Discuss the Different Ways That Love Is Portrayed From a Selection of Pre and Post Nineteenth Century Poems

Love is a very strong and powerful emotion. However, some believe it could be a deluded fantasy. No matter what love may be described as, it can be displayed in many forms and has been experienced in different ways. The poems I have studied demonstrate many of the different aspects of love. 

‘Porphyria’s Lover’ is a dramatic and highly unusual monologue from the Renaissance period. Robert Browning uses an ominous tone in the opening stanza to describe the weather and set the scene. We read that, “The sullen wind was soon awake” the personification of the wind appears to reflect the turmoil and petulant behaviour of the man. This idea is continued with more irate vocabulary such as “vex” “spite” and “heart fit to break”

The intention of the poet then changes as he emphasises how beautiful and elegant Porphyria is as we read she, “glided in” and “made all the cottage warm”.

 Browning effectively describes the seductive and sensual ritual played out between the man and Porphyria. Very seductively, “She put my arm about her waist, and made her smooth white shoulder bare.” The use of this image illustrates the passionate bond they share which tends to suggest a mysterious love affair. 

Clearly the man involved is somewhat upset reacting offhandedly with his lover.  When, “no voice replied” to her flirtations, she continues her adoration by, “Murmuring how she loved me.”  Browning suggests she is “too weak for all her heart’s endeavour, to set its struggling passion free.” possibly implying that Porphyria unable to give herself fully because of “pride” or “vanier ties.”. 

A shocking change in the behaviour of the man surprised me in Line 35. Although he at last realised that, “Porphyria worshipped me” which “made my heart swell” I was stunned with the realisation that when he “debated what to do,” he was planning a callous, calculating and chilling sexually orientated murder. The highly distasteful, gruesome, killing was described very particularly and very calmly telling us,  “all her hair In one long yellow string I wound three times her little throat around,”.  This is an appalling and outrageous admission made more sinister by the fact that he justifies his actions, amazingly claiming, “I am quite sure she felt no pain.” 

 Even more shockingly he claims that his actions were actually, “Porphyria’s one wish”. The rest of the poem intimates that this one wish was to immortalise that one moment their relationship was consummated. He believes their moment of passion, ardour and infatuation is immortalised and this is fine, as “God has not said a word!” The impression given here is that the deed done was acceptable to God because he has not been punished. 

‘Porphyria’s Lover’ overall is a peculiar, bizarre, psychotic approach to the very strange and multifaceted emotion of love. 

The total opposite to the obsessive nature of the man in ‘Porphyria’s Lover’ is the very honest ‘First Love’ by John Clare. John Clare grew up from a very poor background of poverty, from working class people with little access to literature. He became fond of the daughter of a wealthy farmer but was unable to marry. From a personal perspective, the poem describes the devastating effect it must have had upon him.

The intensity of the emotion is quite frightening. In the opening stanza, Clare compares the girl’s face to a “sweet flower” suggesting she is fresh, fragrant and beautiful. It could also contain a deeper meaning that she grows and grows and never descends in judgement and out of all the flowers he could pick, he would pick her. No matter how hard you try to remove the root, something still remains.

In order to portray the powerlessness and loss of control, the poet expresses the physical impact the meeting had upon him. The physical effect was staggering as his, “… face turned as pale as deadly pale, my legs refused to walk away.” His senses and emotions are in turmoil. The farmer’s daughter caused him to blush, which “took my sight away.” He was deluded and overwhelmed by this individual picture of love. This image is magical and harmonious. His heart, “spoke as chords do from the string,”a stereotypical and heady image of love at first sight full of blushes and music and heart beating. 

The third stanza starts with two rhetorical questions; “Are flowers the winters choice?” and “Is love’s bed always snow?” Clare is explaining that he has the characteristic of ‘no choice’ in common with winter. The word ‘flowers’ is used obscurely in a position of uncertainty; he wonders whether love is always concerned with rejection. 

