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Introduction: what you can find here

We begin the discussion of each poet with brief chronologies of the poets’ lives, careful 
to avoid too much emphasis on context. The texts and the poetry come first, but always 
with the requirements of the exam assessment in mind. Accordingly, the headings under 
which the texts and poems are examined are closely linked to the assessment objectives 
of Unit 2. So, chronology is followed by a section on themes, ideas and attitudes (AO1), 
then effects, how meanings are created (AO2), and contextual influences (AO3). The 
discussion of both texts concludes with connections (AO4). From this approach it might 
appear that the books are to be studied separately. Instead we suggest from the start 
that the reader would benefit from linking poems by the two poets.

For each assessment objective addressed here, the details are only suggestions to get 
you started. It is important that you become an autonomous reader and explore the 
poetry for yourself.

W.B. Yeats: Poems selected by Seamus Heaney (Faber)

Chronology

1865 Born in Dublin.

1867 Family moves to London.

1872 Starts spending time at his Grandparents’ (maternal) home in Sligo.

1874 Moves back to London (returns to live in England on a number of occasions in 
his life).

1881 Returns to Dublin.

1885 Publishes first poems.

1887 Meets Madame Blavatsky, joins Theosophical Society, develops interest in the 
occult.

1888 Edits Fairy and Folk Tales of the Irish Peasantry, first of a number of such books 
on Irish myths and legends.

1889 Meets Maude Gonne and falls in love; she becomes his muse.

1891 Proposes to Maude Gone, first of many proposals.

1893 Publishes the poetry collection, The Rose.

1896 Meets Lady Gregory, owner of Coole Park and a patron.

1899 Publishes The Wind among the Reeds.
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1903 Publishes In the Seven Woods, (Seven Woods was part of Lady Gregory’s Coole 
Park estate); Maud Gonne marries Major John MacBride later executed for his 
part in the 1916 Easter Rising.

1909 Meets Modernist poet, Ezra Pound, and a friendship develops.

1910 Publishes The Green Helmet and Other Poems.

1914 Publishes Responsibilities.

1916 Proposes to Maude Gonne and her daughter Iseult (April), Easter Rising in 
Dublin (May), execution of MacBride.

1917 Publishes The Wild Swans at Coole, marries Georgie Hyde-Lees. Purchases the 
Norman tower house, Thoor Ballylee, in Galway, and goes on to renovate it 
and live there into the twenties.

1918 Robert Gregory killed in action in Italy.

1919 Anglo-Irish war begins.

1921 Publishes Michael Robartes and the Dancer.

1922 Becomes a senator in the new Irish Free State Senate; following Anglo-Irish 
Treaty, civil war breaks out.

1923 Awarded Nobel Prize for Literature. End of civil war.

1928 Publishes The Tower, resigns from Senate.

Themes, ideas and attitudes

(AO1 = 30 marks)

Ireland Involvement in contemporary political events as senator, 
his attitude to nationalism and to the Easter Rising, his 
disillusionment with contemporary Ireland, more materialist, 
less heroic than the Ireland of the past, described especially 
in ‘September 1913’, with its reference to Irish ‘heroes’ like 
Robert Emmet and Wolfe Tone, and particularly O’Leary, in 
thumping angry rhyming couplets at the end of each stanza, 
‘Romantic Ireland’s dead and gone, / It’s with O’Leary in the 
grave’.

Irish culture His interest in myths and legends, his contribution to Irish 
drama and poetry.
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Political poems of the 
Easter Rising and the 
civil war

‘Easter 1916’, ‘Sixteen Dead Men’, ‘Meditations in Time of 
Civil War’, ‘Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen’.

The occult and the 
mysterious

‘The Second Coming’, ‘Among School Children’, ‘Sailing to 
Byzantium’.

Love His passion for Maud Gonne, his proposals, her inspiration for 
his poetry, her beauty and his disappointment in poems such 
as ‘No Second Troy’, ‘Fallen Majesty’ and ‘Broken Dreams’.

