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	Collection: Relationships 
	‘Sonnet 43’ Elizabeth Barrett Browning

	Resources required:
· Edexcel GCSE Poetry Anthology, page 11
· Audio A6
· Glossary PowerPoint A6 
· Worksheets A6.1, A6.2, A6.3, A6.4, A6.5
	Assessment focuses:
AO2
AO3


	LESSON 6

	Learning objective: 
· to explore how the economy of the sonnet form helps the poet to convey the intensity of passionate love.
	Glossary terms: 
· Petrarchan sonnet
· Shakespearean sonnet

· couplet

· quatrain

· sestet
· octave 

	Introduction: 
Teacher/Context: 
Explain to students that the structure of ‘Sonnet 43’ is a Petrarchan sonnet, a verse form named after the Italian Medieval sonneteer Petrarch and later developed by Italian Renaissance poets. In using this form to express passionate love, Elizabeth Barrett Browning is adhering to a common theme of sonnets. Emphasise to students that unlike Shakespearean sonnets, which end in a couplet, a Petrarchan – or Italian – sonnet is made up of an octave and a sestet (display Glossary PowerPoint A6 for definitions of these terms). Such a sonnet often leads with one subject in the octave before introducing a different subject, idea or emotion in the sestet (although that is not the case here). ‘Sonnet 43’ is one of 44 sonnets Barrett Browning wrote about her love for her future husband, the poet Robert Browning, whose poem ‘My Last Duchess’ also features in the ‘Relationships’ collection of the Poetry Anthology.
Whole class/First reading:
Ask the class to identify the rhyme scheme (ABBA ABBA CDC DCD) as they read the text on page 11 of the Poetry Anthology. Hand round copies of Worksheet A6.1, which offers a comparison between the structures of Petrarchan and Shakespearean sonnets. How do the rhyme schemes differ? What do students think is the primary benefit of the 14-line format (brevity, intensity, distillation of emotions/ideas into strictly disciplined form)?
Pairs:

Ask students to ‘count the ways’ in which Browning says that she loves her husband. In pairs, they can use Worksheet A6.2 to annotate/highlight each different instance she mentions in the poem. Do they all agree on how many different ways there are (at least 8; see Suggested answers below)?

	Development: 
Teacher:

Now play Audio A6 and ask students to consider how the different intense emotions are presented in this poem. Ask them to consider in particular the pauses and cadences of expression caused by the heavy punctuation, which ‘frees’ the poet’s excited voice from the rigidity of the form while still adhering to it structurally.
Pairs/Emotive language:
Give out Worksheet A6.3 and ask students in pairs to look more closely at some of the emotive language in this sonnet before feeding back to the whole class. 
Independent writing: 

If needed, please 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, making use of textual references and PEEE, how the poet takes advantage of the tight structure of the sonnet form to express passionate love. Their analysis should explore the degree of freedom of expression that Barrett Browning achieves within/despite this rigid verse form.
Pairs/Peer assessment:
Ask students to swap their answers from the writing task with a partner. Check that they are using appropriate evidence and giving an appropriate analysis of the effectiveness of the sonnet form. They should also ensure that their partner has included suitable technical vocabulary (e.g. in their references to language, form and structure). Students could write a comment on how their partner’s answer might have been improved. They can use Worksheet A6.4 to help them identify possible areas for improvement.

Ask for feedback from students. You may wish to ask for example answers to be shared with the class.

	Conclusion: 
Whole class: 
Summarise how form and content combine in this poem to present a powerful expression of passionate love.

Try to elicit the following points from the class:
· the breathless excited tone and the accumulation of abstract nouns convey the poet’s heady enthusiasm for her theme and for her lover

· the sonnet form allows/obliges her to convey the intensity of her emotions in very telescoped, heavily punctuated phrases

· the ‘counting’ device maintains the pace of the list of ways she loves her future husband but also allows her to expand briefly on her ideas, reaching back into the past and forward into the future, even beyond death

· in a relatively few short phrases, she succeeds in portraying her lover as an admirable, honourable and modest man, as well as her spiritual saviour, the light of her life and her eternal partner.

	Homework:
Ask students to choose another poem from the ‘Relationships’ collection to compare/contrast with ‘Sonnet 43’. Their selection could exhibit an equally exuberant expression of love or a much more subdued tone. Offer Worksheet A6.5 to help them organise their ideas and record evidence to support their comparison, focusing on the effects achieved by the respective poets. Remind them to use PEEE to structure their response.

	Support: 
· Ask pairs of students to imagine they are going to write a Petrarchan sonnet on a theme of their choice. Encourage them to brainstorm powerful words in their topic’s lexical field that could be used at the ends of lines to form a similar rhyme scheme to the one used in ‘Sonnet 43’. 
	Challenge: 
· Ask more confident students to compose their own Petrarchan sonnet on any theme for a wall display. 
· Ask more confident students to choose a topic about which they are personally enthusiastic, e.g. football, or fashion, or a celebrity, and to use the structure and language of ‘Sonnet 43’ as a model for writing their own Petrarchan sonnet.

	Suggested answers:

Worksheet A6.2

1. to the full capacity of her spiritual soul

2. quietly, all day and all night
3. freely

4. purely

5. passionately

6. faithfully

7. with all her life force

8. for ever (better after death)
Worksheet A6.3

1. a) Breathless, heavily punctuated listing of abstract nouns throughout poem is a form of powerfully persuasive repetition used to emphasise the all-embracing nature of poet’s love, which allows her to reach formerly unattainable extremes. The phrase ‘depth and breadth and height’ covers all three dimensions of her being, underlining the completeness/intensity of her feelings and her desire to fully define her love.
b) Capital letters draw attention to these weighty spiritual concepts with whose importance the poet is comparing her love. (See also ‘Right’ and ‘Praise’ later in the poem, which also have initial capital letters to emphasise their significance in describing parallel points to her love.)
2. The prominent positioning of the elegant phrase ‘by sun and candlelight’ emphasises that the poet feels her love illuminates her life, day and night; this echoes the equally serene phrase ‘most quiet need’, which demonstrates that she feels her love constantly fulfils her deepest yearnings.

3. These emotive lines imply that the adult Barrett Browning may have lost her religious faith; or possibly they allude simply to the fervour of her faith at a more impressionable age. By comparing her love with her youthful faith, she is elevating her lover to the status of a saviour figure.
4. These are arguably the most emotive lines of the entire sonnet and their power is enhanced by being left until the end. Their position mirrors the obvious fact that death comes at the end of life, but it also serves to offer the sense of love bridging beyond death into a timeless afterlife that belongs to both the lovers and the love poem itself. The parenthetical phrase ‘if God choose’ implies that the poet has not completely lost her faith; or, if she has, that she is prepared to rekindle it if this will guarantee her an eternity with her lover beyond the grave.
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