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A

The main focus here should be on establishing the different contexts of the two 
poems and how these contexts influenced the poets’ ideas and point of view.  Some 
independent research into how attitudes about war and the death of soldiers in battle 
changed as World War 1 took its toll might be encouraged at this point.  
Some of the main features of Brooke’s poem which students may be able to discern 
from reading it alongside the Owen should help in their study of the poem:

•	 the early optimism and pride of 1915 (especially in contrast with the Owen text)

•	 the lack of vivid, realistic detail of war

•	 extreme patriotism; the sense of a noble sacrifice

•	 idealised imagery; elevated, abstract ideas and language

Students’ choice of a representative line from each poem will differ but their 
justifications should help to focus attention on how Brooke’s poem reflected the 
prevailing attitudes of the time: a powerful sense of England as a force for good in the 
world, superior to other nations; a keen sense of patriotic duty; the idea of ‘the ultimate 
sacrifice’ and how it should be honoured.

B

Many students may be familiar with the sonnet form chosen by Brooke, although they 
should be encouraged to go beyond the simple identification of typical features of 
the form.  Some study of both Petrarchan and Shakespearean sonnet forms may help 
to highlight some interesting ideas such as the way the sestet seems to ‘answer’ the 
octave or the definite separation of the two and what effect this has. Abler students 
may benefit from comparing the form used and effects achieved with other sonnets 
such as Barrett Browning’s ‘Sonnet 43’ or ‘Ozymandias’. 

The clear and simple rhymes, especially in the first stanza, may suggest the moral 
certainties Brooke seems to express in the poem, although students may notice the 
half or slant rhyme of ‘given’ and ‘heaven’ and may offer some ideas about the effects 
achieved.

The structure of the two stanzas is more defined than the Barrett Browning or Shelley 
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sonnets.  Students may look closely at the content or point of view of each, such as the 
debt due to England in the first stanza and the debt paid for England by the soldier in 
the second.  Other ideas may emerge about how the poem’s ideas are organised.

C

Students may notice Brooke’s idealised version of England through the use of the 
highlighted phrases.  The image produced is of the natural world rather than the urban 
environment.  The landscape depicted is rural and non-specific.  Students may notice 
the lack of any identifiable places and the focus on an idealised rather than realistic 
scenario.

The superiority of England is suggested by ‘a richer dust’ although this is assumed 
rather than explained.  There is, perhaps, a reference to the freedoms associated with 
English life in ‘her ways to roam’ and a deep sense of gratitude for the values Brooke’s 
associates with English culture.

The religious connotations of ‘washed by the rivers’ and ‘blest by suns of home’ should 
be addressed:  Brooke associates the religious ritual of baptism with a deep love of his 
country and ‘blest’ reinforces the sense that God or the divine and England are closely 
related.  Many of the essential elements of life – earth, air, water, sun – are identified as 
English, suggesting that growing up English and being English is at the core of Brooke’s 
identity as a human being.

D

The tone of the first stanza rests on Brooke’s assurance of England as a completely 
fortunate and beneficial influence on her citizens, perhaps reflected in the certainty of 
‘there shall be’ and the use of the imperative in ‘think only this of me’.  

The second stanza suggests that dying for England has a purifying effect (‘all evil shed 
away’) and that soldiers killed in war for England become one with God.  The image of 
England created in the last stanza develops this idea with the conflation of the divine 
– God and heaven – and England herself.  The words in blue in the second stanza are 
abstract qualities which elevate the language and are in stark contrast with the violence 
of war.  Students will respond to the beauty of the language and imagery in different 
ways which should be encouraged.    
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E

The romantic image of England is created by the use of the feminine pronoun to 
suggest a mother figure to which much is owed, as well as by references to nature and 
elemental forces which are seen as essential for life.  England is portrayed as a country 
of peace, harmony, friendship and ‘gentleness’ and the focus of the poem is on these 
qualities rather than the gruesomeness of war.  Students may discuss how convincing 
they find this ideal vision and appeal to the emotions, particularly with hindsight, 
considering the poet’s early death.  

These Teachers’ Notes, provided to support the teaching and learning of GCSE English 
Literature, contain some ideas which teachers could use to stimulate discussion and 
debate, in conjunction with other materials and sound classroom teaching.


