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Introduction

After the enforced suspension of full-scale examinations since 2019, there was naturally 
some trepidation about the 2022 series. It is therefore gratifying to report that we have seen 
the full range of achievement this year, with a pleasing number of responses justifiably 
awarded full marks. Despite the disruptions of the last two years, most candidates appeared 
well-prepared. The quality of candidates’ work was impressive and is a testament to the hard 
work and dedication of the candidates and their teachers. The vast majority of responses 
were clear and relevant and showed that candidates were engaging well with their chosen 
texts and the question set.

There were aspects that could be attributed to the impact of the pandemic and consequent 
lack of examination practise. A small number of candidates appear to have spent too long on 
Section A, resulting in Section B answers that were short or even in a few cases not 
attempted at all. Poor handwriting – again possibly through lack of practise in formal 
situations – occasioned more comment than usual, causing candidates (and their examiners) 
problems. We can only urge teachers, once again, to guide candidates for whom this is a 
potential problem to take appropriate remedial action.

Section A

The unseen poem, Jane Commane’s On the New Bypass, proved accessible on some level to all 
candidates. The questions, involving comparing the unseen poem with a set poem, proved 
similar in difficulty to the previous series. Rather more candidates answered on Question 2, 
but there was no evidence of difference in challenge and excellent work was seen on both 
options. Comparison was well executed. Work on the poet’s craft was however less 
successful overall than in previous years; this was also evident in Section B, where it 
sometimes received less attention than contextual information.

Candidates who achieved higher level marks were able to demonstrate aspects such as an 
understanding of what a bypass was and how this could symbolically link to the concept of 
people being ‘bypassed’ in modern society or how a modern life can leave people behind. 
Almost all candidates engaged with Commane’s image of the girl in the tree, with responses 
ranging, at the lower levels, from seeing this as some sort of metaphor for the discontent felt 
by those in contemporary urban environments. More analytical answers linked this, for 
example, to the ‘radio jingle’ as a cacophonous symbol of futility.

Candidates who understood the nuanced ideas in the poems fared better than others. The 
poem by Julia Copus in Question 2 offered many opportunities for analysis but weaker 
candidates often missed the idea of the girl being reluctant to grow and finding solace or 
comfort at home. However, the poem did allow weaker candidates to access the question 
whilst providing depth for more able candidates.
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A few guidelines for candidates based on the experience of this year’s examiners:

Be willing to embrace ambiguity and be tentative: this is likely to be particularly helpful for 
the unseen poem, as you will have already engaged several times with the anthology 
poem named in the question. Commane’s poem offered the opportunity for multiple 
interpretations – show and explore these. Avoid being overly definite about what poems 
‘mean’ – be aware of, and try to convey, nuance in your interpretation.
Avoid analysing specific features of structure language, etc, in isolation. Don’t leap straight 
into explaining how the writers had used these before outlining the premise of the poem, 
otherwise it’s likely your comments will be vague, unconnected to the overall impact of the 
poem. Start with the premise of the poem or key imagery before explaining how the 
structural aspects develop, mirror or even subvert the ideas in the poem. Avoid what 
Professor Robert Eaglestone recently described as the ‘incorrect version of how we 
interpret literary texts which encourages “feature spotting” and an overemphasis on 
mastering vocabulary’. This is not particularly useful in explaining how meaning is created 
within the poems. Instead relate writers’ choices to the themes, messages or impacts of 
the poems.
Focus your analysis of structure on specific examples – rather than making a general 
comment on, for example, enjambment across a poem. Careful analysis of poetic craft is a 
distinguishing feature of higher level answers but it needs to be specific and related to 
your exploration of the impact of each poem as a whole.
A learned essay structure, which may be helpful at the beginning of your studies, can be 
limiting at A Level and stifle an engaged response. The categories will not all be equally 
useful or of merit for the texts and question in front of you. However....
Time spent planning is rarely wasted. A clear introduction which indicates a sense of 
direction for your response and a sense of overview of the poems will help your reader (in 
this case the examiner) understand where you are taking them. An essay structured in 
cohesive paragraphs will demonstrate what Level 4 of the marking grid describes as ‘a 
controlled argument’ – support this with ongoing close analysis and you should be making 
‘a critical evaluative argument’, which is Level 5.
Finally, do pay close attention to the wording of the question; this year again a few 
candidates were handicapped by avoidable errors (in both sections) about the poems or 
topics set.
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Section B

Questions followed the pattern set in previous years, presenting candidates with a similar 
level of challenge. All questions appeared accessible, allowing candidates of all abilities to 
respond and strong responses were seen on all texts. A few candidates, perhaps not making 
a full transition from Section A, unnecessarily expended effort on comparing their two 
poems, an aspect not required here. Context is the third strand here and needs to be woven 
into the response in an integrated manner. Rather than presenting generalised statements 
about the social, historical or personal background, the best answers used the poems 
themselves as a way into the most relevant aspects. What is the significance, for example, of 
Blake’s reference to the ‘charter’d street’ and ‘charter’d Thames’?

Chaucer, the Romantic poets, Keats and Rossetti were again the most popular choices, with 
Donne trailing behind. There was a handful of entries on Medieval poetic drama; pleasingly, 
this year, among some modest answers on this text there was also a Level 5 mark script. 
Twentieth Century poetry was again a minority option. There were only a few entries on The 
Movement anthology; here, and for Larkin, candidates often struggled to move much beyond 
general comment and biographical links for AO3.

