaican student from my course 

checked my work. It was important I got 

the details right.

What My Reading Has Taught 
Me
There is no doubt that reading has 

benefi tted me hugely with my research. Yet 

it’s helped me in ways less tangible than 

that too. Years of devouring novels has 

given me a sense of how stories work – the 

rhythm of words, the cadences of sentences 

and the undulating patterns of plot. I prefer 

not to plan my books too forensically – that 

would leave no scope for my characters to 

act spontaneously and hence provide new 

story threads. But I have an instinctive 

knowledge of how those threads must come 

together in order to weave a satisfying 

whole. Only reading hundreds of books 

could have taught me that. 

It is very diffi cult to be a writer if you 

haven’t started life as a reader. Books teach 

us about how the world works, they take us 

to new places, they put us in danger, they 

provide solutions. I’m hugely grateful to all 

those writers who have inspired and moved 

me over the years. And I’d like to think that 

maybe one day new writers will fi nd my 

book useful too. 

Gillian Thompson teaches English part-time at 

Godalming College. Her fi rst novel The Oceans 

Between Us was published in March 2019. Her 

website www.wordkindling.co.uk is a blog to spark 

creative writing.
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Revolutionary 
Road

There doesn’t seem much that is 

revolutionary about Richard Yates’s 

Revolutionary Road – a title chosen to 

ironically reference the ideals of individual 

freedom and happiness associated with the 

American Declaration of Independence of 

1776. From the opening pages, with their 

‘solidity of specifi cation’ (Henry James, Art 

of Fiction) we sense we are reading a work 

that is fi rmly within the realist tradition – a 

tradition, inherited from the nineteenth 

century. This sense is confi rmed by a 

relatively uncomplicated structure, with a 

mostly omniscient narrative point of view 

and by a concentration on the marital 

experiences of an apparently ordinary 

middle-class couple – the Wheelers – in 

1950s’ American suburbia.

Yet, whilst Revolutionary Road possesses 

many traditional features, the author 

adapts the tradition to respond to new 

psychological ideas of his own time 

concerning the following: how we see 

ourselves and interact with society, the 

relations between parents and children; and 

the value of self-fulfi lment. 

How People Present 
Themselves
From the start of Revolutionary Road, with 

the portrayal of the director of the Laurel 

Players in rehearsal as he shakes his fi st 

slowly and wordlessly in a long dramatic pause 
[...] 

Yates shows us how individuals are 

continually seeking to modify other people’s 

view of them – in ways described by Erving 

Goffman in the infl uential 1959 book, The 

Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. Hence, 

Yates’s decision to begin Revolutionary Road 

with the scene of a rehearsal and then with 

the performance of a play, highlights his 

wish to foreground the subject of acting and 

role-play from the start. 

And this focus on how people present 

themselves is sustained throughout. Thus, 

whether Frank is checking his refl ection – 

he looked himself in the mirror, tightening his jaw 
and turning his head a little to one side to give it 
a leaner, more commanding look

– or, a short time later, ‘assuming a 

conversational slouch’ to disguise the 

quarrel he is having with his wife, April 

– he is constantly attempting to fashion a 

fl attering self-image. 

An Interior Narrative Style
As well as observing physical behaviour, 

Yates also employs a more interior narrative 

style to suggest a preoccupation with 

surface appearance, as when, for example, 

he presents Frank’s self-refl ective thoughts 

during his exultant run down Fifth Avenue 

after an extra-marital sexual encounter. 

Positioned inside the protagonist’s head –

Could a man sit meekly massaging his headache 
and allowing himself to be surrounded by the 
chatter of beaten, amiable husks of men who sat 
and swayed and played bridge in a stagnant smell 
of newsprint and tobacco and bad breath and 
overheated radiators? 

We are shown how infl ated self-imagining 

can become absurd, disconnecting us from 

reality. Note the impersonally grandiose 

rhetorical question that brims with Frank’s 

disgust at his fellow commuters and the 

repeated references to smells. 

Social Performances and 
False Personas
The compulsion to perform is also apparent 

on social occasions. Thus, in the scene 

of the Campbells’ visit to the Wheelers, 

Yates suggests how both couples promote 

an image of themselves as ‘members 

of an embattled, dwindling intellectual 

underground’. From the fi rst ‘sighs of 

amiable exhaustion...’, suggesting that 

miles of hot sand had been travelled…’ to 

references to ‘conversational openings’ and 

to April arranging herself ‘with careless 

elegance’, the author portrays his characters 

as if they are on the stage – a portrayal that 

is, nevertheless, decidedly realist in style.

THE NEW REALISM OF

Mike Peters argues that Yates’ novel, though broadly following the 
conventions of traditional realism, offers themes and ways of exploring 
character that are new, arising out of Freudian psychological ideas about the 
individual self and how it is constructed.
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Although this foregrounding of social 

performance matches a common perception 

that all of us adopt personas to fi t 

circumstances, one of the last episodes in 

the novel – the breakfast scene – is more 

radical in its exposure of the falsity of such 

personas. Set between an intense marital 

argument and April’s botched abortion, 

the latter’s behaviour is clearly fake. The 

‘shy smile she gives her husband’, her 

remembering that the day is an important 

one for him, her enquiries about his work 

and her fl attery, all suggest that she is self-

consciously playing the role of a 1950s’ 

ideal housewife. 

If there is a moment’s hesitation before 

she responds to Frank’s farewell kiss – he 

bends towards her ‘as slowly as any movie-

actor’ – she goes through with it to seal the 

impression that all is well. Her fi xed smile 

will soon break but even now we sense her 

desperation. This is psychological realism 

but of a type that depends less on revealing 

the character’s inner life directly and more 

on encouraging the reader to infer this life 

from the whole narrative context. In other 

words, we understand April a lot better 

than Frank does.

Exposing Fantasy
Yates is also interested in uncovering the 

rather more sustained fantasies we build 

to disguise and escape the troubles of our 

lives. The Wheelers’ idea of moving to Paris 

may not, at fi rst sight, seem too fantastical 

but its mediation through Frank’s distorted 

perceptions suggests its unreality. Both his 

exaggeration – 

they were going to be new and better people

and his behaviour – he walks across 

his work-place 

slowly and confi dently in a new, more mature 
version of the old sexy walk 

point to the falsity of the couple’s attempted 

self-invention.

Fakery too is apparent in the pair’s 

conversation about the Parisian project. The 

tenderness between them may be genuine 

but the posing – 

the very act of sitting on the coffee table seemed 
an original and wonderful thing to do

Frank’s clichéd poetic description of his 

wartime experience – 

‘I just felt this terrifi c sense of life. I felt full of 
blood’

and the calculated sharing of 

intimacy at the end – 

‘I felt that way once too’ 

– undercut all sense of authenticity. Only 

Yates’s insertion of a coffee table that tips 

‘absurdly and banged straight again’ at 

the end of the episode has the unplanned 

awkwardness of the real world.

The Infl uence of Freudian 
Psychology
Revolutionary Road is also marked by new 

thinking in the fi eld of child psychology 

– thinking infl uenced by Sigmund Freud, 

whose ideas concerning the importance 

of parents showing love for their children, 

made their way into several childcare 

manuals published in the US in the 1950s 

and 60s. Thus, interspersed throughout 

the novel are extended passages related 

to the early experiences of both the main 

protagonists – passages that suggest Yates’s 

wish that readers recognise the impact of 

early experience on our later lives. The 

choice of fi ctional form then derives from a 

key theme of the novel. Think, for example, 

of the scene in which April recollects a 

visit from her father many years before, 

which is set just before her fatal abortion 

attempt. Written to convey her child-

like excitement –

And oh, how tall, how wonderfully slender and 
straight he was! How golden the sunlight shone 
on his hair and his laughing face…

the passage follows on to register her 

intensely painful disappointment at the 

brevity of her father’s stay and his failure 

to bring her a present. Starting to act ‘like 

a baby’ to gain his attention and then 
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sitting in his car as he searches for a gift, she 

imagines they are 

in a trim, leathery home of their own.

No words directly state the young girl’s desire 

for security and love but the moment seems 

to say it all – a moment loaded with even 

more pathos when her father fi nally gives 

her the label from a whisky bottle – 

’There you are, my darling,’ he said. ‘And you can 
keep it forever’. 

The patent inadequacy of the gesture 

suggests the emotional damage 

she has suffered. 

Traces of Childhood Trauma
Yates’s understanding of the impact of 

childhood experience on later life is also 

present in the characterisation of Frank 

through the linking of two scenes, one that 

exposes his sense of humiliation when he 

feels rejected by his father for not being able 

to handle tools (associated with masculinity) 

and the other in which the adult Frank, after 

a quarrel with his wife which threatens his 

manhood, hits his son as a punishment for 

getting too close to the shovel he is using to 

build a new path to his house – 

‘Get outa here now! Get outa here!’

As previously, the author doesn’t point up 

the signifi cance of the parallels between the 

two episodes but the reader senses the way 

in which the character is acting out with his 

own child the earlier hurt he has suffered. 

As before, Yates stays within a realist 

tradition to dramatise how our childhood 

experiences can leave traces of trauma in our 

unconscious minds. 

