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Introduction
It is a pleasure to report that teachers and students rose to the challenges of the 
new specification and came to this poetry paper well-prepared. One senior examiner 
commented that the range of responses and variety of texts and interpretations made the 
paper ‘a joy to mark’. Examiners saw the full range of achievement, including analysis with 
a degree of sophistication that merited full marks. It was also encouraging to find only a 
handful of really weak scripts; almost all candidates demonstrated an ability to respond to 
poetry with some degree of confidence and command of analytical skills.

High level marks were awarded to responses which integrated references to literary 
features within the body of an argument which was easy to follow and well-expressed. Less 
successful responses remained on the surface of the poems, often content to list rather 
than explore literary devices; the effect of poets’ choice of structure was often ignored or 
misinterpreted. Generalised remarks on aspects such as enjambment and caesura make 
little impact without quotation (ideally set out in lines as in the original) and precise analysis.

There was some tendency to adopt a rather heavy-handed approach to form and structure, 
with straightforward assumptions that a rhyme scheme, verse form or enjambment 
‘shows’ something about the subject of the poem. A more successful approach showed 
an understanding of the control imposed on a subject by a verse form; some candidates 
reached subtle insights by teasing out what was implied by individual variations in the form. 
This also tended to lead to a sharper awareness of the effects of poetry as an art form; a 
searching approach to the combination of, for example, rhyme, metre and onomatopoeic 
effects often turns almost naturally into evaluation.

There were a few rubric infringements where a handful of candidates attempted to use 
Genetics to address Question 2 or Effects to address Question 1, or in Section B wrote about 
a second poem which was not in the prescribed list. Unfortunately these limited the ability 
of the candidate to address the task set; students should be warned to study the question 
carefully and, if in doubt, remind themselves of the list of prescribed poems provided in the 
source booklet.

Section A

Candidates are required to compare an unseen poem with a specified poem from the 
Forward anthology Poems of the Decade. The unseen poem proved accessible at all levels, 
with an engaging topic whilst containing nuance to test the most able and sensitive reader. 
Candidates were likely to be most successful if they took time to digest both poems as texts, 
each with something distinctive to say, before considering possible links to each other and 
to the topic stipulated in the question. Well-structured answers integrated comparison 
throughout the exploration of the poems rather than treating them separately. Weaker 
responses tended to plunge too soon into technical details at the expense of overview. 
Partial readings and misunderstandings produced some unconvincing and unhelpful 
speculation, such as that the baby had been abandoned or died, or that the line ‘the baby 
steadies her head which is the head of a drunk’s’ meant that one or both parents were 
abusive alcoholics.

 Candidates more sensitive to tone recognised that the importance of the opening and closing 
lines of Simmonds’ poem (including the title) more than balanced the fact that the baby did 
not yet have a full identity or was now, after birth, a separate entity. The unwashed dishes, the 
list of chores and the half-hearted song were read as signs of the demands of caring for the 
baby but the non-verbal communication between baby and mother made it all worthwhile.
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A key distinguishing factor was the ability to compare details within the poems; for example, 
the degree of control afforded to the child in “holds me with her blue eyes” and “My body 
is their marriage register” (Genetics) or the helplessness observed at both ends of life in 
“forever being shifted, rearranged” and “Whose fingers couldn’t clasp mine any more” 
(Effects). Having drawn such links, candidates were able to reach evaluative comparisons 
as to the power of these details in helping a reader to understand the bond or the varying 
emotive effects of the poetic responses to birth and death. Less successfully, some students 
adopted some kind of check-list approach; it is not useful to state that one poem contains 
enjambment but the other does not, without further explanation. A small minority of 
students seemed to feel that they should comment on context and spent time unnecessarily 
on biographies of the anthology poets. Whilst such background can help unlock references 
when first studying the poems, AO3 is not rewarded in Section A.

Section B

Candidates’ answers were based in almost all cases on a good basic grasp of their chosen 
texts and an interesting range of approaches to relating texts to contexts. As in Section A, 
the best responses indicated an understanding of the poems as autonomous creations 
rather than pegs on which to hang lists of technical terms and, for this section, contextual 
information. Generalised historical or biographical information was of limited value; 
answers which related textual details to specific aspects of literary movements such as 
Romanticism were much more successful. Contextual information must, as the question 
requires, be ‘relevant’ and integrated to the argument. This applies whether candidates 
choose the period option or the individual poet: the best answers fully integrated 
understanding of the poems' relationship to literary and other contexts in relation to  
the question.