Where candidates took a chronological approach to poems and worked through them in this 
way, rather than planning a thematic approach in response to the topic which allowed for 
greater and more judicious selection of relevant material, they seldom moved beyond Level 
3. More technical questions (the use of the sonnet by Keats, for example) demonstrated the 
need for candidates who tackle them to have a more developed understanding of poetic 
craft to fully develop their response.
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Question 1

The pairing of Commane's poem with the Turnbull opened up all kinds of interesting 
potential avenues for discussion. Many candidates engaged effectively with the idea of urban 
environments and the different ways in which the poems handle this idea. Interesting 
connections emerged in relation to the bleaker vision of Commane’s poem with its sense of 
circularity and being trapped as compared to the more vibrant and energetic representation 
of the Turnbull. Other excellent connections were developed around ideas to the poets’ use 
of cars, music, sound, colour and buildings.

Most candidates made productive comments on the unseen, principally through considering 
the brief depictions of disparate characters; the girl in the tree and her symbolic significance 
– and how uncaring it is that nobody questions why she is crying; and the six tercet structure 
and how it might relate to the fragmentary quality of modern urban existence. Many 
responses picked up on the reference to the arts through, painting, photography, music and 
architecture and used these as a point of connection to Turnbull’s ‘Ode’. The bisecting 
vanishing point was often a source of confusion, but the ambiguity of whether ‘we travel 
towards light or away from it’ was seen more confidently as a comment on urban life being a 
good or bad thing. The ‘girl in the tree … crying’ generally confirming that it probably is rather 
dystopian – some saw her as clinging to the last remnant of the natural world that had been 
covered in concrete.

Having ‘girls’ in each poem assisted the weaker candidates to make connections. Few 
candidates, however, addressed the pace and vitality of Turnbull’s poem. Where candidates 
were less successful, it tended to be where they had followed the poem line by line and were 
confused by the tone shift at the end. Some were unable to appreciate the issues around the 
narrator’s interrogation of the vase, its presented scene as a piece of art, and how these 
factors might affect the narrator’s voice, allowing for irony and critical distance, such as the 
irony of the ‘Daily Express view’. More sophisticated responses (with a scattering of 
‘ekphrastic’) considered the idea of Keats’ response to a scene frozen in time from the distant 
past and how that compared to representations of the present by both poets.
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This introduction sets out clearly the direction of travel, addressing the 
question and indicating briefly how each poem approaches the topic, 
ending with a note of comparison that will be sustained throughout 
the response. A second extract will show how that was sustained later 
in the answer.

The value of a well-planned essay is demonstrated here: this went on 
to score full marks.
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This second extract from the same top Level 5 response shows the 
candidate pulling the argument together with close reference to the 
poems. Comparison of tone in each poem are made succinctly and 
effectively, showing a sensitive awareness of the shifts in Turnbull in 
particular. The comparisons are sustained to the final paragraph with 
evaluations of the different ways the poems conclude.

Don't be afraid to be tentative: this answer uses the terms 'there 
appears to be' and 'seems'.
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This extract shows a candidate who is picking up the tone of 
Commane's poem portraying urban life as 'uncertain and doubtful', 
illustrating this in some detail. However, despite mentioning this 
'semantic field', the response fails to move beyond pointing out the 
language used to develop an analysis of the effect this has. As a result, 
this remains in Level 3, close to but not over the border into 
'discriminating'.

Higher level answers move beyond describing to demonstrate 
understanding through analysis of the poet's craft.
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Question 2

The pairing of the Commane poem with Julia Copus’ An Easy Passage allowed for interesting 
and varied approaches to the idea of change. Many candidates engaged effectively with the 
poets’ exploration of liminal spaces as reflective of the experiences and processes of change, 
and were often interested to explore connections surrounding the move from youth to 
adulthood. Better candidates were able to observe the distinction between Commane’s more 
‘unchanging’ poem with its many images of stasis and Copus’ emphasis on the inevitability of 
change.

Popular points of comparison between these two poems included the similarity of 
perspectives with observers watching the scenes unfold. A number framed their response 
around an argument regarding types of change, with An Easy Passage being about a personal 
change but relevant to women widely and On the New Bypass having a wider focus on a 
changing society. Better answers commented on the connection between the ‘drab factory’ in 
the Copus poem and the ‘evil eye’ of the architect in On the New Bypass thus showing 
disapproval of modern cityscapes and what they may symbolise about the ‘adult world’. 
Some chose to connect this with the crying girl being stuck conversely in a ‘tree’ – 
representing nature.

There were many examples at Level 3 or above and most candidates were able to respond to 
the poems beyond the narrative level. One problem was a narrow interpretation of the 
theme of change, relating it only to growing up. The better responses also included reference 
to changes in the environment. Familiarity with crafting techniques showed some limitation, 
the most common weakness was spotting enjambment and end-stopping without explaining 
their effects.
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Here, the candidate is engaging with the imagery in the poems, 
particularly the way the Commane describes an apparent social 
disconnect with terms like 'slurred video', and compares this to the 
contrast between the girl in An Easy Passage and the 'flush-faced 
secretary' across the street. This demonstrates a level of discrimination 
that could have been taken further. As it is, this is a secure Level 4 
response.

Discussion of details such as imagery should be part of an exploration 
of the effect of the poem as a whole.
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This is an extract from a strong Level 5 response, showing how 
description of language and structure develops into discriminating 
evaluation of the varieties of effect created by the two poets. Line 
breaks, for example, are discussed for the ways they suggest a 
moment of transition. The candidate uses phrases like 'seeming 
reluctance' to suggest how the poets' words suggest and imply rather 
than simply asserting a view.

The best work in Section A closely integrates comparison (AO4) within 
the discussion of the poets' craft.
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Question 3

There were again only a few responses on these Medieval plays, with most on Question 4.

