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Practice exam question 

Stanzas 

Cathy O’Neill 

Guidance for the question on p. 18 of the magazine. 

The opening to an answer 
For Anne Elliott in Persuasion (1818) the experience of being in love is a long and painful one. She 

falls for Frederick Wentworth at the age of nineteen and, although she gives up the engagement under 

pressure, she never ceases to love him. Jane Austen structures the novel so we look back on this 

early attachment and see the impact of its loss more than seven years later. The approving glance of 

a stranger at an inn in Lyme strikes Wentworth once again with Anne’s beauty and, unlike in ‘Love and 

a Question’ by Frost, the stranger here (Anne’s wealthy cousin, and a possible suitor) brings about 

change and not ‘woe’ but joy. For MacNeice in ‘Meeting Point’, as Nuttall has noted, ‘there is no 

movement or progression’ in the state of being in love, whereas Persuasion works in the opposite 

way, suggesting to the reader that being in love is subject to change, and can be renewed. 

The experimental way in which Austen writes from Anne’s point of view expresses the pain of being in 

love when long estranged from the beloved. The moment when she first sees Wentworth after an 

eight-year absence is captured in what Butler calls ‘the blurred, rush imprint it makes on Anne’s 

senses’: 

a thousand feelings rushed on Anne, of which this was the most consoling, that it would soon 

be over. And it was soon over […] Her eye half met Captain Wentworth’s; a bow, a curtsey 

passed; she heard his voice […] the room seemed full — full of persons and voices – but a 

few minutes ended it.   

The rushing eddies of the syntax and the repetition of ‘over’ and ‘voice/voices’ capture the tumult of 

Anne’s feelings. As in MacNeice’s poem ‘Meeting Point’, the room itself seems all-important, as it 

contains the pair, but whereas in Persuasion we are totally inside Anne’s perception alone, the poem 

brings the two lovers into total synchronicity: ‘There were two glasses and two chairs/ And two people 

with the one pulse’. Ordinary time is suspended in the poem ‘(Time was away and somewhere else)’, 

whereas Anne is captured in the formalities and half-glance of a painful few minutes. 

The novel often reads, in the passages that express Anne’s thoughts and feelings, as poetic, 

influenced perhaps by Austen’s reading of Byron and Scott. On an autumn walk she reflects on ‘the 

view of the last smiles of the year upon the tawny leaves and withered hedge’ and repeats to herself 

lines ‘of feeling’ from poetry. The season gives a sense of lament and potential loss, as in Frost’s 

‘Love and a Question’: ‘The woodbine leaves littered the yard/ The Woodbine berries were blue, / 

Autumn yes, winter was in the wind’. On this walk Anne has to endure overhearing Wentworth’s 

discourse on the nut, the symbol for him of hidden richness, perfection and strength which he, falsely, 

finds in Louisa, his companion. Wentworth, in the grip of a present attraction and unable to exert any 
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true judgement, is blind to Anne’s true qualities. Frost’s poem, too, contains an element of the 

unknown, as it leaves the bridegroom and the reader with a question. 

But Persuasion cannot just be read as poetic and romantic in feeling. It is also rooted in the social 

movements of the early nineteenth century. The headstrong young Wentworth’s certainty that ‘he 

should soon be rich…he knew he should soon have a ship’ is not simply the rash confidence of 

‘revolutionary optimism and individualism’ (Butler). His advancement in the navy is swift and he 

prospers, suggesting ‘a new way of looking at England […] it points approvingly to a society in which 

merit can rise’ (Tomalin). And the experience of being in love again is connected to this new 

prosperity. Eight years on, Anne has the confidence of maturity to recognise that ‘men have had every 

advantage of us in telling their own story’ and Frederick Wentworth, listening to her conversation with 

Harville, has the confidence of wealth and position to propose to her through his letter with no 

reference to her family’s approval. By contrast, Charlotte Mew’s much later poem ‘A Quoi Bon Dire’ 

(1916), offers a more guarded and ambiguous view of the possibilities of those in love determining 

their own futures. The speaker in Mew’s poem presents us with a bleaker separation than Anne’s: 

‘Seventeen years ago you said/ Something that sounded like Good-bye’. The final stanza only offers 

us a sense of what might have been if things had been different between them: ‘While over there/ You 

will have smiled, I shall have tossed your hair.’ 

Commentary 
• The essay directly addresses the focus of the question from the outset and the comparative 

opening mentions two poems, offering clear readings, contrasting them to Persuasion. This 

makes for a bold, decisive start. 

• There is no mention of the contexts of either poetry or prose at this point, which might perhaps 

be seen as a minor limitation, but the focus on the structure of the novel suggests a focus on 

genre. Context is, however, addressed in the third paragraph, with helpful reference to the 

Romantic influence on the novel and later too, with the discussion of Wentworth’s changing 

fortunes. 

• The selection of poems allows the student to compare the role of the Stranger in Frost’s 

mysterious poem with the role of the apparent stranger at Lyme, as well as make brief 

comparative mentions of Mew and MacNeice. Although the examiner will accept that the 

essay cannot give equal weight to the novel and the two or more poems, perhaps close 

reading of poetry gets too little space in this essay. 

• The strength of the opening of this essay is that it is truly comparative, with references to the 

poems woven into the answer rather than tacked on. The use of several different ways of 

interpreting Persuasion shows the student recognising that being in love is not purely to do 

with feeling but is also linked to social position and gender. 
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