The nature of relevant context will depend on a number of factors, and the mark scheme 
clearly states that examiners should ‘reward any valid... responses’. This will vary according 
to the period, text and question, but should provide ample scope for candidates to deploy 
their contextual knowledge. General statements on medieval attitudes to marriage 
(Question 6) will be less successful than detailed exploration of the ways the Wife of Bath 
deploys scholastic arguments against opponents. Similarly, a sensitive account of ways in 
which poets reveal Romantic attitudes to Nature and the Sublime would allow candidates 
to demonstrate higher-level, ‘discriminating’ or ‘sophisticated’ , analysis of relevant context 
for Question 11. Examiners commented that context was sometimes less well covered 
for Twentieth Century texts, perhaps because the work appeared to be set in a world less 
obviously different to the present day. There are a number of ways this could be addressed, 
including exploring the features of Modernism or the Movement and picking up on clues 
such as the references to consumer goods such as a ‘new Daks suit’ and ‘my Worthington’  
in the Peter Porter poem set for Question 24.

A few responses based their essay on comparison and some candidates failed to give 
sufficient attention to contexts. While links between the poems can help shape the essay, 
the focus needs to be on exploration of AO2 and relevant AO3. Other candidates quoted 
extensively from critics. Although this sometimes formed part of an evaluative consideration 
of the effect of a poem or of a poet’s work, in the majority of cases there was no opportunity 
to reward this within the mark scheme. There was often a tendency to insert a critic’s 
comment or contextual point into an answer regardless of its relevance – which is a key 
feature for candidates wishing to score in Level 3 or above.

Chaucer, Donne, the Romantic poets and Keats were the most popular choices, followed by 
Christina Rossetti. Twentieth Century poetry was a minority option, perhaps a reflection of  
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a decision to cover the specification’s pre-Twentieth Century requirement through the  
texts for this paper.

In the commentary on Section B, it is not possible to include script extracts for every 
question – it is hoped that the samples provided will illustrate features that apply more 
widely. Centres are also directed to the 2017 standardisation scripts and other training 
materials made available by Edexcel for further examples of work for this paper.
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Question 1
This was the more popular of the two Section A questions. Successful answers explored 
the reciprocal nature of the relationships well and integrated a methodical stylistic analysis. 
Many also explored the ambiguity of the narrator in the unseen poem. Weaker answers 
tended to rely too much on narrative, making some relevant points but lacking cohesion, 
resulting in less clear essays. Genetics, the named anthology poem, was well prepared 
overall, although surprisingly many candidates seemed unfamiliar with the term villanelle 
and often missed the opportunity to explore ways in which the precisely patterned form 
of the poem related to its subject matter. Candidates often also ignored the significance of 
the final lines of Morrissey’s poem, with its switch from ‘I’ to ‘we’, which would allow further 
understanding of the poet’s subject and craft.

This extract is taken from a Level 2 answer, which was clearly expressed but of a mostly 
general nature.
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The candidate, who had begun by establishing the basic outline of 
each  poem, here moves into more speculative territory, asserting 
that the  reference to television indicates concern about 'the media's 
impact on  young girls' – ignoring Simmonds's statement that 
the baby 'does not  know a television from a table lamp'. There is 
reference to 'a lot of  enjambment' in each poem, but no examples 
are given and the comment on  its effect is general. The opportunity 
to link the references to hands  in each poem is missed.

Examiner Comments

Ensure that comments on aspects of the poet's 
craft are supported by specific examples that 
support the point made.
Statements about meanings and implications 
should be securely supported from the text; avoid 
the temptation to rush into speculation.

Examiner Tip
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These are the first two pages of a much more confident and successful response, awarded  
a secure Level 5 mark.
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This is a critical response that conveys a secure overview before 
moving to analyse well-chosen detail. Comparison is integrated 
without being mechanistic or formulaic. The candidate picks up 
on the 'strange, ambiguous opening' of the unseen and evaluates 
its effect. Natural links between the poems are made through 
their uses of nursery rhyme.

Examiner Comments

Notice how the longer quotation on 
page 2 is set out in lines – this makes it 
clearer and helps emphasise aspects of 
poetic form.
Don't neglect the titles of poems: the 
candidate uses this as part of the 
overview.

