What Were They Like? by Denise Levertov


CULTURE

Vietnam:

· South East Asian country ravaged by war in the 1960’s and 70’s with America

· Poor, predominately agriculture based economy

America:

· Rich, powerful Western nation

· Thought of as peace-keepers in world politics by intervening where they feel it is appropriate

SURFACE MEANING

A question and answer session about the impact of the Vietnam War on the people of Vietnam

LANGUAGE

Imagery

Simile:

· “their speech which was like a song”
· “their singing resembled the flight of moths in moonlight”
Metaphor:

· “their light hearts turned to stone”

Semantic fields:

· Sadness = 
“their light hearts turned to 

stone”

“after the children were killed / there were no more buds)”

“laughter is bitter to the burned mouth”

“When bombs smashed those mirrors there was time only to scream”

“It is silent now”

· Horror = 
“after the children were killed”

“burned mouth”

“All the bones were charred”

“When bombs smashed those mirrors there was time only to scream”

Pronouns = 
“they” – the people of Vietnam

IDEAS, ATTITUDES, FEELINGS

Ideas:

· Everything has changed for the Vietnamese people after the war (beauty and peace turned to sadness, grief and destruction)

Attitudes:

· The peaceful simple lives of the Vietnamese people was shattered by the horror of war that the Americans brought with them

· Anti-war, pro peace

· Anti-American (despite poet being American) and pro-Vietnamese

Feelings:

· No direct anger or recrimination towards Americans, but sense of sorrow and loss due to the horror of war and its impact

· Sadness

· Loss

· “Matter of fact” style

· Contempt for war

STRUCTURE

2 stanzas

1st stanza = questions

2nd stanza = answers

Can be read normally from line 1 to the end or by following the numbers to link each questions with its relevant answer

Regular use of punctuation except line 15 which ends with a bracket (“)”)

No regular syllable count per line or rhyme

Rhythm is that of regular speech

Sounds like conversation between everyday person (American) and a polite anti-war protestor (“Sir …”)

Contrasts:

· Question & answer

· Before & after the war

