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The dark side of love: poetry in 

the AQA anthology 

Luke McBratney 

Guidance for the question on p. 28 of the magazine. 

The middle of the answer 
Both the anthology and the novel explore extreme depictions of harm that can result from misplaced 

love. For example, Keats ‘La Belle Dame sans Merci’ depicts the ravages that the wrong love can 

inflict. The ballad captures the reader’s interest as they wonder why the knight is in such a desolate 

state and how he has moved from a state of loving a beautiful lady to being ‘So haggard and so woe-

begone’. The extremely harmful nature of the love of this woman is clarified at the narrative’s 

denouement: the dreamy kisses in the ‘elfin grot’ give way abruptly to a rude awakening on ‘the cold 

hill side’ and the knight’s vision of multitudes of high-ranking men who are all ‘pale’ like him and have 

suffered the same fate being ‘in thrall’ to the ‘Belle Dame sans Merci’.  

Similarly, The Great Gatsby depicts the effects of love with a merciless lover in the form of Tom 

Buchanan. As Nick says of the Buchanans: ‘They were careless people, Tom and Daisy — they 

smashed up things and creatures and then retreated back into their money or their vast carelessness 

or whatever it was that kept them together, and let other people clean up the mess they had made.’ 

That harmful carelessness is most pronounced in the realm of love. By the end of the novel, Tom’s 

mistress, Myrtle, her husband Wilson, and Daisy’s lover Gatsby, have all met with violent ends. 

In both texts, the seeds of harm are discernible from the start. Keats is careful to weave the auguries 

of misfortune into his narrative. For example, the landscape with its ‘withered’ sedge and harvest 

being ‘done’ suggest that winter is coming. The knight’s pale and fevered appearances, with his 

‘fading rose’ complexion and ‘anguish moist and fever-dew’, implies mental anguish as much as 

physical sickness. The ‘lily’ on his brow symbolises death and his situation, ‘palely loitering,’ is the 

reverse of purposeful knightly quests. When the poem’s point of view shifts to the knight’s perspective, 

his narrative hints at something much more disturbing than a union between a knight and a lady. 

Significantly, the last detail in a list of three is ‘her eyes were wild’, which suggests both sexual 

abandonment and a nature that is uncontrollable, primitive and dangerous. Keats gives this added 

prominence by it being end-stopped and the last words of a stanza. 

Furthermore, it also stands out through its rhyme with ‘a fairy’s child’, which suggests that the lady is 

no lady at all but a supernatural creature, probably the product of a union between a human and a 

fairy. While the idea of the knight seeking love with such a harmful creature and following the usual 

chivalric codes might seem unwise or far-fetched, it is perhaps the rareness and danger of the fairy’s 

child that supplies her attraction. Indeed, the knight’s story might carry a warning to all readers beyond 

its fashionable medieval setting since it illustrates truths about harmful love that have been known 
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throughout the ages. Montaigne’s thoughts on the wisdom of Seneca are surely relevant here: nothing 

sharpens desire ‘so much as rarity and difficulty. In all things our pleasure is increased by the very 

danger which should make us avoid it.’ 

The relationship between Tom and Myrtle in Gatsby is not presented with the same compression or as 

having the same intense attraction as that between La Belle Dame and the knight, but the subtext is 

clear: this relationship is not going to have a fairytale ending. While her ability to carry ‘her flesh 

sensuously’ gives her some allure, there is little sense of danger or harmfulness surrounding Myrtle. 

For example, her first entrance into the novel is as a discourteous presence, telephoning Tom at 

dinnertime. Fitzgerald’s description of the phone’s ‘shrill metallic urgency’ suggests the vulgar and 

demanding nature of the person calling. The first mentions of Tom’s behaviour towards Myrtle also 

implies the relationship is harmful. However, unlike Keats’s ballad, in which all the details of the knight 

are connected with his relationship to the fairy’s child, Fitzgerald’s characterisation of Tom is much 

broader. He is an individual, but he also represents the rich man of the 1920s leisure class who used 

their privileges of inherited wealth to take what they want without thinking of the consequences. He 

sees Myrtle as a possession. He wants to show her off to Nick after a boozy lunch and his first line of 

speech to her communicates how he objectifies her — ‘I want to see you’ — and issues the command 

‘Get on the next train.’ The sense of this harmful relationship builds throughout chapter two. The 

buying of the dog suggests the fickle and thoughtless consumerism that she is able to indulge in 

through Tom, with Fitzgerald’s use of zeugma – she ‘gathered up her dog and her other purchases’ — 

and her later shopping list — which starts with a ‘massage’ and ends with a bow for her ‘mother’s 

grave’ — implies that she purchases indiscriminately but is morally bankrupt and unable to discern the 

true value of anything. 

Throughout their harmful relationship, Fitzgerald shows little affinity between Tom and Myrtle, and the 

violent action of him breaking her nose to silence her at the climax of the chapter is both shocking and 

believable for the reader. By contrast, there is a powerful, if ultimately harmful, attraction between the 

knight and fairy’s child and the shift from him being lulled to sleep to waking ‘on the cold him side’ is 

more surprising than the harm that befalls Myrtle, especially since Keats raises the stakes abruptly in 

the very next stanza by revealing that the knight is one of a long line of victims whom she condemns 

to perpetual misery. By contrast to the knight, whose story is elicited and cared about by the speaker 

of the first three stanzas, and which reaches a wider audience through its universality in the ballad 

form, it seems that the harm and hurt done to Myrtle (which culminates in Daisy killing her in a hit and 

run) is presented as just another instance in the careless and selfish world of Tom and Daisy. The 

harm is perhaps all the more hurtful since it occurs in a more realistic form and setting. In the end, the 

harm that follows in Tom’s wake is perhaps more affecting for the modern reader. While the dreamy 

otherworldly setting of Keats’s poem gives it haunting power, which might be suited to reading it as an 

allegory for what happens when extreme love is requited and then denied, Fitzgerald’s characters and 

their situations seem much more realistic and perhaps represent the dark side of the glamorous 1920s 

and the exploitation of the poor by the rich. These are issues that perhaps feel more real and relevant 

than Keats’s medieval story. 

Commentary 
The answer articulates part of the argument in the middle of an essay: both texts show the extremes 

of harm that can be present in relationships. It develops this idea further by showing how both writers 

foreshadow the harm that will come later in each narrative and goes on to explore how this is done in 

different ways to different ends. It is assured and confident and uses a flexible vocabulary with a good 
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range of technical terms to help the student articulate their ideas with precision using an appropriate 

academic register. 

The areas for comparison are well chosen, and the student avoids the trap of straining for similarity, 

instead drawing out the differences that help to cast light on the meaning of the texts as well as to 

explore the writers’ respective purposes and techniques. An impressive range of techniques are 

compared with, for example, narrative and generic effects being compared to good effect. 

There is a good range of analysis. The exploration of narrative and genre are helpful. For this type of 

question, where a novel and a selection of verse are compared, it is useful to explore such differences 

rather than shy away from them. For example, the exploration of poetic effects, such as rhyme, end-

stopping and syntax, show that the student is commenting on the genre of poetry, and the way they 

write about how such effects work together to shape meaning is impressive.  

An alternative viewpoint is explored helpfully, namely when the idea is put forward that what is 

dangerous is what often stimulates desire. The quotation from Montaigne and the way it is applied to 

Keats’s poem is an apt use of secondary reading. 
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