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Teaching notes 

Love poetry in context 
Luke McBratney 

These teaching notes suggest some ways in which you can use contexts to illuminate your study of 
the AQA Anthology of Love Poetry. 

Introducing text and context 
Studying the poems in the AQA Anthology and studying their contexts should be part of the same 
process. Avoid studying too much context by itself. This can make it easy to write a lot about context, 
while leaving the text behind. The aim of using context should be to cast light on the text, so always — 
no matter how deeply you explore context — keep the text in view.  

Contexts for Muldoon and Sexton 
Let’s look at some examples from the article ‘Representations of marriage in twentieth-century  
love poetry’ on pp. 22–24 of the magazine before turning to advice that you can apply to your study of 
any text.  

Social and cultural contexts 
Re-read the section entitled ‘Harmony and pleasure’. How does knowledge of wine tasting cast light 
on significance of the title ‘Long Finish’? 

Literary contexts 
Re-read the section entitled ‘A marriage of true minds’. Give examples of the ways in which 
understanding of literary texts and forms enrich the reading of the poem. 

Biographical contexts 
Re-read the section entitled ‘Facts and fiction’ and ‘Wife as object and subject’. Explain the ways in 
which personal details about the poets’ lives are used. 

Historical contexts 
Reflecting on the whole article and bringing in ideas of your own, explain the ways in which the poems 
reflect aspects of life during the times they were written. 

Points to note 
While most of the above tasks relate to a single specific context, note the way in which two or more 
contexts are often used in the article while discussing a poem. For example, the section ‘A marriage of 
true minds’ includes comments on literary context, aspects of form, the use of literary allusion, 
reception and postmodernism. 
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The contexts that you apply will vary according to the poem being studied. Often the poem itself will 
suggest those that are most appropriate. For example, if you are studying ‘Punishment’ by Heaney, 
some understanding of the historical context of Northern Ireland during the Troubles is not only 
helpful, but also necessary. Without understanding something of this context, the text is not really 
comprehensible. Similarly, it is difficult to appreciate Michael Symmons Roberts’ ‘To John Donne’ 
without knowing about John Donne’s Elegy 19: ‘To his Mistress Going to Bed’.  

Further advice 
Avoid making guesses about context. In particular, it is easy to misattribute elements in a poem to 
biographical or historical contexts. The best way to find out about context is to research your poems 
and read critical material. It is also useful to explore relevant aspects of literary form as well as any 
literary texts that are alluded to or referred to in the poem. Remember to allow the poem to suggest 
the most relevant contexts — there must be something within the text that suggests the given context. 

Remember that nobody wants you to write a history essay.  

Your contextual material might, for example, be: 

• a wider discussion of the form that the poem is written in 

• an explanation of allusions embedded in the verse 

• comments on a historical event that occasioned the poem 

Whatever it is, make sure that it casts light on the text under discussion.  

Good ways to do this include: 

• commenting on how understanding the contextual information shapes meaning and/or creates 
effects 

• making sure that your use of context actively contributes to your engagement with the 
question 

Finally, a failure to focus your use of context usually leads to digression. While there is a place for 
extended weaving between text and context, often a little context goes a long way. 

Useful links 
Anne Sexton 
The following links are to reviews of biographies of Anne Sexton. As well as getting to know more 
about Sexton’s life and times, these biographies also deal with the relationship between Sexton and 
the therapist with whom she had an affair. The breakup of this relationship was said to have inspired 
‘For my lover returning to his wife’. 
http://www.nytimes.com/1991/08/18/books/the-death-is-not-the-life.html?pagewanted=all 
https://www.lrb.co.uk/v13/n21/elaine-showalter/fame-at-last 

Paul Muldoon 
Information about the Japanese Noh play that Muldoon refers to in ‘Long Finish’: 
http://www.the-noh.com/en/plays/data/program_043.html 



 

Hodder & Stoughton © 2017 www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreview 

 

www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreview 

A recording of Muldoon reading ‘Long Finish’: 
http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/fac/arts/english/writingprog/archive/writers/muldoonpaul/180102/ 

Seamus Heaney 
A resource from OCR A-level, which includes some interesting contextual information on 
‘Punishment’: 
http://www.ocr.org.uk/Images/231746-seamus-heaney-delivery-guide.pdf 
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