
National Qualifications Unit of Work (Scottish Poetry: 
Analysis and Evaluation) – War Photographer 
 
This study unit is based on the poem “War Photographer” by Carol Ann Duffy.  
By the end of this unit you will be able to produce a critical essay of your 
choice on the text and will be prepared for the poem being a possibility in the 
set text section of the National 5/Higher exam. 

National Qualifications Unit of Work (Scottish Poetry – Analysis and 
Evaluation) 
 
At National 5, you will learn to: 
Understand, analyse and evaluate detailed written texts by:  
1.1 Identifying and explaining the purpose and audience, as appropriate to genre  
1.2 Identifying and explaining the main ideas and supporting details  
1.3 Applying knowledge and understanding of language to explain meaning and 
effect, using appropriate critical terminology  

 
At Higher, you will learn to: 
Understand, analyse and evaluate detailed and complex written texts by:  
1.1 Identifying and explaining the purpose and audience, as appropriate to genre  
1.2 Identifying and explaining the main ideas and supporting details  
1.3 Applying knowledge and understanding of language to explain meaning and 
effect in depth and detail, using appropriate critical terminology. 

 
You will be able to: 

 Work collaboratively to identify and explain the main text features and 
their effect  

 Complete a textual analysis of the poem showing your knowledge and 
understanding of language – individually or as part of a pair or group 

 Use your notes and annotations to prepare for the final exam 
 
The activities in this unit can be undertaken individually or as part of a pair 
or a group.  Your teacher will direct you and explain how tasks should be 
completed.  By the end of the unit you will have a set of notes on the 
poem that will aid you in your revision for the final exam.  They will also 
help you to consider the poem the wider context of Carol Ann Duffy’s 
work. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 
 
Pre-Reading Activities for War Photographer 
 
In pairs, discuss: 

1. What you can see?  Describe the photograph in a paragraph. 
2. How do you feel when you look at the photograph? 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 





Reading and Analysis Task – War Photographers 
The information that follows is taken from a newspaper article printed by The 
Guardian.   It comes from a special report asking photographers to describe and 
comment on “The shot that nearly killed me.” 
 

The situation was very tense – people were drunk 
and aggressive. I was with two other photographers 
most of the time, but at this moment I went back 
to the road alone. I saw three soldiers smoking, 
playing with their guns, and felt safe – I don't know 
why. Then I saw a man with a knife in his mouth, 
coming out of the bush – he was holding up a hand 

like a trophy. The soldiers started laughing and firing in the air. I didn't think about 
it and began shooting. He walked directly at me. People surrounded us, 
celebrating. I thought, "Don't do anything crazy, just act like you're part of this 
crazy party." 

I really hate this shot. It's the worst face of humankind. I always ask myself, "Why 
do I do this job?' And the answer is: I want to show the best and worst face of 
humankind. Every time you go to a conflict, you see the worst. We need to see 
what we do to be able to show future generations the mistakes we make. The guy 
with the knife in his mouth is a human being like the rest of us. What's important is 
that we show what human beings are capable of. The day I don't do that with my 

photography is the day I'll give up and open a restaurant. (Alvaro Ybarra Zavala, Congo, 

November 2008) 

1. Give two reasons the photographer did not feel safe?  You must use your 
own words. 

2. What is the function of the dash used in the third sentence? 
3. The dash used in the fourth sentence is used for a different reason.  Explain 

its function. 
4. Explain in your own words why the photographer does the job that he 

does. 
 

We were hiding from Taliban gunfire, when there was this 
explosion. Afterwards, I saw [Lance Corporal Joshua M] 
Bernard – one of his legs was blown off and the other was 
barely there. He'd suffered a direct hit from an RPG [rocket-
propelled grenade]. The media ground rule was that you 
couldn't photograph a military casualty in a way that they 
could be identified, but I could see Bernard's hand reach out to 
his weapon, his face turned to me. So I shot nine frames over 
two and a half minutes. 

