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Introduction
This was the first series of the new A Level specification and the Drama paper was taken by over
10,000 candidates from a wide range of centres.
Candidates are asked to respond, in two and a quarter hours, to two questions, one on a
Shakespeare play and one on another drama text. With four of the assessment objectives
in play across the paper (Section A - AOs 1, 2, 3 and 5; Section B- AOs 1, 2 and 3) scope was
provided for a full range of responses from candidates at all levels.
Section A Shakespeare
As expected, Othello, Hamlet and King Lear were the most popular choices here. Students
were generally conscious of the requirements of the assessment objectives to engage with the
writer’s craft, to explore context, to provide alternative and critical readings, and to integrate
and justify these in light of their own response to the question.
The conventions and typical features of tragedy and comedy as dramatic genres were
often referred to. However, there was considerable confusion over definitions relating to
Greek tragedy, with many candidates guessing at these and/or using the terms incorrectly,
interchangeably or inconsistently. This at times spoilt some potentially very sophisticated
essays. Some candidates often made extremely assertive remarks about features of Aristotelian
tragedy, in particular ‘hamartia’. Many seemed to feel it incumbent on them to factually
provide an internal flaw which the central character has and is the reason for their death, in a
manner which usually had little to do with ‘hamartia’ as outlined in the Poetics as a plot event.
Candidates should be wary of thinking that there is a set of ‘correct’ features by which a tragedy
can and should be assessed, or that tragic heroes should be diagnosed with a single deficiency
which ‘solves’ their actions in the play. Conventions and features of comedy were handled
much better.
It was pleasing to see AO5 being accessed so well by candidates generally. Candidates at all
levels engaged consistently well with the critical anthology (or other readings) and most were
able to access at least Level 3 for AO5, as they had learned clear explanations of different
critical views. Some candidates, however, were unable to reach beyond this, as they did not
develop their engagement with the critical view by exploring evidence in connection to it.
Better responses demonstrated the ability to skilfully weave these views into the candidate’s
own arguments and evaluate them accordingly. Candidates should be wary of thinking that a
critic’s comment on a character or event can replace evidence from the text itself to support an
argument. In the same way, a few clearly strong candidates at times included too many critics
and quotations, either at the expense of the other AOs or at the expense of sustained, in depth
analysis - a paragraph full of quotations from multiple critics that doesn’t actually explore them
to develop the candidate’s own perspective is unlikely to achieve a Level 4.
As ever, engagement with social and historical contexts produced mixed responses, with some
pertinent, well-judged links being made but also some sweeping, simplistic statements about
women’s lack of power or the tendency for audience members to be religious, or needlessly
commenting that obviously evil doings (such as murder or incest) were ‘frowned upon’. Many
candidates also referred very generally to the responses of a contemporary and a modern
audience, comparing their likely reactions in ways that were not always helpful.
Candidates’ performance on AO2 was perhaps weakest on this section. There was, in some
responses, strong analysis of language, structure and form which was concise, well aligned to
the question, and selective in which features to examine and in analysing the significance of the
content; however, weaker analysis relied on unconvincing, word-level discussions - such as “The
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use of the personal pronoun ‘I’ or over-enthusiastic readings into alliteration or minor changes
in the iambic pentameter. A number of candidates produced highly fluent and convincing
arguments but with little or no sense of Shakespeare’s crafting. This is perhaps an area for
centres to consider in their planning for next year.
Finally, although few candidates appeared to run out of time on this paper, there is clearly still
a need for plenty of practice at writing under exam conditions. Some candidates needed to
think more carefully about the question they tackled and ensure that introductions focused
on the topic rather than on what they had learnt and, although candidates were generally
accurate with their spelling, often words such as ‘tragedy’, ‘soliloquy’, ‘playwright’, ‘deceit’ and
even ‘Shakespeare’ were incorrectly spelt. Paragraphing was also an issue - possibly on account
of time constraints - and better control over structure would have expressed candidates’
arguments more clearly.
SECTION B Other Drama
Responses to this question were inevitably varied due to the breadth of genres, styles and time
periods of text being responded to, although A Streetcar Named Desire was the overwhelmingly
popular choice. There was also a greater range of approaches to formulating a response, with
some candidates focusing heavily on the minutiae of the text and others giving an evaluative
view but with little specific evidence. The strongest responses achieved a balance of the two.
Many of the same issues regarding candidate performance apply to both Sections A and B.
However, centres might like to note the following comments from examiners on Section B:
Context was handled better when biographical detail wasn’t made central. Weaker answers
often made sweeping generalisations about the time in which the plays were written. Williams
and Wilde’s plays sometimes become a straightforward reflection of their biographies. Malfi
and Faustus tended to be supported by a useful understanding of the period/dramatic context,
which was much more illuminating.
English Language terminology continues to be used in response to the writer’s craft, often
unnecessarily or wrongly e.g. the playwright is using Accommodation Theory and adjacency
pairs, writing about a character’s idiolect and mean length of utterance, writers using “lexical
terms” instead of “words”. Students would be far better to focus closely on the dramatic impact
of language.
It was clear, in some cases, that candidates were determined to write about topics that had
already been visited either at AS or in mock exams; this was usually at the expense of answering
the question.
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Question 1
Antony and Cleopatra was the least popular candidate choice of the tragedies, but there were
some very well-developed responses to this question on the presentation of death. Candidates
considered death in the light of genre conventions of tragedy. It was often argued that
Enobarbus is killed by guilt, Antony’s attempted suicide becomes a laughable farce, and only
Cleopatra emerges with true tragic dignity. Weaker responses tended simply to describe who
was killed and how.
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Examiner Comments