Examiner Tip
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Question 2
These poems made an interesting contrast but also had a number of stimulating similarities 
and differences for candidates to explore. Most brought out the contrast between the 
remorse and guilt in Effects compared to the joy in the unseen. The length of Jenkins’ poem 
required candidates to make discriminating choices in their exploration, which some found 
challenging. At the higher end of the range, there were some subtle links made across 
the poems when comparing the narrative perspectives and attitudes to the subject, with 
a number of candidates exploring the ambiguities identified. Candidates made significant 
reference to syntax in Jenkin’s long block of text with only two sentences in comparison to 
the similar structure in Simmonds’ poem. Less often and only apparent in higher levels were 
responses to irony and paradox (‘the baby who cannot speak, speaks to me’) and to the 
closing image of the mother’s small bag of effects in Effects. Stronger answers commented 
on features in Effects like the distance between the rhyming lines to suggest the distance 
between the narrator and his mother and discussed the cyclical structure and the choice of 
verbs used to describe the mother.

This is the opening of a response which through perseverance and detail moved just into 
Level 4.
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The opening shows a clear structure and good grasp of some 
key features of each poem. Comments are based securely on 
details, such as the use of 'another' in the opening of Simmonds' 
poem. The inference that this signifies a 'lack of joy' is less 
convincing. The essay does however proceed to explore links 
to the repetitive nature of the narrator's visits to the mother in 
Effects, making some effective points. Later comments reveal a 
sensitivity to tone: 'sadness, nostalgia, grief from reminiscence' 
that demonstrate discrimination.

Examiner Comments

Be careful about using generalised assertions like 
'very negative' and inferring (as here) 'post-partum 
depression'. Look carefully for evidence in support; 
the mother (if we assume this is who is speaking) 
may be too tired to wash the dishes but does not 
seem depressed. Comparison is likely to involve 
differences as well as similarities, as here.

Examiner Tip
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This extract from another mid-range answer shows a mix of some speculation and more 
secure comparison based on significant detail.
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The comment on 'the head of a drunk's' includes some 
speculation about the baby's father; unlike some candidates, 
however, this student explores the application to the baby first, 
and is tentative about the parent. The link to Effects is effectively 
made in the next paragraph, with some close reading of details 
of the mother's watch and its replacement by a 'thick rubber 
band'. This level of analysis is continued later in the answer, 
placing it in Level 4.

Examiner Comments

Students are advised to keep referring to the 
question to ensure that comments address 
the topic.
Don't be afraid to be tentative about a reading 
– but do provide evidence from the poem.

Examiner Tip
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Question 3
No responses were seen to this question.

Question 4
No responses were seen to this question.

Question 5
The Chaucer questions enabled candidates to show what they had learned. Most candidates 
were able to successfully select an appropriate second passage, though a few failed to 
specify their chosen extract. For this text, it is important to provide the line numbers of the 
second extract.

Candidates responding to this question (which was very much a minority choice) offered 
interesting discussions about aspects such as the impact of the absence of the rape victim 
from the story’s resolution and the social and cultural context surrounding this issue. This 
was accompanied by significant recognition of the Knight’s avoidance of the death penalty. 
Other successful answers explored the Queen’s role in the Wife’s tale and the way the Wife’s 
attitudes were reflected in the Knight’s dilemmas.

Question 6
Candidates seemed to have been prepared well for this text and most understood the 
religious context; while some struggled to fully integrate contextual factors into their 
literary analysis, others were able to explore the social context in quite a nuanced manner. 
The majority of candidates also seemed to understand that the characters were literary 
constructs, and were able to connect them to their social and political contexts. Stronger 
responses discussed Chaucer’s intention in creating this persona through whom he gives an 
alternative point of view.

Candidates focused predominantly on the ways the wife manipulated the scriptures in her 
defence of marriage and also her preoccupation with sex in marriage: ‘To be refreshed 
half so ofte as he!’ Candidates drew from the topic of the social role of women in Medieval 
society to explore their ideas, as well as the exploration of power relationships between 
men and women in marriage, though at times this drew them away from direct relevance 
to the text. Many chose to use another extract from the Prologue, which led to detailed 
comments on context and a close exploration of the question. However, analysis of extracts 
from the Tale itself often led to original and convincing arguments.

