
Charlotte	Mew:	Ken	

“I	think	I	hardly	found	a	trace	of	likeness	to	a	human	face…”	

Ken takes a scene between two vulnerable individuals as its central premise, and the poem further investigates 
the processes of alienation that led to the institutionalisation of people in mental asylums during Mew’s lifetime. 
An unnamed speaker witnesses the tension that grows between a mentally-impaired man (the poem's titular 
Ken) and the other residents of a small town who are becoming increasingly intolerant of his behaviour. When 
Ken is eventually incarcerated the speaker is greatly affected. However, he or she does not speak out in Ken's 
defence. The poem encourages us to reflect on the importance of empathy and compassion - but also on the 
limits of compassion in a society where people must protect themselves against the resentment of others lest 
they too fall victim to persecution.  

This poem may have resonated more personally with Charlotte Mew because of her very real fear of 
institutionalisation. She was the eldest of seven siblings. Three of her brothers and sisters died in infancy, but 
her brother Henry and sister Freda were both confined to institutions. Mew guarded this secret throughout her 
life. In the context of the emerging pseudo-science of eugenics, fear of passing on mental or physical defects 
was understandably sensitive for Mew, and this poem exudes both unease and fear of discovery. 

 

Knowledge	Check	
 

How well do you know this poem? 

1. What colour do the townspeople like to 
wear?                                                                 
(a) Blue. 
(b) Grey. 
(c) Black. 
(d) White. 

2. Where does Ken live? 
(a) The gabled house. 
(b) Behind the church. 
(c) On top of the hill. 
(d) The wooden cottage. 

3. How are Ken’s eyes described?                                                              
(a) Blazing suns. 
(b) Wounded stars. 
(c) Dark orbs. 
(d) Shimmering moons. 

4. To what is Ken compared by the speaker? 
(a) An uncouth bird. 
(b) A stray cat. 
(c) A wretched dog. 
(d)aAsshyzleveret.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

5. What scares Ken in the church? 
(a) The priest’s altar. 
(b) A dark alcove. 
(c) Christ on the cross. 
(d) An angry nun. 

                                                                             
6. He left a ____ on the mat outside my door.  
(a) Rose. 
(b) Bird. 
(c) Gift. 
(d) Twig. 

7. Which of these is NOT a description of the 
asylum to which Ken is taken? 
(a) Tall towers. 
(b) Red brick barn. 
(c) A row of windows. 
(d) Dark. 

8. Which part of Ken is described as 
‘knarred’? 
(a) His hands. 
(b) His knees. 
(c) His ears. 
(d) His hair. 

9. The prevailing meter of the poem is: 
(a) Trochaic. 
(b) Pyrrhic. 
(c) Iambic. 
(d) Anapestic. 

10. What is the speaker’s last memory of 
Ken? 
(a) His voice. 
(b) His face. 
(c) His eyes. 
(d) His tears. 



	

Understanding	and	Interpretation	
 

1. What impression is created of the town and its residents in verse one? What gives you this impression? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Read verse two again. What was the speaker’s first impression of Ken upon his or her first encounter 
with him? 

 

 

 

 

3. How do the descriptions of Ken change and develop from verse two to verse four? Is your image of Ken 
different by the time you get to the end of verse four? 

 

 

 

 

4. What is the attitude of people in Church (verse 5) towards Ken? What is the poem implying about 
whether Christians accept or reject people like Ken? Is there a place for him in the Church? 

 

 

 

 

5. Why might verse six be important in understanding both Ken and the speaker of the poem? 
 
 
 
 

 

 

6. What happens to Ken at the end of the poem? How does the speaker feel about what happens? 
 
 

 

 



 

Poetry Study: sensory imagery 
 

 

‘While black against a sullen sky 

The sighing pines stood by.’ 
 

Students often think of images as ‘pictures in our minds’ and they wouldn’t be wrong. As you read a 
poem, you consciously and subconsciously build up an image of the experience a writer is trying to 
convey. Of course, this picture can be drawn using any of the senses, not only the visual. In the 
quotation above, you can ‘see’ the black outlines of the pine trees silhouetted against the sky, but you 
can also ‘hear’ the sighing of wind through the leaves, and even ‘feel’ the pressure of the ‘sullen’ sky 
as it seems to press down on the scene. The recreation of sensations in your imagination involves a 
combination of sight, sound, touch, movement – sometimes even smell and taste as well. 
 
In reality, the broad division of perception into five senses (plus movement) is overly simplistic. Our 
sensations are made of thousands of different perceptions combining in any number of ways from 
moment to moment. Each sense can be divided, subdivided, and recombined with any other sense. 
Here is a table that hints at the combinant possibilities of sensory imagery. This list is not exhaustive: 
 

Sensory Category Imagery Subdivision 
 
Sight 

 
Visual 

 
Light, dark, shadow, silhouette, shape, outline, colour, 
focus, brightness, clarity, perspective, composition, 
scale. 

 
Sound 

 
Auditory 

 
Pitch, range, rhythm, timbre, silence, echo, volume, 
crescendo, diminuendo, reverberation, alliteration, 
consonance, assonance. 

 
Touch 

 
Tactile 

 
Pain, pressure, weight, pleasure, density, texture, 
humidity, solidity. 

 
Movement 

 
Kinaesthetic 

 
Motion, balance, speed, weight, momentum, proximity, 
inertia, fluidity, viscosity. 

 
Taste and smell 

 
Olfactory 

 
Flavour, texture, acidity, solidity, digestion. 

   
 
Activity 
 
Explore the images from Ken using the table below. Note down which senses are involved in creating 
and perceiving the image. Create an analysis comment for each image: 
 

 
Black-clad people 
walking in their 
sleep. 
 