This is an extract from a Level 3
response. The candidate is making a
clear and relevant link between the
question (death), the text (report of
Antony’s death to Caesar) and the
context (Roman attitudes to suicide).
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Examiner Tip

Try to integrate comments on context
by linking them directly to the text and
making sure they are relevant to your
argument.

Question 2
The complexity of Shakespeare’s presentation of Antony was recognised by most candidates.
Many cited Aristotle in support of the scale of his downfall from indestructible warrior to ‘a
strumpet’s fool’, and the opening speech was often analysed in detail to establish his demise.
While almost all candidates were able to explore Antony’s descent clearly, more sophisticated
responses recognised the persistent self-awareness and critical scrutiny in Antony (‘I must
from this enchanting queen break off’). Some saw his marriage to Octavia as a heroically selfeffacing attempt to regain his status as a triumvir. A few compared Antony with Octavius or
Lepidus - one of the key ways Shakespeare maintains sympathy and a degree of respect for him.
Excessive drinking and sex games were explored in detail.
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Examiner Comments

This is an extract from a top Level
4 response and is an example of
discriminating engagement with
alternative critical readings of the play.
Note the clear links between Kastan’s
argument about cathartic release
and the candidate’s own developing
point about Shakespeare’s use of
foreshadowing to present aspects of
Antony’s character.
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Examiner Tip

If you are writing about a character
in a play, make sure you consider the
character’s dramatic function and don’t
just describe the character as if he or
she were real. What is the dramatist
trying to do with this character? How
does he want the audience to respond
to the character? What techniques are
used to present the character to the
audience?

Question 3
The question about suffering in Hamlet was a very popular choice. Many candidates looked
in turn at how different characters - particularly Hamlet, Ophelia and Gertrude / Claudius displayed suffering. Stronger responses also considered Denmark itself as a suffering entity.
Relevant context was referred to by all candidates - common references were: gender roles, the
Great Chain of Being and a religious society; stronger responses considered Hamlet as being
trapped between Protestant and Catholic attitudes. Many candidates, however, failed to link
context to the text in a developed exploration of its significance. Candidates should be wary
of sweeping statements along the lines of, ‘Shakespeare uses Ophelia to criticise patriarchal
society’: contextual factors need treating with as much discrimination and subtlety as the play
itself.
A wide range of interesting critical comment was made use of by almost all candidates. In the
strongest responses, this was integrated and explored rather than merely reproduced. Frequent
references were made to Coleridge and Bradley but weaker responses tended only to include
the name and a quotation and failed to explore their ideas in detail.
A number of candidates were clearly keen to answer a question on ‘madness’ and veered
towards this at the expense of fully engaging with this question.
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Examiner Comments

This is an extract from a Level 4
response. Note how the candidate
is fully aware of the writer at work,
exploring Shakespeare’s craft in
relation to the overall topic of Hamlet’s
suffering.
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Examiner Tip

To access the highest Levels on AO2,
you need to be analytical about
the writer’s craft. Bear in mind that
you are writing about a play. It’s
sometimes easy to forget this when
you are looking at context and critical
comment. Think about how the
dramatist goes about creating meaning
for an audience.

Question 4
Far fewer candidates attempted this question than did Q3, but there were many successful
responses here. A superficial reading of the question might find it narrow, but the passages
around The Murder of Gonzago are rich with links to the rest of the play - Hamlet’s hatred of
Claudius, contempt for his mother, abuse of Ophelia - and some candidates saw the play as a
microcosm of Shakespeare’s text itself. Interestingly, a few candidates chose to interpret the
question much more broadly than a reference to Act III Scene ii and chose to look at the play’s
general focus on plays and players. This was a perfectly valid response, and there were excellent
explorations of Hamlet’s self-conscious theatricality.
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Examiner Comments

This response achieved Level 3
for AO5. The candidate has used
Adelman’s points about Hamlet’s
‘rationalising’ to support the general
argument, but there needs to be a
more developed exploration for a
higher level mark. For example, the
candidate might have gone on to
explore in more detail the notion of
Hamlet ‘saving’ Gertrude.
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Examiner Tip

Be careful not simply to ‘name-drop’
critics without showing the examiner
that you have fully engaged with their
ideas and, just as importantly, have
linked their points to your own ideas
about the play.