When he admits that, “My heart has left its dwelling place and can return no more” it seems apparent that he has almost accepted his loss and believes it is his destiny to live a melancholy existence dreaming of his lady. This final couplet is strong and powerful. His heart has been held hostage, his love is all consuming fervour. He has fallen in love innocently but he craves what he cannot have.

Love here appears to be unrequited, causing pain and longing to the man involved.  So although love doesn’t particularly bring happiness it is certainly a long way removed from the abnormal sentiments in Porphyria’s Lover.

 The anonymous Ballad displays a terribly distressing suicidal message in a very strong, forceful way. We are immediately introduced to the rogue

“A faithless shepherd courted me, he stole away my liberty.” Disloyalty, infidelity and betrayal are emotions that I immediately felt and these feelings were confirmed when I learned of the young vulnerable girl who was, “strange to men.”

The poem is terribly depressing and I feel a great sadness for the desperate predicament the girl was in. The “faithless shepherd” “sought her” for his own physical pleasure and then when her apron, “puckered up with shame…he never came.”

Stanza three is a contrast between good and bad emotion. It compares summer (good sentiment) to winter (bad sentiment). 

“I wish” is continual throughout canto four, five and the final canto to reinforce the idea of regret and remorse. It has a choric effect. The maid was wooed by his sensual promises of “beds as fine as silk” and “love as white as milk” but he tricked her, she was left feeling rejected and suicidal.

The shepherd concealed his feelings, “he kept his sheep on yonder hill,” and she wished that if she had not been misled and had taken things more slowly she would not have been so shamed. She cries, “O had I walked ere I did run”.  

The utter desolation loneliness and shame she feels leads her to believe her only option is suicide.  Her wretchedness is pitiful and is summed up in her words,  “I weep the past, I dread the gloom.” The utter betrayal leaves her desperate.

The pain she feels is intensified by the birth of her fatherless baby.  On her death the baby will,  “Without a friend shalt be, weeping on a stranger’s knee.” If her life ends now, the child will suffer also.

The final quatrain is a repeat of the fifth stanza with the added idea of killing her child as well. “I wish our sorrows both away, our souls with God, our bodies’ clay. “ It is implicit that she regrets being seduced by his charismatic ways and feels the shepherd has stolen her self-respect, the child’s legitimacy and all hope.  The absolute despair of this girl really struck a chord with me.  Her sadness and despair highlights dangers to young vulnerable girls who are so easily conned by a touch of flattery.  

Yet again, this so called love poem views love as a painful and desperate experience with disastrous consequences.

One of the pre 20th Century love poems, ‘The Seduction’ by Eileen McAuley, follows an astonishingly similar theme to Ballad. 

The opening, as in other poems, sets the scene. We can understand it is set in the run down parts of Merseyside by; “the quiet bricks of the Birkenhead docks.” It sets into motion a dark, uneasy atmosphere with the sense that something bad is going to happen. The striking metaphor effectively contributes to the dire mood; “The blind windows of the tower blocks.” Tower blocks conjures a pictures of deprived areas and this is enforced with bleak vocabulary such as “spat”, “slag”, “scum” and the powerful simile describing, ”The Mersey, green as a sceptic wound.”

McAuley employs images that suggest superficiality and cheapness as his “leather jacket” was “creaking madly”, then he “spat in the river”. As she knocked the vodka back “like water” and “giggled drunk and nervous” and “he muttered little slag”, the picture is becoming clearer. When we are informed “her eyes were wide and bright” it gives the impression that she is naïve and innocent just like the girl in Ballad. 

What I believe to be one of the most powerful lines in the poem comes at the beginning of stanza four. “As he brought her drinks, so she fell in love.” This could be interpreted in various ways. It could suggest the mysterious male has low self-esteem and needed her to be drunk to achieve his intentions or possibly he has detected her vulnerability and seized the opportunity for sex.