Stronger candidates debated effectively whether Chaucer's presentation of the Wife shows 
him to be a proto-feminist or a misogynist, presenting a Fourteenth Century stereotype 
to show that women were incapable of preaching. Developed answers, supported by 
evidence, were produced for either side (Chaucer “makes the Wife the poster girl for anti-
feminism”) and the middle; a Level 5 candidate argued subtly that Chaucer was following 
Wycliffe in challenging, through the Wife, the Church’s hold upon the Bible but was avoiding 
repercussions by using an entertaining stereotype of the over-assertive woman to do so.

Some responses verged on becoming straightforward character studies of the Wife: a 
key distinguishing factor was understanding her as Chaucer’s literary construct. Many 
candidates presented the Wife simply as the narrator commenting on, and challenging, her 
misogynistic audience/readership; once a candidate added the understanding of Chaucer’s 
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manipulation of this (and, in the best examples, the sense of fun within this), then they 
reached an extra level of sophistication. The layers of narrative are clearly an important 
aspect of The Canterbury Tales, and this consideration was effective in pulling responses 
from Level 3 to Level 4 and from level 4 to Level 5.

This extract from the beginning of a Level 4 answer shows a clear overview of the text and 
the question.
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The candidate is clearly aware, as shown in the last line of the first paragraph, that 
the Wife is 'Chaucer's construct'. There is some more general material from the 
Prologue, which is helpful though there is a tendency in this answer to range more 
widely over the text, and even other Tales, which diminishes some of its sharpness. 
The second page shows apt analysis of the language Chaucer has the Wife use and 
recognition of the cultural significance of her statements.

Examiner Comments
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This second extract from the same answer shows the candidate relating the Wife to other 
characters in the Tales, and then proceeding to explore the second extract.

Whichever text is being studied, it is a good sign when 
candidates use the author's name and indicate that 
characters (narrators or voices) in the poems are constructs 
– especially if the poet's methods are then analysed.

Examiner Tip
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Question 7
Candidates selected appropriately on the whole in their choice of reference. They 
recognised the attitudes towards women represented in the poems such as women as  
a sexual conquest. Many chose to compare to Donne’s Elegy: To His Mistress Going to Bed. 
One response promoted Philips at the expense of the patriarchal arrogance in Donne’s 
poem: it was fluent, sustained and well supported with close textual reading (if somewhat 
blind to Donne’s use of humour and irony). Contextual factors were nicely interwoven 
into the responses, with pertinent comments relating to the position of women in society. 
There were some successful comparisons of speakers and persuasive elements in the 
chosen poems. While this is not a requirement, it supported a sophisticated thesis on the 
characteristics of metaphysical poetry. A few candidates were able to use this knowledge 
in a meaningful way to examine forms of love and the language used to address women in 
metaphysical poetry.

The frequent reference to Chaucer here show 
the candidate keeps in mind the text as a 
construct. The brief remarks on the Clerk's Tale 
are relevant, but students should be careful not 
to spend too much time on general comments 
outside the extracts chosen.

Examiner Comments

Ensure, as here, that contextual 
comments are supported with detail, 
such as information on the importance 
of the authorities cited by the Wife.

Examiner Tip
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Question 8
The Marvell poem is both accessible and very complex, which was reflected in the 
responses. Imagery of suffering were notable in answers, with sacrifice being a key point. 
Donne was a popular choice as paired text, with Apparition, Death, Be Not Proud and 
Nocturnal on St Lucy’s Day all on the theme of death. A discriminating connection was 
made with Donne on the theme of religion. and strong responses were seen commenting 
ironically on his 'suffering' in erotic contexts. A number of candidates compared to Herbert's 
The Collar and drew some sophisticated comparisons regarding language use and effects. 
It was felt in a number of cases that candidates were lacking in secure grasp of the Marvell 
poem, as more time was given to the poem selected than the named text.

This extract is taken from the middle of a Level 3 response.
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Having outlined the situation in Marvell's poem, the candidate considers 
alternative explanations: possible reference to the death of Charles I or to the 
woman who washed the feet of Jesus in the Gospel narrative. Some relevant 
detail is provided, though the argument does not really make clear why these 
interpretations might be valid and there are some generalisations about 
religious belief. Having spent some time on these, the essay ends abruptly 
without sufficient comment on the chosen Donne poem. This is a pity as the 
response is clear, there is some close reading of each poem and the context 
has clearly been studied.