Making that decision was a public act. I got a lot of flak. Bernard later died, 
and people said that I didn't give him dignity, that I should have helped him. 

But I couldn't help him. For me to turn my back, that's disrespectful. (Julie Jacobson, 

Afghanistan, August 2009) 

1. In what circumstance is it considered wrong to take a photograph of a 
military casualty?  Use your own words. 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/artanddesign/photography


2. What does the photographer mean when he writes that his “decision was 
a public act”? 

3. Why does the photographer feel that to “turn his back” would be 
“disrespectful”? 

I'd been in Afghanistan for a month when I stepped on the 
landmine. I was the third man in line, and as I put my foot 
down, I heard a metallic click and I was thrown in the air. I 
knew exactly what had happened. As the soldiers dragged me 
away from the kill zone, I took these pictures. When people 
around me have been hurt or killed, I've recorded it. I had to 
keep working. The soldiers were yelling for the medics. I knew my legs had gone, 
so I called my wife on the satellite phone and told her not to worry. The pain came 
later, back in intensive care, when infections set in and they nearly lost me a 
couple of times. 

I've spent enough time out there for my number to come up. I was one of the few 
who kept going back to Iraq. People think you do this to chase adrenaline. The 
reality is hard work and a lot of time alone. Firefights can be exciting, I'm not going 
to lie, but photographing the aftermath of a bomb, when there's a dead child and 
the mother wailing over the corpse, isn't fun. I'm intruding on the most intimate 
moments, but I force myself to do it because the world has to see those images. 

Politicians need to know what it looks like when you send young boys to war. (João 

Silva, Afghanistan, October 2010) 

1. Why does the writer use so many short sentences in the first paragraph 
when describing what has happened? 

2. What does the photographer mean by the phrase “my number to come 
up”? 

3. Why is the word “wailing” effective?  What does it suggest about the 
mother’s reaction? 

4. “Firefights can be exciting, I’m not going to lie, but…” What technique is 
used in this sentence and why? 

5. In your own words, explain why the photgrapher keeps going back to 
conflict zones. 

 

I was deep in Soweto when I saw a man being attacked by 
ANC combatants. The month before, I'd seen a guy beaten 
to death – my first experience of real violence – and hadn't 
shaken the feeling of guilt that I had done nothing to stop 
it. "No pictures," someone yelled. I told them I'd stop 
shooting if they stopped killing him. They didn't. As the 
man was set on fire, he began to run. I was framing my 

next shot when a bare-chested man came into view and swung a machete into his 
blazing skull. I tried not to smell the burning flesh and shot a few more pictures, 
but I was losing it and aware that the crowd could turn on me at any time. The 
victim was moaning in a low, dreadful voice as I left. I got in my car and, once I 
turned the corner, began to scream. You're not just a journalist or a human being, 
you're mixture of both, and to try to separate the two is complicated. I've often 
felt guilty about my pictures. I worked in South Africa for years and was shot three 
times. The fourth and final injury, in Afghanistan in 1999, wasn't the worst, but 
I decided enough was enough. I was looking to settle. Nineteen months later, I met 

my wife. (Greg Marinovich, Soweto, 1990) 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/iraq
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/africa


 

1. What is the purpose of the extract above? Give a reason for your answer. 
2. Who do you think the intended audience is? Give a reason for your 

answer. 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/media/2011/jun/18/war-photographers-special-report, June 2011, Guardian News & 
Media Ltd (2012)  

 
 

Introducing War Photographer 
 
At the time 'War Photographer' was written, Duffy was friendly with Don 
McCullin and Philip Jones Griffiths, two very well-respected stills 
photographers who specialised in war photography. Duffy explains that what 
interested her in writing the poem was the photographer and the difficult 
decisions he or she might have to make while taking pictures in a war zone. 
 