The influence of other 
women

Especially Lady Gregory, her support of his plays and of Irish 
drama, the sanctuary of her estate, Coole Park; his marriage 
to Georgie and her interest in the occult.

Effects, the ways in which meanings are created

(AO2 = 30 marks)

A range of classical and 
historical references

Yeats draws on these, using the past to understand and gauge 
the present; especially in the well-known stories from the 
Classical world in ‘No Second Troy’ and ‘Leda and the Swan’.

Conversations In ‘The Folly of Being Cursed’, ‘Adam’s curse’, and dialogue 
in ‘Ego Dominus Tuus’ between two different positions, those 
‘who love the world…Grow rich, popular and full of influence’ 
and the artists, people like Dante, who ‘Own nothing but their 
blind, stupefied hearts’; a way of adding realism and ordinary 
language, dramatising situations and feelings (remember that 
Yeats was also a writer of plays).

Symbolism (The use of the tangible and visible to express ideas and 
attitudes.) We see it in the swans, ‘mysterious, beautiful’, in 
‘The Wild Swans at Coole’ and again in ‘Nineteen Hundred 
and Nineteen’, ‘the image out of Spiritus Mundi’ in ‘The 
Second Coming’, Byzantium in ‘Sailing to Byzantium’, the 
hare’s collar bone in ‘The Collar-Bone of a Hare’.

Range of forms and use 
of rhyme

This range in his poems is striking. There is such skill and 
variety: short poems, stanzas of five lines, six lines, eight lines, 
long lines, very short lines. ‘Meditations in Time of Civil War’ 
is a tour de force of forms and rhymes. It consists of seven 
parts, three sections are made up of eight-lined stanzas, two 
of which have three rhymes and the third, four rhymes. 
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Contexts

(AO3 = 20 marks)

(Advice: contextual influences should be used to illuminate the text, to add to the 
understanding of meanings and effects. This should always be supported by close reference to 
the text and quotation.)

• The influence of Maud Gonne and Lady Gregory: love and beauty and aging in the 
Maud Gonne poems, ‘The Folly of Being Comforted’, ‘Adam’s Curse’ and ‘Broken 
Dreams’; the importance of Lady Gregory’s Coole Park in ‘The Wild Swans at Coole’, 
‘Upon a House Shaken by the Land Agitation’ and ‘To a Friend whose Work has 
come to Nothing’.

• The Rising and Wars: Yeats’s complicated attitude to the Rising in ‘Easter 1916’, 
and ‘Sixteen Dead men’; the consequences of the Irish situation and WW1 in the 
apocalyptic ‘The Second Coming’.

• Irish culture: especially its legends, myths and history, often used to express the sense 
that in the twentieth century, Ireland had lost its way, was less interested in the high 
arts like the traditions of drama and poetry; key poems, ‘Red Hanrahan’s Song about 
Ireland’ and ‘September 1913’.

• Irish settings and places: not just Coole Park representing not just beauty but change, 
also the nature and weather of Sligo, Connemara and Galway are often used to create 
a bitter tone, ‘Our courage breaks like an old tree in a black wind’ in ‘Red Hanrahan’s 
Song about Ireland’, refers to ‘cold Clare rock and Galway rock and thorn…bitter is 
the wind that shakes the shutter’ in ‘In Memory of Major Robert Gregory’ and the 
fisherman ‘goes / To a grey lace on a hill / In grey Connemara clothes’. His tower home, 
Thoor Ballylee, is the setting in a number of poems, often to give a real base to his 
more imaginative flights: An acre of stony ground, Where the symbolic rose can break 
in flower, / Old ragged elms, old thorns innumerable, / The sound of the rain or sound 
/ Of every wind that blows’.

• Classical allusions: Homer, Juno, Platonist, in ‘Meditations in Time of Civil War’, 
the legend of ‘Leda and the Swan’, Plato, Leda, Aristotle and Pythagoras in ‘Among 
School Children’, ‘No Second Troy’. Consider what some of these references add to 
the poems.

