Glasgow 5th March 1971 – Essay

Use the following plan and notes.

Paragraph 1

Introduce your essay with a short paragraph similar to the following.

‘Glasgow 5th March 1971’, by Edwin Morgan, is a poem about violence in society and how people respond to it. In my essay I intend to write about what Morgan says about violence and show how the words and ideas he uses get his message across.

Paragraph 2

Now write about the ‘plot’ of the poem – the event described by Morgan. Be careful not to copy but you should aim to write something like this:

In a newspaper Morgan read about an incident where a young couple were pushed through a shop window by two thugs who then went on to steal from the shop. The young couple were seriously injured but nobody came to help them. Morgan makes the point that, because this took place in a busy shopping street in Glasgow, people must have seen the incident and he obviously feels that it is bad that no-one tried to help. 

Paragraph 3/4/5

Now use the following notes to help you write about why this is a good poem. 

1. ‘Glasgow 5th March 1971’ is an unusual title for a poem. It’s just a date. It’s probably the precise date the crime took place. 

2. Morgan’s use of the present tense to describe the event helps us to feel that we are there witnessing it too. We ‘watch’ everything unfolding before our eyes – like a commentator at a sports event.

3. It is written in free verse [no rhyme] and uses enjambment [run-on lines]. It sounds more like prose than poetry.

4. “Ragged diamond” refers to the broken glass but also suggests that the shop may have been a jeweller shop.

5. “Bristling with fragments of glass” is good. “Bristling” reminds us of hair growing on the face. In this case, it’s thousands of shards of glass. It’s a horrific image. [Metaphor]

6. “Spurts” is onomatopoeia – sounds like the sudden action of the blood flowing. Arteries are important: blood flows from an artery under pressure – person would be dead in minutes if the blood flow is not stopped.

7. “Wet-look white coat” – a fashionable material at the time. Very white and very glossy plastic material. When spattered in blood, the blood would really stand out against the white background.

8. “Starfished out” is a good metaphor – helps us imagine the flailing arms of the couple as they instinctively try to protect themselves.

9. “Complete the operation” is a pun. Morgan deliberately chooses “operation” because it means not only “finish the job”, but also reminds us of hospital operations. 

10. “Their faces show no expression” emphasises how callous and uncaring the thugs are.

11. “Sharp clear night” stresses the idea that darkness did not conceal this act. Visibility was good: someone must have seen. “sharp” also ties in with the idea of cutting with sharp glass. In addition, Sauchiehall Street is a main shopping street. It would be busy at the time of the incident.

12. “Drivers keep their eyes on the road” suggests that people deliberately looked in any direction bar the one they should have been looking in – towards the assaulted couple. 

Paragraph 6

Now write briefly about the theme of the poem.

Morgan clearly believes that someone should have done something about the event in Glasgow that night. He cannot accept that in such a busy place no one saw what happened. He believes, instead, that people chose to ignore it, preferring to get on with their own lives and not become involved in other people’s affairs. Perhaps they were afraid that they could be assaulted too? Morgan’s theme, therefore, could be “Man’s responsibility towards his fellow man”.

Paragraph 7

Now write a short conclusion in which you try to sum up the poem and say what you thought of it. Remembering not to copy, try for something like this.

I really enjoyed reading ‘Glasgow 5th March 1971’. It was a very graphic poem which enabled me to picture the events in my head and really appreciate the horror of it. Obviously, Morgan’s purpose was to change people’s attitude towards violence in society and their reaction to it. All too often, it seems, people are happy to get on with their own lives and not concern themselves with what is going on. Reading this poem certainly convinced me that I should think more about other people.