Question 5
The majority of candidates who had studied King Lear chose to explore the theme of madness
and its various presentations in the play. It proved to be a theme which candidates of all
abilities could tackle. Most discussed the political lunacy of Lear’s actions in Act 1 Scene 1, with
weaker responses focussing heavily on this, leaving little time to explore the king’s descent into
madness. Most were also able to engage with the madness in the bloodlust of Goneril / Regan
/ Cornwall, and with the wisdom revealed through the ‘madness’ of the Fool and Edgar as Poor
Tom. Strong responses discussed the symbolism of the storm scene and a few engaged with
the significance of the mock trial and with Lear’s torment at the death of Cordelia. In terms of
context, most candidates linked the theme of madness to the machinations of James I’s court
and many looked at the significance of references to Bedlam Hospital. There were also a few
interesting comments on the pagan setting of the play.
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Examiner Comments

This is an extract from a Level 5 response. The candidate is exploring
whether or not Lear’s madness is indeed redeeming and, using a range
of critical ideas, considers the play’s ending. This is a sophisticated
response, with the candidate tackling complex critical topics whilst
remaining fully focussed on the terms of the question. All assessment
objectives are in play - the candidate explores Shakespeare’s dramatic
purpose and the play’s context, examines a range of critical ideas and
shapes overall a sophisticated personal argument.
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Question 6
The question on the presentation of Edmund in King Lear was less popular than Q5, but
responses to it were generally convincing. Candidates were able to look at the character from a
range of perspectives, seeing him as more than the stock ‘malcontent’. There were discussions
of the methods Shakespeare uses to manipulate audience responses to the character, eliciting
sympathy in the light of contemporary attitudes to legitimacy and using Edmund’s soliloquies
both to engage the audience and to encourage satisfaction at his demise. There were some
thoughtful comments about his Machiavellian qualities and how these link to his position as
an outsider. Stronger responses engaged in detail with the themes of nature and paganism
and with Edmund’s desire to succeed in society’s terms, despite his rejection of them. A few
candidates explored the significance of Edmund’s last line.
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Examiner Comments

This is an extract from a Level 5
response. Note how the candidate has
fully integrated comments on context
and interpretations by another readers
with a close analysis of Shakespeare’s
use of language.
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Examiner Tip

It is important not to stray too far away
from the text itself. Make sure that
you always refer back to the language
and structure of the play when writing
your answers. However comments on
language must always be relevant to the
question. For instance, this candidate has
a clear focus on the way Shakespeare
arouses sympathy in the audience for
Edmund by having him speak in verse
and use repetition for effect.

Question 7
Othello was the most popular text choice on Section A, with around half the candidates
responding to this question on the relationship between Othello and Iago. Most responses
followed the relationship between Othello and Iago chronologically through the play, which
sometimes led to weaker response becoming quite narrative. In quite a few cases, this became
an essay on Iago (often, seemingly, pre-prepared) with little being said about Othello’s role.
Candidates also showed a tendency to discuss Iago’s choices and actions rather than consider
his character as a literary construct and looking at Shakespeare’s intentions. More successful
candidates created a balance between the two characters. Many were influenced by the critical
idea of Iago being a ‘motiveless malignant’ and used their response to explore reasons why
Iago conspired against Othello - race, jealousy, repressed sexual appetite. Too much was made,
however, of the potential homosexual undertones of Othello and Iago’s relationship without
enough textual exploration to make this useful.
A significant number of candidates commented extensively on the animal imagery of ‘black ram’
and ‘white ewe’ and again it sometimes appeared that this was learned material; it frequently
added little to develop the response as much as the quantity of commentary dedicated to
it warranted. Race is clearly a relevant factor in the Othello / Iago relationship, but some
candidates seemed to have done so much preparatory writing on this topic that it took over the
actual question and their response became an extended exploration of racial discrimination and
identity.
Stronger responses explored Iago as a Machiavellian villain, his role as both entertainer and
controller of the narrative and considered debates around the extent to which Othello was
destined for downfall. They understood that this relationship is presented as more than the
classic one between protagonist and antagonist, and that many other factors are at play,
including political power, nepotism, class, gender and race.
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Examiner Comments

This is an extract from a Level 2
response. The candidate is beginning
to explain - in a straightforward way
- the relationship between Othello
and Iago. Comments on context show
understanding, but they are very
generalised.
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Examiner Tip

Try to avoid making sweeping
statements about context in your
responses. Make sure you link
contextual points to the words of the
text and that they are always relevant
to the topic being discussed.

