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Teachers’ Notes by Aviva Dautch  
 

Curriculum subject: English Literature 

Key Stage:  3 and above 

Author: Percy Bysshe Shelley 

Rationale 

Three activities that use Percy Bysshe Shelley’s poetry as a springboard for students’ 

own compositions and creative writing. 

Related content 

People:  

Percy Bysshe Shelley 

Works:  

‘The Masque of Anarchy’ 

‘Ozymandias’ 

Collection Items:  

Manuscript of P B Shelley's 'The Masque of Anarchy' 

Articles:  

An introduction to ‘The Masque of Anarchy’ by John Mullan  

An introduction to ‘Ozymandias’ by Stephen Hebron 

Activities 

Task 1. ‘The Masque of Anarchy by Percy Bysshe Shelley: collage poems 

This task involves cutting and pasting newspaper material into political collage poems 

which can then be typed up and edited. Collage techniques can free up students’ use 

of language and result in a more interesting texture to the poem. It also helps students 

understand the importance of syntax – they are given the words, therefore pressure is 

put onto how they link words into phrases and use grammar appropriately. 

http://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians
https://www.bl.uk/people/percy-bysshe-shelley
https://www.bl.uk/people/percy-bysshe-shelley
https://www.bl.uk/people/percy-bysshe-shelley
https://www.bl.uk/works/the-masque-of-anarchy
https://www.bl.uk/works/ozymandias
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/manuscript-of-p-b-shelleys-the-masque-of-anarchy
https://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/an-introduction-to-the-masque-of-anarchy
https://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/an-introduction-to-ozymandias


The British Library | www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians 2 

 

‘The Masque of Anarchy’ is a response to the Peterloo Massacre in which a number of 

unarmed protestors were killed and hundreds injured. It is a radical poem written as a 

ballad praising liberty and ridiculing authority figures. When reading the poem think 

carefully about the vocabulary Shelley chooses. 

1. Provide the students with a variety of newspapers from the same date. Ask 

them to pick out two different accounts of the same news story (one from a 

tabloid and one from a broadsheet) and compare them. You can talk generally 

with the class about issues of bias and perspective but get them to look 

particularly at the use of language and how it differs between the two 

newspapers.  

a. They should then cut up each newspaper article into individual words, 

keeping the piles of words separate. They should then collage the words 

into two short poems, one from each article. They are only allowed to 

use the words they have. The poems should not be about the issue raised 

in the article, but about something different – tell them to let the words 

they have suggest the subject. They can stick their poems onto the blank 

paper so you can see that all the words do come from the article.   

Tips to create collage poems 

 When gathering a word-hoard, think about ensuring you have a 

variety of vocabulary to allow flexibility. 

 Once you have a word-hoard gathered, it’s often useful to sort it into 

categories e.g. different types of words (linking words separate from 

main words) or words that rhyme, have certain numbers of syllables. 

 Lay out words in phrases and move them about. Be absolutely certain 

that you want this phrase in this position before you stick it down as 

it’s much harder to make changes that in a regular drafting process. 

 Set up the rules beforehand – will you allow students to include some 

of their own words to make it easier for them? If so, how many? Do 

they have to cut their punctuation out of newspapers too or do they 

have free rein? Are you (the teacher/leader) going to cut out an extra 

stash of words to be available for those whose word-hoard is lacking 

or will you be strict about limiting them to their own words? 

2. Read around the class, asking students to read both their poems aloud, then 

getting others to comment.  

a. Is the choice of subject matter affected by the available vocabulary?  

b. Is there a noticeable difference between the poems made out of tabloid 

words and those made out of broadsheet words?  

c. How does/should our choice of vocabulary impact upon the tone of 

voice used in our poetry? 
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Task 2. ‘Ozymandias’ by Percy Bysshe Shelley: formal poetry 

This exercise will make the students think about the demands of formal poetry and 

what impact the form can have on the writing of a poem. The students will have to 

create their own forms and then write a poem that obeys the formal constraints set by 

other students. 

The form of Percy Bysshe Shelley’s ‘Ozymandias’ is a variation on a sonnet. Shelley has 

taken this traditional form and changed the rhyme scheme as well as frequently 

messing with the iambic pentameter. 

