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Love, punishment and poetry 
Luke McBratney 

These answers engage with the questions on p. 15 of the magazine and model some of the skills 
needed to excel at A-level. Produced by ENGLISH REVIEW authors, they are possibly more 
comprehensive than a top-grade answer might be in the real exam. They are intended for study and 
revision purposes and do not pretend to be exact student responses. For sample student responses, 
please visit the website of your examination board.  

1 Suffering as a consequence of love is depicted in several ways by the writers.  While different 
situations in which suffering occurs are presented, there are also elements of similarity in the 
sufferings depicted so that the reader might wonder if — as well as engendering joy and contentment 
— the experience of love necessarily leads to a degree of suffering.  

In each text, the suffering has a different focus intended to produce different effects on the reader. 
Both ‘For My Lover Returning to his Wife’ and Tess of the D’Urbervilles concentrate on the sufferings 
of the central character — the speaker who has been left by her lover and Tess who is wronged by 
Alec then left by Angel. The reader is encouraged to identify with each central character. Hardy’s 
realist novel form encourages our sympathy for Tess and while obviously Tess is only an author’s 
construct, so powerful is her characterisation that it is easy for the reader to relate to her. For example, 
the reader feels dread on her wedding day as Hardy foreshadows the suffering she will endure after 
she tells Angel of her earlier relationship with Alec. Discomfiting details such as the afternoon 
cockcrow, the ‘“horrid women!”’ painted on the walls of their honeymoon house and disturbing imagery 
such as the ‘large shadow’ of Tess that rose up on the ceiling and the ‘sinister wink like a toad’s’ 
coming from the diamonds given to her as a wedding present play in the reader’s mind even as they 
hope things will work out well for the protagonist who ‘jump[s] up joyfully at the hope’ that Angel will 
forgive what she is about to confess. In addition, our sympathy with her suffering builds throughout the 
novel. Indeed, when it was published in three volumes in 1891, the climactic section of building 
tension and dread as Tess prepares to tell Angel of her past was positioned centrally: right in the 
middle of the second of three volumes. Furthermore, the build-up of the reader’s hopes for Tess 
during the regenerative phase entitled ‘The Rally’ combined with the real chance of happiness that she 
has through her marriage to Angel in ‘The Consequence’ means that the reader’s appreciation of her 
suffering when and after he rejects her in ‘The Woman Pays’ is more extreme.  

By contrast, a lyric poem is a much more compressed art form and, while the emotions it expresses 
might be intense, it cannot build the same depth of characterisation as a novel. This is evident in 
Sexton’s poem, which like Tess, encourages identification with its central female figure, the speaker. 
The poem also lacks the breadth and flexibility of narrative that Hardy’s novel enjoys. In Tess the 
reader’s sympathies are engendered through aspects such as plot, dialogue and a narrator who can 
encourage our sympathy and engagement both through storytelling and intrusions that engage us 
directly, for example, in the memorable moment when he draws away from describing the physical 
encounter between Alec and Tess to comment on the action and pose questions directly to the reader 
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such as ‘Where was Tess’s guardian angel?’ By contrast, Sexton’s poem has the rawness of the 
confessional form in which the events seem to be those that spring directly from the poet’s own life 
and are laid bare candidly. The narrative — such as it is — is comprised of fragments that the reader 
must piece together and whose significance the they must determine for themselves. For example, 
details of the lover’s wife and her relationship with her husband are expressed in homely images such 
as her carrying their children ‘down the hall/ after supper, their heads privately bent . . ./ her face 
flushed with a song and their little sleep’, which suggests the wholesomeness of the wife and the 
permanence of the husband and wife connection as well as perhaps implying the speaker’s jealousy 
or resentment. 

The suffering of Sexton’s speaker is rendered directly and disturbingly in the sequence after the 
poem’s major shift at line 29, which begins with calm, magnanimous-sounding lines to her lover — ‘I 
give you back your heart./ I give you permission’ — but which are only the calm before the storm. 
Following these lines comes a fast stream of images that convey suffering both through their 
embittered tone and their disturbing, sometimes only partially comprehensible nature: details such as 
‘the fuse inside her, throbbing/ angrily in the dirt, for the bitch in her/ and the burying of her wound’. 
The speaker’s suffering is presented very differently to Tess’s, where the narrator mediates the 
reader’s response and — while presenting some ambiguity, such as over the exact nature of the rape 
or seduction — enables them to understand the protagonist’s suffering more intensely.  

