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Practice exam question 

Love’s ambiguities 
Luke McBratney 

Guidance for the question on p. 25 of the magazine. 

The end of an answer 
Furthermore, the pre-twentieth century love poems present ambiguities in the feelings of the speaker 
more clearly and directly than in Atonement, where the characters’ feelings are filtered through 
Briony’s narrative voice and all the trickery of McEwan’s narrative. For example, while ambiguous, the 
feelings are clear and direct in Burns’ ‘Ae Fond Kiss’. Burns, it seems, wants to express and amplify 
such feelings of sorrow and affection simply and directly in ways that the reader can share — 
particularly since the primary audience of this poem in the second person is the loved one who is 
parting from him. In the first quatrain, he uses mostly monosyllables to express the pain of parting 
simply and directly, which not only means his ideas are conveyed plainly and without adornment but 
also that those words of two syllables stand out. 

For example, ‘sever’, which is placed prominently at the end of the first line makes their separation 
seem violent, distressing and dramatic. This is more marked when compared to the more matter-of-
fact opening of the poem Burns is thought to have used as a model, ‘One Kind Kiss’ (1749) by Robert 
Dodsley: ‘One kind kiss before we part’. Not only does Burns’s verb ‘sever’ carry more emotion than 
Dodsley’s ‘part’, it also sets up a rhyme that reinforces the pain and duration of the parting: this 
severance will be ‘for ever!’ The first two lines form an exclamatory sentence that conveys the strength 
of the speaker’s ambiguous feelings of love and this high emotional pitch continues in the next two 
lines that speak of the ‘heart-wrung tears’ and the moans of pain that will follow the separation. Burns 
uses words that convey the depth of his emotions — ‘Deep’ and ‘heart-’ — and the onomatopoeic 
‘sighs and groans’ underscore this with aural effects. He encourages the reader — or certainly the 
addressee — to experience his ambiguous feelings of love, which are displayed openly. By contrast, 
McEwan’s reader is unsure how to respond to the ambiguities of love in Atonement. While in Burns 
the situation is clear, in Atonement it is often difficult to know what happened, since it is revealed that 
the narrative is the construction of Briony, who is trying to atone for her actions in ruining the lives of 
Robbie and Cecilia, rather than exploring the ambiguities of love directly, through her telling of her own 
experiences and expressing her own thoughts and feelings as Burns’ speaker does. 

The form and context of the poems and the novel also mean that love’s ambiguities are presented 
differently. For example, the self-contained nature of lyric poems means that the poet has a tight focus 
on an event or heightened moments of significant thoughts and feelings, whereas the novel has a 
much wider expanse in which to develop characters and events. We appreciate not only the moment 
of parting when Robbie is taken away by the police at the end of Part 1, but also the effects of the 
parting as we read of Robbie’s wartime experiences in France and appreciate something of the 
reunion as they are together again in London Part 3. Additional ambiguities occur since the events of 
Part 1 and Part 3 are narrated through the perspective of Briony and, as such, they lack the directness 
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and truth of lyric poems in the first person. The self-contained nature of love’s ambiguities is 
particularly pronounced in the shorter forms of lyric poetry such as in the sonnet, whose tight 14 lines 
is a useful form for considering a problem or idea. In the case of Wyatt, the problem is coping with the 
ambiguous feelings of desire and repression, as his loved one must not be touched as she is the 
property of the king. Similarly, Sonnet 116 is an exploration of the nature of true love. Rather than 
have the space to explore particular events as a novel can — for example, the circumstances of the 
events by the fountain or in the library between Robbie and Cecilia — a sonnet offers less developed 
and more symbolic examples for the reader to flesh out and ponder. The dangerous and exciting world 
of seafaring provides much of the poem’s imagery. True love is ‘an ever-fixed mark,/ That looks on 
tempests and is never shaken’. While the troubles in the love of Robbie and Cecilia, such as Robbie’s 
arrest and imprisonment and the separation caused by the war, are made clear by McEwan, 
Shakespeare’s reader must imagine what troubles ‘tempests’ might represent. Similarly, Wyatt’s 
readers experience the ambiguities of his love where he must ‘leave off’ his hunt for the deer, yet he 
acknowledges that ‘by no means’ can he his ‘wearied mind / Draw from the deer’. In this extended 
metaphor, in which a hunt stands for a courtship, the details of what happened remain vague and 
readers are left to imagine the exact nature of events. 

Love’s ambiguities are undoubtedly presented differently in Atonement and the anthology poems and 
many of these differences are to do with form and audience. It is easy to imagine Wyatt’s audience of 
male courtiers and nobles enjoying the cleverness of his sonnet (then a relatively new form) that uses 
a situation familiar to them to evoke an instance of forbidden love and indeed for them to perhaps 
make the connection between the ‘hind’ and the woman who was connected to both Wyatt and Henry 
VIII (Anne Boleyn). Further ambiguities arise from such a situation for today’s readers, who might 
object to the idea of courtship being represented by a hunt, where men are the hunters and women 
the hunted who are possessed by powerful men. Similarly, we can appreciate the ways in which Burns 
heightens the ambiguities of love when we consider genre and time of composition. ‘Ae Fond Kiss’ is a 
song, a form that prizes aural richness and emotional appeal and one written at a time when 
sentimental writing was in vogue. While today we might find the overt declarations of love’s 
ambiguities cloying, such qualities are likely to have been enjoyed by Burns’ late eighteenth-century 
audience. Whether McEwan’s audience enjoys his expressions of the ambiguities of love is another 
matter. Readers used to the escapism typical of romance fiction are likely to be frustrated at the 
novel’s lack of definite resolution, but those with an appreciation of postmodernism’s distrust of stable 
narratives might enjoy seeing the ambiguities of love rendered in ways that draw attention to fiction’s 
artifice. Indeed, they might see McEwan’s novel as being more satisfying than traditional novels since 
— with its gaps, unanswered questions and lack of resolution — it is actually closer to the messiness 
of real life. 

Commentary 
• The section of the essay printed follows a comparative introduction then a section in which the 

central focus was Atonement. This section focuses on poetry, but brings in comparisons to 
Atonement in every paragraph. 

• The analysis serves the argument and several analytical elements are explored together to 
show how they shape meaning and create effects. For example, in showing how Burns 
amplifies strong and conflicting emotions, elements such as the use of monosyllabic/bisyllabic 
words, the positioning of words in a line, sentence type and onomatopoeia are explored. 
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• The contextual detail of the model of ‘Ae Fond Kiss’ is used subtly and is integrated into the 
ongoing argument well. Do note that examiners often recommend that you avoid making overt 
references to other named texts as this often leads to digression. 

• The conclusion arises naturally from what the rest of the answer has proved, ending the essay 
on broader ideas and finishing with a final thought. 
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