While this is a level of technical vocabulary that might be new to some students, it 

should not be too hard for them to figure out that Shelley isn’t always playing by the 

rules. E.g. you can give them the rhyme scheme of a traditional Italian sonnet (abba 

cddc efgefg) and a traditional English sonnet (abab cdcd efef gg) and ask them to work 

out the rhyme pattern of ‘Ozymandias’ and look at whether it fits either scheme. Once 

they have the idea that Shelley ‘re-invents’ or ‘varies’ the sonnet, they are ready to 

begin.  

 

1. Ask the students to work in pairs. As a pair they will invent a new poetry form. 

Their form should set five rules. They should consider: 

a. the number of stanzas 

b. the length of stanzas (i.e. the number of lines and whether these will vary 

or remain consistent) 

c. the length of lines (do they have a required number of syllables or feet or 

may they vary) 

d. the rhyme scheme, if any  

e. whether there should be any kind of repetition or refrain 

f. what the subject matter should be for their form 

g. what they are going to call their form 

2. Once they have set their rules, chosen a title and subject matter (you may want 

to help them select these by offering a limited number of choices), they should 

copy out their form neatly in two copies. These should then be taken in, 

shuffled and redistributed so that everyone gets a new form. It doesn’t matter if 

an individual has their own form returned to them. 

3. The students then have to take their given titles and subject matter and write a 

poem that fits in with at least three of the five rules for the new form (like 

Shelley they’re allowed to ignore a couple of constraints, as long as they obey 

the majority – after all variation keeps things interesting!) 

4. They can then discuss the effect of having formal constraints on their process as 

they wrote the poem.  

a. Which rules did they choose to keep and which ignore? Why? 
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Task 3. ‘Love’s Philosophy’ by Percy Bysshe Shelley: poetry to convince 

This exercise will teach the students about register and help them create subtle 

variations in tone. They will write a poem which makes a case, convincing their reader 

to agree with their point of view. 

Percy Bysshe Shelley’s ‘Love’s Philosophy’ is a deliberately seductive poem, the male 

narrator requesting a kiss from his female muse and using romantic language to tempt 

her to give him what he wants. He argues that nothing is single, but everything 

intermingles with something else, therefore man and woman should also be joined: it 

would be natural for her to kiss him. In order to convince, Shelley gives examples and 

uses a flirtatious, light tone, to charm her into giving him the response he desires. 

1. Read the poem aloud in class and talk through whether the students think the 

woman Shelley is addressing would have been convinced and kissed him. 

Discuss the way he presents his argument: the vocabulary he uses; the rhyme 

scheme; the two-part structure of the poem. 

2. Then ask for two volunteers who are happy to improvise and act out a scene. 

Volunteer A has to ask Volunteer B to give him/her something s/he wants. 

Volunteer B has to refuse and stand their ground no matter how A tries to 

convince him/her. First of all ask them to choose the context of their play and 

decide what it is that A wants from B. Then they should begin to improvise the 

scene. After they are a minute or two in, take A to one side and tell them that 

s/he should ‘argue’ logically why B must give them the object. When this runs 

its course tell A to ‘persuade’ B and then a minute or two later ‘tempt’ B. The 

rest of the class must not know what technique for convincing B A is using at 

any one time. Once the improvisation is over, ask the group to describe what 

methods A was using at the different times and which they thought the most 

successful. Tell the group what the instructions were: is there a difference 

between ‘arguing’, ‘persuading’ and ‘tempting’? 

3. Then ask the students to write their own poems. This can be done individually 

(one person doing it all) or in pairs (each writing a different stanza). The poem 

should be written in the first person (explain what this is to them if they don’t 

understand) and should try to convince the reader to do something. In each of 

the two stanzas, they should try a different technique (one of the three above, 

or others e.g. wheedling, seducing etc.) and look at how the register, tone and 

language choice shift in response. To make the poems more challenging, you 

could also insist on an abab rhyme scheme like the one used by Shelley. 

4. To finish the lesson, students can read their poems out to the rest of the class 

for the group to guess what techniques the writer is using and vote on whether 

they were convinced to do the thing the writer wanted from the reader. Talk 

through what makes the arguments more or less convincing. 