As in Hardy’s novel, the suffering depicted in ‘Punishment’ is mediated through narrative, but unlike 
Tess there are many gaps and ambiguities over the events leading to the suffering and how we should 
respond. Unlike the other two texts, ‘Punishment’ focuses on those who observe the suffering. By so 
doing it reaches beyond the initial context of suffering as a consequence of love towards wider social 
and political issues. At first, the poem focuses on the poetic speaker. He identifies strongly with the 
victim of an Iron Age murder for adultery, but his identification with the corpse is disturbingly 
sexualised: he dwells on ‘the nape of her neck’, her ‘naked front’ and her ‘nipples’. Even in this first 
narrative strand, the reader is unsure how to respond. Perhaps this is Heaney’s point. When the 
images of the centuries-old bog body blends into those of 1970s Northern Ireland, where a young 
Catholic woman is being tarred and feathered, we are asked implicitly to measure our own response. 
This response is mediated through the speaker, but not in the relatively unambiguous manner of 
Hardy’s narrator. Heaney’s speaker compels us to consider complexities and to confront the uglier 
sides of suffering brought about by sectarianism. And the speaker’s agonised response to suffering is 
perhaps analogous to the reader’s. He is frozen into inaction — he recognises that he has ‘stood 
dumb/ when your betraying sisters,/ cauled in tar — and his feelings are mixed and highly ambiguous. 
He recognises that he would both ‘connive in civilised outrage’ at her punishment and suffering. The 
half rhyme on ‘connive’ and civilised’ draws attention to the paradox that there is something immoral in 
civilised behaviour and makes us wonder if what is presented as a civilised response is actually less 
honest than the more tribal primitive one. Perhaps the most significant suffering in the poem is 
reserved for Heaney’s readers: it seems that the poet won’t allow us to adopt a cosy liberal view of 
knowing outrage, but forces us to confront the complexities, deal with difficult, troubling feelings and 
suffer the agonies of confronting our worst impulses. 

Yet perhaps this line of argument in response is easier for today’s readers to advance. Heaney’s 
contemporaries, Edna Longley and Ciaran Carson, writing in Northern Ireland in 1975 when the 
violence and divisions were at their worst, found his approach distasteful. Longley questions Heaney’s 
stance that identifies with both the sufferer and those who cause the suffering: ‘can the poet run with 
the hare . . . and hunt with the hounds?’ And, by appearing to accept tribal violence and the need to 
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exact revenge as normal, Carson feels that Heaney not only understands but seems to absolve the 
terrorists who order punishments such as the one endured by the woman in the poem. Thus, the 
poem is not so much concerned with suffering that springs from love, but wider social and political 
issues. It is not only ‘Punishment’ that engages with such issues. Even the most personal and direct of 
the texts, ‘For My Lover Returning to his Wife’, does so, in this case, reflecting society’s attitudes to 
love, sex and gender politics. Published in 1968, it expresses the dark side of the 1960s, which were 
famously a decade of sexual liberation. Yet a twenty-first century reader might wonder: just who is 
liberated? The speaker and her lover seem to have enjoyed the freedom to have an extra-marital 
sexual relationship, which has now broken up, but the only suffering in the poem is endured by 
women. The man, by contrast, seems to enjoy both the permanence, domesticity and devotion of a 
wife and the excitement and novelty of a lover. Hardy’s novel, while encouraging the reader to become 
involved with Tess and her story also uses them to attack the Victorian double standard in sexual 
morality. This is evident in his depiction of the seemingly unconventional and enlightened Angel, who 
might be seen as a worse villain than the more stereotypical moustache-twirling Alec. His reaction to 
Tess’s past is even more of a shock to modern readers. Despite his having ‘eight-and-forty hours’ 
dissipation with a stranger’ he says coldly and legalistically of her fall: ‘Forgiveness does not apply to 
the case. You were one person; now you are another.’ While dealing with fiction, Hardy makes his 
feelings on the reality clear: in matters of sex and morality, as his phase title proclaims, ‘The Woman 
Pays’. Hardy’s novel’s subtitle ‘a pure woman’ scandalised contemporary readers, yet it shows his 
strength of feeling in suggesting that the binary thinking of Victorians like Angel, who divide women 
into pure and impure and demand virginity while they are allowed multiple sexual partners, is 
hypocritical and wrong.  

In the texts under discussion, suffering is an inevitable by-product of love. Yet how the reader 
responds is dictated by the author’s purpose. While we are likely to empathise with the heroine of the 
realist Victorian novel as we share the events of her life, we are more likely to be caught up in the 
psychological maelstrom that is the fallout of an ended relationship in the poem by Sexton. Unlike 
Hardy’s novel, both lyric poems leave many gaps for the reader to fill in. This gives us more room to 
think. And the poets want us to consider the stories of those who suffer and the issues surrounding 
them in ways that reach beyond what has been written. Like Sexton, Heaney offers no answers to the 
suffering born of love, but wants to engage both the intellect and the emotions to make readers reflect 
on the wider social and political problems of Northern Ireland’s divided and violent society during the 
Troubles. Ultimately, Hardy’s text is a Victorian realist novel, which needs a strong narrative and a 
compelling protagonist. So, it is hardly surprising that readers are moved by Tess’s sufferings and 
come to know them more deeply than those in the poems. The socio-political issues might be less 
obvious than the events of the plot, but they are embodied within the novel’s characters and events.  

