Choose a poem in which the creation of mood or atmosphere is an important feature.

Show how the poet creates the mood or atmosphere, and discuss its importance in your appreciation of the poem as a whole.

“Shooting Stars” by Carol Anne Duffy is an emotionally shocking poem whose despairing atmosphere is a key feature. Duffy adopts the persona of a woman experiencing the horror of life in a concentration camp to urge readers to remember the Holocaust and the innocent victims who died. The effective description of the torture and successful use of language techniques helps to convey the despair felt throughout the poem. 
From the very beginning of the poem, Duffy’s brutal description of the treatment of the woman at the hand of the guards helps establish the bleak and despairing atmosphere of the poem. 

“After I no longer speak they break our fingers
to salvage my wedding ring.”
By starting the poem in this way Duffy is suggesting that woman has already been through a horrific time – she either cannot speak or realises there is no point in calling out as no one can hear her. The violent actions of the guards, seen throughout the poem, is established through the use of the word “break” implying that they are prepare to cause harm to these women just to steal from them. This is reinforced from the word choice “salvage” revealing that the men view them as less than human, as garbage to be sorted through. This view of a woman as less than human establishes the hopeless mood of the poem. As a reader we understand her humanity as the reference to the wedding ring helps us see the woman as someone real with real relationships and emotions. This heightens the despair that someone would be treated so badly. The reader begins to understand why the guards treat the women so badly because of the dispassionate way they view the women:
“Beneath the gaze of men with guns.”
The guards clearly see the women as beneath them and the use of the word “gaze” helps to illustrate that they look at them without any emotion or even an attempt to connect with them. This bleak image helps develop the despairing atmosphere as there seems no hope for the women, no escape from the violence of the men. 
The woman then speaks directly to the reader, highlighting the moral theme of the poem – the importance of remembering:
“Remember.
Remember those appalling days which make the world
forever bad.”
The sense of urgency is created through the repetition of “remember”, highlighting the importance of this to the woman, she details the torture and callous nature of the guards to force people to remember what happened in the concentration camps. While she urges people to remember the despairing mood is still present as there is an acknowledgement that the horror of what happened to her and millions of others during the Holocaust was such an atrocity that it has made the “world forever bad”.
Duffy then uses this one woman’s experience to make the reader emphasise with the victims of the Holocaust. Her description of the woman’s rape is shocking to the reader, which prompts them to understand the true horror of the Holocaust. 

“One saw I was alive. Loosened

his belt. My bowels opened in a ragged gape of fear.”
The use of the word “one” to describe the guard also amplifies the horror, it turns one guard into one of many who could have committed the crime and reveals the constant fear the women must have felt and emphasises the hopeless atmosphere. The rape is implied through the image of “loosened his belt”, rather than described in detail, and this forces the reader to imagine the horror and despair felt by the woman, which is more effective than a detailed image. This is contrast to the vivid description of her reaction to the attack “ragged gape of fear” emphasises the violence of the attack through the use ragged – highlighting the physical damage done to her. Again a despairing atmosphere is created because, as in stanza one, the woman is unable to speak or stop what is happening to her, emphasising the helplessness of the victims of the Holocaust. 
Throughout the poem Duffy uses contrast between the horror of what is happening in the camp and the normality of life for the guards: 
“After immense suffering someone takes tea on the lawn.
After the terrible moans a boy washes his uniform.”

Again Duffy effectively uses repetition; the repeated use of after implies to the reader that this horrific torture is something that has happened over and over without any respite, which again adds to the desolate atmosphere. The connotations of “immense suffering” helps the reader understand the true extent of the torture, what happened in the concentration camps is something so  vast and immeasurable that it is only by connecting to one person’s story that the reader can understand the despair and hopelessness felt. This is then juxtaposed with images of normal everyday life which creates a disconnect in the reader’s mind. It is hard for the reader to imagine how anyone, particularly a young innocent boy, to react in such a dispassionate way to these horrific events, which adds to the despair felt as you read the poem. This despairing mood is carried through to the final image of the poem
“Turn thee
unto me with mercy, for I am desolate and lost.”
The persona of the concentration camp victim again directly addresses the reader, but the commanding tone has been replaced by a bleaker one. She is begging the reader to view her with mercy, in contrast to the way she has been treated in her life, which provokes a compassionate response in the reader. However despite this compassionate the end of the poem highlights the futile nature of remembrance – the final image of the poem is one of despair, a woman abandoned and alone in a place of horror and torture just simply because she was a Jew. No matter how much we remember we cannot change history and that hopelessness is the final mood of the poem. 
In conclusion, therefore, Duffy creates a despairing and desolate atmosphere throughout the poem “Shooting Stars”. This atmosphere reminds the reader of the true nature of the Nazi Concentration Camps and is an effective reminder of the importance of remembrance, the key theme of the poem. 