What Carol Ann Duffy Said 
‘Those photographs are in the background but I’m more interested in the 
photographer... in the dilemma of someone who has that as a job... to go to these 
places and come back with the images.’ 
Carol Ann Duffy – Passwords 1998 
What the War Photographer Said 

 
‘Working in a war zone is a compromise... between the perfect shot and staying 
alive.’ 
 
 ‘The dilemma for the photographer... is the question of what to do – do I take the 
photograph? Or do I do something to help?’ 
 
‘The editor’s evaluation between a good photograph and a bad photograph can be 
different from the photographer’s... I would perhaps choose images that an editor 
wouldn’t... because I remember all the associations connected to that 
photograph... it may just be a body, but I might know whose body that is.’ 

Ken Guest – Passwords 1998 

 
 
Task: this task can be completed as a paired or group discussion 
 
Consider the following questions: 

1. Is it morally right to be paid to take photographs of war and suffering? 
2. Why is it important that such photographs exist? 
3. In what circumstances should a photographer be condemned for taking 

photographs? 
4. What kind of person do you believe would make a good war 

photographer?  What qualities and attributes must they have? 
5. How do you think the experiences of a war photographer shape the 

person that they are? 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/media/2011/jun/18/war-photographers-special-report


Belfast, Beirut, Phnom Penh 

 
Belfast 
Belfast has been the capital of Northern Ireland since its 
establishment in 1921 following the Government of Ireland 
Act 1920. It has been the scene of various episodes of 
sectarian conflict between its Roman Catholic and Protestant 
populations. These opposing groups in this conflict are now 
often termed republican and loyalist respectively, although 
they are also referred to as ‘nationalist’ and ‘unionist’. The 
most recent example of this conflict was known as the 

Troubles – a civil conflict that raged from around 1969 to the late 1990s. Belfast saw 
some of the worst of the Troubles in Northern Ireland, particularly in the 1970s, with 
rival paramilitary groups formed on both sides. Bombing, assassination and street 
violence formed a backdrop to life throughout the Troubles. The Provisional IRA 
detonated 22 bombs within the confines of Belfast city centre in 1972, on what is 
known as “Bloody Friday”, killing nine people. Loyalist paramilitaries including the 
Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) and the Ulster Defence Association (UDA) claimed that 
the killings they carried out were in retaliation for the IRA campaign. Most of their 
victims were Roman Catholics with no links to the Provisional IRA. A particularly 
notorious group, based on the Shankill Road in the mid 1970s, became known as the 
Shankill Butchers. In all, over 1,500 people were killed in political violence in the city 
from 1969 until 2001.  

 
Beirut 
After Lebanon achieved independence in 1943, Beirut 
became its capital city. The city remained a regional 
intellectual capital, becoming a major tourist destination, 
and a banking haven (especially for the Persian Gulf Oil 
Boom). This era of relative prosperity ended in 1975 when 
the Lebanese Civil War broke out throughout the country. 
During most of the war, Beirut was divided between a 

Muslim west part and the Christian east. The downtown area, previously the home of 
much of the city’s commercial and cultural activities, became a no man’s land known 
as the “Green Line.” Many inhabitants fled to other countries. About 60,000 people 
died in the first two years of the war (1975–1976), and much of the city was 
devastated.  

 
Phnom Penh 
Phnom Penh is the capital city of Cambodia. During the 
Vietnam War, Cambodia was used as a base by the North 
Vietnamese Army and the Viet Cong, and thousands of 
refugees from across the country flooded the city to escape 
the fighting between their own government troops, the 
NVA/NLF, the South Vietnamese and its allies, and the Khmer 

