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	Collection: Relationships 
	‘La Belle Dame Sans Merci’ John Keats

	Resources required:
· Edexcel GCSE Poetry Anthology, page 6
· Audio A1
· Glossary PowerPoint A1
· Weblink A1.1
· Worksheet A1.1, A1.2, A1.3, A1.4
	Assessment focuses:
AO2
AO3



	LESSON 1 

	Learning objective: 
· to understand how Keats uses the conventions and language of the ballad form in his poem ‘La Belle Dame Sans Merci’.
	Glossary terms:
· quatrain

· iambic tetrameter
· femme fatale

	Introduction: 
Teacher/Context:
Before reading Keats’s poem, explain to students the Medieval tradition of the ballad genre. Ballads have their roots within the world of Medieval literature and were intended to be sung. The narratives often came from folklore origins and so it is not surprising that Keats focuses on the Medieval, chivalric world of knights and damsels.

Refer to examples they may have studied in the past. Ask them to identify any common stylistic conventions of the ballad, e.g. compelling story; anonymous protagonists; quatrain verse form; repetitive refrain; simple rhyme scheme; song-like rhythm; archaic language; few descriptive details.
You may wish to discuss the world of courtly romance and the chivalric tradition as well, and possibly show some paintings of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, who were preoccupied with medievalism. Many of their works derived from Arthurian legend (e.g. the Lady of Shalott) and the artist Frank Dicksee portrayed La Belle Dame Sans Merci herself (see Weblink A1.1). You might wish to discuss why Dicksee depicted the Belle Dame wearing red, evoking connotations of a ‘scarlet woman’, femme fatale, etc.
You may also wish to discuss the following facts about Keats within the context of the poem.
· Keats was part of the 19th-century Romantic Movement that reacted against 18th-century society’s new interest in science and focused more on nature and the imagination and emotions.
· He composed this poem after an autumnal walk through Winchester in 1819, the year that marked the end of his poetic career: financial troubles were mounting in his personal life and he needed to turn to more lucrative work. 
· ‘La Belle Dame Sans Merci’ was written when Keats was just 24. Less than two years later he died of tuberculosis. 

Pairs/Before reading:

Before the first reading of the poem, pairs should review and revise their knowledge and understanding of the ballad form for comparison purposes. Suggest as cues the use of rhyme, rhythm and subject matter and refer students to the table on Worksheet A1.1 for other common features of ballads.
Whole class/First reading:

Ask students to read the poem on page 6 of the Poetry Anthology while listening to Audio A1. 
Ask students to identify the two voices in the poem. The first is the identity-less voice questioning the knight in stanzas 1–3, and the second is the knight’s response in the remaining stanzas. Ensure students understand this is not a true monologue, but rather closer to two monologues, focused mainly on the knight describing ‘La Belle Dame’.
Discuss the title of the poem, which translates as ‘The Beautiful Woman Without Mercy’ – why did Keats describe the ‘Belle Dame’ in this way? Why does the lady’s voice never appear in the poem? Stress that her voice is absent because it does not need to be there.
Share with the class examples of the modern day femme fatale made popular in film noir films (e.g. The Maltese Falcon, Blade Runner). Consider how the femme fatale differs from the traditional ‘damsel in distress’. Again, you may want to share some modern day examples of the damsel in distress (e.g. Lois Lane). Students may have their own examples. Ask students to go through the poem again (available on Worksheet A1.2) and consider what makes La Belle a femme fatale-like character. They should refer to aspects of the text to illustrate their point (e.g. she lulled me to sleep – she has put him under a spell; literal in this instance). Take feedback. 

	Development:

Individuals/Exploring ideas:

Read or play the audio of the poem again (Audio A1), and have students use Worksheet A1.2 to record their impressions of the story, annotating or highlighting key images or language on the copy of the poem.
· Ask the students to point out language that stood out to them, focusing on Keats’s use of unfamiliar/archaic language in this poem. Discuss why Keats made use of this type of language and how it is in keeping with the ballad form. What effect does this have on the reader?
· Ask the students to point out any imagery that stood out to them. Consider Keats’s use of imagery associated with illness and death (e.g. the knight is palely loitering even in the first stanza). How does this affect the tone of the poem? Discuss.
· Look back at the poem and discuss the quatrain stanza form, the poet’s use of an ABCB rhyme scheme and the rhythm of the metre. Point out that the poem is not true iambic tetrameter because of the shortened final line. Why might Keats have done this? How do Keats’s choices in form fit with the ballad genre? What are the effects of the form of the poem?