Questioning the Idea of Finding 
Oneself
If Yates in Revolutionary Road, is responding 

to new ways of thinking about the relation 

of individual and society and to the raising of 

children, he is also responding with a critical 

eye to a growing emphasis, fed by Freudian 

psychotherapy and Sartrean existentialism 

– both trends referenced in the novel – on 

the importance of self-fulfi lment. Thus, 

in writing about the Wheelers’ feelings of 

liberation at the prospect of emigration to 

Paris, he reveals the illusory and self-serving 

nature of their ambition. There is April’s 

over-statement 

‘…it’s your very essence that is being stifl ed 
here…’

There is also the way her vision for Frank 

is tied in with his need for reassurance 

about his masculinity and the stability of 

his marriage – 

‘Don’t you know. You’re the most valuable and 
wonderful thing in the world. You’re a man’

There is the way Frank’s wish for a better 

life is related to his infl ated sense of himself 

– ‘Was there anything he couldn’t do’. 

Hence, although both April and Frank may 

have absorbed ideas about ‘fi nding oneself’ 

and living an authentic life, Yates’ narrative 

contextualises and questions those ideas. 

For some readers this narrative, located 

within the realist tradition as it is, might 

seem rather old-fashioned. There are none 

of the meta-fi ctional devices associated with 

postmodernist literature and whilst the 

author certainly explores the inner-workings 

of his characters’ minds, he doesn’t make 

use of such characteristically modernist 

techniques as stream-of-consciousness. 

Nevertheless, Revolutionary Road, in spite 

of its relatively traditional form and 

style, is capable, just as were its Victorian 

predecessors, of responding to new times 

and new ideas. 

Mike Peters is an experienced English teacher who 

has taught in secondary and adult education.

• Oscar Rickett: The Alienated 

Individual – A Theme in 

American Prose Texts, emagazine 

41, September 2008

• Rob Worrall: Gatsby and Revolutionary 

Road, emagazine 29, September 2005

emag web archive
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If you’re thinking about the use of linguistic 

terminology in exploring literary texts, 

particularly for a Lang/Lit A Level but also 

in English Language, where literary texts 

could be part of what you analyse in both 

exams or your NEA, this article should 

help you to think about how to use terms 

thoughtfully to make valid and well-judged 

points about meaning.

Here is a poem by Robert Frost. Read it 

and take a bit of time to think about your 

fi rst responses. What strikes you as most 

interesting about it? What do you think it’s 

about? What do you like about it? Once 

you’ve done that, read on.

THE ROAD NOT TAKEN
Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,
And sorry I could not travel both
And be one traveler, long I stood
And looked down one as far as I could

To where it bent in the undergrowth;
Then took the other, as just as fair,
And having perhaps the better claim,
Because it was grassy and wanted wear;

Though as for that, the passing there
Had worn them really about the same,
And both that morning equally lay
In leaves no step had trodden black.

Oh, I kept the fi rst for another day!
Yet knowing how way leads on to way,
I doubted if I should ever come back.
I shall be telling this with a sigh

Somewhere ages and ages hence:
Two roads diverged in a wood, and I –
I took the one less traveled by,
And that has made all the difference.

From The Poetry of Robert Frost by Robert Frost 

Published by Vintage Reprinted by permission of The 

Random House Group Limited. 

© 2013

As part of your initial response to the style 

and meanings in the poem, you might 

have noticed some linguistic features. 

Some may have immediately leapt out 

at you as contributing to your response, 

others perhaps were features that you just 

happened to notice. Here are some that you 

might plausibly have observed:

• Metaphor

• Inversion of word order

• Use of the conjunction ‘and’

• Use of main and 

subordinate clauses

• Sentence length

• Exclamatory sentences

• Tense shifts

• Pronoun use

• Monosyllabic and polysyllabic words

• Modality

• Passive and active verbs

• Intensifi ers and qualifi ers

• Use of modifi cation/

pre-modifi cation of nouns

• Deictic features

There’s something to be said about all 

of these aspects of language. But which 

Beyond 
Linguistic 
Labelling

Towards Textual Analysis and Interpretation

This article is about how and why one might use linguistic terms and concepts to explore 
texts. It is a response to concerns raised by examiners and others that students are 
increasingly simply noticing small linguistic features, labelling them and not really making 
linguistic knowledge pay its way in terms of analysis and interpretation. The writers, Barbara 
Bleiman and Dan Clayton wrote several paragraphs on a poem by Robert Frost, of varying 
quality and interest. They ask you to judge which are most interesting, well considered and 
successful, before reading their own comments.
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might be used to form the basis for a valid, 

sustained point that is illuminating and 

interesting? What’s the difference between 

just noticing something and labelling it, 

and making what you’ve noticed part of 

a well-judged response that develops an 

interpretation?

Here are six paragraphs about the poem, 

using linguistic features as a way of 

discussing meaning and effect. All six 

have been written by us. Some are more 

pertinent and illuminating than others. Talk 

about which you think work best, before 

reading our own commentary on them, 

exploring what we think is most successful.

Paragraph 1
In stanza one there is an example of 

inversion of the word order of a sentence 

along with ellipsis, ‘long I stood’, rather 

than ‘I stood for a long time’. This allows 

‘stood’ to rhyme with ‘wood’. It emphasises 

the word ‘stood’ because it comes at the end 

of the line and suggests that the narrator is 

uncertain what to do because he is static, 

pausing before deciding. The inversion of 

word order is common in poetry, partly 

to allow for rhymes and partly to give the 

poem a quality that’s different from prose, 

that sounds a bit old-fashioned. The long 

vowel sounds in ‘long I stood’ also give the 

phrase a melancholy sound, which echoes 

the sadness and tone of regret in the poem.

Paragraph 2
The title of the poem puts the emphasis 

on the road itself, rather than the person 

who is faced with a decision or the act of 

choosing itself. The use of the passive voice 

(in an elliptical structure where certain 

words have been left out) means that there 

is no human agent doing the ‘taking’ and 

no sense of a time frame when the ‘taking’ 

took place, so the event is left open to the 

reader to insert their own interpretation. 

Why might that be? Perhaps because the 

lack of agency in the title gives the poem 

a more general applicability than to just 

one person; it is the kind of decision we 

all face and it suggests that this anecdote 

is to be seen metaphorically as a poem 

about life choices.

Paragraph 3
Many of the words in this poem are from 

the lexical fi eld of nature. There are woods, 

trees, undergrowth and grass. The woods 

have connotations of being lost in the 

woods. The man is lost in undergrowth. 

There are also words from the lexical fi eld 

of journeys. The man is travelling through 

woods and has to decide on which route 

to take. The woods and the journey could 

be seen as a metaphor for life’s journeys. 

There are many monosyllabic words in the 

poem which make it seem simple and easy 

to read. The polysyllabic ‘undergrowth’, 

‘diverged’ and ‘difference’ stand out 

from the rest of the poem. Ending with 

a polysyllabic word ‘difference’ gives it 

emphasis and means that the reader goes 

away thinking most about that word.

Paragraph 4
For a poem dealing with complex and 

unresolved ideas about life’s decisions, the 

poem is surprisingly simple in its syntax. 

The repeated use of the co-ordinating 

conjunction ‘and’ or sometimes the adverb 

‘then’ in the fi rst stanza offers a quite 

simple, linear sequence of events – this 

happened, and then this happened, and 

then this happened. It is an anecdote, 

simply told. Even where the narrative 

suggests doubt and raises questions, we 

have ‘and’ rather than ‘but’ or ‘however’, 

for instance ‘and sorry’ in the second line 

rather than ‘but sorry’. The effect of this 

is to remove any sense of causality. These 

things simply appear to be happening to the 

narrator, without his agency. 

In the second stanza, this changes. Rather 

than ‘and’ we have ‘yet’ and ‘because’ as 

conjunctions and these start to introduce 

the idea of a decision to be made, with a 

negation of what came before in ‘yet’ and 

the weighing of alternatives. We begin 

to realise that there is something at stake 

here, not just ‘here’s what happened’ but 

‘here’s the thinking I did about it and here’s 

why it matters’. 

Paragraph 5
The fi rst three stanzas of the poem are 

telling a story, a little anecdote, that can 

be read at a metaphorical level as being 

about life’s choices and the diffi culties of 

knowing whether you’re making the right 

one. The fi nal stanza is a vitally important 

one in drawing conclusions, or at the very 

least leaving us with questions to ponder. 

It’s interesting to see how the tense shifts 

signal this. The fi rst ‘storytelling’ stanzas 

are in the past tense. In the fi nal stanza, we 

suddenly we leap into the future. ‘I shall be 

telling this with a sigh’ indicates how this 

anecdote needs to be read as metaphorical. 

It stands for something much bigger than 

just a choice of path through the woods. 

It has an importance that reaches beyond 

the here and now. It is important enough 

to be worth repeating many times. The last 

three lines re-state what happened baldly 

in the past tense, but the fi nal line with 

its use of the present perfect tense ‘And 

that has made all the difference’ suggests 

that the implications of the choice ‘not 

made’, the road ‘not taken’ are sustained 

and continuing. They have affected the 

narrator’s life and continue to do so. 

Whether that ‘difference’ is good or bad is 

left unsaid but the combination of drawing 

attention to it in this way in the fi nal line, 

and the emotion in the exclamatory ‘Oh, 

I kept the fi rst for another day!’ seem to 

imply deep regret. That fi nal ‘that has made 

all the difference’ never spells out what this 

difference is but it does suggest the depth of 

its ramifi cations for the narrator’s whole life.