Question 8
Again, this was a very popular choice of question, with candidates discussing various
presentations of love in Othello. In general, the focus tended to be on three key pairings: Othello
and Desdemona; Othello and Iago; Desdemona and Emila. Most considered the platonic love
between Desdemona and Emilia to be the strongest example of genuine love and linked it to
contextual ideas around patriarchy and female oppression. In some case, such discussions
became a little too generalised and were not always linked to specific textual references. Many
candidates were influenced by the work of Anita Loomba and many were able to support or
criticise her critical interpretation of Othello’s character by offering textual evidence.
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Examiner Comments

This is an extract from a top Level 4 response. It is an
interesting take on the question, looking at the idea
of Othello’s self-love, or lack of it. The response is a
good example of a candidate presenting a controlled
argument with fluently embedded references
to the text and to critical ideas. It also makes
discriminating comments on context, such as the
prevalence of racial stereotyping.
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Question 9
Perhaps surprisingly, few candidates had chosen to study A Midsummer Night’s Dream, but this
question on the presentation of power was the more popular. Stronger responses compared
the respective status and power of the three main character groups, based on their unequal
knowledge of each other. Weaker candidates tended to focus only on the supernatural power of
the fairies, notably Oberon and Puck, with their ability to observe and control all other groups.
There was some evidence of pre-prepared essays on ‘the mechanicals’ and a few candidates
tried - mostly unsuccessfully - to locate power in this group alone.

Examiner Comments

This is an extract from a low Level 4 response. The
candidate has made a clear link between the text
and its context, using details of the text to drive
the point. More detailed and nuanced reference
to the significance of a female monarch would
see the response moving up the level and some
further consideration of the final outcomes for Titania
would make this a more sophisticated argument.
GCE English Literature 9ET0 01
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Question 10
A very small number of candidates chose to look at Shakespeare’s use of plot lines in A
Midsummer Night’s Dream. Most candidates were able to explore clearly the Athenians / Fairies
/ Mechanicals plots - often separately. Strong responses looked in detail at Shakespeare’s
manipulation of language and structure, linking his crafting to the conventions of dramatic
comedy and evaluating critical debate around the play. Weaker responses tended simply to
describe the various plot lines and to cite names of critics without engaging with their ideas.

Examiner Comments

This is an extract from a Level 5
response. Note the clear focus on
Shakespeare’s dramatic purpose rather
than on simply describing the plotlines.
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Question 11
Of the candidates who had studied Measure for Measure, very few chose to explore the settings
in the play. Most responses considered the ways in which settings are used to foreground
the play’s political, social and religious themes. Strong responses analysed Shakespeare’s
crafting of symbolism around settings and also his use of incongruent settings for dramatic
effect. Language and structure were also analysed purposefully, with candidates exploring,
for example, the informal language of the street settings with the formality at court. Weaker
responses tended to describe settings or to drift off towards character studies.
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Question 12
The question on the presentation of the Duke in Measure for Measure was generally wellhandled, with many candidates engaged fully with the ambiguities of the Duke’s character and
of the play itself. Most focussed on his self-confessed failings at the opening of the play and
there was much discussion of the imagery (armour, lion) used to describe his dereliction of
duty. Almost all the Duke’s actions lend themselves to multiple interpretations and responses
to AO5 were generally thoughtful and thorough. Context was less well-handled. Obviously there
are parallels between the Duke and James I, but some candidates came close to asserting that
the Duke equals the king. Likewise, there was a tendency to over-simplify religious contexts assuming, for example, that a post-Reformation audience would all share the same attitude to
‘Christian’ friars and nuns. Comments on context need to be discriminating; they should be used
to support and illuminate argument, not replace it.

24
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Examiner Comments

This is an extract from a response
that achieved Level 5 on AO5. Note
how the candidate takes hold of Cox’s
argument and uses it to develop a
strong personal position about the
presentation of the Duke, based on
close analysis of the text itself.

Examiner Tip

It is really important that you properly
integrate points about context
into your argument. Candidates
who produce lengthy, standalone paragraphs, giving a potted
biography of a playwright or extended
descriptions of contemporary life are
not fulfilling the requirement of higher
levels to be ‘discriminating.’
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Question 13
Around half the candidates who had studied The Taming of the Shrew chose to respond to the
question on courtship. Most had plenty to say about the presentation of the courtship between
Kate and Petruchio, which was seen to be highly unusual and many also looked at the courting
of Bianco by her array of suitors. Candidates noted Shakespeare’s use of parallel plotlines.
Weaker candidates tended to get bogged down in discussions about gender and whether or
not Shakespeare was a ‘feminist’. Stronger responses considered his satiric purpose, exploring,
for instance, the theme of idealised versus actual romance and considering the extent to which
Shakespeare conforms to or usurps the conventions of comedy. In responding to AO5, there
was also much made of Catherine Bates’ arguments about the ‘theatrical illusion’ of Petruchio’s
triumph over his bride.
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Question 14
Candidates responded enthusiastically to the question on plays and play acting in The Taming
of the Shrew. Many were able to explore the play in relation to the conventions of comic drama.
There was much discussion around the frame narrative and the plentiful use of disguise. Some
candidates commented on the poetic licence allowed by the play’s theatricality and considered
the resulting disruption of social and gender expectations. Many of the best responses showed
a solid grasp of the theories of comedy exemplified in the early part of the Critical Anthology.

