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Practice exam question 

Comparing texts 
Luke McBratney 

Guidance for the question on p. 14 of the magazine 

Part of the main body of an answer 
Both Blake in ‘The Garden of Love’ and Hardy in Tess of the d’Urbervilles explore the ways in which 
religion exerts control on people, stifling love and desire. Blake’s poem contrasts love with religion 
directly through the Garden of Love and the chapel. What was once an open green space, which was 
associated with freedom and gratified desires has been replaced by a chapel and its grounds which 
are associated with control. Blake’s point is made directly at the end of the poem: the priests who 
patrol the grounds of the chapel are ‘binding with briars [his] joys and desires.’ The contrast between 
former freedom and present control is underscored by poetic techniques: pastoral ‘flowers’ have been 
supplanted by gothic ‘tomb-stones’ and the poem’s form is broken as the references to chapel and the 
priests increase. The penultimate line, which describes the priests ‘in black gowns walking their 
rounds’, is a pentameter and it breaks the easy tetrameter of the earlier part of the poem as well as its 
rhyme scheme. The gentle end rhymes on the second and fourth line of each quatrain have been 
replaced by more constricting internal rhymes (‘gowns’ and ‘rounds’) — a constriction that grows even 
more pronounced in the final lines, where ‘briars’ and ‘desires’ are a full rhyme and ‘binding’ and 
‘briars’ are linked by an alliterated plosive ‘b’.  

The controlling nature of religion is presented more subtly and gradually in Tess of the d’Urbervilles. 
While the condensed form of Blake’s song means there is little scope for characterisation other than 
giving a sense of the speaker’s previous enjoyment of the garden, Hardy’s expansive novel enables 
the reader to get to know Tess and to appreciate the particular aspects of her life. For example, when 
she encounters the religious graffiti in ‘Maiden No More’, the reader understands why the slogans 
‘entered Tess with accusatory horror’ and can sympathise with her. Hardy also dramatises how the 
Christianity of Tess’s childhood subjects her to guilt over her sexual experience with Alec. There is a 
kind of internalised control at work when she reacts to the slogan-writer as if he had knowledge of ‘her 
recent history’ despite him being a stranger. Hardy’s depth of characterisation means that the reader 
warms to Tess’s spirit in being able to rise above her guilt and challenge the stranger: ‘suppose your 
sin was not of your own seeking?’ His inability to answer satisfactorily and his lack of care about how 
his writings affect those who read them enables Hardy to show the wrong-headed, blunt nature of 
zealous Christians. While his brand of Christianity might be idiosyncratic, we cannot dismiss his 
‘horrible . . .Crushing! killing!’ means of frightening sinners towards God as being isolated from Hardy’s 
presentation of Christianity in the novel as a whole. The sign-writer was, after all, converted by Angel’s 
father, who was ‘a man of Apostolic simplicity in life and thought’ who later ‘converted’ Alec and whose 
teachings have sufficient residual hold on his son, Angel, to compel him to reject Tess hypocritically 
when he hears of her sexual past. 
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There is also a strong similarity between Hardy and Blake’s presentation of the ways in which 
Christianity controls and stifles people’s impulses to act on natural desire. The sign-writer’s last text 
reads ‘THOU, SHALT, NOT, COMMIT—’. This is nearly identical to the slogan that appears above the 
chapel door in Blake’s poem: ‘Thou shalt not’. In both cases it is not just the prohibiting tone, but the 
open-ended nature of what is being prohibited that is most striking. The upper-case letters with their 
ungrammatical commas encourage Hardy’s reader to pore over each word and help emphasise the 
prohibitive message of this faith, while Blake uses not only the central positioning of the lines — right 
in the middle of the poem – but also the climactic place they occupy in its narrative and the way in 
which they stand out by breaking the meter, which was previously iambic with three consecutive 
stresses. While Tess seems able to laugh off — at least for now — the slogans and their message 
(‘Pooh! I don’t believe any of it!’), Blake’s speaker is made to recognise the forces of pain and 
constriction that the Church exerts over him. 

Commentary 
• The answer uses the exact terms of the question in each paragraph. 

• After first setting up a comparison and focusing on one text in one paragraph, the following 
two paragraphs develop the comparison by exploring both texts together. 

• Comparisons are developed at the level of methods as well as subject matter. 

• Discussion of similarity leads to the exploration of differences. 

• Analysis of methods always serves the argument and explores meaning. 

• The discussion of Tess refers to a wide range of relevant parts of the novel. 
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