Examiner Comments

Students need to ensure that both 
poems are covered adequately; 
general contextual information is less 
useful than comments closely related 
to the poems chosen.

Examiner Tip
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Question 9
Candidates wrote about Donne responded with interest and engagement; most showed 
good knowledge of context, personal and historic, and applied clear or developed 
understanding of Metaphysical poetry. Answers referred most often to A Valediction 
Forbidding Mourning, The Sun Rising, Song (Sweetest love I do not go), A Valediction of 
Weeping and Nocturnal Upon St Lucy’s Day, though there was an interesting range of 
other poems including excellent answers using To His Mistress Going to Bed and The Flea. 
Imagery and the combination of emotion and intellect were key aspects often referred to.

Some candidates appeared to struggle with the conceptual meaning of these poems. 
This resulted in an almost piecemeal analysis without linking separate points to larger 
conceptual concerns; better responses providing a discussion how the perceived  
dichotomy of these elements and Donne's integration of intellect and emotion add to  
his persuasive power.

Some students were able to see how the symbols and themes of the poems related to their 
literary and social contexts, although there were inaccurate statements about historical time 
periods and sweeping statements about patriarchy which rather undermined candidates’ 
work. Many seemed insecure in their uses of the terms Christianity, Catholicism and 
Protestantism. Whilst this is not actively penalised, those who had a secure grasp of the 
conflicts and contradictions which seem to have informed Donne’s poetry were in a more 
confident position to interpret this complex poetry.

This is an extract from a Level 5 answer which shows a secure grasp of the ways in which 
Donne can be considered a Metaphysical poet.
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Although comparison of poems is not required 
in Section B, this candidate makes good use of 
both poems to bring out aspects of the topic in 
the question. Moving easily across the poems, the 
argument become increasingly cogent, with relevant 
contextual material. The level of detail is impressive.

Examiner Comments

A well-chosen second poem will 
enable students to address the topic 
more effectively. There is no need to 
compare them, so they can be used 
to contrast each other, or illustrate 
different aspects of the poet's craft.

Examiner Tip
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Question 10
Candidates frequently used Holy Sonnet X (‘Death be not proud’) along with the set Holy 
Sonnet VI in their responses. Donne’s use of poetic form to present death and his use of 
imagery were explored substantially. Contextual confusion led to some difficulty about 
contemporary beliefs; however, this was often successfully linked to the knowledge that 
Donne’s poems were originally written for a small private readership. More accurate 
knowledge and understanding of biographical details led to fruitful links between  
Donne’s past life and his fear of what awaited him after death.

This is an extract from a Level 4 answer.
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The response opens with quotations from critics which, while they provide general  literary context, 
don't advance the candidate's response much. Fortunately, the essay develops a more grounded and 
detailed approach by  the second page and includes more specific reference to the religious context 
later in the answer.

Examiner Comments

Be sparing with general contextual information. Quotations from critics who may have provided useful 
support during study of the texts are not required and may lack relevance to the poems and topic in 
the question.

Examiner Tip
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Question 11
Candidates appeared to know the poems well and were able to make sensible and informed 
selections for the second poem. It was clear that most candidates understood some of the 
contextual aspects to the poems, although in many cases this was limited to biographical 
comments about the poets and references to nature. Centres could be encouraged to take a 
wider view of the political and social context of the Romantics.

The question allowed the candidates to demonstrate their knowledge of Romanticism 
and its principles. Contextual issues were addressed (particularly reference to French 
and Industrial Revolution and Romantic preoccupation with the Sublime). Examiners saw 
some exceptional responses for these questions where candidates were able to integrate 
context with close literary analysis to great effect, for example those who picked up on 
Wordsworth’s use of words like “human soul” and “holy plan”. Others seemed to be rather 
overwhelmed with the wealth of contextual information, confusing the biographies of 
the different poets or making a variety of sweeping assertions about love of nature, the 
Enlightenment or the Industrial Revolution without trying to tie them to particular aspects of 
the poems.

A wide range of chosen poems – including Ode to the West Wind, Ode to a Nightingale, To 
Autumn and The Rime of the Ancient Mariner – showed perceptive understanding of the 
ideas and how they arose from the context of the times. A few candidates selected Blake’s 
London, which could open a discussion of reactions to industrialisation and a desire to 
return to the natural world but left some struggling to make the poem relevant to the topic.

