Example Poetry Essay 1
The poem Woman Work is written by Maya Angelou and is about a black woman from the south of the U.S.A. who speaks about her life. Overheard in County Sligo is written by Gillian Clarke and is about a woman speaking about her life in Ireland. These two poems are both about the women’s own lives and how they are like slaves and not doing what they want to be doing in life. 

Woman Work starts by saying “I’ve got the children to tend, the clothes to mend.” This shows us straight away that it is her job to look after the children and also suggests that they are poor or live in a harsh environment as she needs to repair the clothes. It then says, “The floor to mop, the food to shop”, this again rhymes like the first two lines and states another two jobs that she must do. “Then the chicken to fry, the baby to dry, I got company to feed, the garden to weed,” this shows us that she is very busy and had got another child or at least has to look after another one.

“Shine on me sunshine, rain on me rain, fall softly, dewdrops, and cool my brow again,” this tells us that she does not care about what happens to her. “Cool my brow again” suggests she is working all day. The next three stanza are the same, with the woman asking for rest on the last line of two of them, “Let me rest tonight.” The last line says, “You’re all that I can call my own.” This shows us that she has no possessions and the only thing she can call her own is natural things such as moonlight.

Overheard in County Sligo starts with a line that is overheard by people in County Sligo. It then says, “with a field of cows and a yard of hens and six white geese on the pond”, this relates to the first poem as it shows the work she has to do with farming which is similar to the hard work in Woman Work.

The next stanza says she has “a square of yellow corn” which she most probably has to cut down for food or money. This is very much like “the cane to be cut” in the first poem and is starting to show she may not want to be there. The last line in the stanza says, “and freedom’s there for the taking,” this tells us she is considering escaping and may be forced to work there much like being a slave in Woman Work.
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Example Poetry Essay 2
Woman Work and Overheard in County Sligo are two poems that differ in several ways but are essentially similarly themed. Both poems are written by women and follow the theme of a woman whose freedom has been restricted. While Overheard in County Sligo is more focused upon a woman’s yearning for freedom from the menial life as a housewife, “and the road runs down through the open gate and freedom’s there for the taking”, Woman Work has more to do with the persecution and enslavement of black people in 19th century America. This is indicated by the line, “and the cotton to pick”, as cotton was a booming industry in colonial America, with black slaves being forced to pick it in the fields.

Woman Work is less about what a woman wishes to be, like ‘Overheard’ and more about what comforts her after a hard day at work. This has quite an impression on the reader with the sudden transition from the first stanza, a fast paced declaration of all the work that has to be done, to the second stanza which has a very calm feeling and is intended to be read out steadily and softly. In the final stanza the character declares, “Starshine, moonglow, you’re all that I can call my own,” which indicates that the woman has little other comfort in the world except the sun and the moon. 
The poem also indicates that the woman simply wishes that she could rest, and uses some very soft, gentle imagery with the word “rest” being used more than once. The woman requests several components of nature to assist her in resting, including the snow, “Cover me with white cold icy kisses and let me rest tonight,” and the wind, “with your fiercest wind, let me float across the sky ‘til I can rest again.” The use of nature is symbolic of how she is tired of living and working in the cold, restrictive environment of the home and the cotton fields.

The mood of Overheard in County Sligo is a fairly negative one, building up what the woman aspired to be then cutting it down in the final stanza by having the woman claim that she “ought to feel [she is] a happy woman” whereas she clearly is not. The overall mood of the poem is aspiration cut down by a feeling of hopelessness as the woman realises she is doomed to live a housewife instead of live out her dreams. This poem reflects heavily upon the image of the typical housewife and seems to be meant to represent what all housewives wished they could be but were unable to become as a result of being forced into marriage by society.

In Overheard in County Sligo , the poet describes a “square of yellow corn caught up by its corners and shaken” at her door. This square of corn “caught up” seems to be symbolic of how she is being held back from her aspirations, and the shaking may represent her being demoralised and weakened. The third stanza focuses on the woman’s aspirations, “I had thought to work on the Abbey stage or have my name in a book, to see my thought on the printed page, or still the crowd with a look.” This describes what she had hoped to do and builds the reader up, allowing them to empathise with her. Her aspiration to “see [her] thought on the printed page” is representative of how she wishes to reach out to people and have her thoughts recognised and her wish to “still the crowd with a look” is symbolic of her desire to have some control over the way people feel or act.

After having seen the woman’s aspirations underlined by the poet in the previous stanza it comes as a shock to the reader to suddenly see the woman instead announcing what she has to do each day instead of doing what she would like to do. This is similar to the first stanza of Woman Work wherein the character goes through each of the tasks she has to do quite briefly. The fourth stanza is effectively capped off as she declares that during her work she “[finds] my face in the glass.” This allows us to see that the woman cannot recognise that she has become a housewife and it comes as a shock to her to see her own reflection.
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