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Snow by Three Poets
     The purpose of this essay is to discuss three poems about snow written by the British poets Helen Mort, Jacob Polley and Ted Hughes. All prize-winning poets, their approaches are completely different, each give us atmosphere, imagery and narrative, each unique.
      In this country nearly everyone will have had experience of snow; white fluffy snow, crisp, sharp snow, slushy snow. Children build snowmen and enjoy the days off school, as adults we complain about getting to work and road closures. There are as many opinions on the subject as there are people in the country, hence three poems can only reflect three voices. 
     After a brief introduction to the poets, their use of words will be compared in five areas: line breaks, personification, alliteration, imagery and convincing voice, the last two are so closely interwoven, they will be looked at together. The conclusion aims to draw together all the themes that emerge from the discussion. 
     Helen Mort is a young writer in her thirties[footnoteRef:1], the poem ‘Fur’ is from her debut collection ‘Division Street’ published in 2013[footnoteRef:2]. Her poem is three stanzas of five lines. [1:  Available at www.theguardian.com accessed 12.04.2019.]  [2:  Helen, Mort, Division Street, 1st ed, (London: Chatto & Windus, 2013), p.10.] 

Jacob Polley is a poet and novelist in his mid-forties[footnoteRef:3], ‘Snow’ is from his first [3:  Available at https://www.poetryarchive.org/search/site/jacob%20polley accessed 12.04.2019.] 

collection ‘The Brink’ published in 2003[footnoteRef:4]. Twenty-five lines in one stanza is the  [4:  Jacob, Polley, The Brink, 1st ed, (London: Picador, 2003), p.32.] 

presentation of the poem, it appears as a solid block on the page.
Ted Hughes, one-time Poet Laureate who died in 1998 at the age of sixty-eight[footnoteRef:5], published ‘Snow and Snow’ in the collection ‘Season Songs’[footnoteRef:6]. Originally aimed at children, he later adapted it to the adult market[footnoteRef:7], published in 1985 he was towards the latter end of his career when it appeared. On the page ‘Snow and Snow’ has five stanzas, the first four have four lines and a rhyming couplet at the end. Stanza five has five lines and then the couplet. [5:  Available at https://tedhughessociety.org accessed 11.04.2019.]  [6:  Ted, Hughes, Season Songs, 1st ed. (London: Faber & Faber, 1985), p73.]  [7:  Available at https://tedhughessociety.org accessed 11.04.2019.] 

Line breaks – lineation
     ‘Poetry uses one additional form of punctuation, the line break, a moment of         
     spatial organization different from every mark and other space[footnoteRef:8]. [8:  John, Lennard, 2nd ed, the POETRY HANDBOOK, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 153.] 

So said Christopher Ricks in the 1996[footnoteRef:9] first edition of his poetry handbook, a line may be end-stopped with punctuation or enjambed. Perhaps left blank where the last word of the stanza and the first word of the next are the most important[footnoteRef:10].  [9:  Ibid 1st ed.]  [10:  John, Lennard, 2nd ed, the POETRY HANDBOOK, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 153.
] 

     Helen Mort’s ‘Fur’, with the use of line breaks, enjambment, and stanza layout, appears to slow the words down. It feels sonorous and heavy, suffocating even. The last line of stanza one and two, with the first line of two and three, extends the pause you take when reading out loud. If the poem was written in one block, it would be slow, but not as emphatic. From line three of the last stanza ‘I stand to watch it’, the 
line breaks and lack of punctuation pull the reader down even deeper to the slow desperation ‘Fur’ evokes. Although the rhythm of the poem looks as if it needs to be read as dum dum, dum dum, dum dum, it’s impossible to do so, Mort just drags you down into her slow world.
     In contrast Jacob Polley’s ‘Snow’, is faster, the snow underfoot is heard as a crunchy, crackling reality. His lines are short and despite only three uses of enjambment, the words feel jagged and fragmented; if you don’t read them all quickly you will be cut by the snow. ‘Its desiccated seas:’ and ‘the hard-packed white light’ reflect back on each other; hard, dry, white and light.  
     Ted Hughes’s ‘Snow and Snow’ is very different to the other two authors in his use of line breaks. A much longer poem it seems to sprawl across the page though the stanzas are uniform in length. Hughes’s lines, even when not self-enclosed appear complete, rhyming couplets included. This consistency of line breaks gives an even beat when read aloud, on first reading it feels restrained in tone then picks up on further reading. Breaks between the stanzas, give an impression each of them is complete poem, together they are like chapters in a book. 