This extract from the first page of the answer shows the candidate 
making an accurate but general point about the purpose and 
performing context of the poetic dramas. It is however much longer 
than necessary and not tied to any specific point in the extracts 
chosen. The response overall was awarded a mark just over the border 
into Level 3.

20GCE English Literature 9ET0 03



Anchor any contextual reference to a section of the text, if possible, by 
linking it to a direct quotation.
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Question 4

Candidates responded well to the invitation to discuss characterisation, in both Noah's Wife 
and the (mostly unseen) wives of the shepherds. Candidates were able to demonstrate 
comedic effects and able to make links to aspects of carnival to support their discussions 
with comments on aspects such as the 'subtle interaction between the actors and the crowd'.
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This extract shows a candidate taking the opportunity to link 
characterisation to the pageant setting of the plays and to 
contemporary attitudes to women. Later, attention turns to the 
language used to describe 'the lower class worker', where 'the triplet 
emphasises the suffering'. This was a Level 4 answer.

There are many ways a writer can create an impact, from physical 
action (seen here in stage directions) to word and phrase patterns: pick 
out whatever is suitable.
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Question 5

Chaucer is a popular choice and many candidates scored well. Some responses, however, 
identified an second extract but then failed to use it in the response and others either 
identified an extract or even failed to specify a passage but then used other parts of the 
Prologue or Tale to illustrate their points. Although some reference to the whole text is 
inevitable, the requirement is to use 'one other extract of similar length', not to range across 
the whole work.

The concept of satire proved to be a challenging one. However, candidates were able to make 
a strong argument to show the contextual constraints within which Chaucer produced the 
work. Although there were some less well developed arguments, most looked at the idea that 
Chaucer’s representation of the Wife is ambiguous, given the parallel between her (mis)use 
of exegesis and the corruption in the Medieval church. One particularly successful response 
referred to the ‘carnivalesque post-Black Death zeitgeist’ of the work. Seeing the Wife as an 
‘anti-feminist’ object of satire was balanced by her ability to outwit her old husbands.

Close consideration of technique was often patchy. Contextual references were generally 
secure, but rather general, in considering Medieval patriarchal norms, but there were some 
more specific references (e.g. to Galen’s idea of the woman’s body being cold and moist) that 
were used productively. A number of responses focused on anti-feminist/feminist concepts 
which while not necessarily detrimental, in some cases concentrated too much on a modern 
view.
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This passage from a good Level 5 response looks at how the Wife both 
satirises and fulfils the stereotypes of women at the time. The 
comments on her 'didactic tone' and the 'end-stopped line' show an 
acute awareness of Chaucer's craft.

Spend time on analysis of the writer’s craft, not only in regards to 
language choices but also to structure and poetic features. This will 
help candidates develop more discriminating responses.
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This analysis of the way Chaucer uses 'the layered voice of the Wife' for 
satirical purposes comes from a secure level 4 response.

Careful selection of extracts enable the demonstration of the ways 
poets convey effects such as satire.
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Question 6

Choice of the second passage was key in achieving a range of examples when answering 
Question 6 on morality. Many took the extract of the Wife’s fight and reconciliation with 
Jankyn to compare with the morality of the conclusion of the Knight’s marriage to the loathly 
lady. The most popular line of argument was that the Knight got away with his crime and his 
victim was silenced, reflecting attitudes to gender and status in the Fourteenth Century. More 
developed responses considered the concept of ‘gentilesse’ and how Chaucer’s audience 
might have regarded the social hierarchy as a factor in the Queen’s judgement and the 
‘happy ending’ of the Tale. Again, detailed considerations of language were rather thin. 
Contextual referencing sometimes mentioned Chaucer’s own history in relation to the 
Knight’s crime; Theophrastus and St Jerome were often cited as key authorities for patriarchal 
society.

Comments on morality sometimes considered Chaucer’s feminism, proto-feminism – or lack 
of feminism. Teachers might want to consider critical ways of looking at texts from another 
time because some of these arguments about what the extracts said about Chaucer weren’t 
convincing.
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This conclusion to a Level 5 answer shows a sophisticated response to 
Chaucer's presentation of morality in the text. Phrases such as 'Whilst I 
disagree that Chaucer was protofeminist'... show that a critical and 
evaluative approach to this aspect can be rewarding.
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This level of conceptual analysis can only succeed if it has been 
preceded by close reading of the text.
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Question 7

This question on the use of contrasts produced some very good responses exploring the 
literary and intellectual context. Many candidates showed an excellent understanding of the 
nuances of Metaphysical poetry – the broad nature of this group of poems, the broad 
definition of Metaphysical poetry as a genre, the contradictions which are typical of these 
poems and so on. Candidates overwhelmingly produced controlled and discriminating 
responses, exploring how language and structure worked almost symbiotically to create 
specific effects.
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This extract, using 'sophisticated structure and expression', is a close 
reading of Marvell's poem, confidently using details from the text to 
address the topic of contrasts. Use of terms such as 'neoplatonism' 
indicate a secure grasp of relevant context. The essay went on to gain a 
high Level 5 mark.

An understanding of terms such as 'conceit' gives candidates access to 
the ways these poets view and present their world.

