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Activity 5

In the exam you are asked to compare two poems. This activity poses the following exam-type question:

• Explore how Eavan Boland presents ideas and feelings about the domestic environment in The New Pastoral and Woman 
in Kitchen. 
 
You should consider her use of stylistic techniques, as well as any other relevant contexts.

Below are two tables to help you to find ideas for your essay. Divide into two groups: one group is responsible for completing 
Table One and the other is responsible for completing Table Two. 

Once you have completed your half of the table, you can either take it in turns to feedback to the class, or swap one of your 
completed tables with another pair, so that you have the two halves to refer to when you write your essay.

Table One:
Woman in Kitchen The New Pastoral

Voice: Third person – pronoun “she” appears nine 
times, “they” (twice) “them” and “their” (once) in the 
six-line first verse – emphasising her detachment from 
the machines. 

Form: A twenty-line poem, with an irregular rhyming 
scheme (every verse has a different scheme) – perhaps 
echoing the transformative nature of the imagination.

Lexical groups: Machines, movement and stasis, 
light (“light” (×2) “white” (×6)), loss (of sight, of life), 
nature - capturing the idea of the woman enslaved 
by, then overpowering the domestic through her 
imagination. 

Context: In the collection Night Feed (1980) – poems 
that repeatedly deal with the role of the woman 
poet, and have a domestic interior as a setting 
and inspiration for poetry. See Degas’s Laundresses, 
for example, for the depiction of women fixed by 
the male gaze and by the painting itself forever 
undertaking domestic chores.
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Woman in Kitchen The New Pastoral

Syntax: Left branching first sentence (where the 
modifiers appear before the subject does) – the effect 
is that the mood is established, and the subject seems 
secondary to the setting - suggestion of the woman’s 
diminishment among the machines.  

Verbs associated with the woman connote stillness 
(“watches”, “stands”) in the first verse, in comparison to 
the dynamic “move” and “shake” of the machines – she 
is overpowered. 

Use of the passive voice in verse four, where there is 
no agent for the action (the completion of the wash, 
the boiling of the kettle, the washing of the sheets) 
- suggesting a separation of the speaker from her 
domestic chores. In the present tense throughout – a 
sense that this is not a moment, this is a frequently 
repeated truth about the anonymous “she”, trying to 
make sense of the domestic environment.

The last sentence is the longest: first time that the 
speaker has moved (“she turns”), implying that she is 
regaining control: she acts upon the objects, rather 
than them acting independently (“It starts to bury…”). 

Rhyme/rhythm: Irregular rhyming scheme (A, B, A, 
C, B, C in first verse, A, B, C, B, A, C in the final verse, for 
example, and other variations in verses 2 and 3). Verse 
3 has four feminine end rhymes (“furor” and “mirror”, 
“washer” and “kingfisher”), with other internal echoes 
in “dryer”, “lunar”, “toaster”, “river’s” - creating a sense 
of the connection and possible confusion between 
the world of the domestic (the machines) and that of 
nature (kingfisher and river), between external reality 
and internal imagination. 

Figurative Language: Metaphorically she is a 
pedestrian in traffic – again, vulnerable to machines. 
However, the machines are personified (“the cups 
wink”), and transformed to the moon, a river scene, 
as she melds the role of the poet and the role of a 
woman in a domestic environment. It is the silence 
that ultimately appears more threatening than the 
machines themselves. The machines are a “jigsaw” – 
providing a structure for her life, perhaps.
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Table Two: 
Woman in Kitchen The New Pastoral

Voice: First person singular – “I’m” (×2) “I am”, “I” (×7), 
“me”, “I” – sense of spoken voice in the abbreviations, 
and the use of questions, combined with a use of 
low frequency lexis (“suckling” etc) and archaic idioms 
(“make whole again”) – suggesting the speaker’s dual 
roles as suburban woman and poet.

Form: An irregular form - perhaps indicating the 
struggle to find a voice and a poetic form in a tradition 
defined by men. 

Lexical groups: Flint and wheel, pastoral (×2), “switch 
and tick “ (×2), nature, death and decay, displacement 
(“lost”, “displaced”, “refugee”), metaphorical “dark” and 
“sights” - suggesting the idea of the new pastoral: one 
defined by the domestic, and by death and decay (the 
“butchered” lamb and the bruised sprouts), rather than 
the idealised rural life as created in traditional pastoral 
poetry. Oxymoronic “inhabitant” and “displaced” - 
the former suggesting a sense of belonging to a 
place, and the latter suggesting that the speaker has 
been moved: a woman who is a poet in a domestic 
environment writing in a form that is traditionally 
male.

Context: In the collection Night Feed (1980) – poems 
that repeatedly deal with the role of the woman 
poet, and have a domestic interior as a setting and 
inspiration for poetry. The final image of the female 
as the subject of a work links directly with Degas’s 
Laundresses, for example, where the depiction of 
women is fixed by the male gaze and by the painting 
itself, and the women are destined forever to 
undertake domestic chores.

Reference to pastoral poetry – a movement in 
literature created by men, which romanticised the 
rural life, and populated it with occasional nymphs, 
with shepherds and shepherdesses, and sheep. 
Possible reference to Keats’ Ode on a Grecian Urn in the 
“rite// I danced once on a frieze…” – the freezing of 
figures in a moment.
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Woman in Kitchen The New Pastoral

Syntax: Parallel syntax of “Can I… Can I” – a question 
addressed to herself, and answered with the 
repeated modal “I could… I could…” – an element 
of uncertainty when compared to the confidence 
of the repeated “there was a past,// there was a 
pastoral…”. There is a tentativeness about the role that 
the suburban woman plays in writing poetry, but a 
certainty about what has been.

Final use of rhetorical question – seeks a confirmation 
from the reader, that the woman poet has to find 
a new voice and a new pastoral and forget a time 
when women were the subject of art rather than the 
authors of it. The noun “rite” suggests something that 
is undertaken by convention or habit.

Rhyme and Rhythm: Occasional internal, half rhymes 
(“lost, last”, “pastoral” and “distress”, “shepherdess”, for 
example) – the sibilance of the third verse drawing 
attention to the link between the speaker and the 
pastoral tradition.

Short sentences of first verse suggest simplicity 
of the statements: man had control and the 
capability to progress, and in contrast, the speaker is 
metaphorically in the dark (with no flint?) – she has 
to find her place in a tradition defined by men (“But 
I’m no shepherdess”). Compared with the eleven-line 
sentence in the last four verses – rhythm changes as 
the speaker’s voice emerges.

Figurative Language: Flint and wheel – essential to 
exist and to progress – contrasted with the speaker 
who is directionless and unable to see (in the “dark”, 
“lost” in “chaos”). Man created his world from concrete 
nouns, the speaker is creating a poetic world from 
the domestic (lamb and sprouts etc). The domestic 
environment is the “pastoral chaos” – where butchered 
lambs, dismembered sprouts (“mud flesh”) and the 
“switch and tick” of machines replace the romantic 
rural, silent landscape. Personification of the sound of 
the machines – transformed in her imagination.
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