Two sections contain five-lined stanzas with three rhymes; 
another section has three stanzas of 10 short lines and five 
rhymes, and the seventh section is a continuous verse of 32 
short lines.

(Advice: select words and lines relevant to the key words in the questions. Avoid working 
through poems from first line to last.)
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Dannie Abse: Welsh Retrospective (Seren)

Chronology

(For fuller list of publications up to 2007, see Selected Bibliography p92 of Welsh 
Retrospective.)

1923 Born in Cardiff to a Jewish family, the youngest of four children (claims he was 
conceived in Ogmore-by-Sea). Attends Marlborough Road Elementary School 
and St Illtyd’s College in Cardiff.

1934 Begins watching Cardiff City Football Club, the start of a lifetime’s devotion to 
‘The Bluebirds’.

1940 Reads Poems for Spain, particularly moved by Cornford’s poem ‘Huesca’. 
Begins writing poetry.

1942 First year medical studies at Welsh National School of Medicine, Cardiff.

1943 Continues medical studies at King’s College and Westminster Hospital, 
London; settles in London.

1946 First book of poems, After Every Green Thing, accepted but not published for 
two years.

1947 Meets Joan Mercer; they marry in 1951.

1949 Edits the magazine, Poetry and Poverty No 1.

1950 Qualifies as a doctor.

1952 Publishes Walking Under Water, edits Poetry and Poverty no 2.

1954 Joins Central Medical Establishment Chest Clinic (until 1989).

1957 Moves to Golders Green (remains his home until his death in 2014); publishes 
Tenants of the House: Poems 1951-56.

1960 Wins Foyle Award for his play, House of Cowards.

1961 Joins Poetry and Jazz concerts, which continue until 1967.

1962 Poems Golders Green made Poetry Society Choice.

1964 Reading tour of USA, (a popular reader of his poetry, he gave readings in 
many parts of the world).

1970 Jewish Chronicle Book Award; Arts Council of Wales Literature Award.

1972 Buys Green Hollows in Ogmore-by-Sea on the coast of south Wales (the place 
visited regularly in his childhood: ‘the place I loved best on this earth’).
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1974 Publishes his autobiography, A Poet in the Family.

1977 Publishes first of a number of collected poems, Collected Poems 1948-76.

1978 President of the Poetry Society (until 1992).

1983 Made Fellow of the Royal Society.

1989 Receives Honorary Doctorate of University of Wales.

1995 President of Welsh Academy.

2002 His novel The Strange Case of Dr Simmonds & Dr Glas longlisted for Booker 
Prize.

2005 His wife, Joan, dies in car crash.

2007 Receives Roland Mathias Prize for Running Late.

2008 Wins Wales Book of the Year for The Presence, a memoir of the year after the 
loss of his wife.

2009 Receives Wilfred Owen Association Poetry Award.

2012 Awarded CBE for services to poetry and literature.

2014 Dies aged 91; Ask The Moon: New And Collected Poems 1948-2014 published.

Themes, ideas and attitudes

(AO1 = 30 marks)

Ogmore-by-Sea Its walks, rocks, sheep and ‘the inebriated-dancing sea’; in 
‘At Ogmore-by-Sea this August Evening’, ‘A Letter from 
Ogmore’, ‘A Wall’, ‘Phone Call at Ogmore-by-Sea’, ‘The Dog 
at Ogmore-by-Sea’ – poems that are about so much more 
than the place itself.

Cardiff Poems that explore the difference, the gap, between the past 
and the present, especially in ‘Return to Cardiff’ and ‘Leaving 
Cardiff’; also those fond childhood memories of watching 
football at the Cardiff City ground (its atmosphere brought 
alive in ‘The Game’) and watching cricket, especially ‘Slogger 
Smart’, at the Glamorgan ground along Westgate Street in 
‘Cricket Ball’.
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Characters Especially the affectionate, often humorous family portraits 
in ‘Cousin Sidney’, ‘The Death of Aunt Alice’ and ‘Uncle 
Isidore’ which recreate memories of the thirties, the forties 
and the horrors of the Second World War in references 
to Dunkirk, Auschwitz and Treblinka; and the delightful, 
whimsical attempt to make up for his childhood treatment of 
his poor music teacher in ‘Miss Crouch’.