Paragraph 6
The narrator creates a world in which a 

simple frame of two possible choices is 

created quite early on. Having established 

the existence of two roads in the fi rst line, 

they are not referred to explicitly again 

until the fi nal stanza. All the references to 

the roads make use of deixis such as ‘both’, 

‘one’ and ‘the other’ helping to reinforce 

the simple binary choice of roads. If we 

accept the initial frame, we are then kept in 

that particular view through the use of this 

deixis and not offered choices outside the 

frame to see the poet’s world in a different 

way – perhaps not seeing that the nature 

of choices in life are rarely as simple as one 

road or another.

Our commentary on the paragraphs 
we wrote

When we study literary texts, as readers 

we respond differently, with different 

interpretations and viewpoints. That’s 

perfectly normal. We might justifi ably 

use literary terms and concepts, linguistic 

ones, or a mixture of the two. Stylisticians 

(linguists who focus on literature) often use 

a mixture. Regardless of which approach 

you take, the key thing to keep in mind 

is meaning and how that is expressed 

through the language of the text. Spotting, 

identifying, labelling, listing are all pointless 

if that is all you do. Noticing interesting 

things, responding to them – then seeking 

ways of describing and analysing them – is 

much more fruitful than simply randomly 

labelling what’s there. Asking yourself the 

question, ‘So what?’ each time you identify 

something in the text is a really good way 

of checking with yourself that what you’re 

about to say is really worth saying.
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In the light of this, both of us were broadly 

agreed on which of the paragraphs that we 

had written worked best. Paragraphs 1 and 3 

struck us as the least interesting. Paragraph 

3 uses something of a language buzzword 

(‘lexical fi eld’) but doesn’t really do anything 

with it. The words are all part of a lexical 

fi eld… so what? The term itself doesn’t 

really add anything to our understanding of 

the poem. Connotations is probably a more 

useful term here because it links directly 

to meaning. But when we start counting 

syllables, we are back to shoulder-shrugging 

territory. Does it really matter? Paragraph 

1 is similar in many ways. While there is 

something odd about the inversion ‘long 

I stood’, actually it’s probably just there 

to allow the line to rhyme and because 

grammar allows it to work in that way. Is 

it particularly meaningful? We don’t think 

so. Both of these paragraphs, in our view, 

defi nitely fail the ‘so what?’ test.

On the fl ipside, paragraphs 2 and 4 make 

use of some linguistic terminology in a way 

that actually serves a more enlightening 

analysis. The discussion of how clauses are 

linked in paragraph 4 and how this pattern 

changes from co-ordination to subordination 

is a pertinent one that starts to deal with the 

consequences of this pattern to the meaning 

of the poem. Likewise, paragraph 2’s focus 

on the use of the passive voice considers 

what this linguistic choice spotlights 

and what is left in the dark – and more 

importantly perhaps – how this relates to an 

interpretation of the poem’s overall meaning.

Paragraphs 5 and 6 also put forward strong 

interpretations of the poem and use linguistic 

observations to develop and explain these 

interpretations. In paragraph 5 the focus of 

this is the way the syntax relates to meaning; 

in paragraph 6 the focus is more on deixis 

(how the language is used to link and frame 

the different elements within the text’s 

world) but in both cases the exploration of 

that aspect of language furthers our thinking 

about the poem and its meanings.

The four paragraphs that we judge to 

be more successful use some linguistic 

terminology but never just for its own sake. 

None of them goes overboard on ‘proving’ 

knowledge of multiple aspects of language. 

The interpretation of the text remains 

at the heart of what is being outlined. A 

judgement is made about what’s worth 

saying, in other words ‘so what?’ and the 

terms enhance the argument rather than 

being inappropriate or drawing unnecessary 

attention to themselves.

Barbara Bleiman is co-editor of emagazine. 

Dan Clayton is a consultant at the English 

and Media Centre.

A Level Literature students might want to read 

Barbara Bleiman’s piece in the emagazine archive 

on using literary terminology. As in this article, she 

offers several paragraphs of critical writing and 

then provides a commentary that unpicks the use 

of terminology within them, to exemplify some of 

the pitfalls, as well as the ways in which one can 

use specialist vocabulary to great effect.

• Adrian Beard: Nurse’s Song – 

Language of Literary Analysis, 

emagazine 12/13, October 2001

• Marcello Giovanelli: Investigating 

the Language of Literature, 

emagazine 56, April 2012

• Alison Ross: Hard Times – Linguistic 

and Literary Approaches, 

emagazine 24, April 2004

• Graeme Trousdale: Louis Macneice 

– A Linguist’s Analysis, emagazine 

39, February 2008

• Beth Kemp: Wuthering Heights 

for Lang/Lit, emagazine 

37, September 2007

• Marcello Giovanelli: Doing Stylistics 

– Point of View in Literary Prose, 

emagazine 58, December 2012

• Lucy Webster: Exploring the Language 

of Literature – A Stylistic Analysis 

of a Very Short Text, emagazine 

69, September 2015

• Barbara Bleiman: Using 

Terminology (or Not) to Write 

About Texts, emagplus for emagazine 

85, September 2019
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Othello is a play of opposites: honesty and 

deceit, love and hate, purity and foulness. 

Shakespeare’s imagery also makes great 

use of contrasts, especially light and 

dark motifs. As Robert B. Heilman has 

pointed out, in Othello, Shakespeare’s 

imagery is notable for its ‘astonishing 

repetitiveness’. In particular, light and 

dark motifs are supported by repeated 

black and white colour symbolism, 

often through overlapping references to 

day and night, good and evil, and most 

signifi cantly of all, the skin colour of 

Desdemona and Othello. 

Black Ram, White Ewe
Shakespeare excels in muddying the 

moral waters; what appears to be one 

thing is often revealed to be something 

very different. Take Iago for example. A 

white character, he blackens everything 

and everyone. His modus operandi is hate 

disguised as love, and his obsession 

is the darkening of light. Iago’s efforts 

to besmirch the light are immediately 

apparent in Act 1 Scene when he 

informs Brabantio: 

Even now, now, very now, an old black ram
Is tupping your white ewe.

In framing the love between Othello 

and Desdemona in this grotesque 

way, voyeuristic Iago depicts their 

relationship as animalistic and unnatural. 

Desdemona, the chaste and vulnerable 

‘white ewe’, is seen as helpless beneath 

Othello, the dominant and experienced 

‘black ram’. The subtext – made worse 

by the insinuation that the sexual act 

is happening at this very moment – 

suggests Othello has forced himself upon 

Brabantio’s daughter, who, under the 

patriarchal norms of Renaissance society, 

is considered his property.

The members of a Jacobean audience, 

after watching the opening scene, with its 

implication that a lustful black predator 

has taken the virginity and tarnished the 

reputation of a pure young white woman, 

might feel as outraged as Brabantio. Yet, 

as Desdemona’s testimony to the senate 

makes clear, her relations with Othello are 

not just consensual and passionate, but are 

in fact legitimised by marriage.

Black

Light and Dark 
Motifs in Othello

White&
English teacher, Mark 
Roberts, explores the 
ways in which black 
and white operate at 
every level, from the 
central idea of the noble 
white woman falling in 
love with a black man, 
to the language and 
imagery in which the 
play is steeped.
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As critic Ania Loomba has explained, 

Shakespeare’s portrayal of a privileged 

white woman’s passion for a black man 

would be more shocking still for the 

audience of the time:

Desdemona’s passion needs to be articulated 
explicitly because its object is black, but such 
articulation makes it especially transgressive and 
disturbing […] the white daughter has not been 
raped but actively desires the black man.

A Challenge to Stereotypes of 
Race
But why is Iago so determined to sully 

Othello and Desdemona’s love? To 

Kiernan Ryan, Coleridge’s belief that 

Iago is driven by ‘motiveless malignity’ 

is mistaken. Instead, according to Ryan, 

Iago’s villainy is prompted by a sense 

of outrage at the ‘unnatural’ black 

and white union:

As Iago sees it, a black African has had the gall to 
court and marry a white Venetian beauty […] And 
she has had the gall to prefer ‘a lascivious Moor’ 
to her own kind. 

As with Desdemona, Othello’s 

characterisation also challenges the 

audience’s stereotypical expectations. Far 

from being defi ned by Roderigo’s racist 

caricature – ‘the thick-lips’ – Othello 

is portrayed as a civilised man, and 

a confi dent and commanding orator. 

Othello’s account of his wooing of 

Desdemona successfully woos the Duke 

as well. So mesmerised is the Duke by 

the grandeur of Othello’s language that he 

rebukes the crestfallen Brabantio: 

Your son-in-law is far more fair than black. 

The Duke’s acceptance of Othello, 

through a declaration of his suitability 

as a marriage match for Brabantio’s 

daughter, is intended as a compliment. In 

recognising Othello’s ‘fairness’ (honesty 

and decency), the Duke’s absolves Othello 

of ‘blackness’ (dubious moral qualities). 

Signifi cantly, however, this pun relies 

on the assumption that ‘fair’ also means 

‘light-skinned’ while ‘black’ obviously 

denotes ‘dark-skinned’. Othello has been 

accepted by the Venetian elite despite his 

dark complexion. The Duke has effectively 

decreed that, contrary to expectations, his 

blackness is only skin deep. In Loomba’s 

words, Othello has been granted the status 

of ‘honorary white’. 

Despite Othello’s acceptance by the 

Venetian elite, Iago recognises that the 

unorthodox mix of black and white still 

leaves the lovers vulnerable to rumour 

and innuendo. Iago’s plan relies on 

playing to misogynistic beliefs about 

the corruptibility of Desdemona and the 

assumption that all Venetian women 

are morally suspect when it comes 

to love affairs:

So will I turn her virtue into pitch.