33 GCE English Literature 9ET0 03



Question 8

Work on the portrayal of guilt was, as in Question 7, generally of a good standard. Poems 
chosen to compare with A Hymn to God the Father included The Flea, Batter My Heart, Herbert’s 
The Collar and Vaughan’s Unprofitableness. Guilt was generally linked to either or both of 
Donne’s libertine lifestyle and his apostasy in deserting Catholicism for the English Reformed 
Church. Where the second poem used was also by Donne, these tended to supply the 
substance of contextual references, although stronger answers discussed the nature of 
Metaphysical conceits and the use of mathematical and scientific conceits from the Age of 
Reason and the Renaissance. Biographical references to other poets were less detailed.

Most responses saw the confessional nature of A Hymn to God the Father as reflective of 
Donne’s feelings about his own, lifelong, sense of guilt that nonetheless did not stop him 
straying; there were a couple that considered Catholic and Protestant attitudes to confession. 
The puns on Son/sun and done/Donne in the final stanza were picked up on by most, a 
couple seeing the latter of these as a sign of Donne’s egocentricity.
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Question 9

Redemption was a concept that some candidates engaged with very effectively, placing the 
poetry within an array of interesting religious and biographical contexts. There were 
productive discussions on Donne’s portrayal of himself as a conscious sinner who 
nonetheless believes that he can be redeemed, this being reflected in the East/West 
opposition and the idea of penance through physical punishment that links to the violent 
language in Batter My Heart. Others used A Hymn to God the Father, when the task became 
similar to Question 8.

Candidates sometimes discussed the scientific context of astronomy and the difference 
between the geocentric model of the ‘spheres’ that Donne adopts and the heliocentric model 
that was widely recognised by the end of the Sixteenth Century, possibly being analogous to 
Donne’s move from Catholicism to Protestantism.
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This extract from near the beginning of a high level response shows 
the candidate dealing deftly with the details of the text ('the dichotomy 
between East and West') and the topic of the question ('the difficulty of 
redemption when one is "subject to foreign motions"). The relevance of 
Donne's own doctrinal struggles is touched on lightly as further 
illumination of the text.

Always keep the question in mind, and refer to key words throughout 
to keep the essay on task.
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This second extract from the same essay deals with Donne's Holy 
Sonnet XIV. Here again short, well-chosen extracts are woven into the 
argument. The rhetorical aspect to Metaphysical poetry is referenced 
along with other features of Donne's craft. The shift to the other poem 
is neatly made; comparison is not required but in the hands of a 
confident writer can help draw the discussion together especially when 
poems by the same author are concerned. This response was awarded 
a high Level 5 mark.

A 'critical evaluation of the ways meanings are shaped' requires close 
attention to a number of relevant poetic features of the texts.
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Question 10

Popular choices of poem to accompany Twicknam Garden included Holy Sonnet X (‘Death Be 
Not Proud’) and A Valediction Forbidding Mourning.

Less astute candidates tended to see this question as similar to Question 7 and dealt with 
contrasts without engaging with the all-important idea of resolution. Some less confident 
answers did not really convince that they had grasped what the contradictions were. Higher 
achieving responses explored the sophisticated ways in which contradictory conceits are 
resolved as a characteristic of Metaphysical poetry. Some discussed Donne’s relationship 
with Lucy Russell as patron as a key to a successful consideration of contradiction in 
Twicknam Garden. Donne’s presentation of himself as a lover who poisons or corrupts and 
the religious allusions relating to transubstantiation and the Book of Genesis were generally 
well-understood; the closing conceit of ‘her truth kills me’ tended to be ignored.
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This extract is a useful comparison to the extracts cited for Question 9. 
The candidate's references of Purgatory, the serpent, Catholic and 
Protestant, are all relevant but only generally linked to the text. 
Anaphora is noticed though the full effect needed exploring. At the end 
of the extract the candidate writes that it is contradictory and 'bizarre' 
to be 'repenting whilst still committing other sins'. This identifies a 
potentially fruitful line of enquiry and shows some understanding of 
the agonising tensions Donne describes, though the analysis is not 
developed in further detail. This is taken from a mid-Level 3 answer.

Rather than general descriptions of contextual aspects, make the 
references directly arise from, and illuminate, the text.
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Question 11

Question 11 was the most popular choice on the paper. Candidates seemed to find the 
theme of suffering gave them scope for exploring Songs of Experience: London with a range of 
second poems. There was a considerable knowledge of the historical context as well as a 
comprehensive awareness of at least some features of Romanticism. In some cases, it was 
clear that candidates would have benefited from a broader understanding of the Romantic 
movement, including its political, artistic, social interests as well as the movement’s 
association with the elevation of the natural world.

Much was made – not altogether convincingly – of London being a poem about collective 
suffering in contrast to second poems that deal with suffering on a more individual level. 
Better responses engaged with the four key ‘individuals’ in the Blake and the relationship to 
the poem’s treatment of the broader and more universal suffering of humanity with which 
Blake deals.

Many used Holy Thursday from Songs of Experience as the second poem, but then struggled to 
get to grips with the presentation of suffering with specific detail. A few used The Sick Rose 
but failed to develop much detail from this short poem. Byron’s On this Day I Complete My 
Thirty-Sixth Year was popular, giving candidates the opportunity to pick out references to 
individual suffering in contrast to the widespread suffering depicted through representative 
figures in London. There was, however, a sense with some of these that the second poem was 
chosen as a means of giving contextual information related to Byron.

What often turned out to be among the most sophisticated responses employed Keats – 
either Ode to a Nightingale or Ode on Melancholy – again contrasting personal to societal 
suffering, but often with a firmer grasp on context, particularly Romanticism as an evolving 
genre. Weaker responses sometimes discussed Blake as if he were consciously part of the 
Romantic movement; while there were some impressively well-informed responses about 
Keats, a few were clumsy in discussing his relationship with his contemporaries.