Prejudice The pain it causes, its meaninglessness in ‘Red Balloon’, ‘Case 
History’ and ‘Altercation in Splott’.

Welsh Language culture Versions of Welsh poems, ‘Lament of Heledd’ and ‘The 
Boasts of Hywel ab Gwynedd’; imaginative recreations of the 
voices of the seventeenth century poet Meurig Dafydd, master 
of the insult, (‘What do I care for that big-bellied Englishman, / 
that bugle, that small-beer, that puff-ball’) in ‘Meurig Dafydd 
to His Mistress’ and of the trickster Iolo Morganwg in ‘Iolo 
Morganwg’ who addresses the seancer, Gweneth Jones, in 
‘his alto voice, sweet as syrup, saying, / My dear Mrs Jones, my 
sugar lump, my hazelnut, here I am, my old snowdrop. Here 
in Heaven’. A version of Dafydd ap Gwilym, ‘so randy, I can 
hardly walk’, in ‘Dafydd ap Gwilym at Llanbadarn’.

Joan, his wife (love) In ‘Post Card to his Wife’, witty expressions of how much he 
is missing her, a history of a marriage in five brief stanzas in 
‘The Malham Bird’, the ‘squabble’ and the ‘armistice’ in ‘A 
Scene from Married Life’. Most of his books are dedicated 
to his wife, including Ask The Moon, the final collected poems, 
which includes the lines, ‘Love, read this though it has little 
meaning / For by reading this you give me meaning’.

Effects, the ways in which meanings are created

(AO2 = 30 marks)

Stories and anecdotes The poems are often shaped, told like stories, have narrative 
openings, so ‘The Story of Lazarus’ begins, ‘After the war 
he settled in kindly Cardiff’, ‘My Cousin the Soldier’ begins 
‘When my cousin the soldier returned’, ‘Terrible Angels’ 
begins ‘One bedtime my father showed me his war medals’; 
‘after’, ‘when’, ‘one’ all words that suggest a story to come.
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Names of people, 
places, objects, events

These add realism to the poems; the monstrous story of 
Lazarus is buttressed by the naming of five places in Cardiff, 
four pubs, and three statues, all real. The twentieth century 
in ‘A Letter from Ogmore’ is authenticated by references to 
‘Hiroshima, Auschwitz’, ‘Goodbye, I-must–leave-you-Dolly, / 
goodbye, Lily Marlene’, and the ‘Fords and Nissans’ that bring 
the visitors to Ogmore, and the poem ends with the view of 
‘the eternal, murderous, / fanged Tusker Rock’, the actual rock 
Abse could see from the window of his house ‘Green Hollows’ 
in Ogmore when the tide was out.

Close observation Abse often uses details especially in creating characters; 
consider the opening of ‘Uncle Isidore’, ‘When I observe a 
toothless ex-violinist, / with more hair than face, sprawled like 
Karl Marx / on a park seat or slumped, dead or asleep, / in the 
central heat of a public library, / I think of Uncle Isidore’ and 
notice the amount of detail the reader is offered here. 

Imagery Look at the use of symbolism in ‘Horse’, ‘Red Balloon’, ‘A 
Wall’, the flamingoes perhaps in ‘A Winter Visit’, the apple 
in ‘Cricket Ball’ to hint at something beyond the visible, the 
ordinary.

Allusions There are many. These include religious, although describes 
God ‘as further than all distance known’; Classical, such as the 
use made of Faust legend in ‘The Game’, and the use made of 
the Greek underworld in ‘Quests’.

