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Practice exam question 

The ordinary is made 
extraordinary 
Luke McBratney 

Guidance for the exam question on p. 19 of the magazine. 

The middle of an answer 
Moreover, the ordinary becoming extraordinary is also seen in the poets’ love poems. For example, 
Heaney’s ‘The Skunk’ and Sheers’ ‘Show’ celebrate women’s power to attract men, with Heaney using 
the small animal as a vehicle to explore his desire for his wife and Sheers showing both the strange 
allure of models and the way in which make-up and jewellery can enhance beauty and help to 
captivate men. While, on one hand, the events arise from autobiographical events — with Heaney 
writing to his wife while being away in California and Sheers attending a fashion show with a girlfriend 
— both use locations that are less ordinary than others respective collections. They are a far cry from 
rural Wales or rural Ireland in which many of their poems are set. And, while we might quibble over the 
ordinariness of the subject matter, it is difficult to disagree that these poems present heightened and 
transformed experiences. 

Sheers’ poem seems to have a wider scope than that of a single relationship. In the first section, he 
presents objective visual images from the fashion show. In the second, he presents a personal scene 
between the speaker and his girlfriend. ‘Show’ seems to be, in part, about the nature of female beauty: 
how it is objectified and how it is consumed by our culture. The use of animal images transforms our 
ordinary perception of a fashion show into something heightened and absurd. The models are ‘high-
heeled as curlews’ which suggests the fashion industry is making them uncommonly tall and slim-
legged. That their shoulders are transformed into ‘featherless wings’ suggests they are so thin that 
their bones are prominent, perhaps reminding readers of some of the problems connected with body 
image that some might be perpetuated by idealised images of beauty and of overly thin women. In 
addition, the photographers, whom we ordinarily think of as being male, are predatory: from their 
‘crocodile pit’, their cameras are ‘flashing their teeth for more’. Sheers is even-handed in his depiction. 
He underlines the power of the models through showing that they are ‘stalking’ (hardly a passive 
action) and that their captivated audience resembles that of a ‘slow motion tennis match. Yet he 
concludes the section with the image of cameras being transformed into crocodiles’ teeth, thus leaving 
the reader with a sense of the fashion industry as a voracious consumer of female beauty. 

While Heaney also uses the animal kingdom to provide imagery for female allure, his poem focuses 
on one single such image, that of the titular skunk. In many ways this exemplifies how Heaney makes 
the ordinary extraordinary, since he has to transform the animal from one that we associate primarily 
with having a deeply unpleasant smell, to one that is symbolic of mature and loving desire. The 
speaker himself seems to recognise this playfully at the climax of his description: 



 

Hodder & Stoughton © 2020 www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreview 

 

www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreview 

 …… the intent and glamorous, 

 Ordinary, mysterious skunk, 

 Mythologised, demythologised, 

Heaney is aware of the plethora of contradictions he has evoked in his depiction of the skunk, which is 
given an excess of meaning in this, the penultimate stanza. This heightened version of a skunk that is 
transformed beyond the ordinary takes on the quality of a symbol. Like many symbols, its significance 
is mysterious and open in meaning, perhaps more connected with inexpressible, but powerful feelings 
than having a clear comparison and set of correspondences (as with a metaphor or simile). Its 
significance is made plainer in the poem’s final, climactic quatrain, in which the actions of the 
speaker’s wife and the colour of her clothing seem reminiscent of the skunk: 

 Your head-down, tail-up hunt in a bottom drawer 

 For the black plunge-line nightdress. 

Yet some might object that representations by male poets of female attractiveness do not so much 
transform the ordinary into the extraordinary, but appeal to male pleasure in ways that objectify 
women. Heaney’s representation of the wife, it could be argued, is a fantasy figure of the male 
speaker, who remembers the skunk as he is ‘stirred/ By the sootfall of [her] things at bedtime’, musing 
about her in what Patricia Coughlan calls an example of ‘genial voyeurism’. While Heaney, at some 
level, recognises this criticism – he was ‘tense as a voyeur’ in the presence of the skunk – the poem 
does place the woman as having little role in the poem than being the object of his gaze. Indeed, 
some might object to the way in which, while depicted humorously, the woman is described in overtly 
animal terms: she is ‘head-down, tail-up’ in search of her provocative nightwear. 

By contrast, the transformation of ordinary to extraordinary in Sheers shows the woman to be a more 
active agent. […] 

Commentary 
• The essay responds to the terms of the question directly and grapples with keywords 

throughout. 

• Argument is clear and well-developed, with each paragraph having a clear topic and a sense 
of progression from the previous one. 

• The use of the critic is helpful, with Coughlan’s idea about the ‘genial voyeurism’ being applied 
to the poem and giving rise to an alternative reading. 

• Context is well-integrated and serves the argument helpfully, for example, the details of how 
female beauty is represented. 

• The analysis serves the argument. For example, the exploration of several analytical details 
showing how the models are presented allow the student to explore elements of both their 
power and that of the fashion industry. 
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