Iago’s Manipulation
In Iago’s view, Desdemona’s reputation 

is a narrative that, with a bit of effort and 

cunning, can be re-written. Her shining 

qualities – honesty, fi delity, virtue – can 

be tainted. Eventually, Iago recognises, 

Othello can be manipulated so that he 

sees Desdemona as false, unfaithful and 

impure. Shakespeare’s use of ‘pitch’ 

suggests intense darkness – as in the idiom 

‘pitch-black’. Yet it also implies dirtiness, 

as ‘pitch’ is a sticky, tar-like resin 

traditionally used to coat ships. These 

two meanings get to the heart of Iago’s 

‘pestilence’: by casting aspersions on 

Desdemona, Iago will blacken her name, 

making her appear foul and fi endish.

For this reason, Act 3 Scene 3 is the play’s 

pivotal scene. Iago’s poisonous mendacity 

convinces the jealous Moor to take his 

revenge on Desdemona:

Her name, that was as fresh
As Dian’s visage, is now begrimed and black
As mine own face.

From Othello’s viewpoint – corrupted by 

Iago’s lies – Desdemona’s pure nature has 

been defi led by her adultery. The allusion 

to Diana, goddess of the moon and 

patron of chastity, is telling. For Othello, 

goodness and sexual fi delity are naturally 

intertwined. But what of the reference to 

his ‘own face’ in the simile that compares 

her (evil) darkness to his skin colour? On 

a literal level, Othello’s face is of course 

black. The fact that until relatively recently 

a white actor would wear makeup adds 

a level of irony to this line. But does 

Othello’s belief that fair Desdemona is 

actually impure and devilish lead him 

to lament and accept his ‘otherness’? 

Othello sees the ‘begrimed’ Desdemona 

as a threat to his honour. Men may not 
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have been expected to stay pure but, as the 

mention of Diana illustrates, they certainly 

expected it of their women. 

Dark Settings, Putting Out the 
Light 
In addition to Shakespeare’s language, 

the motif of darkness is also developed 

through the use of setting. E.A.J. 

Honigmann notes: 

The whole of Act 5, like the whole of Act 1, takes 
place by night, and 2.3 is another night scene…
Iago chooses darkness for several of his planned 
attacks (1.1, 2.3 and 5.1), and sees himself as a 
creature of ‘Hell and night’.

The relationship between night time and 

dark intent is particularly signifi cant in the 

death bed scene: 

Put out the light, and then put out the light!

Most interpretations of Othello’s line 

see it as a straightforward pun: ‘First I’ll 

snuff out the torch, then I’ll extinguish 

Desdemona’s life’. But this reading 

raises an awkward question: why would 

he plunge the room into darkness, 

making the killing of his wife more 

diffi cult? According to Rodney Stenning 

Edgecombe, focusing on the following line 

‘else she’ll betray more men’ encourages a 

more rewarding interpretation:

‘Light’ had, since late medieval times, been 
applied to wanton sexual behaviour; in Jacobean 
English, ‘put out’ could convey the idea of 
banishment. 

From this angle, the execution of 

Desdemona acts as a public warning to 

other women about the consequences 

of ‘light’ behaviour. With this in mind, 

this key line is better glossed as ‘kill 

the adulterous woman, and adultery by 

women will be banished from society’.

Recognising his terrible error of 

judgement, Othello posthumously 

restores Desdemona’s former purity, 

simultaneously comparing himself to: 

the base Indian [who] threw a pearl away
Richer than all his tribe.

Like ‘put out the light’, these lines have 

been subject to much critical debate. 

The fi rst Folio of the text reads ‘the base 

Judean’, which seemingly refers to Judas 

Iscariot, betrayer of Jesus. Either way, 

Othello’s use of ‘base’, meaning depraved, 

illustrates his low view of himself, 

which again highlights his otherness. 

If we accept ‘Indian’, as the Quarto and 

Folio 2 versions do, then Othello’s self-

admonishment, amplifi ed by the use of 

‘tribe’, is once more tied to the idea of 

darkness. When juxtaposed with the light, 

rare and precious ‘pearl’, we can see how 

it acts as a symbol of Desdemona’s shining 

innocence and purity.

Conclusion
As we have seen, light and dark imagery 

works on many levels in Othello. 

Desdemona becomes tarnished but returns 

to her untainted state in death; Othello is 

associated with darkness, moves towards 

lightness, but then reverts to his former 

label. And at the dark heart of the play, 

lies Iago, the white man who claims 

allegiance with darkness and night in 

order to carry out his malicious and 

destructive plan. 

Mark Roberts is Assistant Principal and teaches 

English at Tavistock College.
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Introduction
Joseph Stalin once observed that ‘Ideas are 

more powerful than guns. We would not 

let our enemies have guns, why should 

we let them have ideas?’ In so doing, he 

captures both the political power and the 

political dangers associated with literature. 

Novelist Jim Crace and poet Tony Harrison 

are excellent examples of writers who have 

used their work to explore the politics of 

their worlds and to lodge their own unique 

protests at what they fi nd there.

Politics and Law –
Lawlessness and Fear
Jim Crace’s Booker-shortlisted novel of 

2013, Harvest, explores the devastation – 

personal, societal and political – caused by 

the arrival of a group of unknown outsiders 

in a small rural community. Narrated by 

Will Thirsk, a long-standing member of 

the local community, the novel illustrates 

the inevitable but unforeseen personal 

challenges arising from changes to the 

status quo. When their presence is fi rst 

detected on the outskirts of the village, 

the strangers are ‘outlaws’ (in that they 

function outside the conventions and 

customs of the local community), but also, 

interestingly, protected by the law. As such, 

their presence is profoundly threatening to 

the members of Thirsk’s community. 

First and foremost, they represent a threat 

to the villagers’ livelihood, because of the 

ruling – made in a distant place – which gives 
the right of settlement and cedes a portion of 
our share to any vagrants who might succeed in 
putting up four vulgar walls

within the village margins. The new arrivals 

can claim the right to a portion of the 

villagers’ hard-earned and scant wealth 

on the basis of an externally imposed law. 

Political process affects the well-being of 

the people of the village and it is evident 

that Thirsk and the other villagers resent 

the fact that their well-being can be dictated 

by what are perceived as distant and 

unfeeling powers.

The new arrivals are not the only ‘forces’ 

at work in the village, however. Other 

challenges to the established way of life 

exist in the form of Edmund Jordan, the 

Beldams, the Jordan Men (effectively 

a group of hired thugs), and Mr Quill. 

Quill has been charged to produce a map 

of the village and its environs, and this 

symbolically represents the reshaping and 

redefi nition of the lives of Will and the 

The Literature of 

Politics and Protest 
Tony Harrison and Jim Crace

Whether we are talking about ‘big’ politics (the politics of Boris Johnson, 
Donald Trump and other global leaders) or ‘small’ politics (the varied 
manoeuvres and intrigues that surround family, work, leisure and beliefs, for 
example), political issues often form the stuff of literary texts. In this article, 
Andrew Green considers some of the ways in which such matters appear in 
the novel Harvest and the poem ‘V’.
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other villagers. The lines that Quill draws 

– and the personal, social and political 

boundaries they imply – represent a force 

for change in the face of which the villagers 

feel essentially powerless. The actions of 

these differing powers bring with them both 

fear and misunderstanding, culminating 

in violence and brutality that result in the 

destruction of the village and its way of life.

Politics and Social Class – 
Societal Confl ict/Social 
Change
Harvest opens with a class-infl ected, 

dichotomous view of the world typical of 

Marxist analyses. Masters and peasants, 

locals and strangers, wealthy and poor are 

all seen in contradistinction to one another. 

This is a world that takes its meaning 

from harsh binary oppositions, and this is 

mirrored in the lines or marks that are made 

upon the landscape: the strangers’ defi ning 

of a dwelling and lighting a fi re (with its 

threatening black smoke) both establish the 

intentions of possession; the emerging lines 

of Quill’s map suggest new forms of control 

and delimitation that are essentially political 

in their nature. Both represent intentional 

acts of possession and societal change. These 

changes are, in a sense, represented in the 

harvest. Will Thirsk observes,

‘Today the grains are good enough, but only good 
enough. We will not starve; we will not fatten 
either.’

Implicit within this statement, however, is 

the recognition that tomorrow this may or 

will not be so. The people of the village are at 

the mercy of the harsh realities of existence 

and of political forces beyond their control. 

The agricultural changes proposed by Master 

Jordan leave the villagers facing 

distresses as an inevitable proviso for his 
permanent advance

and the reality that 

our employments are to be surrendered to the 
yellow teeth of three thousand sheep.

They face a new economic and social reality 

that will revolutionise their world.

In ‘V’ Tony Harrison proves sympathetic 

to the plight of the poor and unemployed 

of Leeds, Harrison attempts to understand 

the social divisions and inequalities that 

cause working-class alienation. One of the 

most powerful images of the poem is the 

desecrated grave of Harrison’s own mother. 

Despite the damage they have done to his 

mother’s grave, however, the poem makes 

clear that voices like those of the skinhead 

and his graffi ti should not be 

excluded from public or poetic 

discourse. To do so would, 

in itself, be a political act of 

suppression, and Harrison seeks 

to make sense of the ‘skin’s’/

his own stridently working-

class voice. His use of northern 

dialect and taboo language 

challenges the idea that poetry 

has to be written using only 

‘poetic’ language. It suggests that 

all language should be possible 

in poetry, as long as it is used 

in a thought-provoking way. 

