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Commentary on 6 Poems

The Marriage – Denise Levertov

Text
This poem concerns opposites. The poem is about harmony/lack of harmony in a marriage. 

Voice
The speaker’s voice could be that of a female; a young wife or equally a third person as there are instances of the couple featured in the poem being referred to as ‘they.’

Structure
 It is epigrammatic in genre, but not an actual epigram. The poem says a lot in a few words and is compressed. In the first verse the poet refers to ‘her backbone cutting into his rib cage’ which is damaging, and damage is paradoxical to marriage. In the final stanza, 
‘ They look at least as if they were going in the same direction. ‘is a metaphor where the concrete image of the couple is used to explore abstract concepts. There is a movement from problems contained in verses 1 and 2 to resolution in verses 3 and 4.

Form and Prosody
There is no regular meter in this poem. Stress syllables occur almost randomly with no distinct pattern. The author’s tone and pitch of the poem is of quiet practicality.

Language
The language used is modern and is used in as  compressed amount of words as possible but allowing much interpretation. In the second verse ‘All would be well if only they could face each other?’ The reader is left to determine has something gone wrong in this particular relationship or is this a general observation about couples in marriages? The body parts in verse 4 are metaphorical for the marriage state, with a final uplifting hope that the marriage between them is ‘going in the same direction’ like the body parts.




The Ache of Marriage – Denise Levertov

Text
This poem concerns the matter of  looking for joy in marriage and finding joy inside a marriage.

Discourse
 This poem has a discourse of layers of the Old Testament in the Bible running through it. In the second stanza ‘communion’ which is the Eucharist, is used as a mystical term for the communion of marriage, two people being brought together in the sacrament of marriage, but the poet goes on to say, ‘and are turned away, beloved, each and each.’ Each and each therefore representing two individuals and not a couple. The ‘leviathan’ is referring to the biblical story of Jonah and the whale, Jonah being a reluctant prophet. The final two lines refer to ‘two by two in the ark’ a direct reference to Noah and the Ark in the bible.

Form and Prosody
There appears to be a complex meter in this poem but again the poet seems to have no regular meter throughout. Stressed syllables occur irregularly. The author’s tone and pitch seem to be heavy with a desire for the couple to bring out joy in their marriage.  

Voice
The speaker’s voice talks of ‘we’ throughout the poem so the bringing out of joy in a marriage is  obviously something the author has experienced herself or she would have written as ‘they’. She views herself as part of a couple going through this process in a marriage.

Structure
Again, as in the first of  her poems, the author says a lot in as few words as possible and this poem too is compressed.

Influences

[bookmark: _GoBack]Levertov,  upon her death in 1997 had an article published about her in the New York Times by Mel Gussow[footnoteRef:1] For her [Levertov} content and form were in a ‘dynamic state of interaction.’ Her influences included Wallace Stevens and Ezra Pound and Robert Creeley. Mel Gussow writes ‘ ...In her art  she would contemplate her own life writing confessional poems about her marital and familial problems.’ [1:  Mel Gussow, ‘Denise Levertov, Poet and Political Activist dies aged 74’ https://www.nytimes.com/1997/12/23/arts/denise-levertov-poet-and-political-activist-dies-at-74.html.] 


Men Improve with Years – W.B Yeats


Text

The poem concerns an older man with obsessive dreams that are wearing him out regarding a beautiful lady that is not available for him. It is an unrequited relationship.

Voice
The speaker sees himself as ‘weather worn’ and ‘marble’ as in a statue. The lady as a picture, therefore both images are static. Throughout the poem there is evidence that he treats the lady as though she were purely an image, so could this be art or a real lady? After the line ‘for men improve with years’ the author doubts himself and thinks he may have been deluding himself and maybe art is preferable to real life.

Discourse
The poem talks about relationships between men and women, sexual versus romantic idealism but also about art and life. Art is an abstract from life and for years the author has tried to achieve the ideal of beauty. But then he seems to have an unfulfilled aspiration.

Form and Prosody
There is a complex meter in the poem but I am unsure as to what it is. The author’s tone is one of heavy resignation and being ‘worn out’ trying to pursue his ideal of beauty.

Structure
 The structure of the poem moves from the speaker telling us of how worn out he is with his obsession over idealised beauty, and how he wished he had acted upon his idealism in his youth to then telling the reader perhaps he has been deluded all along, and that art is preferable to real life. These are all contained within the poem as shared codes the reader can dissect and the message the author is seeking to convey.

Influence
W.B Yeats had an intense interest in ancient Greece. Greece of course having many goddesses as icons of beauty. These Goddesses were also depicted in exquisite sculptures and art.


The Bridge – Edward Thomas

Text
 The poem in my opinion talks of the brief ‘journey’ between life and death, hence its title as ‘The Bridge’ one metaphorically crosses between life and death, which suspends you from the past and the future very briefly.

Voice
The speaker talks of his journey made alone between life and death in quiet resignation of what is behind him, his past life, and in that fleeting moment as he stands between both worlds, in the final verse he believes he is in the best place right there and then before he has to move to final death. It is like the past and future are suspended while he is on that ‘bridge’. The speaker is also talking about himself as he uses the first person ‘I.’

Discourse
The discourse is about moving from life to death.

Language
The language used is dark, sometimes depressive, and also somnambulant in nature. Words and phrases used such as ‘I have come a long way,’ ‘I rest,’ ‘The stream runs softly yet drowns the past,’ ‘The dark-lit stream,’ ‘Night’s first lights and shades.’