Pairs/Exploring ideas: 

Ask students to compare Keats’s use of language, form and imagery with the conventions listed in the table on Worksheet A1.1. Have students work in pairs to complete Worksheet A1.3. Take feedback. Does the poem adhere to the ballad genre, as they understand it? How does it differ?
Independent writing: 
If needed, inform/review and revise with the students the following information about a PEEE response:

Point – make a clear point about an aspect of the text and link back to the question.
Evidence – choose an appropriate quotation that supports your point.
Explanation – why does the particular quotation support your point? What does it suggest (e.g. This quotation suggests…)?
Evaluation – what is the intended reader reaction? Is it effective? Offer a personal opinion.
Ask students to explain, in writing, using textual references and PEEE, how the poet’s use of imagery associated with illness and death affects the tone of the poem.
Ask for feedback from students. You may wish to ask for example answers to be shared with the class.

	Conclusion: 
Whole class:

1 Do we feel sympathy for the solitary knight? If so, why?
2 What do we feel about the silent lady? Is she a good example of a femme fatale? 
3 How can we determine that this is a ballad? Make reference to language, form and subject matter.

Ask students to consider which other poem in the ‘Relationships’ section of the Poetry Anthology might be useful to compare with ‘La Belle Dame Sans Merci’. They could record their ideas on Worksheet A1.4.

	Homework:
Annotate the poem text provided on Worksheet A1.3, highlighting how the language resembles a fairy tale-like world. How does it differ from fairy tales they remember? Make use of two different coloured highlighters to identify conventions of fairy tales and conventions the class deem to be different. For example, students may well identify the ending as unconventional, or the ‘faery’ maiden may not be what they were expecting. Ask individuals to explain their responses. This in itself could lead on to an interesting homework/research project on fairy tales. Students may well be surprised to find out how many traditional stories have bad endings (e.g. Little Red Riding Hood).

	Support:
· Offer definitions for ‘quatrain’, ‘iambic tetrameter’ and ‘femme fatale’ from Glossary PowerPoint A1.

	Challenge: 
· Ask students to research belief in faeries in the past and write a ‘Rough Guide to Faeries and British Beliefs’. Possibly share with them appropriate extracts from Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream (e.g. Act II, Scene i).

	Suggested answers:

Worksheet A1.3
1 The poem is an exchange between an unidentified character and a knight. The first speaker asks the knight why he looks so pale and ill. In response, the knight relates his story about a beautiful faery woman who has bewitched him.
2 Archaic language: withereth … meads … grot … woe betide … Thee hath in thrall
Repetitive refrain: O what can ail thee, knight-at-arms … Alone and palely loitering … And no birds sing
Regular rhymes: loitering … sing, woe-begone … done, fever-dew … too, etc.
Song-like rhythm: I met a lady… I made a garland … I set her on my pacing steed … She found me roots … She took me to … I saw pale princes … I saw their starved lips, etc.

Repeated imagery: sedge has withered/sedge is withered … a lily on thy brow/on thy cheek a fading rose … her eyes were wild/her wild wild eyes … on the cold hill side/on the cold hill’s side … pale kings/pale warriors/palely loitering etc.

3 Love: She looked at me as she did love … sweet moan … ‘I love thee true’ … kisses four … hath in thrall … starved lips
Death (or ghostliness): Alone and palely loitering … pale kings … pale warriors … death-pale; coldness: on the cold hill side; illness: sedge has withered … So haggard … harvest’s done … lily on thy brow … fever-dew … a fading rose … Fast withereth
Chivalry: knight-at-arms … pacing steed … pale warriors

The supernatural: faery’s child … eyes were wild … A faery’s song … in language strange … elfin grot … lulled me asleep … there I dreamed … horrid warning

4  Answers should mention: eponymous lady is not typical heroine of traditional love ballad; love story ends unhappily; poem parodies courtly love – lady is cruel, knight is victim; rose imagery usually associated with love but here associated with illness/death; negative image of love – leaves knight pale and ill ‘on cold hill side’; paradoxically, Keats creates literary adaptation of folk ballad with story embedded in high-flown archaic language and constructions of Medieval era, yet his message is not remotely idealised, but gloomy and full of foreboding, hinting at dark forces and unrequited love leading to inevitable death.
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