Rouge. By 1975, the population was 3 million, the bulk of whom were refugees from 
the fighting. The city fell to the Khmer Rouge on April 17, 1975. Most of its residents, 
including those who were wealthy and educated, were evacuated from the city and 
forced to do labour on rural farms as “new people”. Tuol Sleng High School was 
taken over by Pol Pot’s forces and was turned into the S-21 prison camp, where 
Cambodians were detained and tortured. Pol Pot sought a return to an 
agrarian(farming-based) economy and therefore killed any people perceived as 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Government_of_Ireland_Act_1920
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Government_of_Ireland_Act_1920
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roman_Catholic_Church
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Protestantism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Irish_republicanism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ulster_loyalism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Irish_nationalism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Unionism_(Ireland)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Troubles
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Troubles
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Provisional_IRA
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bloody_Friday_(1972)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ulster_Volunteer_Force_(1966)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ulster_Defence_Association
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Provisional_IRA_campaign_1969-1997
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shankill_Road
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shankill_Butchers
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Persian_Gulf
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lebanese_Civil_War
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/No_Man%27s_Land
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vietnam_War
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/North_Vietnamese_Army
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/North_Vietnamese_Army
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Viet_Cong
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/South_Vietnam
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Khmer_Rouge
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Khmer_Rouge
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_people_(Kampuchea)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pol_Pot
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tuol_Sleng_Genocide_Museum


educated, “lazy”, or political enemies. Many others starved to death as a result of 
failure of the agrarian society and the sale of Cambodia’s rice to China in exchange 
for bullets and weaponry. The former high school is now the Tuol Sleng Genocide 
Museum, where Khmer Rouge torture devices and photos of their victims are 
displayed. Choeung Ek (The Killing Fields), 15 kilometres (9 mi) away, where the 
Khmer Rouge marched prisoners from Tuol Sleng to be murdered and buried in 
shallow pits, is also now a memorial to those who were killed by the regime.  
 
Religious Imagery in the Poem 

 
Sanctuary Lamps 
Christian churches often have at least one lamp continually 
burning, not only as an ornament of the altar, but for the 
purpose of worship. In the Catholic Church, for instance: “In 
accordance with traditional custom, near the tabernacle a 
special lamp, fuelled by oil or wax, should be kept alight to 
indicate and honour the presence of Christ.”  

The sanctuary lamp can represent the eternal presence of God or show 
that the light of Christ always burns in a sin-darkened world. Such 
sanctuary lamps are often coloured red. This distinguishes this light from 
other candles and lights within the church and highlights its importance. 

 
All Flesh is Grass 
This is a biblical quotation from Isaiah 40:6-8 

 

The point being made is that compared to the eternal and everlasting word of God, 
human life is fleeting. It is a reminder that we are all mortal. 
 
In the poem this reference adds to the images of death which abound: 
“mass…explode beneath the feet of running children…half-formed ghost…blood 
stained into foreign dust…agonies…” The photographer’s job means he is constantly 
faced with death. He of all people must know that “all flesh is grass”.  Positioning the 
biblical reference after a list of war-torn countries also emphasises the shortness of 
life experienced by people caught up in those conflicts. Indeed, the lives of the 
people the photographer captures are likely to be even shorter than any other 
human elsewhere on the planet. 
 
The word ‘grass’ forms a rhyming couplet with the word ‘mass’ before it. Taken 
alongside ‘Phnom Penh’, the reader is perhaps reminded of a mass grave – 
biodegrade into the soil. This is enhanced by the word ‘flesh’ which dehumanises the 
bodies of the dead: they are simply meat. 
(Adapted from mrproffitt.wikispaces.com) 

“All flesh is grass, and all its beauty is the flower of the 
field. The grass withers, the flower fades when the 
breath of the Lord blows on it; surely the people are 
grass.  
The grass withers, the flower fades, but the word of our 
God will stand forever.” 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tuol_Sleng_Genocide_Museum
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tuol_Sleng_Genocide_Museum
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Killing_Fields
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christ


 

War Photographer 
 
In his darkroom he is finally alone 
with spools of suffering set out in ordered rows. 
The only light is red and softly glows, 
as though this were a church and he 
a priest preparing to intone a Mass. 
Belfast.  Beirut.  Phnom Penh.  All flesh is grass. 
 