I find this whole issue very poignant as it seems that society, particularly young people of today have become; a drunken, non-committed, one-night-stand culture. Although the poem was written about 30 years ago, the ideas in this poem seem so sadly real. The cheap vodka and the dodging school and the teenage pregnancies seem to be more and more common.  

The first sign of sexual activity is also in stanza four; “With fingers that stroked her neck and thighs.” The reader gets an incline to what is going to happen further on. 

We discover about the boy’s background in verse five. Unfortunately he is living a depraved life spending his time, “When I should be t school…with me dad’s magazines And a bag filled with…paint thinner.” A wasted young life.

The actual seduction is cold and loveless and when I read of the girl being, “three months gone”, I could feel her pain and understood why, “She sobbed in the cool, locked darkness of her room.”

Just like the girl in Ballad, this girl has been seduced by a heartless cad and then callously abandoned with a destroyed life and no hope for the future.

Her drunken night at a party caused her anger, pain and solitary acceptance of the consequences yet to come. Alongside many teenage girls she sought the safety and privacy of her own bedroom. She tried to solve the problem by destroying anything she owned that was associated to ‘that night’. 

The desolation she feels is clear.  She believes that she has been, “cheated by the promise of it all.”  Her anguish is emphasised by the series of questions she cries out.  She begs, “For where, now …?” and then asks, “…was he summer of her sixteenth year…” and again, “stories of romance…”. The questions stress her torment.  Like the girl in Ballad, she longs for life before, in her case, “Day trips to Blackpool.”

The final sentiments are poignant and heartbreaking.  She believes the shame of teenage pregnancy brings with it disgust from onlookers, she sees it as a, “despicable feminine void.” She can not bear the humiliation of the, “neighbours whisper that ‘you always look the type.’ “ 

 “Harry Pushed Her” is a post 20th century poem where brotherly love overwhelms Harry’s childhood. This poem by Peter Thabit Jones is intelligently written developing a sense of tension until the final punch-line.

The reader is led to believe that Harry is a bully and is left feeling a deep sympathy for his sister. “Harry pushed her; he pushed her around: he pushed his sister.” These three opening lines plant the seed of doubt. The reader feels more pity when we read that the other children teased mercilessly chanting,  “their made-up rhyme…Harry push the crazy cow!”  

Harry’s pushing is relentless, “He pushed her –school holidays And Christmas time.”  The tension builds when we learn that she, ”smiled strangely and never said a word”.  It is only in the final lines of the poem that we read of real love.  Love from a brother to a disabled sister.  The sadness is heightened when we learn that his act was that of ultimate kindness, “He pushed his sister in her wheelchair.”  Not only that, but his sacrifice is even more outstanding when we discover that he was only “twelve” and his sitter was “twenty-three.”  In the previous poems, people have lost their heart or hope or dignity; here, Harry sacrificed his “childhood”.

In Andrew Marvell’s, ‘To His Coy Mistress’, the man uses a syllogistic argument to try and coax his lady to consummate their relationship. The first stanza enhances the mood. The first couplet is an essential element as it sets into motion the idea that carries on throughout the poem, that of cape diem-seizing the moment. It begins, “Had we but world enough, and time, this coyness lady were no crime.” He is trying to encourage his lady to engage in a sexual encounter with him. He insists he wouldn’t mind waiting for the encounter if he thought there was time. 

He explains if there was time they would “sit down and think which way to pass our long love’s day.” 

The poet starts to paint a spiritual picture of a mysterious place. The contrasting of the “Ganges” and “Humber” rivers reflect the exotic place she could while he would wait in relative dullness. 

The Old Testament biblical reference to Noah’s Ark is trying to portray how long he would love her if time was no element. “I would love you ten years before the flood.,” he promises

The use of double entendre to emphasise his desire is a true persuasive device.  He promises to love her, “vaster than empires and more slow”, creating some potentially vulgar images. He offers her an overwhelming crescendo of compliments bombarding her showing his ardent, desire and determination to make love with this dignified and proud lady.