Students were able to comment on imagery with some success, and they were able to 
identify metrical patterns, but only a few were able to connect this to meaning or how metre 
or structure can be used to present an idea.

This is taken from the middle of a Level 2 response, which is clear but lacks development of 
the exploration of the natural world and its relation to the Romantic context.
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This extract shows the candidate 
discussing the chosen poem, by Shelley. 
The comments show understanding 
but remain at the 'straightforward' 
level. Contextual information about 
the composition of the poem, while 
accurate, is of a general nature.

Examiner Comments
Biographical information can be 
directly relevant to the topic set but 
needs to be related to details in the 
poetry. Here it is of a rather general 
nature, failing to make connectiions 
to Romantic views of Nature. Earlier 
comments on Wordsworth's poem 
were similarly quite general on 'anger 
concerning industrialisation'.

Examiner Tip
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Question 12
This was very much a minority choice. Candidates responses notably referred to R Alcona 
to J Brenzaida in comparison with Wordsworth’s Lines Composed a Few Miles above Tintern 
Abbey and sometimes Keats’ Ode to a Grecian Urn. Candidates recognised the concept of 
how the past engenders feelings and how it is linked to context, accompanied by comments 
on the use of imagery and the use of form and structure to present the past. At the very top 
end, some students were able to comment on the relationship between the Romantic poet 
and the past, though this was rare.

This extract from the middle of a Level 3 response shows relevant use of contextual 
information, though it lacks development.
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The candidate uses relevant material from Byron's 
life to supplement the comments on Emily Brontë's 
'childish past' and nostalgia'. These are not 
developed, however, to explore how these might 
be considered an aspect of the Romantic view of 
the past. The comment on structure shows some 
understanding of Byron's craft but lacks detail.

Examiner Comments

Students are advised to build their responses 
around detailed exploration of appropriate 
features of the poems chosen. In this case both 
were relatively short so gave plenty of scope to 
look at language and structure as well as relating 
the subject matter to the topic of the past in 
Romanticism.

Examiner Tip
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Question 13
This was the more popular question on Keats. Ode to a Nightingale, Ode on a Grecian 
Urn and La belle Dame sans Merci were often selected as appropriate second poems. 
Candidates clearly felt sympathy for Keats’ relative poverty, the bereavements he faced, his 
own poor health & early death and his fear of not being remembered. They could appreciate 
the physical and intellectual courage it took to accept melancholy in the search for joy and 
could more easily imagine his precise descriptions of listening to the nightingale or looking 
at the Grecian Urn.

 Emotional pain was explored in some detail and how Keats uses form and structure. 
Melancholy was less frequently referred to overtly, which was surprising, and some focused 
more on suffering in general. The Romantic fascination with the femme fatale was a popular 
topic. For some less successful responses, much was made of Keats’ illnesses without a due 
consideration of the poetic art or indeed use of language. There was some tendency to tie 
details of the poems somewhat mechanically to these contextual details, and an important 
distinguishing factor was the sensitivity to the poetry; those candidates who understood the 
varying power of the imagery or the onomatopoeic effect of certain details showed more 
sophisticated understanding of how, rather than where, Keats portrays emotional pain.

This is the first of two extracts from a Level 3 response.
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In this second exrtract, the candidate shows a much more coherent and relevant argument.

The candidate opens unpromisingly 
with general biographical details 
about Keats and his family rather 
than addressing the topic through 
the poetry.

Examiner Comments

Biographical details are best 
introduced alongside relevant text 
from the poems, rather than as 
unrelated background.

Examiner Tip
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Despite the unpromising start, the candidate proceeds to develop 
a much more relevant discussion about Keats' presentation of 
emotional pain. In the concluding pages, there is material, based 
firmly on the text, about Keats' longing to escape pain and to this 
idea of 'negative capability'. The final paragraph is less successful, 
introducing more biographical material that adds little, but overall 
the response is relevant and quite detailed.

Examiner Comments

For a higher mark, the response would need to be 
sharper and more consistently focused on exploring 
the topic through the poems, building on the 
material about Keats' ideas already deployed here.