The vast majority of responses were clear and relevant with a large number demonstrating a 
discriminating and controlled understanding and style of writing. Once again, the 
distinguishing factors were often a sustained focus on the question (not meandering off into 
pre-prepared material on the poems – very common for London) as well as how far 
candidates used detailed analysis of writer’s craft to develop their response and justify their 
line of argument.

There was occasional confusion between the Songs of Innocence: Holy Thursday and Songs of 
Experience: Holy Thursday. More seriously, a few candidates used the wrong poem, writing not 
on Songs of Experience: London but on another of Blake's poems (usually Holy Thursday). Since 
the poem’s full title was clearly given in the question, it is hard to see why this should be the 
case.
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This is an extract from a clear response which sustains a purposeful 
focus on the question throughout and has a clear and logical structure. 
There is constructive engagement with the effects created by Blake's 
use of imagery (later the candidate discusses the symbolism of the 
beadles in Songs of Innocence: Holy Thursday, for example), but there is 
a lack of engagement with a wider range of poetic features such as 
structure, meter and rhyme. The exploration of context lacks the detail 
and specificity to move the response further than the middle of 

Level 3.

This extract conveys some understanding of the significance of Blake's 
use of 'charter'd' but this is more descriptive than analytical – for 
example, the repetition of the word is not noted. The attempt to link 
this to Romantic ideas about nature feels strained.

Distinguish between relevant description of context and poetic 
features and analysis of the significance of these in the impact of the 
poems.
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This extract from a Level 4 response explores, in a more analytical way, 
Blake's portrayal of 'the psychological chaining of people's minds'. This 
is effectively linked to the 'rigid visual aesthetic' of the 'highly 
structured tercets', showing clear understanding of Blake's craft here.

Rather than labouring the commentary on one feature, aim to range 
across the text, analysing a number of related features in order to 
increase the impact of the response.
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Question 12

Candidates who chose this question were mostly confident about the concept of ‘vision’ in 
relation to the Romantic tradition, though some struggled to clarify how they interpreted the 
keyword in the question. It was particularly important in this task that candidates took time 
to set out what they believe the poets’ visions in the poems to be before exploring how such 
visions are pursued and represented.
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Having referred to the influence of 'Hellenism', this candidate develops 
the contextual and literary link by exploring Shelley's use of an 
apostrophe to the West Wind to give the reader 'a better 
understanding of Shelley's vision'. The mention of the poet's atheism 
goes beyond a simple biographical fact as it allows 'readers to consider 
other powerful forms such as nature'. This leads on to mention of 
'Spinoza's version of the sublime'. The second poem, Wordsworth's 
Lines Composed a Few Miles Above Tintern Abbey was well-chosen to 
enable further exploration of the topic. These 'sophisticated links 
between texts and contexts' show a candidate working at a conceptual 
level which was rewarded by a Level 5 mark.

A question of this kind, about a key feature of Romantic poetry – how 
poets saw themselves and their role – requires careful reflection on the 
ways the context, knowledge of poets' ideas, etc, can be integrated into 
a study of the poems chosen.
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Question 13

The brevity of ‘O Solitude! If I must with thee dwell’ allowed candidates to make really close 
readings of the poem. Many linked this to ‘Bright Star! would I were steadfast as though art’ or 
‘When I have fears that I may cease to be’ and even Ode to a Nightingale, making for some very 
rich and engaging responses to Keats’ poetry. There was plenty of opportunity for close-
reading and appreciation of language. Context was generally focused on biography which 
worked when used to develop the candidates’ response.

Effective answers identified and pursued the potentials of solitude and the ways in which this 
relates to broader concerns of Romanticism. A few responses seemed to try to work the 
question to a theme they would have preferred, such as death or Nature: this was inevitably 
less successful than answering the question set with relevant analysis.
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This section shows the candidate exploring the named poem in careful 
detail, marrying close reading to appropriate contextual factors such 
as 'the Romantic idea of Nature' and an extract from one of Keats' 
letters on 'a life of sensations'. This level of discriminating analysis was 
sustained throughout, resulting in a good Level 4 mark.

This is a further demonstration of the value of making contextual links 
alongside the discussion of the poetry.
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This candidate has chosen ‘Bright Star! would I were steadfast as though 
art’ as a second poem and here explores the ways Keats writes about 
the prospect of eternity alone by reference to 'the rhyming couplet 
"breath" and "death"'. This develops into a consideration of links to 
well-chosen contextual links both to Keats' relationship with Fanny 
Brawne and to the poet Chatterton and wider Romantic ideas of 'living 
bright and fast'. This was another secure Level 4 response.
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Each of the contextual factors here arises naturally from close reading 
of the poem: this is the mark of 'discriminating analysis'.
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Question 14

A range of sonnets is available in the prescribed poems and a good selection was picked by 
candidates including On First Looking into Chapman’s Homer, On sitting down to read King Lear 
Once Again, ‘O Solitude! If I must with thee dwell’ (which was the named poem in Question 13 
but worked equally well here), and ‘Bright Star! would I were steadfast as though art’.

Answers needed to demonstrate ways in which the sonnet form contributes to the impact 
and effect of each of the chosen poems. The strongest responses were underpinned by a 
sophisticated understanding of the function and purpose of particular sonnets. Some 
candidates made good use of their understanding of how the sonnet has evolved over time 
and the different types of sonnets. Others struggled to develop their response beyond 
pointing out that their chosen poems were sonnets.

