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Themes - the poems can be grouped or linked by theme and subject matter.  Write the poems below which link together under these headings: 

The act of war Feelings of emotion, inner 
conflict, culture and identity 

Conflict between man and 
nature 

The effects of war and conflict 
on people and places 

Conflict between people 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Which poems connect?  And how? 

 A Poison 
Tree 

Sennacherib The Prelude The Man He 
Killed 

Cousin Kate Catrin War 
Photographe
r 

Belfast 
Confetti 

The Class 
Game 

Poppies No Problem What Were 
They Like 

A Poison 
Tree 

            

Sennacherib             

The Prelude             

The Man He 
Killed 

            

Cousin Kate             

Half-caste             

Exposure             

The Charge 
of… 

            

Catrin             

War 
Photographe
r 

            

Belfast 
Confetti 

            

The Class 
Game 

            

Poppies             

No Problem             

What Were 
They Like 

            



You are advised to go through the poems and complete this table.  Some contextual information has been provided for you.  Find key quotations from each poem and 

try to memorise them – you only need one for each poem.  Decide what is the most unusual, interesting, useful or striking line from each poem. 

Poem Context Key quotation/s Key features of language Key features of structure and 
form 

A Poison Tree 
Writer: William 
Blake  
Written in 1794 

Blake was an 18th-century painter and printmaker 
as well as a poet. He was part of the early Romantic 
Movement, which included poets such as Lord 
Byron and William Wordsworth (both also featured 
in the ‘Conflict’ collection). Blake’s work often 
protested against social injustices and the negative 
effects of the Industrial Revolution. His two best-
known collections, Songs of Innocence (1789) and 
Songs of Experience (1794), deal with similar 
subject matter but with a very different tone. ‘A 
Poison Tree’ is taken from the later collection, 
Songs of Experience, which often presents the 
world as harmful, cynical and exploitative, 
especially of young children. Blake once claimed 
that his ideal reader was a child. You might wish to 
bear this in mind when reading ‘A Poison Tree’. 

   

Belfast Confetti 
Writer:  Ciaran 
Carson  
Written in 1990 

Born in 1948, Carson grew up and still lives and 
works in his native Northern Ireland. His adult life 
has spanned the period known as the ‘Troubles’, 
which lasted from the 1970s until a peace 
agreement was signed in 1996. The Catholic 
minority began campaigning in the 1960s against 
what they saw as Protestant discrimination against 
them and by the 1970s these protests had become 
violent and British army soldiers were posted to 
Northern Ireland. Matters only got worse as a 
result: the Catholics saw the British army as an 
unwanted presence in their country and a further 
symbol of British rule. Clashes with the army were 
common at the time the poem is set, and bombings 
by the IRA, a republic terrorist organisation, were 
also a constant threat. 

   

Catrin 
Writer:  Gillian 
Clarke 
Written in 1978 

Gillian Clarke (born 1937) was brought up in Wales, 
speaking both English and Welsh. This poem is 
about the birth of her daughter, Catrin, and her 
relationship with her. She wrote the poem to 
answer a question she once asked herself: ‘Why did 

   



my beautiful baby daughter have to become a 
teenager?’ (from her website 
www.gillianclarke.com) 

Cousin Kate 
Writer:  Christina 
Rosssetti  
Written in 1860 

Christina Rossetti (1830–94) was a Victorian era 
poet who was closely associated with the Pre-
Raphaelite Brotherhood art movement through her 
brother, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, the painter. 
While the poem ‘Cousin Kate’ deals with the theme 
of women’s rights (love and betrayal by a 
wealthier, more powerful man), Rossetti did not 
consider herself part of the suffrage movement 
that was growing at the turn of the century, which 
campaigned for women to have the right to vote. If 
time allows, students could research the role of 
women in Victorian society. 

   

Exposure 
Writer:  Wilfred 
Owen 
Written in 1917 

Owen and a number of other poets of the time 
used their writing to inform people back in Britain 
about the horrors of the war and in particular 
about life on the front line. The picture they 
painted contradicted the scenes of glory portrayed 
in the British press. Exposure is a particularly hard-
hitting example of this. 
 
