SIMON ARMITAGE - HARMONIUM

Armitage spent his formative years in West Yorkshire. The poem describes him collecting ah old
harmonium that he has bought from Marsden Church. Both Armitage and his father were
choristers at Marsden church and the poem is also about their relationship ahd how the son
seems to take his father’s place in life.

The harmonium had been used for services in the church when the pipe organh was hot needed
because the congregation was quite small. Armitage remembers it from when he and his father
sang in the choir. Tt had been placed in the porch of the church and was intended for the skip
when Armitage bought it cheaply.

His use of the brand-name of the harmonium makes the poem
much more specCifiC and immediately grounds it in fact. Armitage
often sets his poems in the places that were important to him
when he was growing up.

In the first stanza of the poem Armitage desCribes how he obtains
the harmonium anhd sets the instrument in context:

‘was due to be bunhdied off to the sKip
Or was mine for a song’

The term ‘bundled OfF in the first stanzZa suggests that it is an
eyesore anhd something that heeds to be quICKly got rid Of. Jt iS ah
unceremonious end for an instrument that had served in the
church for over a hundred years. The idea that Armitage was able
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€O buy it ‘For a song’ reinforces the idea that it is old, unwanted and almost worthless. The use
Of the houh ‘song’ is suggestive of the singing that the harmonium had inspired and acCcompahied
over the years, as well as the fact that was was hot really worth any money. Armitage is trying to
salvage some Of his memories along with the harmonium.

In the second stanza Armitage reminisces about the harmonium when it was in situ, under the
reflections of the stained glass windows. He alludes to the beauty and masgiC he felt the stained
glass Created.

The sun, which in SO many other ways makes the church |ook beautiful, has aged the harmonium,
Just as the sun shed beautiful light on people but ages them beyond measure. This is the
beginhing of the personification of the harmonium:

‘yellowed the fingernails Of its keys’

The idea that the keys have yellowed is reminiscent of the tobaCCo stained fingers of
Armitage’s father later in the poem. Yellowing is a Sigh of age ahd wear and tear. Armitage feels
sentimental about the instrument in the same way he feels sentimental about his father.

The idea that one Of the keys ho [ohger produced any sound extends the personifiCation of the
harmonium:

‘and one of its hotes had |ost its tongue’

This again, is to do with the age of the harmohium, and the faCt that parts Of it were worh out.
This is just like ah old person whose voice has become diminished by age.

The treadles of the organ are peddles operated by the Oorganist’s feet that operate the bellow
that produce the sound. There were holes worn in both of these by years of usage. Armitage Can
clearly remember the sight of the orgahist’s feet as he pedalled the harmonium:

‘in grey, woollen socks
And |eather-soled shoes, had pedalled and pedalled’

He had probably seen this sight every Cchoir pracCtice for Years and the image is indelibly etched
on his memory. This adds detail about the images in Armitage’s memory and serves to make the
poem more intimate.it brings the reader closer to the poet.

The repetition of ‘pedalled and pedalled’ emphasises the passage of time.
The third stanza concentrates on the memories evoked by the sight of the old harmonium:
Tts hummed harmonics still struck g chord’

The soft alliteration of the ‘h’ sound alludes to the breathy hature of the sounds that would
emanhate from the organ. It is alsO a reminder of the wheezy noises made by old people in general
and his father in particular. Armitage uses the puh ‘ahd struck a chord’ as a reminder that the
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orgah could still play a tuhe and the common idiom for being reminded about something when
seeing a particular object.

He explicitly writes about his own memory when he writes:
‘where father and sonh ,
Each in their time, had openhed their throats’

He is reminding the reader that generation after generation has sung in the Church accompahied
by the harmonium; especCially that he used to sing in the Church choir with his father. The
removal of the harmonium triggers [0ts Of emotions about the end of anh era and everything that
it symbolises.

The tonhe Of the poem is JOYFul to reflect the Singing at the end of the third Stanza:
‘and gilded finches - like high hotes — had Sstreamed out’

The image of song as beautiful birds is in response to the beauty Of the tune of the harmonium.
The adjective ‘gilded’ suggests that the birds, ahd also the songs are rare and precious. The idea
Of high hotes continues the musiCal theme ahd Conhfirms the joyful hature Of this section. It also
suggests that the singing was the high note of some of his life — an enjoyable and satisfying
aCtivity that he took part in with his father.

The final stanza deals with Armitage’s relationship with his father, Who has come to help him
Carry the harmonium out of the church. His father is old and has Yellowed fingers from smoking,
and is accompahied by a plume of smoke:

“Through his own blue cloud of tobaCcCco smog,
With smoker’s fingers and dottled thumbs.’

It seems that his father is Suffering from the effects of being a life-long smoker. His yellowed
Fingers have been Caused by tobaCCo, whereas the yellowed keys of the harmonium are caused by
the sunlight on them.

The idea of them ‘Carting away the harmonium is meant to sound like @ body being Carted away
after death.

The personifiCation of the harmonhium continues with the line:
‘we Carry it flat, laid on its back’
Again it is as if the harmonium is a body being Carried out of the church.

Armitage’s father Cannot resist making g joke about his being the hext body that his soh will
Carry out Of the church. Armitage fumbles for a reply, shocked and embarrassed — he doesn’t
Khow what to Say ahd acknowledges this in his poem. He uses a techhique known as parallelism in
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this final stanza, where the syntaX Of onhe sentence is reflected in the next to Create g sense of
continuity:

“And he, being him...
And me, being me’

The houn shoulder is used as a Verb in this section to refer to Armitage Carrying his father’s
COfFin. It also infers the shouldering of a burden — that of a parent in old age and the idea that
this Carrying of his father’s COfFin is the last time he will feel this burden.

The internal rhyme Created by the words freight and weight give the line a sense of finality. The
houn freight is usually used to refer to goods being transported — the COoffin is being used to
trahsport g very precious Cargo — his father.

The final lines sum up the inadequacy felt by Armitage when his father speaks of his own death —
he simply doesn’t have the words or the Voice to make a better response than to mumble a few
words that Can’t be heard. The final lines Can be likened to the harmohium in the final stage of
its life — it has kKnown the most beautiful and inspiring musiC but Cah ho [ohger make itself
properly heard.
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