“Cold Knap Lake” by Gillian Clarke

What Happens?

A girl is found and dragged, nearly drowned, out of the lake.  The speaker’s mother resuscitates her (gives her the kiss of life).  She breathes again and her colour returns.  The speaker’s father takes her home to her own “poor house”, where she is beaten for “almost drowning”.  In the latter part of the poem, the speaker begins to question herself; are her memories real, or created by second hand accounts of the event?  Could she have changed what happened by recalling it wrongly, or even imagined the whole thing?

Language and Imagery:  Key Points
1) Colours are significant - the primary colours of light are used:  blue, green and red.  They gradually warm up as the girl is revived.

2) Fairy tale associations also thread through the poem:  the girl, soaked in water, is described as dressed in its “long green silk” like a princess.  In addition, she ‘sleeps’ unconscious, like Snow White or Sleeping Beauty and is wakened with a kiss.  However, she is later revealed to be a “poor man’s daughter”, and does not have a happy ending, although she survives!  The reference to swans is also resonant of tales of spells and transformations from The Swan Prince to Swan Lake.

3) Religious symbolism is also apparent.  The mysterious girl appears to be brought back from the dead by the speaker’s mother, who kneels and bows her head over her.  When she  is revived, she is described as “bleating”, invoking images of the lost sheep rescued in the parable of the Good Shepherd.

4) Stanza four, from “Or” onwards, is a series of imaginative descriptions of the lake.  They reflect on the speaker’s confused memory, which may also be considered as “troubled”, “shadowy” and obscured by “cloudiness”.

Structure, rhyme and rhythm

Irregular verses, with uneven line lengths.  This could be to suggest the uncertainty of the girl’s life or death situation, or the author’s uncertainty about her memory “Was I there?”  The poem uses a conversational style.

Themes

· reality versus fairy tale

· memory and perception

· the past and how this affects identity