Examiner Comments

The response is an extract from a
Level 4 response. It is a good example
of engagement with both social
and literary contexts and it is beginning
to explore different types of comedy
(slapstick; satire) in relation to the text.
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Question 15
Twelfth Night was the most popular choice of the comedy plays and many candidates chose
to examine the relationship between Orsino and Olivia. Strong responses recognised that,
despite these characters not being together often in the piece, their relationship is key to both
the play’s dramatic conflict and its resolution. Most candidates discussed Orsino’s famous
declaration of love at the start of the play, commenting on his redundant hyperbolic passion and
preoccupation with romantic cliche and unrequited love. Most then drew comparisons between
Orsino’s non-existent relationship with Olivia and the one forged with Viola / Cesario, and
considered the implications of this relationship with its blurred lines between heterosexuality
and homosexuality. Many candidates also discussed the excess of Olivia and the absurd
nature of her pursuit of a woman, followed by her marriage to a stranger. The most successful
responses explored how Shakespeare uses the relationship between Olivia and Orsino to
explore class and gender expectations as well as to introduce the ‘ethic of indulgence’ in this
festive comedy.

Examiner Comments

This is an extract from the beginning
of a Level 4 response. Note how the
candidate expresses a clear sense
of purpose, shaping an argument
which will look at the function
of the relationship and also at
Shakespeare’s craft (comic devices,
parallel plots, use of satire).
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Question16
The question on Twelfth Night as festive comedy proved challenging for some candidates who
were perhaps less confident with genre conventions. One examiner commented: ‘Candidates
seem to find it harder to write about comedy than tragedy in terms of generic conventions.
Perhaps this is because Aristotle has bequeathed us a distinctive terminology - harmatia,
peripeteia, anagnorisis, catharsis - which were all widely and often accurately used in the
questions on tragedy. Not all realise that comedy has its conventions too - puns, innuendo,
misunderstandings and mistaken identity, bawdy, physical humour, dramatic irony, the
pleasures of schadenfreude etc. - which writers exploit and manipulate at will’.
The majority of candidates, however, had plenty to say about contemporary expectations of
Twelfth Night and notions of ‘the carnival.’ Effects of the temporary suspension of hierarchies
and moral strictures were explored with confidence. Everyone wanted to write about Malvolio
and he provided a rich source of relevant comment along with the opportunity to challenge the
question and explore critical debate around ‘festive comedy’ as his sub-plot gradually darkens
and his vow of revenge disturbs the general joy at the play’s end. Weaker responses tended to
focus only on contextual issues; stronger responses looked closely at the play’s language and
structure as part of their argument.
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Examiner Comments

This is an extract from a Level 3
response. Note how the candidate
uses knowledge of the conventions of
comedy and critical views to shape a
clear personal argument about Feste
being part of the play’s ‘darker’ themes.
The rest of this essay did not extend
beyond the character of Feste which is
why a higher level was not achieved.
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Question 17
Dr Faustus was a popular choice of play in Section B and the majority of candidates chose
to explore the play’s presentation of ambiguity. Mephistopheles’ function both as cautioner
and tempter was a common starting point. Faustus’ hovering between damnation and
redemption also drew much analysis, as did the roles of the God and Bad Angels. Context
was securely grasped and in most cases applied relevantly to the topic of the question. In
the scenes with the Pope, for example, some candidates debated whether Marlowe wanted
us to applaud the satirical attack or condemn Faustus for squandering his powers on
childish tricks. Some of the discussions of Luther and Calvin were so detailed that Marlowe
and the play itself became part of the background. Candidates must take care not to
overload their responses with contextual material.

32
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Examiner Comments

This is an extract from a very secure
Level 5 response. The candidate
sustains a clear focus on ‘ambiguity’
whilst shaping a sophisticated
argument around the mirroring of
Faustus and Mephistopheles. Close
reference to the text is made and
references to context are fluently
embedded.
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Question 18
Responses to the question of the presentation of Wagner in Dr Faustus covered a wide
spread of performance. Some candidates, having noted that Wagner is in many ways a
foil to Faustus, tended to write only briefly about him and focussed the majority of their
response on Faustus himself. Nevertheless, there were some very sophisticated responses
to this question, with detailed analysis of the ways in which the character functions as a
comment on Faustus’ behaviour, together with thoughtful comments on the context of
Renaissance philosophy and beliefs. Weaker responses tended to focus only on Wagner’s
comic function in the play, often linking this to medieval morality plays. Most candidates,
however, were able to discuss the significance of Wagner’s intellectual curiosity and his
sophisticated use of language.