 

2 While Sheers’ poems might be divided into the personal and the historical, Heaney’s work 
blends these elements to such an extent that it is difficult to separate the two. For example, ‘The 
Strand at Lough Beg’ memorialises a dead relation as well as it documents a political atrocity 
perpetrated by Loyalist paramilitaries. For this reason, it is easy to complicate with the quoted view: 
Heaney’s poetry does engage and move the reader but it does so when it is simultaneously historical 
and personal. By contrast, in the main, Sheers’ poems of personal experience — those concerned 
with family relationships and romantic relationships — are more moving than those to do with history 
and some poems, such as ‘Flag’, seek to stimulate political thought rather than move emotions. Yet 
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other poems, significantly, ‘Y Gaer’ and ‘The Hill Fort’, are moving and, like Heaney’s in that they are 
both personal and historical.  

Like Heaney’s ‘The Toome Road’ and ‘The Strand at Lough Beg’, Sheers’ ‘Y Gaer’ and ‘The Hill Fort’ 
are richly evocative of a historic landscape that might be seen to evoke national pride, albeit an 
emotion that is less overt and less political than in Heaney. The bilingual nature of the titles might 
suggest the duality within modern Welsh identity, but the hill itself offers a comforting sense of 
Welshness that readers may find moving. It is the shoulder for ‘the man who lost his son’ to cry on. 
This personal experience is rooted in the historical. The hill fort in question is a real place near where 
the poet’s family lived — a ruin from 75AD at a crossroads where two Roman roads meet — but for 
Sheers there is little sense of conquest or military might. In ‘Y Gaer’, this historical feature is described 
in natural terms. Important defensive elements, the ‘trench and rampart’, are only ‘mossy gums’, their 
former militaristic teeth having decayed long ago. Indeed, this site of historical interest is now a place 
for leisure rather than a site of potential battle. The violence connected with it has been displaced into 
nature, for example, the speaker’s horse’s ‘nostrils full of smoking embers’ and the ‘rain’s beating, the 
hail’s pepper shot’. As it nears its climax, Sheers’ poem broadens in scope: the hill fort becomes part 
of the huge landscape that the bereaved man seeks in times of storm. The violence of the man’s 
‘shout into the storm’ and the storm itself, suggest a congruence between macrocosm and microcosm, 
as if the massive forces of nature are in tune with human grief. This violence is not destructive but 
cathartic. Sheers poem does not conclude with grief alone; there is also a sense of consolation, which 
is reinforced by the use of half rhyme in the final two lines, when the ‘storm’ is ‘something huge 
enough to blame’. 

By contrast, Heaney’s ‘The Toome Road’ is charged with unresolved tensions and a latent violence 
that lends the poem a threatening tone. While Sheers’ ‘Y Gaer’ made use of a historical place, 
Heaney’s expresses the feelings of the Nationalist community at an important historical moment, when 
British soldiers were deployed in large numbers to Northern Ireland. While the most intense personal 
experience in Sheers’ poem is mediated through the speaker who rides his horse up the hill fort, 
Heaney renders personal feelings directly. Unlike Sheers’ poem in which the central personal 
experience is rendered in the third person and does not emerge directly until the poem’s final three 
tercets, Heaney expresses personal thoughts and feelings directly and in the first person from his 
poem’s opening line. Like Sheers, Heaney uses nature to suggest thoughts and feelings, in this case 
those of the speaker, who seems to be a farmer, and who perhaps represents the views of his 
community. Unlike in ‘Y Gaer’ where there is a congruence between nature and humankind, in ‘The 
Toome Road’ there is conflict, namely between nature and the invading forces. The soldiers stand in 
armoured cars covered with ‘broken alder branches’ and Heaney’s use of harsh consonants and the 
alliterated ‘b’ that subtly links the branches and the breaking done by the soldiers. We infer that the 
speaker’s beloved countryside is being ‘broken’ and the aural imagery of the ‘powerful tyres warbling 
along’ sounds an uncanny note since it distorts the pleasing natural sound of birdsong into the noise of 
the mechanical approach of an occupying force. Indeed, history in ‘The Toome Road’ is presented 
very differently to ‘Y Gaer’. The historic hill fort is a cathartic space which also provides the moving 
and comforting conclusion for its companion poem: ‘these walls,/ . . . hold him in as well as out:/ 
protect as much as they defend.’ For Heaney, historical allusions evoke an ongoing narrative of 
conquest and resistance. The soldiers in their armoured cars are war-like Roman ‘charioteers’ and a 
sense of Irish defiance is suggested by the Greek reference to the ‘invisible, untoppled omphalos’.  