This was part of a much wider issue in that many across the paper appeared to struggle to 
analyse poetic features, focusing solely on word choices, imagery and in some cases 
symbolism. This is an area where candidates can move beyond the middle levels to more 
discriminating and sophisticated responses.
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At this point, the candidate has moved to consider their second 
sonnet, ‘Bright Star! would I were steadfast as though art’. This a close 
reading alert to the subtleties of Keats' poem, including the ways in 
which he moulds the sonnet form to his own purposes: 'The final 
sestet does not offer a straightforward solution.' Throughout, the 
candidate has shown themselves confident in discussing the sonnet 
form, avoiding laborious description and keeping close to the texts. 
The move to bring in the context of Keats' family and his relationship 
with Fanny Brawne is neatly done. This is a secure Level 5 response.

This kind of question offers an explicit encouragement to candidates to 
display their understanding of poetic form – not in an abstract way but 
as it is explored and modified in two poems.
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Question 15

Popular choices of second poem included with Barrett Browning’s Grief and Hardy’s Drummer 
Hodge and A Wife in London. Biographical context relating to Tennyson’s family history and his 
relationship with Hallam was common, but more could have been made of the Victorian 
crisis of faith. With Grief there were comments about the use of the sonnet form and some 
thoughtful responses to the weeping statue, but it felt that without any context relating to 
mourning and funeral practices, there were some opportunities being missed. Those who 
used Hardy poems were able to identify the Boer Wars as context, though there was little 
about Hardy’s own crisis of faith.
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In this section, the candidate turns to the second poem, by Christina 
Rossetti, and begins a close reading of the effects of her language 
choices. The attention to aspects such as sound is linked to the overall 
impact of the poem ('the impossibility of the narrator's recovery'). The 
links to Tennyson's poem emphasise the central focus of the response, 
though comparison is not required in Section B. This is from a Level 5 
answer.

'The nuances and subtleties of the writer's craft' are shown in a variety 
of ways beyond word choices – and shown here.
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Question 16

Analysis of Browning’s poem was mostly thorough, and responses used a variety of second 
poems. Most candidates focused on biographical context here, particularly Browning’s 
relationship with Elizabeth Barrett. There was some good discussion of Victorian sexual 
symbolism which gave depth to candidates’ responses.

This extract analyses Elizabeth Barrett Browning's presentation of love 
in Sonnet from the Portuguese XXIV. The references to 'floriography' are 
illuminating, linked to religious movements of the period and derived 
closely from the poem, as the paragraph concludes with words from 
the final line of the sonnet to clinch the argument. This was part of 
Level 4 response.

61 GCE English Literature 9ET0 03



Aim to address both 'how the topic is presented' and 'relevant 
contextual factors' in tandem – keeping both AO2 and AO3 in mind will 
lead to a more effective and 'controlled argument' (AO1).
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Question 17

Christina Rossetti was a popular choice again this year. A measure of success here was often 
the use of biographical context: unsurprisingly, those who saw the poem named solely as 
autobiographical were more limited (one claimed it as evidence for Rossetti having had a 
miscarriage).

Similarly, the discussion of form was often a key marker – many labelled the poem a 
‘Petrarchan sonnet’ without further consideration; those who saw the shape of the poem as 
similar, but intrinsically different to this form and drew some conclusions from that, were in a 
minority. Popular comparisons were with At Home – generally discussed clearly and 
sometimes with thoughtful comments on how Rossetti’s relationships with people and faith 
evolved over time – and more popularly An Apple Gathering. Here the contexts became more 
about the sexual double standard and Rossetti’s work at the Magdalene Penitentiary and her 
own attitudes to ‘fallen women’. Maude Clare also had its adherents for this approach. There 
were a few simplistic comments about form and structure – as on other questions, this is a 
key discriminator between lower and higher level responses.
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This is an effective use of contextual information about the Tractarian 
Movement (with suitable but not excessive detail) with close comment 
on the poem's 'strange kind of disappointment'. This is developed 
during the paragraph as the candidate explores the effect of the 
poem's structure, noting that it feels like a sonnet but is incomplete, 
'which reflects the lack of fulfilment in the speaker's life'.

Responses which consider how a reader might respond to the poem, 
signposting this as here with phrases like 'sparks questions in the 
reader', can be helpful for both candidate and their reader, the 
examiner.
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Question 18

Common choices of second poem included Passing and Glassing, The World and Some ladies 
dress in muslin full and white. Many responses reflected a good knowledge of Goblin Market 
with consideration of the contrasts between men (or goblins) and women, Lizzie and Laura, 
Laura and Jeannie, and how these related to mid-Nineteenth Century society. Those who 
focused simply on the contrast between Lizzie and Laura – pure and fallen women – tended 
to be more limited and some candidates were less clear in setting out the nature of the 
contrasts Rossetti deals with and why these might be of significance. Discussions of the 
second poem tended to be more focused on the representation of women and Victorian 
morality.
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In this opening paragraph the candidate outlines the approach they 
will take. Whilst the contrasts are clear, it feels as though coverage may 
be limited to a few aspects.

The discussion then moves to an aspect of context, Rossetti's faith; this 
is reasonable as far as it goes though it does rather simplify the 
tensions in her Anglo-Catholic beliefs. So far we have not been 
presented with any text.
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This paragraph from later in the same essay explores the candidate's 
second poem. This shows some understanding of Rossetti's craft here, 
though the analysis is not fully developed, at present only hinted at in 
the mention of 'danger' and 'innocent'. Overall, this was a Level 3 
answer: clear but not fully analytical.
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Candidates moving from Level 3 to Level 4 and above need to 
demonstrate more closely focused readings in their responses and to 
consider more analytically how effects are created – not just at word 
level.
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Question 19

As in previous years, Twentieth Century poetry was a minority interest. This anthology and 
the Larkin collection attracted most answers.