He has a job to do.  Solutions slop in trays 
beneath his hands which did not tremble then 
though seem to now.  Rural England.  Home again 
to ordinary pain which simple weather can dispel 
to fields which don’t explode beneath the feet 
of running children in nightmare heat. 
 
Something is happening.  A stranger’s features 
faintly start to twist before his eyes 
a half-formed ghost.  He remembers the cries 
of this man’s wife, how he sought approval 
without words to do what someone must 
and how blood stained into foreign dust. 
 
A hundred agonies in black-and-white 
from which his editor will pick out five or six 
for Sunday’s supplement.  The reader’s eyeballs 
prick 
with tears between the bath and pre-lunch beers. 
From the aeroplane he stares impassively at 
where 
he earns his living and they do not care. 
 
Carol Ann Duffy 
 
      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Initial Impressions 
 
Individually: 
What did you think the poem was about?  Note down your ideas on your 
mind map.  Who would be the intended audience?  What is the purpose of 
the poem? 
Do you think that you understood the poem?  Add anything that you were 
unsure of. 
What did you like or dislike about the poem?  Now add this to your mind map. 
 
In Pairs: 
Discuss with a partner what you thought the poem was about.  You can share 
your mind map with them.  Add anything that they may have found 
interesting but you have not already considered on to your mind map. 
 
Share: 
Now team up with another pair.  Take a few minutes to discuss your ideas.  
Did they have the same understanding of the poem as you?  What did they 
spot that you did not?  Again, add any new points to your mind map. 
 
Example Mind Map 
 
 
 
 
 Photographer 

Religious 

imagery 

 

Contrast War 

Photographer 

 Conflicted 

Professional 

Priest 

Sanctuary 

of the 

darkroom 



‘He has a job to do’ 
What exactly is the job of a war 
photographer? 
Is it right to be paid to take photographs like 
these? What good could come of it? 

 To take photos of war, of suffering etc 

 to help people realise what war is 
actually like- brutal 

 to record world events 

 to educate the public 

‘In the darkroom he is finally alone’ 
What does the word ‘finally’ suggest? 
Why do you think that the word ‘alone’ is at 

the end of the line? 

 

‘…spools of suffering set out in ordered 
rows’ 
Can you identify the two techniques used in 
this quote? 
What are the spools being compared to? 

‘as though this were a church…a Mass’ 
What is the job of a priest? 
What figure of speech is being used? 

Why is the photographer like a priest? 

 

 ‘Belfast. Beirut. Phnom Penh.  All flesh is 
grass.’ 
Why has the poet included a list of countries 
in this verse?  What do you think is meant by 
the metaphor? 

 

The word ‘solutions’ can have two different 
meanings.  What do you think these two 

meanings are? 

‘beneath his hands which did not 
tremble then’ 
When didn’t the photographer’s hands 

‘tremble’?  Why do his hands now tremble? 

 

 

 
 

War Photographer – Analysis Task 
 
Complete the following task in pairs or groups.  You need to 
read the questions and fill in the blank boxes with your 
notes.  Be prepared to discuss your answers with the rest of 
the class and justify your response. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Read stanza two again. 
What differences are there between the 
photographer’s home and the countries that 
he visits? What is meant by the phrase 
‘ordinary pain’? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

‘Something is happening.’ 
What is happening in the third stanza? 

‘a half-formed ghost’ 
Is this a simile or a metaphor? 

Why is this effective? 

‘…he sought approval to do what 
someone must…’ 
What is meant by this sentence? 
How would you feel in this situation? 

‘…how blood stained into foreign dust.’ 
Why is the word ‘foreign’ important in this 

quote? 

What does the phrase ‘a hundred agonies 
in black-and-white’ suggest about the 
photographs taken by the photographer? 
Why is ‘black-and-white’ ambiguous? 

What is the attitude of the editor and 
readers to the photographs taken by the war 
photographer? 
How did you know this? 

Think about the final two lines of the poem.  
What do you think the poet’s message is? 