Examiner Tip
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Question 14
Ode to a Grecian Urn, The Eve of St Agnes and ‘Bright Star’ were frequently choices to 
accompany Isabella. Forbidden love was a popular aspect of the answers, as was grief. 
Keats’ use of form and structure was discussed with varying detail and success. Imagery 
was referred to frequently and links between imagery and context were notable in higher 
level candidates’ work. Where these were referred to in the lower bands, they usually has 
insufficient detail on the structural and language aspects of the poems.

Question 15
Candidates referred to the natural world in terms of its significance to the speakers 
and linked to contextual factors relating to this. On the whole, candidates selected an 
appropriate second poem (though Drummer Hodge proved a problematic choice) and 
seemed relatively confident in linking these to biographical details of the poets. The social, 
historical and literary context tended to be dealt with less effectively; sweeping assertions, 
some of which made no distinction between the Victorians and the early Romantics, 
were often tacked onto the poems. However, a number of essays showed knowledge 
and understanding of spiritual doubt, increasing industrialisation or the relationship 
between individual poets and the preceding Romantic age, and this led to a more profound 
understanding of the poems.

Question 16
This was the more popular choice for this anthology. Successful candidates looked at 
differences and similarities in Victorian attitudes to grief as reflected in their chosen 
combinations. There was quite a sharp division in responses: many showed less than clear 
understanding of the poems and context but others were detailed, discriminating and 
fluent. There was, in particular, a surprising lack of understanding of the sonnet form in the 
responses to Grief, amplified if this was compared to Remember. A popular connection was 
to The Dark House stanza from In Memoriam but the relative brevity of this stanza did not 
give candidates a great deal to build on.
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Question 17
Candidates predominantly chose to refer to Goblin Market as their choice of second poem, 
with Babylon the Great less popular. The consequences of temptation were referred to quite 
successfully and Rossetti’s use of imagery was also a key feature of the responses. Rossetti’s 
religious beliefs and reference to her use of Biblical imagery were often successfully 
incorporated into answers. Reflections about Victorian views about women were also a 
popular aspect of discussion.

This is the opening of a good Level 3 answer; the understanding of the poems is 
communicated clearly but contextual support is more straightforward.

The response makes clear links to Rossetti's own beliefs about 
temptation and sin in these first two pages. The choice of Goblin 
Market as a second poem is apt and good use is made of the 
copious detail in that poem to develop the theme. Although 
there are brief references later to Rossetti's work amongst 'fallen 
women' and to the Old Testament story of the Fall, the essay 
could have progressed to a higher mark if more had been made 
of the ways in which Rossetti's presentation of temptation in 
these poems reflected her own religious beliefs and perhaps 
linked these to wider aspects of Victorian society.

Examiner Comments

Candidates should, where 
possible, attempt to make 
relevant links to contextual 
factors throughout their 
answers, rather than 
reserving these for a 
separate section.

Examiner Tip
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Question 18
 An Apple Gathering was mainly compared to Goblin Market. The latter’s length means 
it needs to be used judiciously – mere narrative should be avoided. Rossetti’s religious 
beliefs were often mentioned and the connections between the natural world and human 
relationships well explored by most candidates. Changing seasons in An Apple Gathering 
was another popular topic for exploration by candidates and the voice of the narrator also 
featured.

Question 19
Responses on The Road Not Taken often paired it with Stopping by Woods on a Snowy 
Evening; Millay’s The Fawn was another choice. In remaining with Frost, a significant 
proportion of the discussion was given to his biographical contexts and in some case, what 
marks him as a Modernist poet. At the lower end, this material was quite general and added 
little to the response. The named poem’s narrative voice was well recognised as a key aspect 
and an expression of the uncertainty that is a feature of Modernist poetry.

Question 20
Snake, The Love Song of J Alfred Prufrock and The Shield of Achilles featured as apt choices 
of second poem. Successful responses referred to the language being used to represent 
human nature and the use of voice. Cummings’ free-verse and irregular line length were 
explored along with contextual references to war and devastation.

This extract is from an answer awarded full marks for its sophisticated exploration of 
Cummings' poem and Eliot's La Figlia Che Piange.
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The first pages of this response show a candidate in full 
command of a range of analytic tools which are used to 
create a sophisticated commentary on the poems. The 
argument develops later to explore how the features 
analysed can be considered as typical of Modernism and 
of the period in which the poems were written.

Examiner Comments

Close attention to detail can allow a candidate to reveal 
features which provide opportunity to explore aspects 
of literary movements such as Modernism, just as 
Victorian or Romantic descriptions of nature reveal 
those ages' preoccupations.