Owen had joined the army in 1915 but was 
hospitalised in May 1917 suffering from ‘shell 
shock’ (today known as PTSD – Post-Traumatic 
Stress Disorder). In hospital Owen met the already 
established war poet Siegfried Sassoon who, 
recognising the younger man’s talent, encouraged 
him to continue writing.  
 
Owen eventually returned to the war but was 
tragically killed just days before the war ended; he 
was just 26. He is now regarded as one of Britain’s 
greatest war poets 

   

Extract from The 
Prelude 
Writer:  William 
Wordsworth 
Written in 1850 

The Prelude is one of the greatest works of 
literature ever written in English. It is a long 
autobiographical poem in 14 sections. The first 
version was written in 1798 but he continued to 
work on it throughout his lifetime. His wife Mary 
published it three months after his death in 1850. 

   



The poem shows the spiritual growth of the poet, 
how he comes to terms with who he is, and his 
place in nature and the world. Wordsworth was 
inspired by memories of events and visits to 
different places, explaining how they affected him. 
He described The Prelude as "a poem on the 
growth of my own mind" with "contrasting views of 
Man, Nature, and Society". 
This extract describes how Wordsworth went out in 
a boat on a lake at night. He was alone and a 
mountain peak loomed over him; its presence had 
a great effect and for days afterwards he was 
troubled by the experience. 

Half-caste 
Writer: John 
Agard 
Written in 1996 

John Agard was born in British Guiana (now 
Guyana) in 1949 to a Guianese father and a 
Portuguese mother, so he is of mixed race. When 
he moved to England in 1977, he was very angry at 
being referred to by the offensive, derogatory term 
‘half-caste’, so he often targets this subject in his 
poetry. Agard is an actor and playwright as well as a 
poet, and his poetry is generally meant to be 
performed. 

   

No Problem 
Writer: Benjamin 
Zephaniah 
Written in: 1996 

• Born in 1958 and raised in Handsworth, 
Birmingham, which he called the ‘Jamaican capital 
of Europe’. 
• As a child, he suffered from abuse based 
on the racial stereotyping prevalent in the 1960s 
and 70s. He also suffered racial abuse on the 
terraces of his beloved Aston Villa football team. 
He was dyslexic and was sent to an approved 
school but left at 13 unable to read or write. He 
later spent some time in jail for burglary.  
•In 2003, Zephaniah turned down an offer of an 
OBE (Order of the British Empire) medal, 
explaining, ‘I get angry when I hear that word 
"empire"; it reminds me of slavery, it reminds me 
of thousands of years of brutality’.  
•He has been creating poetry since a young age, 
mostly for performance. Also a novelist and 
playwright, he was included in The Times list of 
Britain's top 50 post-war writers in 2008. 

   



•He is now a prominent political activist, 
particularly in the fields of human and animal 
rights. 

Poppies 
Writer: Jane 
Weir 
Written in: 2005 

Armistice Day (November 11th) was established in 
1919 after the end of WWI in 1918 as a way of 
paying tribute to the millions who lost their lives in 
the Great War. To this day, at 11am on the 11th 
day of the 11th month, we pause to remember the 
fallen from all wars. Explain to students that Jane 
Weir wrote this poem in response to a request 
from Poet Laureate Carol-Ann Duffy, who asked 
several leading poets to write a piece on the 
suffering and death of war while British soldiers 
were stationed in Iraq and Afghanistan. 

   

Charge of the 
Light Brigade 
Writer: Alfred, 
Lord Tennyson 
Written in: 1854 

The events of the Crimean War (1854–6) led to 
Victorian Poet Laureate Alfred, Lord Tennyson 
being commissioned to write this poem in 1854. He 
was asked to memorialise a catastrophic charge by 
British light cavalry over open terrain on 25 
October of that year at the Battle of Balaclava 
during the Crimean War. Of the 637 involved in the 
charge against heavily armed and highly skilled 
Russian and Cossack troops, 247 were killed or 
wounded. The wrong order was handed down the 
chain of command from Lord Raglan, via the Earl of 
Lucan, resulting in the ill-fated charge led by Lord 
Cardigan. Britain had entered the war, which was 
fought by Russia against Turkey, Britain and France, 
to protect key British sea routes from an attempt 
by Russia to control the Dardanelles, a strategic 
waterway at the eastern end of the Mediterranean 

   

The Class Game  
Writer: Mary 
Casey 
Written in: 1981 

The poem was written by Mary Casey. Not much is 
known about her, except that she was a Liverpool 
housewife. This poem was published in a poetry 
magazine called “Voices,” which published poems 
by ordinary, working class people, rather than 
professional poets. 