Critical Reading – Section 1 
 

You have already worked through the poem “War Photographer” and have a 
selection of revision notes to help you complete the critical reading task given 
above.  It is important that you are fully aware of what is expected of you in 
this part of the exam. 
 
The information and tasks that follow will help you to complete this task. 
 
Firstly, what’s important in a good critical essay?  What is your examiner 
looking for? 
Read the information below: 
 

The following will be assessed: 

• the relevance of your essay to the questions you have chosen, and 
the extent to which you sustain an appropriate line of thought 

• your knowledge and understanding of key elements, central concerns 
and significant details of the chosen texts, supported by detailed and 
relevant evidence 

• your understanding, as appropriate to the questions chosen, of how 
relevant aspects of structure/style/language contribute to the 
meaning/effect/impact of the chosen texts, supported by detailed 
and relevant evidence 

• the quality of your written expression and the technical accuracy of 
your writing 

 
Choosing your question carefully in the final exam is essential.  In this case, 
you have been given a task to respond to.  Breaking the task down so that 
you are sure that you fully understand what you need to do is important. 
 
Read your question carefully: 
 

• underline or use a highlighter to emphasise key words in the question 

• make sure you use these key words in your answer: this will help to 
establish relevance – in other words it will show that you are answering 
the question 

• remember you need to answer both parts of the question so make sure 
you do not neglect the second part. Incorporate this in your planning 

 
Critical Reading – Essay Task 
 

Choose a poem in that leaves you with a powerful impression of an animal, a 
person or a place. 
Giving examples from the text, write about the techniques used by the poet 
to convey the impression. 

 



Planning your Critical Essay 

 
You will be working individually, in pairs or in groups to plan your essay.  This 
will be down to your teacher to decide how best to tackle this element.  It is 
essential that when you plan your response you follow a particular format to 
ensure the best essay possible: 
 

Topic sentence:  this will be relevant to your chosen task, making 
use of the key words.  It must also make some 
sort of point of focus for the remainder of your 
paragraph. 

 
Context/introduction: introduce your evidence by establishing some sort 

of context.  You can’t just throw quotes into an 
essay. 

 
Quote: Quotes should be long enough to have something 

to write about but don’t quote chunks of poetry.  
Know your quotes well and be relevant to the 
task.  No guided tours of poems! 

 
Explain/Analyse/Evaluate: Analyse your chosen evidence.  This means 

showing understanding by explaining the quote; 
identifying techniques used and going on to 
evaluate the effectiveness of your evidence.   

 
Start by mind-mapping your ideas about the poem.  Spending five minutes in 
the exam will be helpful as it will ensure a relevant and logical response.  As 
this is not an exam situation, you will spend more time on planning and 
developing your essay writing skills. 
 
Look at the example below: 
 
 
 
 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

solitude 

Leaves a powerful 
impression of a 

person 

Sought- 
seeks, asks 

permission 

professional 

“He sought 

approval” 

tormented moral 

“finally 

alone” 

“he remembers 

the cries…” 

“he has a job to do” 



Now that you have thought about your task and discussed some ideas, the 
next step is to formulate an essay plan.  The example in the table below will 
help you to do this.  This is only a brief example: 
Point Topic Sentence/Context Quotation Explain/Analyse/Evaluate 

Waits until he 

is alone to 
develop his 

images and 
needs order 

 

The initial impression 
of the photographer is 
of someone who needs 
solitude to make sense 
of what he has 
witnessed. 

“finally alone” 
 
“spools of 
suffering laid 
out in ordered 
rows” 

“finally”- suggests that this 
solitude is welcomed, that the 
photographer has deliberately 
waited for this moment. 
 
“alone” – placed at the end of 
the line emphasising his 
isolation 
 
“spools of suffering” – 
metaphor, likens the camera 
spools to body bags, combined 
with “ordered”… 

Takes his job 

seriously, 
standing up 

for those who 
cannot stand 

up for 

themselves 

Additionally, the first 
stanza also establishes 
the photographer as 
someone who stands up 
for others and takes his 
job seriously through 
the use of religious 
imagery. 

