Chapter 7 — VCE literature examination

Writing on poetry

A perceptive, expressive answer will show engagement with the poetry rather
than a ‘list’ of poetic features.

Sample responses on Harwood's Collected Poems

The following sample response on Gwen Harwood’s Collected Poems is based on the three passages
from the 2009 VCE Literature examination. The passages are the following three complete poems:

e ‘A Kitchen Poem’
e ‘The Lion’s Bride’
¢ ‘The Twins’ (from ‘Class of 1927’).

\
‘(‘ Ideas about marriage and motherhood, and their effects on women,
Briet are explored in the poetry of Gwen Harwood. In ‘The Lion’'s Bride’, a
overview of the = Warm, human’ woman becomes an ‘icy spectre’ as a ‘painted’ bride.
three poems and . Marriage transforms the farmer’s wife in *A Kitchen Poem’ to a silent
j?sgnmdfg?f}?e - object of her husband’s admiration, while the mother in ‘The Twins'’
ideas which will | dies giving birth. Harwood's poems often show women attempting
bediscussedin | 1, 5 -nommodate the demands made on them as wives, mothers and

the response. | ) ) )
lovers, often struggling to establish a strong, independent sense of

LY

Awareness | ldentlty' _ _ .

of a strong In exploring these ideas Harwood draws on the poetic Reference t}? another
feature of ! i ; : L passage shows an
Harmood’s traditions of a male-dominated literary genre — often subverting it A 0 e

style. with humorous irony. ‘The Lion’s Bride’ adopts the form traditionally between passages.
y -~ _associated with love poetry — the sonnet — to undermine romantic Tgizceu“;]fistt:e
/ ideas about love. Harwood's poems reveal that love and marriage, far | consider the passages

J

Understanding | from ensuring women a life of wedded bliss, can constrain women's in a coherently
of the form of i hev d ith the f , ife in ‘A Kitchen P . structured response
the poemand | ives, as they do with the farmer’s wife in itchen Poem’, t00 e——— = 1} o\ than as
the purpose ' great with child to sit at ease’. The freedom enjoyed by the woman separate responses to
ks “f:ej‘ 15 * in ‘'The Lion's Bride' is temporary. At first she ‘came daily with our <2510 of thie [poEi:
special bow!’, already fulfilling a traditional wifely duty, but still having ' The quotations
the freedom to leave. The narrative structure of ‘The Lion’s Bride’ *~__| from the passages are
highlights the difference between the ‘barefoot ... tender woman'’ ‘Woven;lsearr}leS§ly
. . L e . . . s into the writer’s
described in the octave, and the mincing ‘bride’, with ‘pointed feet somizanass — addine
and ‘painted lips’, in the sestet. to the fluency of the
The regularity of the rhyme scheme throughout is in strict v s
pr— keeping with the poetic conventions of the sonnet form, reminding
sffidhe readers that the sonnet is an established poetic way of conveying

conventions | jdeas about love. Also in keeping with this tradition, Harwood's
of the sonnet | . . . .
form. ' male speaker is the subject of the poem, while the woman is the
~ ‘object’, valued only because of her relationship with the speaker.

Harwood subverts these ideas, however, by dispensing with the
usually strict thythmical patterns of the sonnet; there is little apparent
regularity in the organisation of stressed and unstressed syllables in
the poem, particularly in the octave. This departure from convention

underpins Harwood's challenge to ideas about romantic love usually

y,

Insight Publications 215

for senior students



& FUIAI| 34] Jo J461] 9] UT YJAR3 Uo /[RAA T USJp|IY AW JoJ Jou §1 |T %

Section B: Studying literature

Awareness

of Harwood’s
purpose in
using-and 1 celebrated in sonnets. Far from idealising the beloved object of his
subverting - the | . , . )
sonnet form. | atfection, Harwood's speaker transforms the woman from ‘human
" to animal, with a dark, flowing ‘mane’, and subsequently violates
) her. This reveals Harwood's implicit condemnation of the ways in
Good linking | which women have been denied an identity by being objectified and
Coii’;tcet?rfge ., | dehumanised through the language of traditional love poetry. *— |
the previous —— Harwood's use of poetic technique is always crucial to her

paragraphand | exploration of ideas. The pause after ‘softness’ in line 1 slows the

adding to the | . . . . o
coherence of the | PAce, as if the speaker is pausing to enjoy the memory of an intimate
structure. | moment. The enjambment between ‘smell’ at the end of the line and