Language is signifi cant in many 

different ways in ‘V.’ The poem 

is partly about language, and it 

also uses language in interesting 

ways. Harrison’s language 

veers between the ornate and 

rich language of poetry and 

the coarse obscene language 

of the skinhead, between 

RP and northern dialect. His language 

is, in other words, in a kind of political 

confl ict with itself. 

Politics and Power
In Harvest, Master Kent’s title deeds prove his 

rights as owner of the land to control the life 

and work of the peasant villagers. His deeds 

(legal documents) entitle him to profi t from 

their hard labour – a very different kind of 

‘deeds’. Crace tellingly draws our attention 

to the difference between the owners’ hands 

and the hands of his villagers (his ‘hands’): 

‘What landowner has ever made his palms rough 
on a scythe or plough?’

In ‘V’ Harrison is also at pains to draw his 

readers’ attention to issues of power. The 

graveyard is located above a decommissioned 

pit – a powerful political symbol. The pit with 

its collapsing tunnels (echoing the economic 

collapse of the North) has had an impact on 

the physical, mental and fi gurative ‘space’ of 

the poem. Describing the topography of the 

graveyard, Harrison observes how 

Subsidence makes the obelisks all list.

Everything in the world of this poem is out 

of kilter, and this proves to be one of its most 

powerful symbols. The leaning tombstones 

resolve into the ‘V’ of the title: 

One leaning left’s marked FUCK, one right’s marked 
SHIT.

This is a curiously fragmented political 

‘space’ that is broken (division/revolution) 

but that also contains the seeds of its own 

mending (unity/resolution).

Politics and Confl ict
It is not surprising that the kinds of division 

and dichotomy identifi ed should sometimes 

lead to confl ict – whether that is internally 

or externally manifested. In ‘V’ Harrison 

addresses both political confl ict and a deeply 

personal internalised confl ict surrounding 

his own sense of class identity. He draws 

parallels, for example, between football 

violence and social-political confl icts in 

the racist graffi ti he fi nds daubed on the 

gravestones. He refl ects on the miners’ strike 

of the 1980s and the mass unemployment 

accompanying it, suggesting that these 

hardships have contributed to the on-going 

alienation of the working class. He also 

probes the troubled relationship between 

class, language and culture. Ultimately, he 

seeks to square this particular political circle 

by exploring how art and crudity can both 

emerge from the same starting point, and 

how poetry might represent a means of 

social and political reconciliation. 

The ‘V’ of the title can be variously 

interpreted: v = versus, v = two fi ngers, v = 

victory. It simultaneously represents division 

and unity, and this becomes increasingly 

embedded as the poem proceeds: powerful 

working-class unity stands against class war/

class division; Leeds United and Harp lager 

stand opposed to high cultural hegemony 

(Byron, Wordsworth, Wagner and Alban 

Berg); poetry is pitted against obscenity. The 

poem becomes a site of what the French 

sociologist Pierre Bourdieu would call 

‘symbolic violence’ – a place where division 

and confl ict can be virtually rather than 

physically manifested.
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This is well illustrated when Harrison refers 

to racist graffi ti on the graves. Harrison 

externalises and dramatises his deep sense 

of personal confl ict, through the contrasts 

of language – taboo words and swearing 

(‘fuck’ and ‘cunt’ set in opposition to highly 

educated ‘xenophobic’ and ‘cri-de-coeur’).

In Crace’s novel, many of the characters 

are subjected to physical violence as a 

result of political fear and in pursuit of 

punishment and self-interest. The male 

strangers are locked in the village stocks 

and the woman who is with them is 

subjected to the physical and psychological 

humiliation of having her head shaved. (It 

is, perhaps, interesting to compare the lot 

of the shaven-headed woman in Crace’s 

novel with the self-shaven ‘skin’ in ‘V’ – an 

archetypal fi gure of anarchy and anti-

authoritarianism.) These actions alongside 

numerous beatings speak of a harsh 

‘political’ world in a village that resides far 

from sources of safety and reliable authority. 

There are some similarities between Crace’s 

and Harrison’s worlds. The village in Harvest 

does not have a church, but only the 

cross-shaped stocks which ironically serve 

as symbol of both political and religious 

authority. The graveyard in ‘V’ serves a 

similar function, creating a political nexus 

between different dimensions of life, and 

Harrison captures this with his list of 

confl icting forces within society:

These Vs are all the versuses of life
from LEEDS v. DERBY, Black/White
and (as I’ve known to my cost) man v. wife,
Communist v. Fascist, Left v. Right,
class v. class as bittier as before,
the unending violence of US and THEM,
personifi ed in 1984
by Coal Board MacGregor and the NUM,
Hindu/Sikh, soul/body, heart v. mind,

The poetic voice is marked by its insistent 

anger at the world – at 

all these Vs: against! against! against!

Harrison is exasperated (even though he 

understands it) with the working-class 

Yorkshire ‘voice’ he conjures. He wants, 

instead of opposition (a signifi cant political 

concept in its own right, of course), to 

call to Britain and to all the nations 
made in the name of love for peace’s sake.

He is aware, however, that in voicing 

this wish he is creating yet another 

confl ict against 

this skin’s word deep aspirations.

Conclusion – Political 
Accommodation
For all their focus on distinction, on 

difference, on separation, however, both 

Harvest and ‘V’ ultimately offer their readers 

some form of resolution. The oppositions 

of Will Thirsk’s village fi nd awkward 

accommodation around the cross/stocks; 

Thirsk has to reconcile his views about 

the ‘harmless’ strangers whose arrival 

has led to the devastation of his sense of 

personal security, his sense of self and his 

way of life. Similarly, Harrison’s argument 

with his own working-class self, with its 

political and artistic philistinism, works 

to an uneasy accommodation centred on 

his mother’s defaced tombstone. For both 

Crace and Harrison the triumph of the 

human seems to be the power of a personal 

politics of resilience.

Andrew Green is a Senior Lecturer in Education at 

Brunel University.
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Creating an Academic Poster 
for A Level Language

First, you create…

Th e Introduction
One student called this ‘The Hook’. Another named it ‘The Case’. 
Whatever you call it, you need some kind of introduction to explain – 
in a quick and snappy manner – what you were trying to fi nd out in 
your investigation. 
Example of an introduction:
I wanted to determine whether people are more or less formal when 
they text compared to when they talk to each other, and to see how 
this is aff ected by the relationship between participants.

Then you can ask…

Some Research Questions
You can refi ne the introduction further by asking some questions 
which probably centre on a language feature, such as:
• Do females use more taboo language when they are on line?
• Do older users of messaging apps use more textspeak to partners 

or to work colleagues?
You should also include some… 

Background
Whether you call this ‘Relevant Linguistic Research’ or ‘Literature 
Review’, your aim should be to summarise in an approachable 
register the work of relevant experts in the fi eld, whose fi ndings you 
want to test. 

Examples:
• Women are more supportive in single-gender conversation 

(Coates, 1993)
• Women use abbreviations signifi cantly more than men when 

texting or messaging (Ling, 2003)

A Balancing Act How do you produce a good 

academic poster which is readable as well as rigorous?

Importantly, you must include a…

Methodology 
Essentially this is the ‘How I Did It’ section. Some 
students set it out as a series of short questions:

Who?
Explain the source of the data. For example, a single 
female 17-year-old A Level student talking to her friend.

What?
Describe your data. For example, transcripts of face-
to-face communication and screenshots of instant 
messages.

How?
Explain the conditions under which the data was 
recorded. For example, the middle 3 minutes of a 5 
minute recording, with participants aware that they were 
being recorded.

Some academic posters put in a bit called…

Factors Infl uencing Data
This shows that you have thought about the potential 
problems and limitations of your data, such as:
• The participants knew they were being recorded so 

might have avoided taboo language.

Also advisable is some…

Sample Data
Adding short quotations from your data which are ‘typical’ 
of something you have found in your investigation adds 
depth to the poster. For example*:

Face to face discourse
15 SP: I think I’m gonna cry (laughs)
16 S: Yep

Online discourse
Lol I watch reality shows tbh. Like…
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David Kinder, Head of English at Godalming College and creator of 
Grammaticus, tries a balancing act of his own: presenting his article 
on how to write an academic poster in the form of… an academic 
poster for OCR Language!

David Kinder is Head of English at Godalming College, writer of 

Grammaticus and a regular emagazine writer.

Then you need to outline your…

Results
This is where you tell your reader whether you 
found instances of a linguistic feature (strong 
modal verbs etc.) appearing more in one 
context than in another. You might have two 
or three separate sections of results. You can 
also call this ‘Findings’ and it will often include a 
graph or table. 

Example of a table:

This then leads on to an…

Ex planation of results
This can also be called ‘discussion of graphs’. It 
is helpful to your readers to pull out key results 
from your investigation, to further clarify the 
patterns you have found. 

For example*:
• There were more interruptions that took place 

in the boys’ conversation
• The boys used more swear words than the 

girls
• The girls tended to use more positive 

feedback than the boys (see Coates, 1993).

Example of References
• Coates, J. 1993. Men, Women and Language (Routledge)
• Toolan, Michael J. 1972. ‘Language, text and context’ Essays in Stylistics (Routledge)
• Ling, R and N. Baron. 2003. ‘IM and SMS, a linguistic comparison’ paper given at the International 

Conference of the Association of Internet Researchers

At the heart of your poster you need some…

Analysis
Most good posters have a handful of closely analysed fragments 
of data. The key here is to explain why a particular feature 
appeared.