“red light” 
as though this 
were a 
church” 
“priest” 
“Mass” 
“All flesh is 
grass” 

“red light” – reference to 
sanctuary lamp, suggests God 
is watching over him as he 
develops his photographs 
comparison to a church – 
reveals how sacred this 
process is… 

The 

photographer 

must separate 
his job from 

his home life 
 

 
 

An impression of a 
professional man who 
must detach himself 
from the horrors he 
witnesses is developed 
in the second stanza. 

“He has a job 
to do.” 
“beneath his 
hands which 
did not 
tremble then” 

Starts with a short, blunt 
statement.  This is simply 
what he does, he has to switch 
off to be able to carry out his 
duties. 
 
“…did not tremble then” 
suggests that though he was 
unemotional at the time, he is 
finding it harder to control his 
emotions once home. 
 
 Contrast with his steady 
hands when he takes his 
photographs. 

 

The 
photographer 

behaves and 
feels 

differently 
when at home.  

He is more 

conflicted 

The poet continues to 
leave me with a 
powerful impression of 
a person through her 
use of contrasting 
details. 

“Rural 
England” 
“Home again 
to ordinary 
pain” 
“fields which 
don’t explode 
beneath the 
feet” 

Fields in England contrasted 
with war zones abroad. 
 
“ordinary pain” – simple 
compared to the troubles he 
witnesses elsewhere. 
 
Inclusion of children in this 
stanza… 

The 
photographer 

cannot forget 
what he has 

witnessed, 

haunted by his 
experiences 

Another impression of 
the photographer 
created by the poet is 
of a man who is 
haunted by what he has 
witnessed during his 
work abroad. 

“He 
remembers the 
cries” 
 
“how he 
sought 
approval…” 
 

 



Alternative Essay Example (mrproffitt.wikispaces.com) 

 

Step 1  - Identify the key words in the question: 

Choose a poem which explores one of the following subjects: bravery, 
compassion, tenderness. 
Show how the poet’s exploration of the subject appeals to you 
emotionally and/or intellectually. 

 
Step 2   

 Decide how to structure your essay / what points you will make. 
 Plan which techniques/key quotes to discuss in each section. 

 
Points about how the poem explores compassion: 

1. Reader feels compassion for lonely figure of photographer presented in 
stanza 1.  (emotional appeal) 

2. We also get impression he is a compassionate man himself through 
religious images.  The poem itself is an exploration of the conflict 
between compassion and doing the job of war photography. 
(intellectual appeal) 

3. We learn that he is stoic/professional about his job, but he still feels 
pain. (stanza 2) 

4. Memories of the photograph he is developing illustrate the dilemma 
faced by all war photographers: to be compassionate or to do their 
job? The subject of the poem clearly cares deeply about the picture 
despite it being of a ‘stranger’; it has had a profound effect on him. 
(Intellectual appeal: the moral dilemma.  Emotional appeal: pity for the 
photographer.) 

5. The photographer’s compassion is re-emphasised through contrast 
with his editor/readers. 

6. The final lines of the poem seem to be a direct accusation to the 
reader that they do not show enough compassion for foreign victims of 
war. (Intellectual appeal – challenge to reader to consider own 
attitudes) 

Example Detailed Paragraph Plan 

Point Quote Evaluation 

1 
“darkroom…finally alone…spools of 

suffering set out in ordered rows” 

Initial impression of photographer: 

lonely, tormented, trying to cope with 
his job: 

o Connotations of ‘darkroom’ 

o Inversion of ‘finally alone’ 
o Connotations of ‘ordered rows’ 

This involves the reader emotionally. 
Establishes sympathy for the lonely 

photographer. 



2 

“softly glows” 

 
“as though this were a church and he / a 

priest preparing to intone a Mass.” 