GCE English Literature 9ET0 01

35

36

GCE English Literature 9ET0 01

GCE English Literature 9ET0 01

37

38

GCE English Literature 9ET0 01

Examiner Comments

This is an example of a secure Level 5
response. The argument is convincing.
Interpretations of text and context are
sophisticated. There is a clear focus on
the writer at work and close analysis of
the language and structure of the play.
GCE English Literature 9ET0 01
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Question 19
The majority of candidates who had studied The Duchess of Malfi chose this question on
the presentation of a corrupted court. Inevitably, the focus was very much on the brothers,
but most candidates also acknowledged the role of the Duchess as a counterpoint to their
corruption. There was secure handling of contextual material, with links mostly being made
to the court of James I and to Webster’s commentary on the role of the Church.

40
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Examiner Comments

This is an extract from a low Level
4 response. There is a controlled
argument, with lots of pertinent
reference to the text. The focus on the
question is clear and there is a sense
of the writer at work. More developed
and detailed links to context would
move this response up to a higher
level e.g. perhaps exploring the links
between the mercenary attitudes
of Bosola and other characters and
the changing face of economy and
commerce in the 16th and 17th
centuries.
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Question 20
A small number of candidates chose to write about uncertainty in The Duchess of Malfi and
most of these did so very successfully. Many focussed on Webster’s frequent references to
light and darkness as a means of creating an air of uncertainty. Candidates also pointed to
the complex and sometimes inconsistent character of Bosala as playing a part in projecting
the moral uncertainly of the play. Some explored the play as a reflection of contemporary
political uncertainty and others explored Webster’s use of black humour as a source of
uncertainty for the audience. Weaker responses tended to be very character-driven and
showed limited engagement with the play’s contexts.
Some candidates were keen to discuss the role of women in the play and others only
wanted to focus on deception: in both cases a good deal of seemingly pre-learned material
was included that was not relevant to this question.

Examiner Tip
Examiner Comments

This is an extract from a Level 2
response. Although there is general
awareness of the question throughout,
the engagement with the text is fairly
superficial - word-level at best - and
ideas are not developed enough to
show clear understanding.
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Looking at how language creates meaning
is obviously important, but any discussion
of specific lexis needs to be clearly linked to
the themes of the play and to the question.
Taking an isolated word out of context and
making assertive claims for its importance
is not analysis. An example in this extract is
the exaggerated claim of importance that the
candidate makes for the word, ‘haunt’.

Question 21
Very few candidates had chosen to study The Home Place but of those who did, most chose
to explore Friel’s presentation of conflicting loyalties. Candidates had plenty to write about,
with focus mainly on the Gore family and Margaret. Most candidates showed a good grasp
of the political and social contexts of the play. Occasionally contextual material seemed to
outweigh analysis of the text as a piece of drama and the best responses kept Friel’s craft in
view.
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Examiner Comments

This is a low Level 4 response. The
candidate shapes a convincing
argument in response to the
question and shows a sound grasp
of the political and social contexts of
the play. More exploration of Friel’s
craft as a dramatist would improve
this largely character-driven essay: for
example, some consideration of his
use of symbolism to suggest conflicting
loyalties.
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Question 22
Only a small number of candidates chose to write about nostalgia in The Home Place. There
were nevertheless some very full responses, with candidates exploring the methods Friel uses to
create a sense of nostalgia such as his use of symbolism (e.g. the falcon as a symbol of hope for
a free Ireland) and all the nostalgic allusions to Irish nationalism - such as the music of Thomas
Moore. Candidates also looked at the idealised, nostalgic vision created by Christopher Gore of
his ‘home place’ in Kent. Most candidates made clear links between the play’s focus on nostalgia
and the political and social contexts that Friel wants to explore. Weaker responses tended to be
very character-driven, often consisting of nothing more than a portrait of Margaret.
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Question 23
A Streetcar Named Desire was the overwhelmingly popular choice of play in Section B. There
were various interpretations of the question on points of view, but most focused on the
perspectives of Blanche, Stanley and (sometimes) Stella. Many candidates interpreted the
question to mean: how would different audiences view characters (e.g. is Stanley a positive
role model for working class males or an aggressive and misogynistic husband). This meant
a range of contextual ideas were included (e.g. a feminist reading, a Marxist reading etc.)
but discussion of these was often vague and not integrated into textual analysis. Several
responses also drifted into discussing the conflict between Blanche and Stanley without
relating it to their differing points of view. The strongest responses went beyond character
and explored Williams’ stagecraft, looking at the methods he used to allow the audience to
see a character’s point of view - for example, through symbolism, clothing, and music and
so on. Weaker responses involved writing about the opinions of each character with little
acknowledgment of them as literary constructs.
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Examiner Comments

This is an extract from a Level 5
response. Note that the candidate has
a clear focus on Williams’ stagecraft
and is evaluating his success in
presenting alternative perspectives. In
this extract the candidate explores in
detail how Williams uses the character
of Eunice to allow the audience to see
Stella’s point of view.
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Examiner Tip

Don’t go into an exam with a
prepared answer in your head. It’s
really important to read the question
carefully and make sure your response
is fully focussed on the topic asked
about - not on what you’ve learnt.