Example of analysis:

The work colleagues in my data used a surprising number of 
alphabetisms like ‘tbh’ and acronyms like ‘lol’, possibly to reduce 
formality and build rapport.

(You can refer back to data that has already been sampled in 
another part of the poster.)

You are then ready to off er some…

Conclusions
One student called this ‘The Verdict’. Another called it ‘The 
Denouement’. Essentially, though, it’s where you draw together 
the results and analysis into some overall conclusions about 
language behaviour, based on your limited study, perhaps 
answering some of the research questions you mentioned 
at the start…

Example:
• Contrary to my expectations, work colleagues seem to use 

some aspects of language less formally than people in long 
term relationships…

You should then fi nish with an…

Evaluation
Sometimes called ‘Where Next?’, this is where you 
acknowledge the small scale of your investigation and suggest 
how it might be extended and improved.

Example:

If I were to continue this investigation further I would:
• Collect a larger sample of text messages from 

both groups… etc.
And that is more or less it, all except for some ‘smallprint’, 
down the bottom, usually called ‘References’. It is the academic 
version of your more approachable ‘Background’ section and 
should help fi nish off  a poster with the perfect balance between 
rigour and readability – one worthy of top band marks.
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Plath is perhaps most famous for her poems 

where the proudly confessional ‘I’ is used, 

the strong female persona who tantalisingly 

resembles her creator and who establishes a 

sense of intimacy. ‘Daddy’ and ‘Lady Lazarus’ 

are perfect examples of poems whose raw 

power, in part, lies in Plath’s decision to adopt 

the fi rst-person voice in order to engage us 

in the confi dences of these speakers as they 

reveal their pain and feelings. Yet Plath’s 

oeuvre is not by any means limited to such 

a narrow use of voice and perspective: other 

poems show an equally robust use of different 

points of view for different purposes.

‘Miss Drake Proceeds to 
Supper’
In the fi rst poem featured in her Selected Poems, 

Plath presents a woman in a mental hospital, 

trying to navigate her way to the dining 

room, through what seems to be a rather 

surreal, jungle-like world, transformed into a 

strikingly vivid and threatening environment.

The choice of third-person limited perspective 

invites us, as readers, to observe Miss Drake 

from a distance. Such a detachment gives us 

the ability to contemplate madness whilst not 

completely submerging us in Miss Drake’s 

frightening and disconcerting existence. 

The separation allows us to empathise as 

we behold the pitiful fi gure as she ‘steps 

carefully’ and picks her way through the 

dangerous minefi eld of ‘cabbage roses’ in 

the corridor carpet that, in her mind, are 

‘slowly opening’ to 

devour and drag her down
Into the carpet’s design

The plosive alliteration highlights the menace 

of the cabbages. The narrator uses a series 

of bird images to describe Miss Drake: she 

has a ‘bird-quick eye’ and ‘lifts one webbed 

foot after the other’ which portray her as 

vulnerable, fragile and cautious, though 

ultimately what the point of view in the 

poem allows us to do is identify Miss Drake 

as a woman whose mind is divorced from 

reality, as we recognise the entirely illusory 

threats she imagines she faces. Even the title 

of the poem presents the eponymous fi gure as 

trying desperately to cling on to some sort of 

order and formality, as the title ‘Miss Drake’ 

together with the verb ‘proceeds’, suggests. 

The personifi cation of everyday objects such 

as furniture and fl oorboards as being full 

of ‘malice’ and having a ‘brambled plan’ to 

destroy Miss Drake reveal her distorted psyche 

and also allow us to understand the strange 

view of the world she has. Lines such as 

She edges with wary breath

present a visceral image of her state, with the 

verb ‘edges’ acting powerfully to suggest the 

force of will it takes for her to proceed even a 

single step, and the adjective ‘wary’ indicating 

her constant state of readiness to encounter 

any threat. It is fi tting that the last line, 

when she fi nally enters ‘the patients’ dining 

room’, celebrates her success: the narrative 

perspective in no way encourages us to pity 

or mock her. On the contrary, it allows us to 

admire her bravery and courage and gives 

us insight into an uncanny and unreal state 

of mind, which would be more diffi cult to 

achieve were it written in the fi rst person. 

‘Mirror’ 
Although this poem adopts the fi rst person, 

Plath uniquely creates a persona of a mirror 

– an inanimate object – in order to refl ect 

the ageing of women from a new and stark 

perspective. The focus on the appearance 

of women is a key theme in Plath’s work, 

evident in poems such as ‘Face Lift’ and 

‘The Munich Mannequins’, but the point 

of view in ‘Mirror’ allows Plath to consider 

this theme from the perspective of an 

object who is mystifi ed by the actions of 

an unnamed ‘woman’. In a clear allusion 

to the myth of Narcissus, this anonymous 

female – only introduced in the second 

stanza – is revealed to attach massive 

importance to her appearance. As the mirror 

metaphorically describes itself as a ‘lake’, it 

describes the woman 

Searching my reaches for what she really is.

Identity is clearly linked to appearance, and, 

just like her mythological counterpart, the 

woman is obsessed by what the mirror shows 

her, eagerly returning ‘each morning’ to view, 

helplessly, the inexorable impact of aging on 

her visage. The voice of the mirror is built up 

through a series of short, clipped, precise end-

stopped lines, such as 

I am important to her.
and 

She comes and goes.

This creates an almost clinical tone which 

contrasts with the despair of the woman, 

who, in the poem’s fi nal and staggeringly 

powerful metaphor, has ‘drowned a young 

girl’ in the mirror and is left to contemplate 

the ‘old woman’ who 

rises toward her day after day, like a terrible fi sh.

The mirror attaches blame to the woman: 

it is she who has ‘drowned’ her youth, 

or prematurely ended it, through her 

relationship with the mirror, and is now left 

helpless to contemplate the ‘old woman’ 

that she will become, compared to a ‘terrible 

fi sh’. For all the mirror’s apparent emotional 

detachment and protestations of impartiality, 

the ending recalls the second line in this 

poem, where the mirror states

Whatever I see I swallow immediately.

The verb ‘swallow’, with its predator-like 

connotations, suggests that there is an implicit 

threat to this mirror, and indeed a danger for 

any woman who places so much value on 

their youthfulness that they see its loss as a 

blow from which they will never recover. 

Perspective Matters
Voice and Point of View in Sylvia Plath’s Poems
John Hathaway warns against reading Plath’s poetry as if there could 
be a simple correlation between voice of the narrator and the poet. He 
also argues that there are many more voices and perspectives than is 
commonly acknowledged.
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What is so fascinating about the persona of 

the mirror, however, is the way in which it 

moves from protesting its inability to refl ect 

anything except what it sees, ‘unmisted by 

love or dislike’, to, in the second, perfectly 

refl ected nine line stanza, using metaphor to 

transform its role. Ironically, it is the refl ector 

who becomes the creator as the mirror re-

envisions the merciless process of aging and 

fulfi ls its potential of being ‘The eye of a little 

god’. By choosing to adopt the fi rst-person 

narrator for the inanimate object of a mirror 

in this poem, Plath invites us to explore the 

relationship between art and ourselves. As 

readers, we approach her work, perhaps 

at least, in part, in order to contemplate a 

refl ection of our humanity. Disturbingly, 

the mirror shifts from being a fi xed border 

or boundary to an uncanny threshold that 

beckons us to enter a world where we are 

forced to see ourselves in new, and sometimes 

unsettling, ways. 

‘Edge’
Given that this poem was written just a few 

days before her suicide, it is the absence 

of the fi rst-person voice that is notable. 

After so many powerful works that use the 

confessional ‘I’ to explore a desire for some 

sort of termination or obliteration, such as 

‘Ariel’ or ‘Lady Lazarus’, the withdrawal of 

the fi rst-person perspective, shifting to that of 

an onlooker who meditates on the corpse of 

a mother and her two children is somewhat 

discordant. Yet it is this terrible detachment 

that gives this poem its eerie and bewildering 

force. Originally, Plath intended the poem to 

begin with the phrase ‘Down there –’, which 

serves to highlight the distance between the 

speaker and her subject. In other words, it is 

tempting to see the point of view of this poem 

as a representation of the schism of self that 

Plath herself experienced as she felt passively 

carried towards her inevitable end, governed 

by the ‘fi xed stars’ that controlled her life, as 

described in ‘Words’, itself a poem written just 

slightly before ‘Edge’. The stark, opening end-

stopped line presents the death of the woman 

as the welcome end of a long, hard process of 

striving towards some ideal state:

The woman is perfected. 

It is the adjective ‘perfected’ that presents 

the woman’s suicide as something that is 

almost envied, which is seen when the 

narrator imagines the ‘bare/Feet’ of the 

woman to utter 

We have come so far, it is over.

The sense of relief is palpable, as indicated in 

the ‘smile of accomplishment’ worn by the 

corpse. ‘Accomplishment’ indicates pride and 

happiness at achieving something that has 

been worked and laboured for, echoing the 

shocking detachment of the speaker from 

life itself. Throughout the poem the use of 

enjambment creates an unsettling feel which 

exacerbates the horror of the description of 

the woman’s children:

She has folded
Them back into her body as petals
Of a rose close

It is the mother who has actively taken her 

children back into her, yet the image of gently 

‘folding’ them suggests protection and love 

rather than a taboo act of transgression. It 

is fi tting that the title of the poem suggests 

some sort of closure as the poem itself moves 

beyond the ‘edge’ of its horizons to embrace 

a destiny that was, for the narrator at least, 

unavoidable and simultaneously desired.