This question asked candidates to explore the presentation of beauty, perhaps not an 
obvious Modernist theme though candidates found plenty to write about.

The candidate here reflects on Millay's response to the fawn, linking it, 
with some insight, to 'a Modernist sense of alienation'. A second 
extract will show further discussion of the contemporary context.
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In this second extract from the same essay attention turns to Frost's 
Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening. There is some discrimination 
here in the attention to the way Frost has shaped the text, as well as a 
tentative link to Freud as a possible influence on the poet's thoughts at 
this point. Overall this response just moved into Level 4.

Keep attention on the key words in the question to ensure that the 
discussion takes the argument further. The exploration here does this 
to an extent, though the Freudian link is rather indirect.
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Question 20

The question on suffering felt to many candidates a more obvious Modernist theme. They 
found plenty of material to explore which could be linked, most directly, to events of the 
period.
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This candidate's choice of Auden's Stop all the Clocks enabled them to 
discuss difference kinds of suffering. In this first extract, an interesting 
link to a Victorian poem is used to show clear understanding of both 
context and structure. The comment on the coffin's 'pole bearers' at 
the bottom of the page feels rather far-fetched but does indicate an 
attempt to consider different kinds of influence.
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This second section from the answer, an attempt is made to comment 
of Auden's structural choices. The claim about Modernism and free 
verse is vague and too general to be convincing, especially as Auden is 
such a counter-example. The comment on Auden's use of enjambment 
and end-stopped lines could have been more useful but – as happens 
to often with this feature – it is left as a general claim without any 
exemplification to support it.

This was something of mixed response, as these comments show, but 
overall earned just enough credit for a low Level 4 mark.

Comments on aspects of poetic craft need always to be supported by 
one or more detailed examples which show how this device works in 
this specific place.
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Question 21

Responses on the Eliot questions were interesting to read and many showed a good grasp of 
intertextuality such as his classical and literary references.

A variety of contexts was employed to assist in the discussion of the presentation of sexual 
relationships. Weaker responses tended to identify examples and innuendo in the poems 
without really engaging with how the relationships portrayed might relate to the world within 
which they were published and to Eliot’s own quite idiosyncratic views. This is perhaps due to 
the complex nature of Eliot’s work which often leads candidates to feel that they need first to 
explain the elements of the poems they are focusing on but then fail to analyse Eliot’s craft in 
detail.

Sweeney Erect, A Game of Chess and The Fire Sermon were common second choices. Useful 
material was made of Eliot’s use of animal imagery, dehumanising both Sweeney and 
Grishkin; sex was presented as both a duty and a chore in the episodes from The Waste Land. 
There were relevant contextual references to the impact of war on men and in creating an 
imbalance between the sexes. Not much attention was paid to Modernism as a concept.
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This extract from near the beginning of the answer shows a quite 
discriminating overview of the candidate's second poem, with good 
use of their knowledge of the literary context (which supplements the 
biographical aspects mentioned in an earlier paragraph). The text is 
used to support the 'repulsive' effect on the reader.
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This second extract from the same answer is a fluent description of the 
two poems which clearly conveys how Sweeney's actions are 
'astounding to the reader'. At this point, however, Eliot's craft is only 
implicit. Overall, the characteristics of this response, which include 
good AO1 and better AO2 work elsewhere, moved it just into Level 4; 
more detailed support would have taken it further.
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Eliot, like some of the other poets on the paper, can give candidates 
the impression that they need to give detailed accounts of the literary, 
historical, etc, material. This can lead to work that, whilst informative, 
does not leave space for adequate exploration of the poetry itself.
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Question 22

Candidates’ choice of second poems included A Game of Chess, The Love Song of J Alfred 
Prufrock and Preludes. Some responses here made little or no reference to contextual factors; 
general comments on ‘a post-War feeling of pointlessness’ needed linking more closely to 
examples from the texts.
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In this extract the candidate sustains a persuasive argument that 
futility is presented through the old man's loss of faith. This is 
supported by close reference to the poem and culminates in the astute 
observation that 'the house has been an embodiment of purgatory'.
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This second extract from the same answer links the topic to society 
after the First World War. The information and argument are relevant 
but at this point the discussion has been unmoored from the text 
itself, except in the most general way. The following pages do redeem 
this somewhat through a closer examination of Eliot's comments on 
the 'cunning passages' of history, but this section shows how it is 
possible to drift away from exploring the text to description of the 
background. Overall, however, this was a Level 4 response, albeit at the 
lower end.

Keep the context closely linked to the text!
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Question 23

This anthology attracted only a handful of entries this summer, mostly on Question 24. It was 
noted that candidates often struggled with context for these relatively mid-Twentieth Century 
poems: general statements about post-war Britain, or brief notes on biographical links 
tended not to be very substantial. As always, the poems themselves should provide a starting 
point: in the case of the Tonks’ poem, how her own life as well as aspects of post-war Britain 
were referenced here.

