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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.

Edward Thomas: Selected Poems (Faber)

Chronology

1878 Born in London, eldest of six sons, parents have Welsh background.

1883-95 Attends schools in London, including Battersea Grammar School and St Paul’s; 
holidays spent in West Country and Wales, begins his habit of country walks.

1894 Desire to be a writer encouraged by the critic James Noble; starts publishing 
essays in periodicals.

1895 Begins relationship with Helen Noble.

1897 Publishes first book, The Woodland Life; studies History at Lincoln College, 
Oxford until 1900.

1899 Marries Helen Noble.

1905 Publishes Beautiful Wales; works hard reviewing (around 100 reviews) and 
writing commissioned books as a freelance writer.

1906 Moves to Petersfield in Hampshire; publishes The Heart of England.

1907 Continues to suffer from melancholia.

1909 Publishes Richard Jefferies and The South Country.

1911 Working on a number of books, has nervous breakdown, recuperates in 
Wales.
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1913 Moves into Yew Tree Cottage, Steep, meets Robert Frost, under whose 
encouragement and influence he starts to write poetry; publishes The Icknield 
Way.

1915 Enlists in Artists’ Rifles, publishes This England.

1916 Publishes Keats; commissioned second lieutenant.

1917 Writes his last poem in his diary, leaves from Southampton for France 
(January), An Annual of New Poetry is published containing 18 of his poems 
under the pseudonym of Edward Eastaway (March); Killed by blast of a shell at 
the start of battle of Arras, buried at military cemetery at Agny (April), Poems 
published posthumously (October).

1918 Last Poems published.

1920 Collected Poems published.

Themes, ideas and attitudes

(AO1 = 30 marks)

Nature Especially the South Downs where he is at home, familiar 
with flowers and trees, rural life, knows its quiet and has 
experienced its weather especially the wind and the rain; see 
‘Home’, ‘Aspens’, ‘Nettles’, ‘Rain’.

Paths, roads, tracks Walking in the countryside, often the quieter, wilder, more 
remoter parts; from the first poem, ‘Up in the Wind’, ‘On all 
sides then, as now, paths ran to the inn; / And now a farm-
track takes you from a gate. // Two roads cross and not a 
house in sight’ to one of the last, ‘Many a road and track…
Suddenly now blurs, / And in they sink.’ ‘A Path’ is a whole 
poem simply about a path. ‘I love roads’ is the first line of 
‘Roads’.

The past Sense of a rural world that is being lost but is still to be 
found, as in ‘The Manor Farm’ where ‘a season of bliss 
unchangeable / Awakened from farm and church where it had 
lain Safe…since / This England, Old already, was called Merry’; 
and its folklore hidden in names as detailed in ‘Lob’ with, for 
example, its stories behind the names of flowers.

War In the background in some poems, such as ‘Man and Dog’, 
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‘The Owl’ with their sympathy for the soldiers in the trenches, 
but more directly in ‘As the team’s head-brass’ in which the 
death of a plough-man affects the work on the farm, the loss 
of rural life.

Darkness and death Especially in later poems, approaching becoming a soldier; 
language of darkness and night anticipating death in ‘Lights 
out’ and ‘Out in the Dark’ in which he uses the familiar, 
natural world of ‘tall forest’ and ‘cloudy foliage’, to express his 
inner feelings that ‘I may lose my way / And myself’.

England Not just the countryside and rural life, but the words and 
names that seem to become the things themselves to him; 
in the sonnet for his daughter ‘If I should ever by chance’, he 
relishes the sounds of ‘Codham, Cockridden, and Childer, 
ditch, / Roses, Pyrgo and Lapwater’ and significantly rhymes 
‘Lapwater’ with ‘daughter’. In ‘Words’ he speaks of ‘English 
words…as dear / As the earth which you prove / That we love.’ 
The closest he comes to a patriotic poem, ‘This is no case of 
petty right or wrong’, denies any hatred of Germans. If he 
were to fight it would be for love of the land; ‘The ages made 
her that made us from the dust’.

People Rustic characters such as the wild girl in ‘Up in the Wind’, 
the man in ‘Man and Dog’, the ploughman in ‘As the team’s 
head-brass’; and Helen, his feelings for her in ‘No one so 
much as you’, ‘And you, Helen’.