The final two lines of the first section slow the pace down, but he is determined he will grab her heart and they will enjoy sexual pleasure together. The main focus of the middle section is death. He is trying to explain that you shouldn’t procrastinate. “But at my back I always hear time’s winged chariot hurrying near,” time appears to be chasing them both. 

The suggestion lies that once we die there is nothing. Using the grave, depressing picture is oddly persuasive. He warns that once dead, “Thy beauty shall no more be found”.  The anguish and neurotic crave for sex is indicated by the sordid, gruesome imagery that if they die then, “worm shall try that long preserved virginity”. A moving yet disgusting tone is set. 

The grave may be “a fine and private place” but there is no excitement and so his lust turns into ashes.

A brighter atmosphere develops after the second stanza. “Now, therefore while the youthful hue, sits on thy skin like morning dew.” These lines are the concluding of the argument.” They are sensual, courtship words.

The sleazy man comes across as trying to hard; “and tear our pleasure with rough strife”. He wants to get on with the passionate meeting they are both looking forward to. This suggests that two become one in a ceremony of sexual excitement.

The poet writes the last two lines in cliché. “Thus, though we cannot make our sun, stand still yet we will make him run.” He has spent the whole poem explaining the factor of lack of time and his final lines determine that time will not affect their plans. His final plea is for them to forget their worries and fly with their passion.

 In ‘Valentine’ by Carol Ann Duffy, the poet is trying to give reasons for her unusual Valentine gift.  The punctuation in ‘Valentine’ is bizarre and the form is erratic. No set structure is applied. Also the use of extended metaphor is important. 

The opening line rejects the stereotypical Valentines gift to be meaningless. “Not a red rose or a satin heart.” It has the immediate effect of intriguing the reader to find out the alternative.

The concept of layers relates to “an onion”. “It promises light, like the careful undressing of love” this is an optimistic opening of joy. Love starts off positively but is something to unwrap and can be unpredictable. It is very poignant. An optimistic start however goes on to explain love can be painful as an onion makes you cry and your vision go distorted. “It will blind you with tears like a lover”; this suggests that love contains anticipations.     

Sincerity is evident. “I am trying to be truthful”. There is a lot of thought behind this present.

Yet again the poet rejects the usual “cute card or a kissogram”. This reinforces the point of the precious onion. The onion’s “platinum loops” are used to represent the issue of time. Although this contemptible, affectionate and devoted love can be pleasurable it can be equally as destructive and unpredictable. No matter what it may be it will never leave you. “Its scent will cling to your fingers, cling to your knife.” It is very hard to get rid of the odour of an onion just as it is to forget love. 

In total contrast to all the other poems I have studied and analysed ‘Love After Love’ by Derek Walcott takes a completely different viewpoint on love. It is about loving no other than yourself after a break up. 

It states that, “the time will come when, with elation,...each will smile at each others welcome”. It is promoting and encouraging the idea of self-respect.

The second stanza uses repetition of the word “stranger”. The focus has not been upon yourself in the relationship so this poem is telling you to do that now. This verse also contains a biblical reference. “Give wine. Give bread. Give back your heart to itself.” The connotation here is to give yourself all you have and are because you should never stop loving yourself.

The emotional statement, “whom you ignored for another”, makes the reader think that they ought to start thinking about themselves. All the remnants of the relationship in the past should be gone. “Take down the love letters,…the photographs, the desperate notes.” The implication being that clinging on is abusing and depriving yourself even more.

The final four words are the most potent. “Feast on your life”. Through this Walcott suggests that the reader has plenty of great qualities, you just have to search inside to find them. This love is a very important type. You need to love yourself to be able to love others.

In conclusion I can positively say that the more you look at a poem, the more you learn. The poems I have studied display the different fields of love in many ways, from brotherly love to obsessive love, from hyperbole to syllogistic form. The relevant links I made enabled me to analyse and consider the various genres of love.  
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