MOTHER ANY DISTANCE

What does Armitage say about his mother?

She helps him measure things at a house that maybe he is thinking of moving in to. She holds the tape at the 0 end whilst he measures windows, doors and other spaces in the house. 

What are his feelings about this place?

Look at how he uses phrases such as ‘I space-walk through the empty bedrooms’ and ‘I reach towards a hatch that opens on an endless sky to fall or fly.’

There is a sense of vast space here and of emptiness. This could be an expression of how he is feeling, empty and insignificant in the huge space of this house or the world. There is also a sense of wanting to escape, to walk in space or to fly away through the hatch into the endless sky. This could be Armitage finally moving into his first house away from his mother, but she is still there helping him measure up for furniture and curtains.

Why are they measuring the space in the house?

He needs to know, practically, how big and small things are so he can fit in his things and buy the right sized curtains, carpets etc. 

The idea of space being measured seems to show that everything needs a label; he needs to know how big or small something is so that he can put something there or buy curtains to fit the space in the windows.

What images emphasise the space in this house?

‘the acres of the walls’

The vast space of land in the house is shown metaphorically by comparing it to something that is acres wide, like a farmer’s field. It is not actually quite as big as this!

‘the prairies of the floors’

Again, prairies are vast, but also desolate with nothing in them, so this is appropriate for the space, as it is vast but empty.

‘the line still feeding out, unreeling years between us. Anchor. Kite.’

This is more than just about how big the spaces in the house are. 

What is it also about?

There is some distance between mother and son in terms of their ages and their relationship. They are not close, as the divide of the tape measure emphasises. Perhaps the differences between change from time to time, just as the distances measured between various different spaces are differing.

Explain why he says ‘Anchor. Kite.’ on line 8.

These are two metaphors. She is the anchor, firm and solid, never changing or moving. He is the kite, flying away from his mother, just like a kite flies in the wind away from its owner, who desperately tries to control it and keep it near. This is something like his relationship with his mother.

Why is ‘Anchor. Kite.’ on line 8 structured this way?

They are two separate sentences next to each other to show their separation and yet, at the same time, how they can still be linked.

This can be linked to the tape measure as they are both holding it, she is it a the safe 0 end, staying still, but he is moving around, constantly changing, but still connected to his mother loosely.

What does he mean by ‘something has to give’ on line 10/11?

As he climbs further up the house his mother is still holding one end of the tape measure, whilst he keeps hold of his end. She keeps hold of it as long as she can, not wanting to let go, just as she doesn’t want to let her son go and be free. 

This is why he opens the latch of the window or skylight so he can escape into the sky, away from his mother. 

The distance will be so far that she can’t keep hold of the tape measure any more.

EXAM-STYLE QUESTIONS

Compare this poem with one other poem in the anthology and how it shows relationships.

How does this poem show the relationship between mother and son? Compare this to another poem in the anthology that shows the relationship between the parent and child.

In your answers you should comment on:

· Language used

· The form and structure of the poem

