


From Glasgow Sonnets (i)  -  Edwin Morgan
A mean wind wanders through the backcourt trash.
Hackles on puddles rise, old mattresses
puff briefly and subside. Play-fortresses
of brick and bric-a-brac spill out some ash.
Four storeys have no windows left to smash,
but in the fifth a chipped sill buttresses
mother and daughter the last mistresses
of that black block condemned to stand, not crash.
Around them the cracks deepen, the rats crawl.
The kettle whimpers on a crazy hob.
Roses of mould grow from ceiling to wall.
The man lies late since he has lost his job,
smokes on one elbow, letting his coughs fall

thinly into an air too poor to rob.

Personification: The opening line establishes the themes of poverty, hopelessness and decay. The air itself becomes something cruel / unwelcome. This image contributes to the unpleasant atmosphere of the poem.





Personification: As with the air, the puddles are given a personality. In this case they are angry / aggressive. The setting is wholly unwelcoming and even intimidating.





Personification: The mattresses are worn out / finished. They appear to take their last breath before giving in. They are trash: discarded.





Imagery: the picture is one of hopelessness / lifelessness. The man has “fallen” as he no longer stands against the decay.








Imagery: The consonance of the plosive ”k” and “b” sounds of “black” “block” “condemned” and “crash” contributes to the tough / unforgiving picture. For the “block” the fact that it remains is seen as a negative situation: it would be better just to fall, to give in.





Word choice: “smash” along with “trash” and “crash” all rhyme and relate to one another. They all have connotations of destruction and decay. Together they represent something that is broken.





Imagery: the “trash” of the opening line is explored. The landscape is punctuated with a jumble of rubbish. “Fortresses” – violence, the people are under siege.





Structure & Imagery: the volta (turn) of the sonnet (after the brief, hopeful idea of something holding out against the decay) returns to pessimistic hopelessness.  Those who remain are surrounded by creeping decay and vermin. The observer sees that their eventual destruction in inevitable.





Structure: the mother and daughter appear in the middle of the poem and are surrounded by decay in the poem as they are in life.





Word Choice: “buttresses” is the first instance of something supportive / strong. The women of the next line appear as something standing despite the decay.





Imagery: Roses represent life and are considered beautiful. The fact that they are “roses of mould” highlights the absence of anything positive / pleasant. “Mould” obviously shows the decay that is present.








Personification: The kettle is compared to an upset child. This contrasts with the angry and aggressive personalities given to the air and the puddle and suggests a hopelessness / helplessness.





Personification: the air itself becomes something pathetic / destitute. The speaker’s observation concludes that the scene is indeed one of utter poverty, hopelessness and decay








