Revelation, Liz Lochhead


I remember once being shown the black bull

when a child at the farm for eggs and milk.

They called him Bob – as though perhaps

you could reduce a monster

with the charm of a friendly name.

At the threshold of his outhouse, someone

held my hand and let me peer inside.

At first, only black

and the hot reek of him. Then he was immense,

his edges merging with the darkness, just

a big bulk and a roar to be really scared of,

a trampling, and a clanking tense with the chain’s jerk.

His eyes swivelled in the great wedge of his tossed head.

He roared his rage. His nostrils gaped.

And in the yard outside,

oblivious hens picked their way about.

The faint and rather festive tinkling

behind the mellow stone and hasp was all they knew

of that Black Mass, straining at his chains.

I had always half-known he existed –

this antidote and Anti-Christ his anarchy

threatening the eggs, well-rounded, self-contained – 

and the placidity of milk.

I ran, my pigtails thumping on my back in fear,

past the big boys in the farm lane

who pulled the wings from butterflies and

blew up frogs with straws.

Past thorned hedges and harried nest,

scared of the eggs shattering –

only my small and shaking hand on the jug’s rim

in case the milk should spill.

Connotations: threatening, great size, danger.

Connotations/Contrast: Bob sounds friendly; however what Bob is a monster. ‘Bob’ sounds like something we would find in the child friendly countryside of eggs and milk, but he is actually something dangerous.

Synaesthesia: Makes the bull even more real, confusing the senses, intensifying his presence to us and to the child. Reek has negative connotations.

Visually: Size reinforced (alliteration for emphasis)- this alone is very threatening. More vivid.

Visually: Connotations of madness, blind anger, some sort of desire to destroy

Imagery: Blackness, darkness: resonates with being afraid of the dark etc. as a child. The child can only see black, and as her eyes adjust the bull is a dark mass that merges with the darkness: this image gives the idea that somehow the Bull is inherently linked with the dark, with fear, with danger.

Sound: Onomatopoeic, alliteration for emphasis on both and roar repeated twice: he is very loud; his sound is one of anger and threat. More vivid. Rolled r’s speak of something passionate, frightening...

Word choice: What Bob is symbolic of; pun of Black Mass refers cleverly to both his size and to devil worship.

Word choice: He is restrained, but he clearly wishes to be free, presumably to destroy.

Word choice: Reinforcing the Bull’s symbolism as a negative force in the world, danger, opposite of good, innocence. He is an ‘antidote’ to all that is good.

Word choice: The total lack of control over him.

Onomatopoeia/Contrast: Contrast between the clanking inside and tinkling outside. Chickens only hear a 'rather festive tinkling' - the idea that innocents/children don’t really see the danger in the world, but they still have some clues which she has ignored till this point: ‘always half known he existed’. The girl has lost what the chickens still have.

Word choice: Alliteration - emphasises her feelings of inadequacy to defend the eggs/herself from the dangers in the world. She sees her own smallness in the great scheme of things.

The countryside and its nature are invoked to provide innocence, comfort, danger and revelation. The familiar farmyard scene is invoked as the stage for all this to happen on. Elements of the barnyard and countryside scene are emphasised: the chickens are perpetual innocents, the milk and eggs are treasures under threat from the world, the bull IS that danger. The poet uses the countryside setting and its characters to show the lessons on the nature of the world it has to teach.

Familiar setting/ideas/animals

Vivid imagery

Use of symbols

Varies pace

Mirror/parallels

Verse

Blank verse, no meter: the poet 'speaks' to us in a very conversational tone, reinforcing the idea of the poem as the recounting of a past event

Mood/Tone

Discovery of the bull: fear, trepidation

Movement and panic, very fast paced (sentence structure, very long... breathless)

Themes

Familiar farm setting, childhood, eggs and milk: quickly sets up an idea of childhood innocence. Promptly shown that in this innocent world evil also exists: Bob.

Evil/danger (bull symbolises)

The farm as a place of learning or growing up

Two sides of life: innocence and evil/bad

Discovery of danger/evil in the world. She has discovered this in nature/countryside and specifically from the Bull.
Characters

Bull is THE character; girl is an observer, proxy for the revelation of evil that must come to all

Characterisation comes from word choice, connotations, alliteration and onomatopoeia/synaesthesia.

Symbols

Eggs and Milk

Symbols of innocence (of that which cannot defend itself) - shows the child/poet's revelation that those things that are good in life may be destroyed. 

Symbolise the girl’s discovery of evil/danger: they are vulnerable to spills and shattering and that there is very little between them and destruction. 

Eggs, ‘self contained’: the child's life was self contained in a bubble of innocence, which has been shattered by her discovery. They could be a proxy in the poet's mind for the child and her life and for other children who are yet to come to this stage of life.

Chickens

Symbols of innocence, of the innocence which the child has lost in meeting the bull. Drive home this essential idea of childhood innocence existing with danger around it, and while not immune to it or absolutely prevented from seeing it, they interpret the 'danger signals' as harmless or ignore them altogether (hearing clanking as tinkling, half-known).

Pacing

The poet uses pace to great effect transitioning from stanza 2 to 3, where we have dwelled a long, tortuous time with the bull, and what he represents. In the next stanza the child takes to her heels and runs from the danger. Very long sentences – breathlessness, fear, trepidation.

Parallel

The outhouse is dark; it is hard to see, ‘peering’. Standing at the threshold (‘the point at which something begins or changes’). SENSES the bull before she sees it; this is the same with evil/danger.

Stanzas

Stanza 1:   Setting, imagery to introduce the bull.

Stanza 2:   Develops significance of the bull, what the discovery of the bull has meant.

	Stanza 3:


	Flees from the discovery of danger/evil, more than the bull itself. Seeing things in a new light, the danger in familiar things she has seen many times before: 

The boys – being singled out in her scared states speaks of them somehow being visible for the first time. She sees their cruelty now, her revelation having awakened her to danger and violence in the world. The boys are more 'bulls' out in the world, having seen the one, she recognises the others.

Thorned hedges, pointed emphasis on the thorniness of the hedge is more imagery telling us of the danger, of the unkindness the child now sees in the world.

Vulnerability of the good/innocent: eggs and milk shown to be very delicate indeed, and not to be taken for granted. As symbols of her innocence and childhood, she and the reader see how imperilled they are by the world and the evil in it.