1 the description of loosely ‘flowing’ hair in line 2 deliberately extends
foczseroyncig;;uage ! the sentence — the meaning of the words is cleverly enacted by the
- showing a clear f ‘flowing’ of the sentence. The long vowel sounds in ‘dark mane

e;&gi;iﬁg&gﬁ lt:rey ;ﬂowing loose’ also slow the pace, emphasising the sensuousness of
imagery, punctuation | 1€ imagery. This highlights the intensity of the male speaker's

and poetic longing and, like the subject of traditional sonnets, he is unable to act
techniques suchas T\ 1)i¢ qecires as he is constrained, literally ‘caged’, by the ‘father ...

enjambment. ) ) : ) ]
~ keeper’, the patriarchal guardian of social and moral conventions. In
order that the male speaker’s desires can be legitimately fulfilled, the
woman must also submit herself to the authority of the father; she (
Further | must accept her status as an object and she becomes a mere ‘spectre’.
O‘fi_isf;;:iﬁ o | The striking contrast between the woman's ‘dark mane flowing loose’
vallues, l and the ‘unreal head' covered by a ‘scented veil’ also emphasises the

anticipates her subsequent loss of identity. e
Moving comfortably ___—"*Similarly, in “The Tyvins’ the mother of the twin girls is. glso
between the passages | @ ghostly presence who ultimately becomes a picture of ‘a smiling

z‘*’ constraints that marriage will place upon the woman'’s freedom, and

-againaddingto ' woman/winged like an angel [welcoming]/two children home from
the coherence of the , . , . . . ,
responseandalso | SChool’, while her husband ‘drank/his dead wife back to his house'.

drawing appropriately ' The centrality of the woman's role is highlighted by her absence,

from the passage to which results in the disintegration of her family. There is also a
enhance the plausibility |

of the response. suggestion of her culpability as her grieving husband rages and drinks
~ and her neglected daughters with their ‘greenish teeth’ leave school
Link between ) 100 early’ and ‘[come] to grief'. Like the farmer’s wife in ‘A Kitchen
passages. | Poem’, her life is circumscribed Ey her maternal role which ultimately

Views
and values

comment.

Views
and values
comment.

|
Use of
appropriate
textual detail
to support an
interpretation
- adding to the
plausibility of

the response.

Awareness of

how narrative

details operate
metaphorically

becomes the cause of her death; this can be read either literally or = < well as

metaphorically. The woman in “The Lion's Bride’ also dies, being
consumed by her lover and actually becoming the ‘love feast’. Having
‘ripped the scented veil ... and engorged the painted lips’, the lion
consumes the woman by (metaphorically) consummating their love.
In the final lines of the sestet, the lion implores her to ‘come soon’,
referring to her as both his ‘love’ and his ‘bride’, merging her social
and sexual selves and submerging her identity within his own.
While many of Harwood's poems highlight the limitations
placed on women by marriage and motherhood, Harwood also
celebrates the roles of wife and mother. ‘A Kitchen Poem' is a loving

T~

licerally.

Developing
ideas about
restrictions

o onwomen by

close reading
of passage
details

Further development of ideas about marriage

and motherhood, showing an awareness of the

complexity of Harwood’s ideas, which are always
| subject to thoughtful exploration or qualification.
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Thoughtful
discussion of

Highlights
the use of
tone, including
changes in

|

tone, to convey

the speaker’s
emotions and
values.

Thoughtful
link between
the two poems
adds to the
plausibility
of the

i
e

' Harwood draws explicitly on the ‘fabric’ of women's domestic lives

|
[

narrative details to

tribute to a wife's ‘fruitfulness’ and ‘beauty’. Nevertheless, the shov¥ uuderStfaI;ding
sympathetic speaker recognises the subjugation of women to ‘the p?)efsf: Ce;n;ﬂ:x
filerce demands’ of ‘brats’. By contrast, he is dismissive of complaining ideas - and the
female ‘academics’ and ‘astringent lady poets’, whose renunciation of e;;ﬁ:fezngljilt‘ifggs
a traditional female role has, in his eyes, entirely devalued them. His seamlessly
tone is contemptuous towards ‘career-mad women’ taking ‘their stand | incorporated and
against male dominance’, and he commends intelligent women who P‘i?fj;ﬁﬁi{ ;lfled
resign themselves to sitting by the window, ‘dreaming [themselves] interpretation.

away ... to scintillating life’. This idea is reinforced by the scathing *—

tone of ‘tongues ... cool with wit’ of the ‘keen bluestockings’, which

implicitly endorses the silence of the farmer's wife: ‘we do not speak'.