(Advice: avoid making assertions, such as ‘the close observation here shows Abse’s attention to 
detail’. Support your point with a relevant quotation. Engage with it and analyse the effects of 
language and imagery.)

Contexts

(AO3 = 20 marks)

(Advice: contextual influences should be used to illuminate the text, to add to the 
understanding of meanings and effects. This should always be supported by close reference to 
the text and quotation.)

• Growing up in Cardiff: the city itself, the Taff and Tiger Bay, the football team, his 
schooling.
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• Jewish family life: his relationship with his mother and father, the influence of his 
brother, the Labour MP Leo Abse, other relatives like his grandmothers, Annabella and 
Doris who are vividly brought to life in ‘Two Photographs’.

• Career as a doctor: wearing the ‘white coat’.

• Wales and Welsh culture: versions of Welsh poems, his interest in Iolo Morganwg and 
Dafydd ap Gwilym, influence of writers especially Dylan Thomas, Welsh history and 
legend, in references to Roman Caerleon and Roman roads, King Arthur, the Mari 
Lwyd, and the ‘old proverb’ of Cadair Idris in ‘Prescription’.

• Play writing and fiction: seen in his scene setting and characters; published his 
most successful novel, Ash on a Young Man’s Sleeve, in 1954, called his fiction 
‘autobiographical fiction’; wrote stage plays from the early fifties, House of Cowards, The 
Dogs of Pavlov, Pythagoras.

• History: the thirties and Depression in ‘A Heritage’ ‘Welsh Valley Cinema, 1930s’; the 
effects of WW2 in ‘Arianrhod’ – ‘Night-war came to Swansea’, ‘Cousin Sidney’ – ‘two 
howls of silence even after three decades’ and ‘A Letter from Ogmore’ – ‘jackboot on 
the stair’. (Consider how references to cinema and film and popular music are used in 
the poems.)

Connections

(AO4 = 30 marks)

(Advice: connections should always be supported by relevant quotations. Use the quotations to 
explore, through detailed examination of language (AO2), the different attitudes and feelings of 
the poets.)

Looking back 
over twentieth 
century events

Meditating: in ‘A Letter from Ogmore’, Abse meditates on the 
Depression, WW2 and the Holocaust and popular culture; Yeats in 
‘Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen’ on the 1916 Rebellion, the Irish 
civil war, WW1, and history as far back as ancient Greece. (Consider 
their attitudes to their histories. Would you agree that neither seems 
very optimistic, suggested in Yeats’ line, ‘all break and vanish, and evil 
gathers head’, and Abse’s, ‘the eternal, murderous, / fanged Tusker 
Rock is revealed’?)

Home countries Ireland and Wales: both poets are affected by changes; Abse in 
‘Return to Cardiff’ speaks of ‘less a return than a raid / on mislaid 
identities’, but expresses deep affection for Ogmore, ‘this opening 
estuary / so various, so beautiful, so old’. Yeats celebrates his 
country’s beauty and nobility, symbolised by the swans at Coole, but 
sees a change for the worse; he is afraid of losing the swans, ‘those 
brilliant creatures’, and that he will ‘awake some day / To find they 
have flown away’ (‘The Wild Swans at Coole’).
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Love Abse’s for his wife, Joan, in a group of poems such as ‘Post Card 
to his Wife’, ‘The Malham Bird’ with lines such as ‘Wish you were 
here’, ‘absence can’t make Abse’s heart grow fonder’ and there’s also 
the frankly erotic, ‘St Valentine’s Night’, ‘Homage to Eros! Slow and 
sensual the sweet / unwrapping, the soft-centred she coming into 
sight’. Yeats writes about his unrequited love for Maud Gonne in ‘The 
Folly of Being Comforted’, ‘No Second Troy’, ‘Fallen Majesty’ and 
‘Broken Dreams’. Her beauty inspires him in language which recalls 
a more heroic age, such as ‘well-beloved’, ‘nobleness’, ‘majesty’, ‘that 
lady’; but he can also describe the effect she had in more colloquial 
language, ‘Young men no longer suddenly catch their breath / When 
you are passing’. He laments her aging, ‘There is grey in your hair’, but 
nothing can change the effect Maud Gonne had on him, ‘You are more 
beautiful than any one’.

