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Approaches to the synoptic topic “Post-war writing in the 1950s and 1960s”
1. We are both examiners and teachers – what will we expect from others at the exam? How can we prepare our own students to meet the general demands?
2. As examiners, we must accept that the whole period and all the issues and angles cannot be studied. 
3. As teachers we need to help the students understand what they will be expected to do – a discussion of the specific works they studied as emblematic of their time (they should be able to keep the big picture in mind while zooming in on details; they should work comparatively and always try and think about how the other author studied approaches the same idea or issue).
This is not a study of the time but of the works within their time and space:
E.g. the presence of WWII in the works: 
- Michie in Lucky Jim “did his duty” – he commanded a tank troop at Anzio while Dixon was an R.A.F. corporal in western Scotland, p. 23
- Larkin only refers to WWI e.g. MCMXIV “Never such innocence,/ Never before or since”
- Plath uses references to the holocaust (Daddy “I thought every German was you… [the language] an engine chuffing me off like a Jew”)
- In Look Back in Anger, Colonel Redfern left England in 1914 and came back in 1947 (“The England I remembered was the one I left in 1914”)
World War II largely avoided/ ignored by characters, there is a certain sense of nostalgia for pre-war England. Only Plath seems to insist on the horror of WWII, not to denounce the war itself but to communicate her anguish and anger at her father.
4. Delegate what you can to other teachers: 
a) History/geography – Cold War, Decolonisation, Economic boom after Austerity of the 50s etc.
b) Philosophy – existentialism (we asked our teacher to give them some additional information on Betrand Russel – civil disobedience, pacifism, demonstrations, criticism of organised religion, etc.)
c) Critical Appreciation – we are going to do starter poems first as CA, and some modernist poems and texts for comparison (Eliot/Pound/ Woolf?)
5. Have students do presentations on the important social and cultural topics, and study them in greater detail when an aspect seems of particular interest/importance for a work
a) Art (Pop-Art, Abstract Expressionism, Francis Bacon – e.g. Study after Velasquez’s portrait of Pope Innocent X pictures and themes on p.3)
b) Music (Rock and Roll, Jazz, Pop music – Beatles, The Rolling Stones, folk music, rediscovery of pre-classical music)
c) Women: the ideal woman, feminism, women at university/work, etc.
d) Mental disorder (often concerning women, but also men cf. The Birthday Party)
e) Englishness (new Elizabethan Age/Merry Old England after Elizabeth’s wedding in  1947 – fashion, development of local tourism and English Heritage sites, etc.), a “smaller” country – loss of empire and influence, austerity after war, with a more insular approach to literature (The Movement, Angry Young Men, Henri’s Mersey-beat poetry)
f) The USA as new global leader: American “soft influence” – Hollywood, consumer products etc., rediscovery of America – Manifest Destiny vs. diversity, Native Americans, beginning of counter culture, hippy movement, greater freedom of gender and marital choice (cf. homosexual life in San Francisco, Beat Generation, etc.)
6. Work from the texts towards the time and not vice versa
7. Get the students to make a clear distinction between characters, speakers and writers, but also to see where they coincide.
8. Help the students focus on the writing itself (imagery, voice, style, vocabulary, etc.)
9. See if you could do it yourself.

The Movement:
· Philip Larkin, Kingsley Amis, Elizabeth Jennings, Thom Gunn, etc. 
· Rejection of cosmopolitan elites of the 1930s and 1940s, of modernism, avant-garde experimentation, romanticism and the metaphorical fireworks of poets such as Dylan Thomas. 
· Their verse was ironical, down to earth, unsentimental and rooted in a nostalgic idea of English identity. 
· No-one actually admitted that they belonged to the movement.
· Amis and Larkin also described as New University Wits: Oxbridge malcontents – upper class university privilege/ working class upbringing 
Angry Young Men:
· Disillusionment with traditional British society, resistance to social conformity and inherited ideas.
· John Osborne 
· Harold Pinter – comedy of menace
· Kingsley Amis, Philip Larkin 
· Adrian Henri (Mersey-beat pop poetry)
The Beat Generation:
· Gary Snyder was friends with Kerouac and Ginsberg 
· Rejection of standard narrative values, 
· Spiritual quest, the exploration of American and Eastern religions, 
· Rejection of materialism, 
· Explicit portrayals of the human condition, 
· Sexual liberation and exploration.
Other personal links between the authors:
· Ted Hughes and Sylvia Plath got married in 1956. Hughes published Ariel two years after Plath’s death; came back to their relationship in Birthday Letters, 1998
· Ted Hughes and Thom Gunn published common Selected Poems in 1983 
· Sylvia Plath and Anne Sexton met at a seminar in 1958 and became friends – both wrote confessional poetry, felt fascination with death, committed suicide
"Sylvia and I would talk at length about our first suicide, in detail and in depth—between the free potato chips. Suicide is, after all, the opposite of the poem. Sylvia and I often talked opposites." 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sylvia_Plath#Double_Exposure
· Amis and Larkin met at Oxford and remained life-long friends – literary collaboration especially in the 50s and 60s

Theme explored in the excerpts during the workshop: How do the authors give a sense of the spiritual in a world concerned mainly with what seems concrete and trivial?
· The expression of joy/anguish/ anger; the idea or experience of death without necessarily accepting received religious or philosophical doctrine 
· The persisting vocabulary and imagery of religion without a system of belief
[image: https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/5/56/Study_after_Velazquez%27s_Portrait_of_Pope_Innocent_X.jpg] 
Study after Velázquez's Portrait of Pope Innocent X, Francis Bacon, 1953
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[bookmark: _GoBack]Velázquez, Portrait of Innocent X, 1650		 Still from Eisenstein's 1925 silent film The Battleship Potemkin.

Themes: authority (patriarchal, religious, institutional, individual)
Gender (the Pope as a man “wearing a dress” made of lace and silk/ forbidden sexual intercourse)
Existential anguish, rage, pain
Reworking the past (was it better?), looking toward an uncertain future (cf. the pope’s direct stare vs the nurse’s gaze into nothingness and her broken glasses)
Entrapment in a world, a role or a situation
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