Question 24
Writing about the rise of a new social order in A Streetcar Named Desire was the most
popular candidate choice on this paper. Significant numbers of responses covered very
similar material and in some cases it seemed that candidates were relying on prepared
essay material. Responses typically focused on the first few pages of the play; it was
common for well over half of an essay to comment on the opening stage directions, and
indeed the decision to set the play in New Orleans and the expository facts about the main
characters. Often these resembled close readings rather than responses about the play as a
whole. Candidates also frequently commented at great length on the costuming of Blanche
and Stanley and the reference to a ‘moth’. Analysis of dialogue, aside from a few key quotes,
was far less common. Weaker responses failed to consider the text as a piece of drama, as
shown through the regularity of responses referring to ‘the reader’. There was much
complex terminology used, with a wide range of security over its meaning and relevance.
Context was generally well referred to, and students were able to link their comments to
relevant historical and biographical information.
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Examiner Comments

This is the introduction from a
high scoring response. Note how
the candidate clearly sets out the
direction the response will take. There
is a firm grasp of context and, more
importantly, of Williams’ dramatic
purpose. There is also a clear intention
to look at Williams’ craft - character
contrast, theatrical devices, and
symbolism and so on.

Examiner Tip

Try to avoid writing answers that are
entirely character-driven. Always go
on to look at wider themes and the
writer’s craft.
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Question 25
The Importance of Being Earnest was another popular choice of play on Section B and many
candidates chose to write about the presentation of social status. Responses ranged widely
across the whole play - the fine social gradation between Jack and Algernon, the comic
exposure of Lady Bracknell’s social outlook, the use of status and fashion to fuel the comedy
of the spat between Cecily and Gwendolen, the small but important role of Lane. There
was general understanding of Wilde’s satiric purpose, and diverse contextual factors were,
in the main, handled with understanding. The very best responses clearly understood the
difference between social class and social status.
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Examiner Comments

In this extract from a Level 5 response, the candidate
is exploring the presentation of social status and its
links to marriage in the play. Note the clear focus on
Wilde’s satiric and dramatic purpose and the use of
plenty of detail from the text to back up arguments. The
candidate also shows an excellent understanding of the
literary context of the drama with relevant references to
farce, reversals of dramatic conventions, comedy tropes,
satire, melodrama and so on.
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Question 26
This question was less popular than Q25, but there was lots to explore on the topic of
personal identity. Many candidates looked at the links between personal identity and social
status. Most discussed Jack’s and Algernon’s respective ways of escaping the boundaries of
their real identities, and the role of Gwendolen as a conventional product of London high
society versus the representation of Cecily as an imaginative child of nature. There was
discussion about notions of ‘doubling’ or ‘doppelganger’ in Victorian writing. Candidates
were able to make links between the play and Wilde’s own struggles with personal identity,
with the best responses making detailed analysis of the coded references to homosexuality
in the play and of Wilde’s implied commentary on the hypocrisy of Victorian society. Weaker
interpretations of the question produced some narrative responses about characters and
their alter-egos. There were also some fairly sweeping generalisations about Victorian life.

Question 27
The Pitmen Painters is a play that was studied by a small number of candidates who
were clearly engaged by, and committed to, the play. A few chose to explore Hall’s use of
projections and their responses were generally well-handled. Candidates noted the use
of projections for a range of dramatic purposes, including providing the audience with
background information and allowing the various works of art to be displayed on stage.
Many also noted the emotional impact on the audience of the final projection. The strongest
responses sustained focus on Hall’s dramatic purpose in using the projections and made
relevant and insightful reference to political contexts and also to literary contexts such as
Brechtian theatre and so on. Weaker responses tended to skim over the play itself and
made few links between the text and their discussion of production techniques.

Question 28
The question on community was the more popular of the two on The Pitmen Painters. There
was plenty for candidates to explore with the majority highlighting the contrasts between
the community of miners and outside figures such as Lyons and Helen Sutherland. Better
responses moved beyond simple comments on class conflict, however, some pointed out
how supportive of each other the miners were. Others noted the Young Lad’s perception
of being an outsider because he was not a miner. Some explored threats to the community
- such as Oliver’s stipend offer. A few made the interesting point that these miners in fact
created a ‘new’ community - of working artists. Weaker responses tended to describe the
plot or ‘explain’ context with little sense of the dramatist at work or of an audience. Many
also tended to get bogged down in debates around political contexts, rather than treating
the text as a literary construct.
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Question 29
For a text that was a popular choice for coursework, The Rover was the choice of
surprisingly few candidates. However, the quality of responses was generally very high. Most
candidates chose this question on Behn’s use of the unconventional in the play and many
explored her use of female heroines, the carnival setting in Naples that allowed her to make
comments on contemporary society, the changes Behn made to Killigrew’s narrative and the
play’s conventional ending in marriage. Weaker responses tended to be one-dimensional,
focussing only on a single topic such as marriage or on specific characters. Some were too
concerned to discuss ‘feminism’ at the expense of the literary features of the text. The best
responses looked at the play as a whole, exploring Behn’s dramatic purpose, noting the
subtleties in her presentation of themes and characters and considering the conventions of
Restoration drama and romantic comedy.
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Examiner Comments