Characters and 
elegies

Abse’s many relatives remembered with humour and affection, but 
also great Welsh poets, Iolo Morgannwg and Dafydd ap Gwilym,and 
the scurrilous Meurig Dafydd who gives us a virtual history of early 
Welsh verse in a form of English cynghanedd, ‘That fungoid, that bunt, 
that broken-wind, / that bog-bean, can’t tell a song from a grunt’. 
The influence of the great poet himself is evident in Abse’s 1950s 
poem, ‘Elegy for Dylan Thomas’, with its complex, metaphor-rich, 
rhyming stanzas and energy, and claim that ‘Suddenly, others who 
sing seem older and lame’. In his elegy for the other great twentieth 
century Welsh poet, Vernon Watkins, Abse links Watkins to Yeats 
and Thomas, ‘your sonorous pin-ups…relentless romantic!’ With the 
use of a sea-shell, he remembers Watkins’s love of the sea and his 
home in Pennard, ‘what should be heard in a shell at Pennard / but 
the stopped breath of a poet who once sang loud?’ Yeats’s characters 
have more to do with politics and the state of Ireland. ‘An Irish 
Airman’ directly engages the complicated situation in Ireland. It’s a 
poem in memory of Lady Gregory’s son, Robert, who was shot down 
in 1918 while in the Royal Flying Corps, that is an Irishman fighting for 
Britain, ‘Those that I fight I do not hate / Those that I guard I do not 
love’.

The longer poem, ‘In memory of Major Robert Gregory’, remembers 
not only Gregory but pays him a compliment by placing him in the 
company of other dead friends, namely the writers Lionel Johnson 
and Synge and Yeats’s uncle George Pollexfen. The tone is heroic 
in places, unlike Abse’s, with the repetition of ‘Soldier, scholar, 
horseman, he’ and the comparison of Gregory to Sir Philip Sidney. But 
the heroic, more romantic tone is set within a much warmer, more 
ordinary context, as the poem begins, ‘Now that we’re almost settled 
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in our house / I’ll name the friends that cannot sup with us / Beside a 
fire of turf in th’ancient tower’ (that use of ‘sup’, ‘turf’ and ‘th’ancient 
tower’ so typical of the mixture of Yeats’s colloquial and romantic 
language; the present Ireland hanging on to the older, nobler Ireland 
in his poetry).

‘Easter 1916’ remembers the nationalists, ‘McDonagh and MacBride 
/ And Connolly and Pearse’ executed for their part in the Rising in 
Dublin on 24 April. He wonders how they became violent; was it 
because, ‘Too long a sacrifice / Can make a stone of the heart’? Was it 
‘excess of love / Bewildered them till they died?’ Yeats is ambivalent, 
tries to balance death and ideals. (Consider the effect of the final 
line that echoes though the poem, ‘A terrible beauty is born’? How 
clear is Yeats’s position on the Rising?) ‘The Fisherman’ seems to 
be a representative figure, an ordinary person linked to the land, 
Connemara, the sort of person Yeats thought he should ideally be 
writing for, ‘To write for my own race / And the reality’. (He is a very 
different figure from the richly detailed characters in Abse’s poetry.) 
The fisherman, with his ‘sun-freckled face and grey Connemara cloth’, 
is the opposite of the class of people in Ireland who despise ‘great Art’. 
They come in for the harshest words in these assertive, short lines 
with their strong rhymes; ‘the clever man who cries / The catch-cries 
of the clown / The beating down of the wise / and great Art beaten 
down.’ Notice the derision in the repetition of ‘cries’, ‘cries’, ‘wise’ and 
in ‘clown’, ‘down’, ‘down’.