While for Sheers, history provides comfort and healing — not only through the fort, but through the 
idea that the father and son are part of a rich history of many ‘fathers and sons before them’ who have 
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lived in this part of Wales — Heaney’s political prognosis arising from a particularly fraught time in Irish 
history is bleak. Details such as that of running to tell the ‘erectors of headstones’ and the poem’s title, 
the place down which the soldiers travel, has the same sound as tomb, a place of burial, suggest that 
the result of the occupation will be death.  

In ‘The Strand at Lough Beg’ the subject matter — the death of a relation in a random Loyalist attack 
— seems even more personal and moving, but some might argue that Heaney’s self-consciously 
poetic writing becomes less engaging as it is weighed down by the weight of literary history. The poem 
is written in the form of an elegy in which the speaker follows the ghost of the dead person and that 
spirit is revived in a benign landscape at the end. The reader might be moved by Heaney’s artistry, 
through, for example, the beauty of the pastoral imagery, or the intricacy of elements such as the 
envelope rhymes or the descriptive details such as the dabbing of the second cousin’s body ‘clean 
with moss’. These actions allude to those taken in Dante’s The Divine Comedy in which the 
protagonist is purified by his guide, Virgil, who washes the dusty filth of Hell from his face with clear 
dew. Yet such elements might be seen to take the poem away from real events and perhaps lose the 
immediacy and engaging sense of lived reality that a poem like ‘The Toome Road’ achieves. Heaney, 
himself, acknowledges this interpretation in a later poem, ‘Station Island’ (1984), when he has the 
ghost of his second cousin accuse him of having ‘whitewashed ugliness’ and ‘saccharined my death 
with morning dew’. Thus, while Heaney’s poems that engage with history are always personal, they 
move readers in different ways, and the fusion of these elements may not always satisfy readers that 
crave more politically engaged writing. 

Sheers’ poems also engage with history in different ways, but they are not all personal. His most 
overtly political poem, ‘Flag’, is set just before the important historical event of the country’s 
referendum on devolution, and has little sense of personal involvement. The viewpoint is a distant third 
person as Sheers details some of the places in which the Welsh flag might be seen during a westward 
train journey. Unlike Heaney’s slow development of beautiful pastoral images in ‘The Strand at Lough 
Beg’ — for example, the ‘soft treeline of yew’, the place ‘where cattle graze/ Up to their bellies in early 
mist’ and the lough which ‘half shines under the haze’ — Sheers’ images of his country and its flag are 
disparate and ugly. They range from one Welsh flag ‘strung up on bunting/ hung like wet washing’ to 
another wrapped up in itself like a ‘Chinese burn’ or ‘a tourniquet’. The first image suggests something 
debased — the flag is little more than washing hung out to dry — and the ‘hung’/ strung’ rhyme draws 
the reader’s attention to connotations of death by hanging. The country, or national identity, might be 
seen to have reached a low ebb. This is reinforced by the poem’s final image quoted above: it has 
tortured people (like a Chinese burn) and it now needs medical attention — to be tightly bandaged — 
in order to survive. The mood of the poem at this historic moment is gloomy. Welsh identity seems to 
be in trouble and, unlike in Heaney’s work, there is no consolation in the landscape or countryside. 
The images are urban or suburban and suggestive of transience rather than permanence. One image 
of the flag is painted on a gym wall and fading ‘like a bad photocopy’, another is ‘tied to the side of a 
SNAX caravan,/ throwing fits on its pole’. Unlike Heaney’s poems in which the speaker is an integral 
part of the landscape, Sheers’ vantage point gives him an outsider’s perspective. As such, while it is 
easy to engage with the poem on an intellectual level, it is harder to find the poem moving in an 
emotional sense. Yet, perhaps that is the point: to stimulate debate about Welsh identity. And there is 
also an argument for finding the poem more moving and more optimistic. While, on the surface, the 
final image of the flag as a bandage seems pessimistic, it could be argued that it contains the seeds of 
hope. Rather than being in a run-down or transient location, the flag is in a more dignified place: a pole 
above a town hall. The nation, or its sense of national pride, might be depicted as wounded, but the 
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flag is part of its healing process, and while it is engaged with ‘staunching the dreams of what might 
have been’ it might be seen to be helping more realistic aspirations become reality. 

Both poets are at their most engaging when they explore issues and experiences that have roots in 
personal experience, but it is Heaney’s poems that seem more deeply connected with the landscape 
and more personally involved in politics and historical events. His poems are able to move his readers 
more fully by not only engaging with the personal and the historical simultaneously, but by doing so in 
a way that blurs the boundaries between the two. 
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