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Practice exam question 

Poetic imagery and language 
Luke McBratney 

Guidance for the questions on p. 27 of the magazine. 

Part of the opening of an answer to Question 1 
Keats uses subtly different clusters of imagery in each of the stanzas of this Horacian ode. The first 
uses imagery of natural ripeness and excess. The second uses imagery associated with a 
personification of Autumn. The third uses aural imagery connected with the sounds of the passing 
season. Autumn overlaps with both summer and winter and, as the stanzas progress, the imagery 
suggests this through a movement from the lushness of post-summer plenty in the first stanza to the 
twittering of the swallows just about to migrate for the winter to sunnier climes in the third. 

The imagery of the opening stanza presents the abundance in fruit and plant life as summer has 
turned into autumn. Keats evokes the ambiguity of this ‘season of mists and mellow fruitfulness’ as 
one of transition between summer and winter, with the combination of mistiness and mellowness (or 
ripeness) being underscored by alliteration that adds a kind of lazy tone to the images. This is 
continued in the following stanzas, for example, through the personification of Autumn sitting on a 
granary floor ‘Drows’d with the fume of poppies’ and the images of the ‘soft-dying day’ in the third. The 
visual images are typically of fruit beyond the first flush of maturity: the apples ‘bend the moss’d 
cottage-trees’, which have ‘ripeness to the core’ and perhaps this suggests they are beyond the peak 
of ripeness. We usually think of apples being harder in the middle, so the idea of them being ripe from 
skin to core might suggest an over-ripeness, where they have gone beyond their peak. Certainly, there 
is a sense of abundance in Keats’s imagery as his many images of ripeness create an almost 
overwhelming cumulative effect of abundance. This is evident in the active verbs, such as how 
Autumn and the ‘maturing sun’ ‘load and bless’ vines with fruit and ‘bend’ the boughs of the trees’ as 
well as ‘fill’ fruit with ripeness and ‘swell’ and ‘plump’ the gourd and the hazel shells. Such sense of 
excess continues throughout and culminates in imagery of bees and their hive at the end of the 
stanza.  Here the image of their honeycombs is of an excess of honey: ‘Summer has o’er-brimmed 
their clammy cells.’ Keats follows his own advice to Shelley of loading ‘every rift with ore’ by creating 
multi-sensory images that not only have visual appeal, but also appeal to feeling: we appreciate the 
sticky quality of the ‘clammy’ honeycombs and the sound of the bees in the final lines. This also 
creates a pleasing cyclical effect within the stanza as the lazy-sounding assonance and ‘m’ sounds 
and the sibilance, which we hear, for example, in the last line – ‘For Summer has o’er-brimmed their 
clammy cells’ – are reminiscent of the sounds created by the poem’s ‘Season of mists and mellow 
fruitfulness’ opening.  

In the second stanza, the focus shifts from the abundance of the first stanza to calmer post-harvest 
images. The images are more wide-angled and less dense. Autumn is presented as a worker at rest, 
sitting ‘careless on the granary floor’ or sleeping outside on a ‘half-reaped furrow’, or as a gleaner with 
their ‘laden head across a brook’ or ‘by a cider-press’. While the imagery contains a subtext of work 
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tasks (such as gleaning and winnowing), the images more overtly convey the feelings of rest after 
work, with the verbs being much less dynamic than those of the previous stanza. A calmer and more 
passive mood is created through the personification of Autumn, who is, for example, ‘sitting’ and 
‘drowsed’ or ‘watching with patient look’. And in the final line, there is an echo of earlier imagery when 
Keats returns to a more minute and multi-sensory image as Autumn watches the ‘last oozings’ of cider 
production ‘hours by hours’. The personification, though, is ambiguous, but perhaps deliberately so in 
order to present Autumn as simultaneously human and divine. Some elements, such as the gleaner 
who lies asleep, or the cider-maker who tends to the press, are rooted in human imagery, but the 
magical qualities of being able to ripen fruit and being ‘drowsed with the fume of poppies’ perhaps 
suggest a character such as Dionysus, a Greek god of fertility of nature as well as of wine, who both 
loosens inhibitions and inspires poetic creativity. 

Commentary 
• The answer keeps closely to the focus of the question throughout. 

• Adopts a clear structure, with a concise, focused introduction and a main body that considers 
each stanza in turn. Yet the answer avoids a word-by-word, line-by-line approach, making apt 
selections of material. 

• Analyses confidently and perceptively, exploring a range of devices and commenting on how 
effects work together. 

• Uses a range of critical vocabulary confidently to aid precise explanations and help achieve a 
concise writing style. 

Additional guidance for Questions 1 and 2 
• Both parts of the answer must reflect the AOs that are tested for Question 1. Only AOs 1 and 

2 are tested, so a part (i) answer should concentrate on analysing methods (AO2) and 
articulating a coherent and informed personal and creative response, using apt terminology 
(AO1). 

• For Question 2, AO3 (demonstrating understanding of the significance and influence of 
contexts) and AO5 (exploring interpretations that are informed by different interpretations) are 
tested in addition to AOs 1 and 2.  

• Lines of argument should be deployed that use context, alternative interpretations or both. 

• For example, exploring a Marxist approach that reads the poem in the revolutionary context of 
its time does both. Some argue that the poem, written around 19 September 1819, is shaped 
by the revolutionary feelings engendered by the Peterloo Massacre in Manchester on 
16 August 1819 when what was intended to be a peaceful rally calling for political reform 
became infamous for the heavy-handed response of the authorities, which saw 15 deaths and 
more than 400 injuries. 

• Strong answers would typically make concise use of such contextual information to illuminate 
a reading of the poem and would use specific textual references to develop it. 

• Such a reading might exploit the potential for ambiguity and double meanings in the poem. For 
example, the term ‘conspiring’ might be seen to allude to the authorities’ attitude to the rally, 
which some Tory newspapers called the ‘Manchester Conspiracy’. 
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• The ‘clammy cells’ might be read as denoting more than parts of a beehive, and might have 
connotations of the prison cells into which some protestors were flung. 

This resource is part of ENGLISH REVIEW, a magazine written for A-level students by subject 
experts. To subscribe to the full magazine go to www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreview 