Plath’s Many Perspectives
Reading Plath’s poetry is a dangerous activity. 

Students are forced to grapple with the gap 

between the speaker and the subject and 

the various personas Plath adopts and Plath 

herself. Yet Plath’s adoption of a variety 

of different perspectives in her poetry 

demonstrates her adroit dexterity in forcing 

her readers to scrutinise her subjects in ways 

that surprise and disturb, whether that is 

through the sense of emotional intimacy 

she creates through the use of the fi rst 

person or a result of the detachment and 

distance established through the third person. 

Regardless of the closeness or separation 

created by her perspective, it is impossible to 

remain indifferent to the powerful moods and 

emotions evoked.

John Hathaway is Head of English at 

Glenalmond College.

• Eavan Boland: Sylvia Plath 

– Nature Poet and Surrealist, 

emagazine 40, April 2008

• Brittany Wright: Sylvia Plath – 

Reimagining Motherhood, emagazine

79, February 2018

• Rebecca Platt: ‘The Moon is my 

Mother’ – Sylvia Plath and the Cycles 

of the Moon Goddess, emagazine

62, December 2013

• Fiona Salt: Sylvia Plath – ‘The 

Applicant’ and ‘Daddy’, emagazine for 

emagplus 57, September 2012
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Throughout literary 
history, islands have 
served as a popular and 
recurring setting. In 
this article, Charlotte 
Unsworth-Hughes 
explores the reasons 
why we are drawn 
to ‘island literature’, 
considering in particular 
Shakespeare’s The 
Tempest and its contexts.

The Island 
Motif in The 
Tempest
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The Island Setting
If one were to make a list of all the literary 

texts set on islands, it would be a very 

long one. The Odyssey, Utopia, Robinson 

Crusoe, Treasure Island, Lord of the Flies

and Gulliver’s Travels ... this is just a start. 

Throughout literary history, islands have 

cropped up repeatedly as settings, and 

are undoubtedly a 

source of fascination in the literary imagination
Stephanides and Bassnett, 2008

But why is this? And why, as readers, are 

we so drawn to island stories? Shakespeare 

certainly recognised the attraction of the 

island setting, as he chose to use it for 

his fi nal play, The Tempest. In this play, 

the island is used as a site upon which a 

new world of endless possibility can be 

created, where the rules and regulations of 

Europe are discarded, issues of ownership, 

power and control in the context of 

colonialism are raised.

‘Island Logic’
For many writers, the island serves as a 

blank slate, or ‘strategic no-place’, the 

existence of which 

undoes the world as [the reader] knows it
Greene, 2000

In an essay called ‘Island Logic’, critic 

Roland Greene explores the abundance 

of islands in sixteenth- and seventeenth-

century fi ction and philosophy, and explains 

that the creation of an island setting is 

akin to ‘worldmaking’. A setting is created 

which is separate from the world itself, 

and therefore something blank, to be built 

on. It is this act of building that is key. 

Shakespeare is able to use the island as 

his own blank slate upon which to build a 

place where the audience can suspend their 

disbelief, where magic can exist, where the 

European hierarchy and Great Chain of 

Being can be easily inverted, or dismissed 

altogether – in short, where the impossible 

can become possible. 

Of course, the concept of world-making 

naturally lends itself to Utopian prospects. 

The island setting, as a new world, 

offers endless opportunity: it is pure and 

uncontaminated by the old, outside world. 

This was the perspective of Sir Thomas 

More in Utopia and Francis Bacon in New 

Atlantis, both of whom used islands as 

sites upon which to model perfection in 

society, and ideal political philosophy. 

However, Shakespeare appears to satirise 

the concept of the utopian island in The 

Tempest, when, in Act 2 Scene 1, Gonzalo 

also takes pleasure in considering what 

he would do if the island was his ‘blank 

slate’; he explains that, if he were ruler, 

he would allow no ‘traffi c’, ‘magistrate’, 

‘letters’, ‘riches’, ‘poverty’, ‘use of service’, 

‘contract’, ‘succession’, or ‘occupation’. He 

claims that by doing this, he would govern 

with ‘such perfection’ that the island would 

‘excel the Golden Age’. In addition to being 

humorously hyperbolic in his lengthy 

description of his ‘commonwealth’, he 

is also contradictory in his assertion that 

despite him being ‘king on’t’, there would 

be ‘no sovereignty’. Here, Shakespeare 

is arguably poking fun at the concept 

of a utopian society, and deeming it 

an impossibility.

However, while Gonzalo views the island as 

offering his own kind of utopian potential, 

others take advantage of the concept of 

‘undoing’ the world as we know it. Through 

the lens of ‘island logic’, the island is a 

place where the rules and expectations 

of the outside world may be dispensed 

with. Sebastian and Antonio certainly fi nd 

that this is the case when they take the 

opportunity of being on a remote island to 

hatch a plot to kill the King of Naples; the 

island setting affords them not only with 

practical opportunity, but also with a sense 

of recklessness and disregard for moral 

codes. They decide to ‘draw together’ to kill 

both Alonso and Gonzalo simultaneously, so 

that Sebastian can take his brother’s place as 

King. Their ability to construct a new reality 

is evident when Antonio says that the other 

men with them will believe any explanation 

they are given for the King’s death: 

They’ll tell the clock to any business that
We say befi ts the hour.

Even though, luckily for their victims, their 

attempts at ‘world-making’ are thwarted, 

their readiness to commit regicide (and, in 

Sebastian’s case, fratricide), demonstrates 

the power of the island as a setting upon 

which taboo thoughts and desires can be 

transformed into opportunities and action – 

something potentially very dangerous. 

Island Ownership
Drawing upon Greene’s concept of 

‘island logic’, origins of power, systems of 
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government, and relationships 

between peoples can be 

explored and questioned. The 

Tempest – which, incidentally, 

was inspired by the account of 

a wreck of a large emigration 

ship called the ‘Sea Venture’, 

on its way to a colony – can be 

interpreted as a colonial tale, 

an angle which has attracted 

much popularity from critics in 

recent decades, with Caliban 

winning much sympathy from 

contemporary audiences. 

Through this lens of colonialism, 

the play can be viewed as a tale 

of a European man (Prospero) 

arriving upon and usurping a 

remote island, and enslaving 

the island’s natives (Caliban, 

and arguably also Ariel), at 

least one of whom he appears 

to frequently torture. Caliban famously 

declares to Prospero that 

 this island’s mine, by Sycorax my  
   mother
Which thou tak’st from me

and goes on to claim that he was betrayed 

by Prospero and enslaved. He argues 

that he was his ‘own king’ until Prospero 

arrived and usurped his position, ironically 

echoing Prospero’s own experience with his 

brother’s usurpation of his role as Duke of 

Milan. Even though Prospero claims that his 

ill-treatment of Caliban is because he tried 

to rape his daughter, Miranda, Caliban’s 

suffering causes the audience to question 

Prospero’s ultimate power, and to feel 

uneasy about his ill-treatment of his ‘slave’. 

While a clear hierarchy exists here, the 

insularity of the island, free from outside 

infl uences, prompts one to wonder if this 

is just, and consequently raises questions 

of power and governance on a larger scale. 

Although a Renaissance audience might 

view Caliban with more amusement and 

disgust than sympathy, these echoes of 

colonialism are stark and unsettling to a 

modern-day audience. Through Prospero 

and Caliban’s unequal relationship, the 

audience is offered an insight into the 

relationship dynamics of 

the coloniser and the colonised, the ruler and the 
ruled, the white and the black, the aristocrat and 
the democrat.

Griffi ths, 1983

In fact, French writer, activist and politician 

Aimé Césaire took this one step further. 

He wrote Une Tempête as a response to 

Shakespeare’s play, in which he brings 

colonial issues to the forefront, describing 

Caliban as a ‘black slave’ and Ariel as a 

‘mulatto slave’ (a historical classifi cation of 

people as ‘mixed race’, and a term which 

is now viewed as derogatory). While the 

action is similar, this play centres around 

colonial issues. Caliban, for instance, 

requests to be known as X (echoing 

Malcom X and his drive for the Black Power 

Movement) rather than ‘Caliban’, rejecting 

his colonised identity. Unlike in The Tempest, 

Caliban and Ariel are given an opportunity 

to converse, and Caliban refers to Ariel as 

his ‘brother’. They discuss their different 

responses to their colonising master; Caliban 

believes in revolution, but Ariel dreams 

of uniting as an equal with both Prospero 

and Caliban, ‘to build a wonderful world’. 

Une Tempête ends with Prospero remaining 

on the island and losing his power over 

Caliban, and with Caliban singing about his 

‘freedom hi-day freedom hi-day!’. Cesaire 

himself explains that the endings of The 

Tempest and of Une Tempête are essentially 

about ‘the master-slave relation’, and the 

island serves as the ideal site upon which to 

display these tensions.

An Island Consciousness
John Donne, a contemporary of 

Shakespeare, made a famous statement that 

‘no man is an island’. This is particularly 

apt in the context of this discussion. In fact, 

as Greene asserts, islands in early modern 

thought were fi gurative as well as literal 

– and that metaphor extends to people 

too. Perhaps in The Tempest Prospero is the 

ultimate ‘island’, having turned his back 

on his responsibilities to the people in his 

Dukedom, and having cut himself off from 

society. Banishment to an island would be 

a fi tting punishment, and he could only 

return to the mainland when he relearned 

how to be a part of it – how to value others, 

how to form relationships, and how to 

care for his people. And if Prospero is the 

ultimate island, then surely The Tempest is 

the ultimate island story.