This is an extract from a Level 5
response. Note how the candidate
shapes a sophisticated argument looking at both the unconventional
and conventional dramatic approaches
taken by Behn. There is clear
understanding of historical and
biographical contexts - but note how
the references are all relevant both to
the question (the ‘unconventional’) but
also to the text itself (the marriages;
Willmore’s role etc).
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Question 30
A very small number of candidates looked at the presentation of Belvile in The Rover.
Weaker responses tended simply to describe the character or to respond as if he were real.
Stronger responses analysed Belvile as Behn’s dramatic construct, exploring his function
in the gender dynamics of the play - as a foil to Willmore who offers a more progressive
attitude to women - and in the context of comic drama generally: for instance, as a courtly
lover or as an example of the ‘forbidden love’ trope.
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Examiner Comments

This high-scoring response argues that
Behn presents Belvile as a play on the
‘courtly lover’ tradition. In this extract,
note how the candidate moves well
beyond simply recounting Belvile’s
actions to consider his dramatic
function, exploring the language
of the text in detail and evaluating
Behn’s characterisation against the
conventions of dramatic comedy.
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Question 31
Waiting for Godot was the play of choice for a good number of candidates, around half
of whom answered the question on Beckett’s use of humour. There was a broad range of
responses covering all levels of attainment. Many candidates were able to identify different
dramatic features in the play, such as the use of slapstick timing to create comic effects.
Weaker responses tended to focus on narrative and on explaining why particular scenes
might be considered humorous. Some candidates wrote about comedy as a means to pass
the time, to highlight human lack of purpose and the futility of existence, to act as a coping
mechanism and so on. A number explored Absurdist Theatre and highlighted the tragedy
behind the comedy. Many candidates made links to a relevant range of other models of
comedy, such as Laurel and Hardy, Chaplin, Keaton, the Goons and Vaudeville acts. The
most successful responses maintained a strong focus on dramatic genre and style and were
evaluative in their approach.
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Question 32
The topic of survival in Waiting for Godot clearly engaged a number of candidates and there were
some excellent, thoughtful responses to this question. Discussion tended to focus mainly on the
concept of whether survival meant the maintenance of existence or the pursuit of a meaningful
life. Candidates noted that survival may mean prolonging suffering and referred to the thoughts
of suicide presented. Some mentioned the repeated tasks the characters create for themselves
just to give themselves purpose in order to survive. Candidates wrote of the importance of companionship and, on a deeper level, psychoanalytical concepts such as the verification of the self
by being seen or heard by another. Some examined the differences in the relationship between
Vladimir and Estragon and that of Pozzo and Lucky – one being based on co-operation while
other is based on control and submission – noting that the latter did not work for Vladimir and
Estragon. By way of context, references were made to Beckett’s experiences with the resistance
in the war and to the comedy of Laurel and Hardy.
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Examiner Comments

This is a secure Level 5 response,
showing a well-considered response to
the question. The candidate has used
a sound grasp of Camus’ philosophy as
a means of illuminating understanding
of the play whilst never losing sight of
Beckett’s craft as a dramatist. There
is a highly sophisticated blending of
textual and contextual understanding.
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Paper Summary
It was clear that the vast majority of candidates had been well-prepared for the new paper,
and it was a pleasure to see such genuine engagement on the part of candidates with the
plays in their contexts and with the critical debate around them.
•

Based on their performance on the paper, candidates are offered the following advice:

•

Take the time to choose a question carefully and to plan your answer before beginning
to write.

•

Don’t try to reproduce prepared essays and keep a clear focus on the terms of the
question.

•

A good deal of work has clearly gone in to critical reading around the plays.

•

Don’t just name and quote critics.

•

Make sure you demonstrate your understanding of, and engagement with, their ideas
by linking them to the play itself and to the question.

•

Remember that critical comments should enhance, not replace, your own arguments.

•

Bear in mind that characters in plays are literary constructs and not real people.

•

Try to maintain a critical distance when discussing characterisation.

•

Don’t spend so much time on contextual material that you fail to analyse the play itself.

•

Keep a clear focus on the dramatist’s craft and think about how language and structure
are used to create meaning.

•

Do, however, avoid simplistic word-level analysis which will often break up your
argument.
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Grade Boundaries
Grade boundaries for this, and all other papers, can be found on the website on this
link:
http://www.edexcel.com/iwantto/Pages/grade-boundaries.aspx
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