 
Black = visual 
 
Walking in their sleep 
= kinaesthetic 
 

 
The colour of the town’s resident’s clothing 
creates a dark, somber image, giving the 
townspeople an ominous, sinister appearance. 
The visual image is complemented by the sense of 
movement. The residents walk as if asleep, a 
heavy motion devoid of purpose and life. They 
seem like zombies shuffling through the streets!  
 



 
But in the morning 
and the early dark 
The children wake to 
dart from door to 
door 
 
 

 
Morning / early dark = 
visual. 
 
Dart = kinaesthetic. 
 

 

 
Through his dim, 
long twilight this at 
least shone clear… 
 
 
 
 

  

 
He used to fix his 
eyes upon a crucifix 
in a dark corner… 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 



 

Poetry Study: imprisoning interiors 
 

 

‘What happens there? 

I do not know.’ 

Throughout Charlotte Mew’s poetry, a reader can feel the 
tension between the human or social worlds and the natural 
world. Poems like Rooms and The Farmer’s Bride make this 
contrast most tellingly. In these poems, Mew imagines 
interior spaces like prisons. Enclosed spaces contrast with 
open spaces; they represent confinement and domesticity. 
The speakers and characters in her poems experience interior 
spaces as limiting, disappointing or, in the eventual extreme, 
as metaphorical graves in which they lie motionless. 

Ken continues, but also develops beyond, this pattern of 
association. We first meet the titular Ken when the speaker 
encounters him ‘in the gabled house.’ Later, in verse 3 he 
‘beat… against a threat of bars’ which is a clear image of 
imprisonment. Finally, Ken is confined to the dreadful 
asylum on the hill. Here, Mew breaks her habit of depicting 

rooms as prisons or other restrictive spaces. The interior of the asylum is such a dreadful space, the 
speaker is either unwilling or unable to even imagine what it might be like inside. The speaker makes 
a point of saying ‘when you have not seen light’ – so the interior of the asylum becomes an invisible, 
dark space that cannot be seen. She finishes verse seven with the simple, terrible line ‘I do not know.’ 
These words imply that, whatever happens to Ken in the interior of the asylum, it is too awful to 
visualise – worse even than the poems that feature interiors being like graves (such as Rooms and 
Saturday Market). 

Activity 
 

 
Draw an image of an interior space from one of Charlotte Mew’s 
poems, such as the half-lit stairs in Ken’s house, the impenetrable 
darkness of the asylum, or the interior spaces from The Farmer’s 
Bride, Rooms, or Saturday Market if you prefer. 
 
Weave lines of Mew’s poetry into 
your image.  
 
As an alternative, if your artistic 
skills aren’t up to the task of 

creating your own image, create a ‘mood board’ that brings to life 
Mew’s vision of interior spaces. You can research the term ‘mood 
board’ online, and use found images such as the ones here to create 
your own. You can add lines from the poem to your mood board as 
well: 
 

     
 
 

This is the front cover of The Farmer's Bride, 
Mew's first volume of poetry published in 1916. 

Ken was one of the seventeen poems in this 
collection. 



 

Discussion Point: mental impairment 

Part of this poem relates the first encounter with Ken, a mentally impaired man. When the poem’s speaker 
first meets Ken on a half-lit stair, her reaction is shock: she describes him unkindly as ‘unhuman’ and 
‘ungodly.’ The story of the poem will revise and reverse this initial judgment as the speaker comes to 
understand him. For example, she learns about the way he uses language, sees meaning in his non-verbal 
communications, and, finally, appreciates the vitality in his peculiar way of seeing the world in which 
‘nothing is dead.’ The story ends sadly, though, when Ken is incarcerated, and the speaker fails to act or 
speak out in Ken’s defence. 

Ken was written before 1916 and describes the reactions of the residents of a small town in Brittany, 
France, to the mentally impaired young man who lives in their midst. It’s now over one hundred years later 
– do you think social attitudes towards mental impairment have changed or do you think the ‘story’ of the 
poem still holds true? Do you have any personal experience with mental impairment, or difference of 
another kind? Do you think people are more or less sympathetic to this issue in the modern day and in the 
society you live? Are people with mental impairments still ‘segregated’ in the way of Ken? 

 

Study Questions 
 

Practice writing analytical paragraphs by including embedded quotation and comment on the 
effect of words, images, or poetic and literary devices. 

 
 

1. What methods does Charlotte Mew use to create a particular atmosphere at the start of 
the poem? 

 
2. With reference to the diction (choice of words) Mew uses to describe Ken, comment on 

the way he is presented in verse three.  

 
3. Reread verse 5, depicting Ken in church. Comment on the three perspectives that are 

presented in this verse: the neighbours’, the speaker’s and Ken’s. 

 
4. Explore the meaning and effects of the imagery Mew conjures throughout verse seven 

(‘Not long ago...’) 

 
5. What makes the asylum such a fearful and foreboding place? What aspects of Mew’s 

poetry accentuate this feeling?  

 
6. With reference to the final verse, as well as other moments in the poem, explore the 

significance of ‘eyes’ in Ken. 

 

Did You Know? 
 
Throughout the 19th century, British lawmakers struggled with the ‘problem’ of mental deficiency. Various 
acts were passed in attempts to deal with people who were diagnosed as ‘feeble-minded’: the Lunacy Act 
of 1846, the Idiots Act of 1886 and the Mental Deficiency Act of 1913. One thing all these acts had in 
common was the encouragement of segregation – the institutionalisation of individuals in asylums that 
kept them away from the rest of society. 


