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Part A                                                                                                       

	Life questions:

At what age do we develop an independent sense of right and wrong?  
Is withholding information as wrong as an outright lie?
How do you respond (inwardly or outwardly) when challenged by an authority figure? How do we distinguish legitimate from illegitimate authority?
Has there ever been a point where you or a family member has had to lie in order to get themselves or a loved one out of trouble? If so, were there any moral dilemmas you had to face?


Speaker: First person:  a son or daughter who is old enough to know the parts of a bicycle, make independent observations and feel personal responsibility.
Subject:  A police officer arrives by bicycle to record a family's crop production and assess the taxes owed. Tension rises when the child suspects the father's statement of their crops is untrue.
Audience:  None directly addressed. 
Line-by-Line Notes:
	line
	text
	definition, allusion, connotation, historical context, other comment

	title
	constable
	police officer

	2
	cowl
	A rubber seal attached to the mud splash on a bicycle

	5
	spud
	Part of the dynamo generator 

	6
	dynamo
	A generator that powered the headlight through the tires' rotation

	11
	bevel
	A slanted edge

	14
	ledger
	Account book used for keeping record of valuables (finances or other assets/liabilities)

	15
	tillage returns
	"Tillage" is an area of cultivated land; "returns" are the father's reports of area devoted to each crop 

	16
	acre
	A measure of land, originally the amount that could be plowed by a team of oxen in one day

	16
	rood
	A measure of land area equal to 1/4 acre

	16
	perch
	A measure of land area equal to 1/160th acre

	22
	mangold
	Beet with a large yellowish root

	22
	marrowstem
	A type of kale (leafy green vegetable)

	27
	barracks
	Military or police facility 

	28
	baton
	Disciplinary weapon

	30
	domesday book
	A medieval survey of British lands, also known as the "doomsday" book because its findings were final and could not be contested:  here, a figurative reference to officer's tax "ledger"

	34
	carrier spring
	A mechanism used to secure items to a bicycle 
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Part B                                                                                                       

Form, structure and sound:  Narrative poem;  register varies from conversational to formal. The poem consists of nine stanzas, with four lines in each stanza. Lacks any specific rhyme scheme except for lines 10 and 12.  Some alliteration and onomatopoeia.  Line and stanza enjambment are present.
Prose meaning: The first and second stanzas describe the policeman’s bicycle in detail. The third stanza focuses on the policeman’s cap and head. Stanza four shows the father giving information and the officer recording it. Stanza five captures the speaker's emotional response, and his/her attention to the officer's accessories. In stanza six and seven, where the policeman questions the father about his crops, we hear the speaker's unspoken concerns, and see the officer prepare to leave. Stanza eight is where the policeman finishes his visit and says goodbye directly to the speaker. In stanza nine, the officer is shown departing from the house.
Background and context: In 19th and 20th century Ireland, it was customary for an officer of the law to take record of crop totals in order to institute honest and accurate tax assessment based on the amount of crops produced in a season.  In this poem, some may infer that the family (Heaney's was Catholic) is at odds with the power structure (in Northern Ireland during Heaney's era, Protestant). 

Selected literary elements
· Imagery: Visual imagery focuses on the bicycle and the policeman.
· Repetition / Historical allusion: "...ticked, ticked, ticked" (36) refers to the sound of the departing bicycle, but may also suggest a "time bomb" of tension. Terrorist attacks, including bombing, characterized the political violence of the "Troubles" in Northern Ireland in the 1970s.

· Play on words:  "Boot of the law" (8) echoes the idiom "long arm of the law."

· Motif:  Connotations of power are associated with the officer and his belongings:  the bicycle's dynamo is "cocked" (6) like a gun, and its handlegrips are "fat" and "black" (4);   the ledger is "heavy" (14), and even his cap creates "pressure" (14) on his head.

· Sentence fragment:  Only one line, in the middle of the poem, is an incomplete sentence:  "Arithmetic and fear" (17).
Interpretation, themes, ambiguities and arguable aspects
· Emotional and narrative tension increases through the turning point at which the officer, apparently satisfied, begins to leave.  Depending on interpretation, readers may differ as to whether the tension is fully resolved by the last line.

· Historical/political interpretation may center on the centuries-old conflict between Protestant (often British loyalist) and Catholic (often favoring Irish self-rule).
· The moral dilemma implied in the poem may generate interpretations around coming-of-age, divided loyalties, and ethical justification.
· Detailed attention to the "trappings" of the law (bicycle, ledger, uniform, weapons) may invite consideration of the nature of authority in society;  the role of the individual is suggested when the officer "looked at me as he said goodbye" (32).
Key Literary Criticism
· David Fawbert: "Heaney provides the ingredients of a compelling psychological drama: an atmosphere of threat; an attentive youngster; an interrogation; a father's lie; a moral dilemma that tests the innocence of the listening child; the threat receding. The 'poem-film-director' employs all the zooms, pans and slow-motion of cinematic technique."

· Debo et al: “The poem 'A Constable Calls' link in with many of Heaney's poems as they all share the theme of childhood memories. This includes 'Mid-term Break', 'Digging', ''The Early Purges', 'Blackberry Picking' and 'Follower'.”
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