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

Effects, the ways in which meanings are created

(AO2 = 30 marks)

The senses Not so much sensuous language as clear descriptions of the 
things, situations and activities that give rise to smells, so 
in ‘Digging’ the four stanzas move from wild smells (dead 
leaves, bracken), to garden plants (rose, currant, raspberry), to 
bonfire smells burning the weeds (smoke, the waste) and to 
finally the smell of ‘the dark earth’ itself – the origin of all the 
smells. The poem begins, ‘Today I think / Only with scents’ as 
though thinking and sensing are the same for Thomas. 
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In ‘Aspens’, the trees ‘talk together of rain’, ‘whisper’ and 
‘shake their leaves’. For Thomas it is the sound of the aspens 
which retains the memories of village life as they ‘turn the 
cross-roads to a ghostly room’. Because the sound of the 
aspens retains his memories, an experience that made him, 
he cannot separate himself from them, ‘while they and I 
have leaves / We cannot other than an aspen be’. (Consider 
how sound is used to recover the memory of Adlestrop in 
‘Adlestrop’.)

Conversation and real 
words

Conversations create characters and enliven stories in many 
of the longer poems, dramatise a meeting, in ‘Up in the 
Wind’, ‘Man and Dog’, ‘Lob’ and ‘As the team’s head-brass’.

Places and flora Names of places, and flora in particular, run through the 
poems, rich in sounds, emphasising reality and integrity. 
Notice how ‘Old Man’ begins by offering the reader 
alternative names, as though it’s the start of book about 
herbs; ‘Old Man or Lad’s-Love…The hoar-green feathery herb, 
almost a tree, /Growing with rosemary and lavender’. In 
‘February Afternoon’ he knows the order of birds that follow 
the plough, ‘Men heard this roar of parleying starlings…Black 
rooks with white gulls following the plough’.

Detailed observation The realism of the opening description of ‘The Manor Farm’, 
with its attention to the precise nature of the mud, the 
movement of the water as it melts and the precise nature of 
the trees in the hedge; ‘The rock-like mud unfroze a little and 
rills / Ran and sparkled down each side of the road / Under 
the catkins wagging in the hedge’ and the run-on lines and 
stressed verbs work together to create a whole living picture. 
Thomas makes you look closely at the forgotten path that 
seems to go nowhere in ‘The Path’, ‘The Path, winding like 
silver, trickles on, / Bordered and even invaded by thinnest 
moss / That tries to cover roots and crumbling chalk / With 
gold, olive, and emerald, but in vain.’
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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 Robert Frost and the rather quiet, conversational style and rural 
content of his poetry

• His walks, closeness to nature and rural life, and love of areas of southern England like 
Wiltshire and Hampshire

• The effects of family life and overwork on his moods, affecting the tone of his poems

• The effects of the First World War during which all his poems were written

Alun Lewis: Collected Poems (Seren)

Chronology

1915 Born in Cwmaman, near Aberdare, oldest of four children, to Tom and 
Gwladys, both teachers.

1920 Starts school at Glynhafod Infants.

1925 First of many summer holidays at Penbryn on Cardigan coast in West Wales.

1926 Wins scholarship to Cowbridge Grammar School; influenced by his English 
teacher’s liberal ideas and pacifist and anti-imperialist attitudes. Starts writing 
short stories.

1932-35 Studies History at University College of Wales, Aberystwyth, publishes short 
stories and poems, awarded first class degree.

1935-37 Spends an unhappy period working on a Master’s degree at the University of 
Manchester; continues to write stories and poems.

1937-8 Returns to Aberystwyth on a teacher training course.

1938 Poems begin to appear in well-known magazines; writes some articles on 
the political situation in Europe for The Aberdare Leader which suggest his 
liberal and pacifist attitudes. Begins teaching at Lewis Boys’ School, Pengam 
(September).

1939 Starts relationship with Gweno Ellis, a teacher at Mountain Ash Grammar 
School.
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1940 Enlists in the Royal Engineers, sent to Training Centre at Longmoor, 
Hampshire; writes poems such as ‘Raider’s Dawn’, ‘The Public Gardens’ and 
‘The Soldier’; visits Edward Thomas’s house in Steep and writes ‘All Day it has 
Rained’ and ‘To Edward Thomas’.

1941 Marries Gweno in Gloucester; posted to Officer Cadet Training in Lancashire, 
is made second Lieutenant. Later in the year joins the South Wales Borderers 
at Woodbridge in Suffolk.