Form and Prosody
I am completely unsure of the meter for this poem! Different lines rhyme in different verses or with no rhyme at all! The author’s tone is depressed and like the ‘bridge’ he is standing on between life and death, he is often ‘neutral’ in expression or flat. ‘I rest without smile or moan, As they remember me without smile or moan.’ You can sense the real-life depression the author was obviously experiencing when he wrote the poem.

Influence
Edward Thomas served and died in the First World War. Therefore, the subject of death was all around him. He was also treated for depression and made attempts at taking his own life on a few occasions.

The Coronet – Andrew Marvell

Text

The coronet is a metaphorical term for poetry. A Garland is Poetry. The whole poem is metaphorical as it is a poem about writing poetry. Within the poetry the author is writing about he sees sinfulness, temptation of fame, vanity and pride. The imagery is of pastoral love poetry and religious poetry.

Discourse

The whole poem has the Bible running through it. From the Crucifixion of Christ at the start, ‘When for the thorns,’ ‘a piercing wound’ to ‘Alas I find the Serpent old’ which depicts the serpent in the Garden of Eden (Satan) the author cleverly uses the Bible at every turn of events. There is also pride to humility. The author demonstrates throughout how well he can right to contemporary poets of the era but this isn’t really appropriate given the subject matter is religious poetry.

Structure

The structure is oppositional. There is the Praise of Jesus Christ and the Praise of the Shepherdess. Religious poetry v Pastoral Love poetry.

Form and Prosody
The form is Iambic pentameter and Iambic trimeter going back to pentameter and also tetrameter There is never the same rhyming scheme twice in the poem. The form reflects the content of the poem, winding then concrete at the end. Marvell works within the quatrain structure. The author’s tone is mournful of his sinfulness towards God, and how he seeks to replace his Saviour’s suffering with garlands of poetry as redress for his sinfulness.

Influence
Marvell was a 17th century poet whose contemporary was John Milton. The metaphorical style of the poem commenced with John Donne and George Herbert. George Herbert used imagery of the ‘Winding Stair’ which Marvell reinterpreted with his ‘winding snare’.

Genre
 Marvell talks about the top and bottom of the social hierarchy; Jesus Christ at the top and the pastoral Shepherdess at the bottom of society’s ladder. (Which is a metaphor in itself!)


Grauballe Man – Seamus Heaney

Text

Although the poem concerns the finding of the Grauballe Man whose body has been completely preserved in the peat in Northern Europe, and Heaney’s fascination  of just how marvellous this preservation is on each part of the man’s body – ‘the grain of his wrists’, ‘His instep’, ‘His hips’ ‘His head’, the poem then moves on to the troubles in Ireland and a hint of Catholicism with the foetus and forceps baby.

Discourse
The Catholic church in Ireland and the Troubles in Ireland are to be seen in this poem after the exacting description of the preserved man in the bog.

Voice
The speaker which is the author himself is in awe of how perfectly preserved the Grauballe Man is. In the fourth verse he uses 2 metaphors of how ‘his hips are the ridge and purse of a mussel’ and ‘his spine an eel arrested under a glisten of mud’ to describe two of his body parts. His ‘slashed throat’ is compared ‘to a dark elderberry place’ – the wound being the dark purple of the elderberry. He then moves on with similes comparing then man’s hair with a foetus. This has connotations of abortions and the strict ruling of the Irish Catholic church. The Dying Gaul in the penultimate verse alludes to a beautifully sculpted Roman statue who was a warrior who was mortally wounded and Heaney likens the statue’s pose as the same as the Grauballe Man.  ‘Hung in the scales’ depicts another Roman Statue, that of justice in the penultimate verse, another beautiful statue. Heaney immediately swings into how the Grauballe Man and these beautiful statues are at total odds with the desperate political situation of the Troubles in Ireland ‘of each hooded victim slashed and dumped’ which was often used by both sides during this era as retribution. Heaney uses classical images as a link from the past to the present. He wants his readers and audience to be shocked out of the gentle language he uses regarding the Grauballe Man to the immediate political situation of atrocities in Ireland.

Language

For the description of the Grauballe man, Heaney uses word like ‘repose’’ he lies on a pillow of turf’. The first four verses are dreamlike, with Heaney watching on in awe of the sleeping man awakened after a thousand years buried in peat. The language then changes  and talks of his ‘slashed throat’ ‘corpse’ – depicting a violent death, then goes on to the foetus and bruised forceps baby culminating with the horrific violent killings on both sides during the Troubles in Ireland – ‘each hooded victim slashed and dumped.’ This progression of almost sacred language at the beginning to the violent language at the end of the poem is a hugely contrasting.


Form and Prosody

I am guessing that the poem was written in Iambic tetrameter maybe? The author’s tone is evocative of awakening a sleeping man whose has been asleep for a millennium in the bog. The tone is in awe of his perfect preservation in the peat. The author then uses a completely different tone at the poems end talking about the atrocity of the Irish conflict ‘of each hooded victim slashed and dumped’.

Influences

Heaney’s influences were diverse. His early childhood surroundings in rural Ireland provided inspiration for many of his poems, Blackberry Picking, Potato Digging etc. so he learned to write from his own experiences. The Irish Conflict, the Catholic church and Heaney’s own deep interest and a fascination with the soil saw him write about the Bog People; the Grauballe Man and the Tollund Man.










