
Reading poems from other cultures: 2. Keywords and writing about 
language 
 
This audio bite is about keywords and writing about language. 
 
ELIOT: There is nothing difficult about spotting the key words in the 

question. It’s in the first part, telling you to write about places, 
or people, or traditions, or living within two different cultures, 
or conflicts between cultures.  

 
ALIX: These questions might seem very different, but they all revolve 

around the same group of poems, and they all have something 
to do with culture. You won’t know what the exam questions 
will be – we don’t either. Only the chief examiner will know. 

 
ELIOT: But we do know that the questions are about different cultures. 

So they will be about particular places, so you should think 
about the climate, the history and the atmosphere.  

 
ALIX: And they will be about different beliefs, so you should think 

about the different people, their religions, traditions, politics 
and attitudes. 

 
ELIOT: And often questions will be about language. Many of the 

poems contain words which describe ideas which might be new 
to us. For instance, one poem mentions Oya, the goddess of 
wind. And another poem has a section written in another 
language. Language is important because it is something that 
we all use, but every community uses it differently. 

 
ALIX: Another reason for looking at language is that it’s often part of 

the question – you are often asked to write about how the poet 
uses language.  

 
ELIOT: At first this seems odd – they all use language, otherwise you 

wouldn’t be able to read the poem. But what you need to do is 
show you understand the choices a poet has made. One easy 
way is to write about a word that isn’t normally used in 
England – this shows that the writer is talking about a different 
culture.  

 
ALIX: Another way is to look closely at the other words they use. 

These words might give us clues to how a writer views 
something, like this: 

 
ELIOT: In Vultures, the poet shows how the birds don’t seem to feel 

any emotion by describing their eyes as ‘cold’.  
 
ALIX: You could also write about the type of English that is used. It 

might have an unusual way of spelling words, and it might be 
written in a particular dialect or accent, like this: 

 



Reading poems from other cultures: 2. Keywords and writing about 
language 
 
ELIOT: Half-Caste uses a Caribbean dialect and accent. For instance 

the poet writes ‘dat’ in place of ‘that’ and ‘wid’ in place of 
‘with’. 

 
ALIX: It might be written out on the page in an unusual way, with 

little or no punctuation, like this: 
 
ELIOT: In Two Scavengers, the poem doesn’t have clear sentences, full 

stops or commas. Even the lines don’t all start in the same 
place – some lines start on the left, some on the right and some 
in the middle. 

 
ALIX: So read the question carefully and make sure you are answering 

the question. Do not just write all you know about two poems. 
The question will have something to do with culture – if you 
are not too sure exactly what a word means, think about the 
different ideas of culture, such as traditions, language, beliefs, 
places and people.    

 
You will usually have to write about language, so think about 
particular words or phrases a poet uses. Then look at anything 
which is a little unusual, such as the spelling, the accents, the 
punctuation and the way the lines are printed on the page.  
  
 

 