1942 Publishes first book of poems, Raiders’ Dawn, reprinted three times that year. 
Sails on the Athlone Castle from Liverpool, where Alun and Gweno spend their 
last night together (October); reaches Bombay via Brazil and South Africa, 
travels on to Poona, struck by the heat, dryness and poverty of India.

1943 Spends time in hospital in Poona after fracturing his jaw in a football match, 
writes ‘In Hospital Poona’ poems, publishes The Last Inspection, a collection 
of short stories, makes reconnaissance journeys through the Mahratta Hills, 
recuperating in the Nilgiri Hills falls in love with Freda Aykroyd, writes ‘Ways’; 
they spend five days together in Bombay later in the year.

1944 Writes ‘The Jungle’, his last poem; the Borderers transferred to north Burma 
near the front with the Japanese, early morning found shot in the head, his 
revolver in his hand, and is buried in Bawli Cemetery the same day (5 March).

1945 His second collection of poems, Ha! Ha! Among the Trumpets published.

Themes, ideas and attitudes

(AO1 = 30 marks)

Soldiering Poems while training; the change from ‘The beautiful lanes of 
sleep’ to ‘I have begun to die’ (from ‘The Sentry’), the tedium 
in ‘All Day It Has Rained’, the destructive effects in ‘A growing 
self-detachment making man / Less home-sick, fearful, proud, 
/ But less a man’ (from ‘After Dunkirk’).

Edward Thomas His major influence on Lewis’s style, moods and attitudes, 
in ‘All Day It Has Rained’, ‘To Edward Thomas’ and ‘On 
Embarkation’.

Wales Especially 1930s industrial Wales in ‘The Mountain over 
Aberdare’, and ‘The Rhondda’, in which he shows the 
endurance of Welsh mothers, but also his affection for the 
rural Wales of Cardigan in ‘On Embarkation’, and his interest 
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in Welsh language culture in his version of a Welsh poem ‘The 
Defeated: for Wales’.

Love For his wife, in ‘Post-Script for Gweno’, placed significantly as 
the final poem in ‘Poems in Khaki’ section (notice especially 
the heavily stressed, ‘You always stay’), and in ‘Goodbye’, 
a moving, intimate expression of his feelings as he leaves 
Britain for India, seeing his wife for the last time, the final 
stanza’s references to ‘emerald’ and ‘patches’ emphasising 
the fragility of the personal in the face of war. (Consider ‘In 
Hospital: Poona (1)’; how does Lewis express the strength of 
his love in this poem?)

India Overwhelmed by the heat and aridity, and the poverty and 
suffering of the peasants in ‘The Mahratta Ghats’, his 
interest in Hindu culture in ‘Village Funeral: Maharashtra’, 
his sense of the irrelevance of the British soldier.

Effects, the ways in which meanings are created

(AO2 = 30 marks)

Long lines Lewis often uses long lines, their flexibility, the poem can 
move from narrative and description, to satire, to states 
of mind; as in ‘All Day It Has Rained’ from the details of 
camping in the rain, ‘sprawled in our bell-tents’ and the 
wet, ‘no refuge from the skirmishing fine rain’, to satiric 
comments about politicians, ‘the loud celebrities exhorting us 
to slaughter’, to Lewis’s very troubled inner state, ‘yet thought 
softly, morosely of them, and as indifferently / As of ourselves’ 
where the long lines are suddenly shortened. See also the use 
of long lines to mix narrative and description in ‘To Edward 
Thomas’ and part II of ‘On Embarkation’ and ‘The Odyssey’.

Rhyme The rhymes ‘flap/snap’ create the sound of the wind in ‘All 
Day It Has Rained’; ‘dream/stream’ the lazy, wet mood; 
the key word ‘rain’ in line five though not part of a couplet 
hovers through the poem until at the end of this section it is 
picked up in ‘again/rain/rain’, the rhyme justifying ‘Possesses 
us entirely’. There are many telling rhymes in the Indian 
poems; in ‘The Mahratta Ghats’, for example, ‘plain/pain’, 
‘stones/bones’ and ‘road/load’ help stress the suffering of the 
peasants.
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Looking, seeing Visual images from the start, so in ‘Raiders’ Dawn’, the ‘white 
fall of small faces’ and the ‘Blue necklace left / On a charred 
chair’ carry the devastating effects of the air raid; in ‘The 
Public Gardens’ we are constantly reminded to look at, for 
example, ‘her beautiful companion…Whose dark hair catches 
the sunlight as she listens’ and the ‘boy with his crutches laid 
against the wall / Pale in the shadow’. Indeed, as evening falls, 
the whole scene becomes a ‘pattern…a maze of diagonal lines, 
ah far / Too fine to catch the sun like the glittering webs / 
The spiders have folded and flung from the fading privet’. In 
part III of ‘To Edward Thomas’ the reader is made to sit and 
look, ‘I sat and watched the dusky berried ridge’, and to follow 
the autumn colours as the landscape unfolds to ‘the limits 
/ Where sight surrenders’. ‘Corfe Castle’ begins as though 
taking a photo, ‘Framed in a jagged window of grey stones…
see the cattle move in a green field’ and actually compares the 
scene ‘to a picture card’. ‘A Welsh Night’ begins ‘Fine flame of 
silver birches flickers’ and ends in ‘darkness like a shroud or 
shawl’.