Comparison of photographer with 

priest. Extended image conveys the 
qualities (incl. compassion) needed to 

do the job: 

o Simile: idea of respect for the 
dead / spreading the word of 

compassion/love for fellow 
man. 

o The atmosphere is reverential 
and sombre 

o Word choice : ‘intone’ 

Reader develops a respect; begins to 
understand importance of his job + 

compassion required. 

3 

“He has a job to do.” 
 

 

 
“Hands which did not tremble then / 

though seem to now.” 
 

“Home again / to ordinary pain which 

simple weather can dispel.” 

Despite being clearly very affected by 
his work, the photographer seems stoic 

and resolute in his work. He seems 
able to suppress his emotions in order 

to get the job done, but his trembling 
hands indicate that once home, the 

psychological effects take their toll. 

The oxymoron ‘ordinary pain’ makes 
the reader imagine what kind of pain 

he must have seen abroad. 

4 

“A stranger’s features / faintly start to twist 
before his eyes. / a half-formed ghost.” 

 
“He remembers the cries / of this man’s 

wife, how he sought approval / without 

words to do what someone must.” 
 

“And how the blood stained into foreign 
dust.” 

The emerging picture is a catalyst 
which sparks the photographer’s 

memory. We are taken back to the 
moment with him, and begin to 

understand the trauma he endures 
abroad. Although to anyone else the 

man in the photo is a ‘stranger’, the 

photographer can remember every 
detail and clearly feels intense 

compassion: 
o ‘twist’ ‘faintly & half-formed 

ghost’ 

o ‘without words to do what 
someone must’ 

o ‘blood stained into foreign 
dust’ 

5 

“his editor will pick out five or six for 
Sunday’s supplement” 

 
“The reader’s eyeballs prick / with tears 

between bath and pre-lunch beers.” 

Makes the reader question the morality 

of compassion. The photographer 
cares, but does it do any good? Editor 

and public are criticised for the 
shallowness of their compassion. These 

lines represent the ethical question at 

the heart of the poem. 

6 
“From aeroplane he stares impassively at 
where / he earns a living and they do not 

care.” 

Final couplet of the poem sees the 

photographer flying back out to 

resume his work abroad and 
challenges the reader to consider their 

own attitudes. Do we feel sorry for 
him? Has he lost his compassion? Is he 

right to criticise the desensitised 
public? 

 

 



Additional Critical Reading/Essay Tasks 

 
1. Choose a poem in which the poet creates a picture of a heroic or a 

corrupt figure. 
Discuss the means by which the personality is clearly depicted. 

 
2. Choose a poem in which a specific setting is strongly evoked. 

Show how the poet creates this sense of place and/or time, and then 
discuss the relative importance of the setting to the poem as a whole. 

 
3. Choose a poem which explores one of the following subjects: bravery, 

compassion, tenderness. 
Show how the poet’s exploration of the subject appeals to you 
emotionally and/or intellectually. 

 
4. Choose two poems on the same theme which impress you for different 

reasons. 
Compare the treatment of theme in the two poems and discuss to 
what extent you find one more impressive than the other. 

 
5. Choose a poem in which there is effective use of one or more of the 

following: verse form, rhythm, rhyme, repetition, sound. 
Show how the poet effectively uses the feature(s) to enhance your 
appreciation of the poem as a whole. 
 

6. Choose a poem which deals with conflict or danger or death. 
Show how the poet creates an appropriate mood for the subject matter 
and go on to discuss how effectively she/he uses this mood to enhance 
your understanding of the central idea of the poem. 

 
7. Choose a poem in which contrast is important in developing theme. 

Explore the poet’s use of contrast and show why it is important in 
developing a key theme of the poem. 

 
8. Choose a poem in which the creation of mood or atmosphere is an 

important feature. 
Show how the poet creates the mood or atmosphere, and discuss its 
importance in your appreciation of the poem as a whole. 
 
 

 
 