Personification
     ‘A figure of speech by which animals, abstract ideas, or inanimate things are 
     referred to as if they were human’[footnoteRef:11]. [11:  Chris Baldick, Concise Dictionary of Literary Terms, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), p.190. ] 

‘Fur’ has one line that personifies, the first: ‘Snow wants my childhood for itself’.
A meteorological event, freezing water, a mixture of hydrogen and oxygen has become human – ‘itself’. Mort gives the snow a human form, perhaps indicating she regarded snow as a childhood friend, or it’s to make a transient event touchable. It is not a tool she has used beyond that first line.
     In contrast Polley has snow, wind and light personified in his poem ‘Snow’. This softens very slightly his sharp, staccato verse; snow is upholstering with bolsters, lagging lofts, tucking up, gales renovating and light falling. This personification rounds off the jagged edges of his words, but not the speed of them; as if a wraith is doing the caring chores.
     Finally, ‘Snow and Snow’ by Hughes is an exemplar of using the tool of personification. Snow is a he, sometimes a she, each stanza full of male and female references. All segregated within their six lines: she, he, she, he, and finally a bridesmaid. The containment in stanzas enhances the feeling that each verse is self-contained and a whole.  Humanising snow gives the poem another layer of imagery and voice which will be discussed later in the essay. Hughes different approach to the poem gives the reader an impression of a narrative about two people, not just snow. It adds to the evenness of the words that the line breaks introduce on a first reading and enhances the intensity of the images.
Alliteration
     ‘The repetition of the same sounds - usually initial consonants of words or of 
     stressed syllables………the rules of alliterative verse also allow a vowel sound 
     to alliterate with any other vowel’[footnoteRef:12]. [12:  Chris Baldick, Concise Dictionary of Literary Terms, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), p.6. 
] 

