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A. E. HOUSMAN
“LOVELIEST OF TREES”
“WHEN I WAS ONE-AND-TWENTY” 
“EIGHT O’CLOCK”
I.   INTRODUCTION 



1.  His major book is titled A Shropshire Lad (1896) since the poems are (supposedly) set in this west England county.  



This book has turned out to be the second most popular single volume of English poetry in the last 100 years, the first being Edward  FitzGerald’s Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám.


2.  Housman’s poetry is extremely pessimistic, presenting a world of unrequited love, dashed hopes, and early death, where “Luck’s a chance, but trouble’s sure” (46), as he writes in his poem “Terence . . . .”     



3.   In such a bleak work, Housman’s protagonists—most of whom are in their 20’s—turn to  hedonism, the philosophy that physical pleasure is the goal of life.  


       

II.  “LOVELIEST OF TREES” 



1.  How old is the speaker of this poem?  ___________________



2.   Structure:   The speaker opens with two religious images:





a. “__________________” (4):  this is the period after Easter extending to Pentecost Sunday (the 50th day or seventh Sunday after Easter).  





Pentecost Sunday is the day when the Holy Spirit descended upon the Apostles.  





In England it is called Whitsunday (or White Sunday) because on that day the candidates for baptism wear white garments.





b.  “[T]hreescore years and _______” (5) refers to Psalms 90.10, “The days of our years are three _________ years and ten.”  Note:  A “score” is 20 years. 


3.  Given these religious references, one expects a religious resolution to the poem.  



Instead, the speaker says he will spend his remaining 50 years concentrating on the beauty of physical nature—symbolized by the white blossoms of the ___________ tree, not on devotion to religion—symbolized by the white garments worn by baptism candidates.


4.  Theme:  Hedonism or making the most of each moment of your life, sometimes called the carpe diem (“seize the day”) theme.

III.  “WHEN I WAS ONE-AND-TWENTY” 



1.  Summarize the poem:  A “_______ man” (2)—probably a father—tells a 21-year-old—probably his son—to give away money, but not his heart because falling in love too quickly brings sadness.  



The son does not listen to his father and falls in love.  When the son is ________ (age), he realizes painfully that his father had given him good advice.  



2.  How is the money metaphor used in the poem?  In stanza one, the youth is told to give away “crowns and _______________ and guineas” (3).  



In stanza two, the money words “paid” (13) and “_______” (14) are used in speaking about love.

IV.  “EIGHT O’CLOCK”


1.  Why is the poem titled “Eight O’Clock?”  



The man in the poem is to be ____________ as the clock strikes ___________ in the morning.



2.  How does the description of the actions of the clock contrast ironically with the thoughts of the prisoner?  



The words used to describe the actions of the clock—such as “____________” (2) and “tossed” (4)—are playful.  Ironically this is the most serious time for the prisoner.



3.   Why is the fourth line of each stanza shorter than the other lines?  



The fourth line of each stanza, with its fewer syllables, suggests the few seconds the man has to live.  



Also, the last line of each stanza, where the number of syllables drop off, making it much shorter than the previous line, may indicate the falling of the man through the trapdoor at the moment of his hanging.       