Language and imagery 
of darkness, sleep and 
foreboding

(Consider the use of the lake in ‘Water Music’.) His last poem 
is dense with such language from the start and creates a black 
mood and a deathly atmosphere; ‘mole-blue’, ‘stagnant’, ‘grey 
bed black swollen leaf / Holds Autumn rotting’, ‘this mantled 
pool / Where sleep exudes a sinister content’, in the jungle 
under the banyan trees, ‘the black spot in the focus grows 
and grows’, night in the jungle brings thoughts of despair, 
pointlessness and death into the soldier-poet’s head, ‘The 
bamboos creak like an uneasy house; / The night is shrill 
with crickets, cold with space. / And if the mute pads on the 
sand should lift / Annihilating paws and strike us down / Then 
would some unimportant death resound?’ But right from the 
start of his soldiering, imagery of night and death are present. 
‘The Sentry’ for example, speaks of there being ‘no escape 
from night’ which is ‘the flower of fury, the folded poppy’. 
He writes about the death at Arras of Edward Thomas, and 
as Thomas at war having been lost in ‘The endless rides of 
stormy-branched dark’ (‘To Edward Thomas’).

(Advice: avoid making assertions, such as ‘the darkness of the language here shows Lewis’s 
sense of despair’. Support your point with a relevant quotation. Engage with it and analyse the 
effects of language and imagery.)
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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.)

• Childhood in the Depression of the 1920s and 30s in South Wales

• The landscape around Aberdare and the countryside around Penbryn on the Welsh 
coast

• The influence of Edward Thomas’s poetry and of the Thomas area around Steep; as 
Lewis wrote in a review of Thomas’s poetry, ‘I have been garrisoned for six months 
in Edward Thomas’s country and walked his walks…I have read his poems often and 
often in tent and hut.’

• The influence of other writers, especially Yeats and Keats

• The liberal social and political values passed to him by his parents and education

• The landscape and culture of India (the Hindu references), and especially the heat and 
poverty he saw there

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.)

Direct 
influences

Lewis reading Thomas’s poetry whilst training, visiting Steep, 
Thomas’s home and countryside; see ‘To Edward Thomas’ for Lewis’s 
understanding of Thomas’s life and the influence of Thomas’s poetry 
on Lewis’s own writing in ‘On Embarkation’, for example.

England/ Wales Compare their attitudes to their home countries; the older, more 
rural world of Thomas, ‘one nationality / We had, I and the birds that 
sang’ (‘Home’) and the more industrial world of Lewis evident in ‘The 
Mountain Over Aberdare’ and ‘The Rhondda’. (Consider, is Lewis’s 
attitude more overtly political?)

Love Their feelings for their wives in particular, uncertain in Thomas’s case, 
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as in ‘No one so much as you’ and ‘And you, Helen’; Lewis’s more 
positive, more intimate love in ‘Goodbye’.

War Thomas mentions individual effects of war on rural life and the dark 
psychological effects on himself as his own involvement with war 
comes closer (in ‘Lights Out’ and ‘Out in the dark’); in ‘Sentry’ Lewis 
also writes about the psychological effects of war in language and 
images that echo Thomas’s.

Nature Virtually every poem by Thomas shows his immersion in nature, 
his closeness to the life of plants, birds and the weather; Lewis also 
walks in nature in Wales but one of his most detailed poems about 
the natural world is probably his last poem, ‘The Jungle’, showing the 
dramatic effect India had on him. (Consider how descriptions of the 
natural world in each poet are also expressions of their moods and 
attitudes.)