‘Fur’ Helen Mort’s suffocating poem uses alliteration to great effect, it is part of her tool box that slows down the words along with her line breaks. Line one ‘Snow wants my childhood for its self’, with its eight vowels, opens wide the words and gives an internal rhyme and rhythm. Repeating ‘s’ allows us to hear the sssh of snow as it falls, or the shush of don’t tell them about my childhood. Throughout the poem she plays with her words alliteratively: ‘It licks the war memorial, weighs down the trees’. Her placement of vowels and s and t, draws out the word length and imbues them with an extra layer of sadness. Throughout ‘Fur’, her alliterative play balances each line, the first half the same weight as the second, again this adds to the heaviness of the scene she sets.
     Pulley also uses alliteration well, producing and enhancing the sharpness of his work. Unlike Mort, he uses his skill to unbalance the lines and propel the reader through the poem at speed. For example, ‘and even the old car’, is weighted more heavily in the first half of the line; tipping it to the reader’s left, forcing them to speed up to get their balance back. ‘On bricks in the yard seems natural’, throws them back the opposite way, disconcerting and confusing. Read faster to reach safety is the best option. This technique continues through to the last line, so they finish the poem still unbalanced, metaphorically speaking they have just been on a rollercoaster ride.
     Ted Hughes use is different again, the patterns he uses are less specific in that some lines are heavy with alliteration, others less so. The rhyming couplets at the end of each stanza are densely packed with them. ‘A little longer he clings to the grass-blade tip / getting his grip’. Repetition of so many vowels and consonants, gives rhyme and rhythm in abundance. Even the shorter couplet ‘Are a wedding of lace / now taking place’, has the same intensity, the end lines seem to anchor each stanza onto the page.
Imagery and a convincing poetical voice
     On the first read through of ‘Fur’, it appeared to be about how snow gets everywhere, friends and dogs are touched by it and the old man in the bungalow hates it. After further readings, all out loud, the imagery changed completely. Helen Mort gives an image of a lost community, perhaps a former pit or steel town, fighting to survive in the twenty first century. Her voice seems to say, ‘my childhood was ok, now it’s gone and this ‘Fur’ wants to eradicate both memories and the town’.  The blanket of snow is a suffocating clearance scheme, a monster designed by unknown people with no knowledge of the town, who have been tasked with the job. Images are starkly drawn, ‘On Allpits road, the family dog is swallowed neat’, and ‘hollows where bar stools scuffed the floor’, it’s like watching a TV documentary on the deprivation of the Welsh valleys or north west England. The voice is angry, this is her town, her community, how dare those from outside see it as nothing. 
     Fur is an expensive commodity; it can hide a multitude of sins. But her fur feels as if it is still bleeding from the act of tearing it off the animal; bloody, cruel and totally unethical. Faux fur will ruin the environment with its man-made fibres and eventually kill our world.
      She is shouting by the end of the work; the last three lines are hard to read. The man who must have bought his bungalow before the fur began to suffocate the town, is trapped along with the rest of the community. Her imagery and voice are powerful, you are left feeling uneasy when you put the book down, it might be your town next.
     ‘Snow’ has a very different imagery and voice; Jacob Polley’s world is brisk, sharp, unsettling and tidy. It suggests a dystopian, but seemingly perfect world.  A rare species, secret and silent tidies everything up, all looks as it should – white and pristine. Only nature is allowed small imperfections ‘and only the cat and blackbird / betray themselves so neatly’. His imagery is as sharp and jagged as his words suggest, for example; ‘Look up-the night’s in pieces’, or ‘its desiccated seas’ referring to the moon.
If it were a painting, ‘Snow’ would be one of Rothko’s white canvasses, at first glance serene and restful, but the more you look the deeper you see. His voice seems much quieter than Mort’s, it is fragile but menacing. Heard as brittle with sharp, clipped vowels, disconcerting like his poem.
     Ted Hughes’s poem provides this reader with two images and voices, they are on very different levels. The outer level is a beautifully crafted poem describing the wonder of snow, the imagery is beautiful: ‘Then how she leans how furry fox-wrap she nestles’, ‘Waifish he floats and touches the pond and is not’, are just two of them. The he and she of the stanzas are finely drawn, it can be imagined as a fairytale as in line fifteen, ‘How her lit crowding fairytales sink through the space-silence’. In this version, the poet’s voice is as soft and convincing as the imagery, suitable for an older child as originally intended[footnoteRef:13]. One educational application writes about Hughes’s concrete words, sensual but direct writing using simple words[footnoteRef:14] in ‘Snow and Snow’. I must disagree. [13:  Available at https://tedhughessociety.org accessed 11.04.2019.]  [14:  Available at www.enotes.com accessed 10.04.2019] 

     The inner level of his poem appears to be one long metaphor for a sexual encounter. A cajoling voice is heard, soft but persistent; he and she are careful with their emotions until stanza four, the consummation. Throughout this second version, imagery is constructed in such an elegant way that ‘Snow and Snow’ provides an arresting tale for parent and child. Or, I just have the tendency to see the erotic in all fairytales. 
     ‘Fur’ suffocates and is angry, talking of lost towns and people who do not want to be forgotten by those who destroyed them. Their memories are still fresh and resent the people who want to erase their world.
     ‘Snow’ is as brittle as ice, sharp, jagged and dystopian; it unsettles us by making us lose our balance. Fragile and frightening.
     ‘Snow and Snow’ has two lives, gentle and sexual; like most of us it is more than it appears to be at first sight.
     Obviously, these poets used other methods in crafting their work; defamiliarization, endings, narrative and use of metaphor and simile being a few of the others not discussed in this essay. Whatever form of writing poetry, from sonnets to villanelles, the use of such tools allows each piece to be put together with precision. This way the poet’s words convey the message they wish to pass on to the reader.
          Three poems on the same subject of snow by three very different authors, written with the same tools of line breaks, personification, alliteration, imagery and poetical voice. All of them have created poems that are totally unique in style, how they read from the page and the impressions they make on the reader.
     With a good box of tools, anything can be built.
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