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80: What Do We Mean by ‘Modern’? 
Placing Poems in a Period 

(Suitable for KS2-5 students) 

You can view more of Trevor’s poetry resources @ 
www.mouseandmuse.co.uk/resources 

 

What’s the point? 

Close reading a poem to pin down its age can be a kind of detective work that will appeal 
to many students. It’s a reason to get them to investigate a range of poems and the 
experience will stand them in good stead when it comes to looking at Unseen poems. 

In the classroom 

Browsing an old anthology can be revealing. ‘An Anthology of Modern Verse’ was 
published in 1921 in Methuen’s English Classics series. It’s 100 years old, so how do we 
understand the word ‘Modern’? (The introduction by Robert Lynd has some interesting 
things to say. As the author of ‘The Pleasures of Ignorance’, he is worth researching in his 
own right.)  

Even 100 years ago, some of the poems seem ‘old-fashioned’; others are less easy to place, 
perhaps because they just feel ‘Twentieth Century – post World War 1’ - a more significant 
watershed, it feels, than 1939 or 1945. 

Give out three or four poems of different periods or display them on a whiteboard. Ask 
students to arrange them in chronological order. This could be done in small groups.  See 
how far there is agreement and then tease out the reasons for the decisions they have 
made.  

More ‘old-fashioned’ writing may have the following characteristics: 

• The use of ‘O’ as in ‘O floods, upon whose brink…’ The use of ‘Oh’ would probably alert 
one also. 

• Lines addressing a natural phenomenon, an animal etc, directly as in ‘Oh thou fair Moon, 
so close and bright.’ 

• The use of thy, thee, thine and thou. 

• Archaisms such as sett’st or doth. 
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• The use of ‘d instead of ed as in rose-bosom’d, rose limb’d. 

• The use of more than one exclamation mark! 

(There are some poets who cross these boundaries, Thomas Hardy being a good example. 
Some of his lines would get stuck in my filter: an ‘O’ in ‘Beeny Cliff’ or a ‘durst’ in When I 
set out for Lyonesse’. But they are few and far between.) 

They might also think about verse form, which is less of a guide, however. D H Lawrence 
may choose to write in couplets in four-line regular stanzas while T E Brown begins ‘My 
garden’ like this: 

A garden is a lovesome thing, God wot!  
Rose plot,  
Fringed pool,  
Ferned grot… The veriest school  
Of peace; and yet the fool… etc  

The linguistic choices are clearly from another time, but the verse form seems more recent.  
Can other examples of this be tracked down? 

 

Tips and techniques 

Anthologies can be cheaply purchased from second-hand book shops and the like. It’s 
worth having a little collection for students to examine with their detecting hats on. 

 

Finally 

There is also the choice of subject matter. To what extent do students think there might be 
differences in theme or subject matter over time?  (What do you think?) 

It is not a simple matter to place a poem in a period, though the above suggestions will 
help. It is easier to place a poem within a style: a style which looks back or looks forward. 
Having said that, it would be an odd poem indeed which displayed any of those 
characteristics listed above and was published after 1940. 

 

More poetry resources can be found here: www.mouseandmuse.co.uk/resources 
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