Charlotte Unsworth-Hughes teaches A Level 

English at City of London Freemen’s School, having 

previously taught at the University of Sydney.
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Robyn Gladwyn asks why London offered 
such rich material for Victorian novelists, 
in particular in their depiction of the lives 
of ‘lost boys’ – and why these narratives 
of urban life remain so powerful for 
modern readers.

The Victorian City
Literary Narratives of Lost Boys in London
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It is perhaps no coincidence that Europe’s 

burgeoning cities, and London in particular, 

became the focus of much of the literature 

of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

In 1800, London became the fi rst city in 

the world to have a population over one 

million. A century later, that population 

had more than quadrupled. London was 

not only the largest city in the world but 

also the capital of a vast empire, a city 

teeming with people from every walk of 

life. The array of people living and working 

in the city was captured by journalist 

Henry Mayhew in London Labour and the 

London Poor in serialised form in the 1840s. 

Mayhew’s vivid descriptions and use of 

dialogue provide remarkable parallels with 

the fi ction of the period and verify the 

authenticity of writers such as Dickens as 

they captured the world around them. 

The Victorian period coincided with the 

rise of the novel. As the market for prose 

narratives about ordinary individuals 

grew, it was perhaps inevitable that such 

texts focused on the impact of living in a 

vast metropolis, whether that be socially, 

morally or economically. The crowded city 

was an entirely new space that brought 

with it new problems. The challenges of 

dealing with the social and moral issues of 

the huge city are at the heart of Victorian 

literature and still resonate today. 

Young People Off to London
The narrative of a young person heading 

to London to make their fortune is an old 

one; indeed the mediaeval folk tale ‘Dick 

Whittington and His Cat’ provides useful 

insight into how London was seen by a 

predominantly rural population. However, 

the Industrial Revolution resulted in an 

unprecedented level of rural to urban 

migration and dramatic population growth 

in cities that were ill-equipped to house 

such vast quantities of people. The new 

arrivals were often met with a level of 

poverty and squalor that was exacerbated 

by the loss of the informal support 

systems that had existed in small rural 

communities. Inevitably crime, exploitation 

of ordinary people and diseases associated 

with overcrowding rose and increasingly 

draconian control measures were put 

in place to try to keep the population 

under control. 

Blake’s ‘London’
Many of the issues of the Victorian city 

were well established long before Queen 

Victoria was on the throne. We see evidence 

of this in Blake’s ‘London’ as the poet 

wanders the nightmarish ‘chartered’ streets 

where even the use of the river is tightly 

controlled. The poem is fi lled with images 

of squalor and exploitation, from the 

young chimney sweep to the soldier to the 

‘youthful harlot’. The fi gure of the chimney 

sweep is a recurring one in Blake’s poetry. 

Families who could not afford to look after 

their children would often sell them into 

a life of poverty and cruel exploitation 

at the hands of a chimney sweeper. The 

image of the fi lthy, sooty child with the 

white snow around him is one of corrupted 

innocence and suffering and is a motif that 

was to be picked up by many writers of the 

Victorian period. 

Dickens and Child Poverty
The problem of child poverty in the 

nineteenth-century city features 

prominently in the work of both Charles 

Dickens and Victor Hugo. Dickens’ work 

is full of impoverished children with Poor 
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Jo, the crossing sweeper in Bleak House, 

being one of the most poignant. Jo has 

no surname, no family and does not even 

know that Jo is a shortened form of a longer 

name. Written before the Education Acts 

that would make schooling compulsory, and 

Bazalgette’s sewerage system that would 

dramatically reduce diseases such as cholera 

in London, Jo exists in a vast and chaotic 

metropolis where there are no systems in 

place to protect him. He knows only that 

‘a broom’s a broom, and knows it’s wicked to tell 
a lie.’

Within the novel, he serves to drive the 

plot forward but, despite the number of 

people he has contact with, he remains 

emphatically outside society. His total 

isolation from all aspects of society that 

could provide him with education or 

comfort ensures that he has no means to 

escape his position at the bottom of the 

social ladder. Jo’s poignant death scene 

is highly sentimental and designed to 

tug at the heart strings of the Victorian 

reader. What hope is there for society, asks 

Dickens, if we do not tackle the pressing 

social issues of ignorance and want? 

Although the children Ignorance and 

Want from A Christmas Carol are presented 

as both horrible and threatening, Jo is 

neither of these things. By highlighting his 

innocence to readers, Dickens appeals to 

them to understand the true horror of Jo’s 

suffering and death. 

Gavroche in Les Misérables
The street urchin Gavroche in Victor Hugo’s 

Les Misérables initially fares better than 

Jo. He seems uncorrupted by his criminal 

family and shows generosity to all those 

around him, whether it be by helping 

younger children to shelter in a giant model 

elephant or giving his muffl er away to a 

shivering young girl. What is Hugo doing 

here? Is Gavroche’s goodness designed to 

show the power of the human spirit despite 

living in terrible conditions? Perhaps, but 

only to a degree. Gavroche is the victim 

of poverty and the neglect of his parents 

who exist in a ‘marriage of cunning and 

fury’. Like his sister Éponine, he dies on the 

barricades whilst still young. Like Dickens, 

Hugo wants the reader to understand 

the horror of lost childhood and wasted 

potential amid the teeming mass of urban 

squalor that was the nineteenth-century 

city at the heart of a powerful and wealthy 

empire. Both Gavroche and Jo are children 

without the support of parents or extended 

family, and there is no one available to 

fi ll that void. Who is more to blame: the 

individual characters who contribute to 

their plight, or the systems that ensure 

that there is no safety net for them? As 

outspoken critics of social injustice, both 

Dickens and Hugo present a clear call to 

arms for radical social change. 

Adult Misbehaviour – Wilde 
and Stevenson
Whilst the child in the Victorian city 

is frequently portrayed as a fi gure of 

corrupted innocence, adults are often 

presented as complicit in their own moral 

undoing. This can be seen in the work of 

writers such as Oscar Wilde (The Picture of 

Dorian Gray) and Robert Louis Stevenson 

(The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde). 

As cities like London expanded rapidly, they 

became increasingly divided as the wealthy 

sought at all costs to avoid contact with 

poverty, disease and moral corruption in its 

various forms. However, in reality, the space 

between the rich and those they sought to 

avoid was a small one, thus facilitating the 

double lives of many Victorian gentlemen; 

the scale of the Cleveland Street Scandal of 
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1889 highlighted just how thin the veneer 

of respectability was for many of the most 

prominent people in society. 

In The Picture of Dorian Gray, Wilde explores 

the shifting territories of Londoners and 

just how easily one’s territory could change. 

After Lady Gwendolyn’s reputation is 

ruined through her association with Dorian, 

her world shrinks as she loses access to the 

privileged spaces she previously frequented, 

such as a box at the opera and a carriage 

ride in the park. Around the fringes of the 

novel are numerous young men brought 

down by scandal: Sir Henry Ashton, Adrian 

Singleton; the young Duke of Perth, Lord 

Kent’s only son. Dorian’s status and wealth 

– much like that of Dr Henry Jekyll – gives 

him a degree of fl uidity that allows him 

to move easily between the ‘evil looking 

houses’ and ‘grotesque children’ of the 

east and the ‘roofs of the houses that 

glinted like silver’ of his home in London’s 

fashionable West End, but he still fi nds 

himself ostracised; the Duke of Berwick will 

leave a room as Dorian enters. However, 

the fact that Dorian retains a degree of 

social acceptability and the ease with which 

he moves between spaces compared to 

the precarious position of the Vane family 

highlights one of the many injustices and 

hypocrisies of Victorian society. There is no 

doubt that the novel’s setting in 

this grey, monstrous London of ours, with its 
myriads of people, its sordid sinners, and its 
splendid sins

is at the heart of the duality of Dorian’s 

nature. In contrast to the small, rural 

communities that the majority of the 

population had lived in just a century 

earlier, Dorian exists in a world where 

vice is readily and relatively discreetly 

accessible to him. 

The Power of London in 
Literature
Why is it that the Victorian city is a literary 

space that still resonates powerfully with 

readers today? London, the fi rst city with 

more than a million people, now has a 

population of 8.7 million and many of 

the threats faced by the young that were 

explored in nineteenth-century fi ction 

remain the same. Although theoretically 

protected by an education and social welfare 

system, the city is still a place of risk and 

danger to young people without the support 

of family, friends and a degree of fi nancial 

security. The powerful emotional response 

that is often invoked by nineteenth-century 

urban fi ction is testament to the ability of 

writers such as Dickens, Hugo, Blake and 

Wilde to understand the fl aws in urban 

society and force their readers to refl ect 

on the consequences of living in such 

conditions for its more vulnerable members.

Robyn Gladwyn is Head of English at 

Surbiton High School. 

• Lindsey Stewart: Smog and Fog – 

Ecocriticism and Late-Victorian Gothic 

Fiction, emagazine 85, September 2019

• John Mullan: Dickens and Realism, 

emagazine 37, September 2007

• Lydia Lutton: Navigating Dr Jekyll 

and Mr Hyde’s London, emagplus for 

emagazine 55, February 2012

emag web archive

February 2020 emagazine 67


