
GCSE Poetry Analysis – Middle band  

What were they like? Lewis Marley  

This poem is about the life and culture of the Vietnamese people and war in general. From the way 

the words are used we can tell it is an interviewer interviewing an ex soldier or someone who has 

experienced the war.  

The structure of the poem is split into 6 sections. Each section is 1 question and answer responding 

to that question. Section 1 tells us about what the Vietnamese people had lost from their lifestyle 

once the war had started.  

Section 2 tells us about the culture and how the children died resulting in the happiness 

disappearing. No more buds is explaining no more children were born.  

Section 3 is telling us about how the home before the war it was joyful but there is no laughter left 

because they had been scarred by the events.  

Section 4 explains there is no need for ornaments and decorations because there is no joy and all the 

bones were destroyed by the war.  

Section 5 tells us they were not rich and only led simple lives. Passed down by generations but 

stories were lost due to the war.  

Section 6 is about how they expressed through singing and how beautiful it was but who knows 

because there is no one to tell us or show us.  

The first lines of the poem are in the format of questions. The questions are in the style of an 

interview. But the answers don’t follow directly with the questions. These questions make the 

reader question what the Vietnamese people were like prior to the war. The speaker is an 

interviewer asking about culture and lifestyle and is talking to an ex-soldier who has witnessed the 

events of the war.  

The literal subject of the poem is the loss of culture and lifestyle from Vietnamese people. This is 

caused by the war. The author is explaining what was lost and how and also what the war had left of 

the Vietnamese people. The author describes the consequences of the war on the people and is 

showing that the ex-soldier was possibly unaware of what destruction they were causing.  

The point Denise Levertov is trying to make is does anyone actually remember what Vietnam was 

like before the war. The meaning is that there was so much death there was no one left to pass 

down the culture and lifestyle causing it to be lost. The theme is the loss of culture and the effects it 

had on Vietnam’s future. The author’s viewpoint is that the choice of war was wrong and this poem 

is almost written as a protest towards war.  

The way Denise Levertov does this is by using metaphors and similes like “It was reported that their 

singing resembled moths in moonlight.” This creates imagery in our head of beautiful simple people 

harmed for the wrong thing because now the singing is silent so no one knows. “The peaceful clouds 

reflected in the paddies when bombs smashed those mirrors there was only time to scream.” This 



adds to the imagery explaining the peaceful times were smashed by bombs by using accurate 

adjectives.  

 