   

The Destruction 
of Sennacherib 
Writer: Lord 
Byron 
Written in: 1815 

Lord Byron, who was one of the most notorious 
and flamboyant of the Romantic poets. ‘The 
Destruction of Sennacherib’ was included in 
Byron’s Hebrew Melodies (1815). Although the Old 
Testament story seems an unlikely choice for a man 

   



widely regarded as a secular poet, it is a 
characteristic of the majority of the collection in 
that it is a short lyric poem dealing with a biblical 
subject. In fact, it is the most famous poem on a 
biblical subject to come out of the English Romantic 
movement. It relates to a single day in 701 BC, 
described in II Chronicles and II Kings, in which 
Assyrian king Sennacherib (pronounced ‘Sen-ack-
ur-ib’) besieged Jerusalem during the Assyrian War 
against King Hezekiah of Judah. The Bible recounts 
that ‘that night, the angel of the Lord went out, and 
smote in the camp of the Assyrians’ and 185,000 of 
the pagan army died. The Assyrian Chronicles only 
state that Sennacherib spared the city upon 
payment of a large ransom. Wherever the truth 
lies, Sennacherib himself survived and returned 
home, but was later murdered by two of his own 
sons, his authority having been irredeemably 
undermined. 

The Man He 
Killed 
Writer: Thomas 
Hardy 
Written in: 1902 

Thomas Hardy wrote this anti-war poem in 1902, at 
the end of the Second Boer War between British 
and Dutch settlers of the Boer republics in modern-
day South Africa, then part of the British Empire. 
Like many poets of his generation, Hardy used 
poetry to speak out against the futility of war as an 
enterprise.  In that sense, the poem could have 
been written at any time about any war –because 
of the universal resonance of its depiction of the 
plight of the infantryman forced to follow orders. 
The viewpoint here is that of an ordinary working-
class soldier, who may have just returned from the 
front line. He is sitting in a pub, probably in Hardy’s 
beloved county of Dorset, and expressing the view 
– haltingly but unambiguously – that in another life 
he and his ‘enemy’ might have been friends and 
shared a drink together. 

   

War 
Photographer 
Writer:  Carole 
Satyamurti 
Written in 2005 

Carole Satyamurti (born 1939) is a British poet and 
sociologist, who now lives and works in London 
after many jobs abroad. This poem, which 
appeared in her 2005 collection, Stitching the Dark, 
is about a photographer who took a photo of a 
vulnerable child carrying a baby in a conflict zone 

   



and how she then witnessed but did not capture on 
film the disturbing aftermath 

What Were They 
Like  
Writer: Denise 
Levertov 
Written in: 1967 

‘What Were They Like?’ is a protest poem against 
U.S. involvement in the Vietnam War (1955–75) 
between Communist North Vietnam and anti-
Communist South Vietnam. The Americans 
intervened militarily in the conflict in the early 
1960s to support the South Vietnamese against the 
Russia- and China-backed North. A wave of national 
and international protests at U.S. tactics of aerial 
raids, where bombs and toxic chemicals such as 
Napalm and Agent Orange were dropped on 
villages housing innocent civilians, led to their 
eventual, ignominious withdrawal in 1973. Two 
years later, the fall of the South Vietnamese capital, 
Saigon, marked victory for the North Vietnamese. 
Vietnam remains a Communist-run country to this 
day. 
Denise Levertov (1923–97) was born and educated 
in Britain, working as a nurse during World War II, 
where she experienced first-hand the effects of 
German bombing raids. After the war, she married 
an American writer and moved to New York. In 
1955 she took U.S. citizenship. In the 1960s and 
70s, Levertov, by then a poetry editor and 
journalist, was politically active and strongly 
opposed to the Vietnam War, which featured in 
many of her poems, as did the general theme of 
people’s suffering. Her later poetry, written during 
her career as a university lecturer, turned more 
towards religious and spiritual themes. 

   

 

 