In this paragraph, the candidate moves to the second poem, Larkin's 
Coming, which is well-chosen to illustrate another aspect of transition, 
the seasons. Here, the way Larkin links this to the transition between 
childhood and adulthood is well-made, with textual support. 
Contextual factors for this poem are however limited to some general 
comments later in the essay that 'Larkin himself... had many parental 
issues growing up'. Similarly general comments on the Tonks' poem 
earlier meant that for AO3 this aspect was more 'general' than clearly 
'relevant'. Overall the knowledge of how the poets conveyed meaning 
lifted this just into Level 3.
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To move from 'general' comments (that is, Level 2 work) on both 
context and craft candidates need to show some evidence of close 
work on the texts chosen – which means analysis rather than 
description.
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Question 24

Candidates often selected One Flesh or Nothing to be Said as a second poem on the 
presentation of death. Other good choices were When I am Dead and The Wasps' Nest; one 
candidate made the astute choice of Take One Home for the Kiddies. Most answers here were 
again rather thin when addressing contextual factors.
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At this point the candidate has moved to considering how Jennings' 
poem Delay explores whether love makes us view the world 'through 
rose-tinted glasses'. The discussion responds well to the nuances of 
Jennings' poem and the claim that her approach to love opposes the 
'banal and melancholy approach of the Movement poets' has some 
validity, though it is rather general. The standard of the argument here 
lifts this response just into Level 4.

As with the work of other periods, candidates on Twentieth Century 
poetry need to have an awareness of sufficient context – literary, 
social, personal – for them to draw on to make relevant connections 
with the selected poems in the question. This does not involve (any 
more than for the Metaphysicals or Medieval writers) simply learning a 
long list of facts, but rather reading enough of the poetry and 
discussing what it tells them about the times – and what it makes them 
ask about.
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Question 25

The discussion of Larkin’s poetry showed interest in his work and a good grasp of poetic 
technique. However, candidates often struggled to do much with the context beyond 
resorting to the poet's life and loves. Better answers considered social and literary aspects, 
such as his deliberately ‘anti-phony’ stance.

Mortality is a key focus for Larkin and many candidates rose to the challenge well. It was 
good to see that not all simply equated mortality with death – this led to some nuanced 
responses. Popular choices of second poem included Going and Next, Please – but At Grass 
and Age also worked well. Next, Please produced some confident discussions, often linked to 
Larkin’s use of regular form and how that related to Larkin as a ‘Movement’ poet. Responses 
picked up on the sense of unfulfilled youth in Skin and the imminence of death in Next, 
Please, whereas in Age the focus was on the last lines and the concern for legacy.

This is a good example of an opening paragraph. It conveys a succinct 
overview of each poem with carefully chosen phrases that get to the 
heart of the argument that will unfold, without loading the 
introduction with generalities.
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A controlled and clearly signposted argument is a key feature of a high 
level answer. It is one of the key skills that candidates can learn during 
the course.
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This second extract from the same response shows the skilful way the 
candidate introduces enough information about the Movement with 
direct relevant to Skin, then moves back to the poem to show how 
Larkin's use of a tripartite structure 'reinforces the traditional 
structures of the Movement'. The final sentence digs more deeply into 
detail of Larkin's craft, with its comment on the effect of the triad.

These extracts from a very accomplished answer will show why this 
was awarded a high Level 5 mark.

Whilst length alone is of little merit, candidates who have developed 
the ability to sustain an argument over several pages give themselves 
the opportunity to introduce the 'fluently embedded examples' and 
detailed contextual links that are the hallmarks of higher level work.

92GCE English Literature 9ET0 03



Question 26

This was the more popular Larkin question and produced some very effective responses. 
Candidates were able to identify and explore Larkin’s treatment of youth and his sometimes 
jaundiced views of it. Born Yesterday and Lines On a Young Lady’s Photograph Album were 
popular choices with generally clear discussions of the contextual details involving the Amis 
family and Winifred Arnott. There was some variety of interpretation of Maiden Name – Larkin 
being seen as regretful or resentful, even jealous. Most responses paid close attention to the 
term ‘unfingermarked’, with some discussion of historical attitudes to virginity and the idea of 
‘maiden’. Both Born Yesterday and I Remember, I Remember drew responses that commented 
on Larkin as an unconventional or difficult character, looking to challenge social conventions. 
One response made an interesting contextual link to Hardy’s Thoughts of Phena.

This opening paragraph makes a useful comparison to the example in 
Question 25. Whilst it is also clearly focused on the topic and 
introduces the two poems, it is less succinct, attempting to include 
rather more information than the paragraph will bear at this point in 
the essay. It does indicate that this is likely to be a controlled response, 
though at present it is not quite 'sophisticated'.
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Introductions and conclusions are challenging: practising writing just 
these components can be useful examination preparation.
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In this second extract from the same response, Larkin's own life is 
mentioned as relevant to the 'disconnect' the poem's narrator now 
feels from 'his new married friend'. The exploration of Larkin's use of 
'scattered' is an effective way to show his attention to the mundane 
aspects of life. A similar aspect is noted in the poem to Sally Amis, 
where the candidate begins to examine 'the fluidity of Larkin's thought' 
in his wish for the new child. This perceptive comment on Larkin's 
writing is part of the reason that, despite some flaws and rather less 
attention to context than to the style, the response was placed in Level 
4.
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If you have struggled to make out some of the words in this extract you 
will sympathise with examiners who have to decipher the challenging 
writing on scripts. Candidates may be spending less time writing rather 
than typing these days – whatever the reason, those who struggle with 
handwriting really need encouragement and guidance to ensure that 
markers can read their work so that they are not handicapped in the 
examination.
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Paper Summary

This report is illustrated by short extracts from candidates' work. Whilst there is an indication 
here of the overall assessment of the response it is not possible to show all the evidence for 
that final mark, which will have taken into account possibly less – or more – successful work 
elsewhere in the essay. To supplement the extracts here teachers will be able to read 
complete answers to a selection of questions which will become available in the Autumn, 
accompanied by a commentary.
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Grade boundaries

Grade boundaries for this, and all other papers, can be found on the website on this link:

https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/support/support-topics/results-certification/grade-
boundaries.html
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