His tender feelings for her are revealed through the peaceful and

bountiful natural imagery of ‘ripening flelds and orchards where/Orion

leads a waterfall/of stars’. Yet like the woman in ‘The Lion’s Bride’, the [ Useful link

farmer’s wife has had her identity subsumed, in this instance merging b;;f:jge?e

with the natural landscape. She is valued, like the farmer’'s land, for her

passivity and productivity. Nevertheless, while many women's lives

consist solely of ‘children, work and daily bread’, their strength and

individuality is not always completely undermined by their maternal

and domestic roles, as the ‘dreaming’ of the farmer's wife implies.
By contrast to the silent famer’s wife, the female speaker in

‘An Impromptu for Ann Jennings' articulates ideas and expresses

emotions. Her tone is reflective and quietly contented as she

remembers the young mothers who kept their ‘balance somehow

through the squalling/disorder’. Celebrating female friendship as

well, the speaker affirms the bond between women whose lives were Discussion

‘surrendered’ to love and who are ‘content’ to know their children of other poems

on the list shows

‘walk the earth’. In ‘Mother Who Gave Me Life’, the daughter/speaker e—— familiarity with

recognises the ‘wisdom’ of the mother, indeed all mothers, whose Hrart‘;l’ofg;s P‘?e“ty’
] : ¢ . ll . atne an jus
lives are an integral part of the ‘fabric of marvels’ woven by the lives e selectejd
of ordinary women. Like the wife in ‘A Kitchen Poem’, these mothers passages.

embrace their domestic role. In this most confessional of poems,

for the material of her poetry, affirming her credentials as a poet, her
identity as a woman who put her ‘brains to use’, and her celebration of

interpretation. |

wives and mothers.

Harwood's moving poems celebrate women's often uneventful
lives and condemn the social expectations which limit their creativity.
Through her own melding of the domestic and creative, Harwood
demonstrates that the factors which limit women's independence and
individuality can be overcome by intelligent and imaginative women.

(1267 words) \

Brief conclusion reminds
the reader of the main idea

explored in the response. Brief
reference to Harwood’s personal
| circumstances used judiciously
to support the writer’s
interpretation of the poems.
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Assessor comments
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The writer has addressed the assessment criteria at a High to Very High level. The response is
plausible, as the narrative details drawn from the set poems are carefully considered and used as
the basis of an interpretation. In developing the interpretation, the writer shows a clear awareness
of the poet’s concerns — in particular, the limitations on women’s lives. The writer also shows a
good knowledge of the poet’s work by drawing purposefully on other poems on the list to support
the interpretation.

The examination passages are used well. There is some close analysis of language, imagery, tone
and form. The writer’s capacity to move comfortably between the poems and into the wider body
of the poet’s work adds considerably to the sophistication and the coherence of the response.
Passage 2 is closely analysed and its features are used as a springboard to other passages and other
poems on the list. There is also evidence of some wider critical reading in the writer’s awareness of
Harwood’s feminist sympathies.

The writer’s style is fluent and sophisticated, using language appropriate for literary analysis. The
vocabulary includes words such as ‘highlights’, ‘reveals’, ‘implies’ and ‘subverts’, which indicate
an awareness of the ways in which language, imagery, form and structure convey the poet’s ideas.
Also highly useful is the writer’s recognition of the metaphorical significance of the narrative
details of the poems, as many students’ interpretations are too literal — discussing, for example, a
relationship between a lion and a woman, or referring constantly to aspects of the poet’s life. The
writer's vocabulary also includes words such as ‘endorses’ and ‘condemns’, showing an awareness
of the poet’s views and values, which are discussed thoughtfully in connection with the details of
the passages. The conclusion succinctly draws together the main ideas discussed.

At 1267 words, this response is longer than most exam responses, although some students do write
two essays of this length in the available time. This response would score in the A to A+ range.
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