Examiner Tip
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Question 21
Eliot was very much a minority choice, though the work was often in the higher Levels. 
Successful use was made both of material about Eliot's own life amd of relevant information 
about literary and historical contexts.

This secure Level 3 response uses Whispers of Immortality alongside Gerontion. 
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Question 22
This question led to some detailed work on the poems chosen: Sweeney Among the 
Nightingales was one obvious choice. Candidates sometimes found it difficult, however, 
to use the material on settings to explore contextual aspects. The fact that the setting in 
Sweeney Erect appears relatively humble, if rather sordid, appeared to present a challenge 
to candidates who, while they knew something about the classical allusions in the 
poem, struggled to explain why Eliot should have begun with them. Since these kinds of 
intertextual references are a feature of many poems in this collection, students would profit 
from some attention to this aspect of Eliot's writing.

This extract shows the candidate conclude some apt comments on Eliot's 
use of Seventeenth Century authors and move on to consider the poet's 
exploration of death as it affects the characters in the poems. In the process, 
there is some subtle analysis of the ways the poems express both hope 
and uncertainty about the possibility of afterlife. This aspect of Eliot's work 
is given further relevance by reference to the post-First World War period 
in which the poems were written. The essay would have been even more 
successful if these features of the poet's work and of the historical context 
had been developed and made more explicit.

Examiner Comments

For Eliot, sensitivity to his presentation of belief, 
unbelief and despair can be a helpful way of exploring 
the personal and historical context to his writing.

Examiner Tip
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Question 23
Relatively few candidates tackled this text. The set poem proved accessible and candidates 
were able to find suitable poems to accompany it. Contextual relevance was often rather 
sparse; teachers might like to consider ways in which students can be helped to identify 
aspects of the period and this loose-knit literary group.

In this response the candidate paired Hospital for Defectives with the same poet's Felo De Se. 
The extract forms the concluding pages of the answer.



51GCE English Literature 9ET0 03

This section, considering Felo De Se, explores the poem with clear 
reference to the topic of suffering though it relies on some more 
straightforward explanation of the situation. The reference to the 
'Catholic/Protestant foundation' is rather clumsy but does indicate 
prevalent social attitudes to suicide. More successfully, the essay 
concludes by noting how the uncertainty at the end of the poem can be 
seen as typical of the Movement. A similar point had been made earlier 
about Hospital for Defectives. The response scored an upper Level 3 mark; 
to go higher, contextual material would need to be developed more fully.

Examiner Comments

Candidates should be encouraged to look for indications of social 
attitudes in Twentieth Century poems that appear to be out of step 
with current values or behaviour. This could lead to exploration of 
cultural changes and the reasons that might lie behind them – all 
useful for identifying relevant contextual links

Examiner Tip
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Question 24
This question was answered by only a small number of candidates. Although some 
struggled to find their way into the named poem and to provide relevant contextual 
material, a few were able to see how the poems chosen revealed aspects of the literary 
period, such as an interest in the ordinary (failed love affairs, new suits and hire purchase) 
and the sense of social unease seen in Metamorphosis.  Less successful answers failed 
sometimes to provide an overview of the poems, particuarly Metamorphosis. A grasp of the 
narrative of that poem should not be the end of the response but it would help candidates 
appreciate the significance of important details.

Question 25
Church Going was the more popular question on Larkin and produced a wide range of 
poems to accompany it. At the higher end candidates provided subtle links to Larkin's life 
and to wider contexts, with sound connections to stylistic choices seen in other poems. 
Less successful answers often made only general reference to context, with quite basic 
comments on the poet’s presumed beliefs and world view. There is much that could be said 
about changing social attitudes, for example, as Church Going would illustrate.

This is the opening of a high Level 4 essay which uses I Remember, I Remember alongside 
Church Going.
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The candidate begins confidently with an overview of the topic of the past in Larkin's poetry. 
This includes an apt quotation from the poet and reference to an aspect of the Movement. 
The argument then develops into an effective analysis of Church Going, with continuing links 
to the social and historical context of post-war Britain. This is a rare instance of a response 
where context forms the backbone of the essay without drowning out the poetry, though to 
gain a Level 5 mark there would need to be more close reading, supported by quotation.

Examiner Comments

A secure grasp of the literary as well as social and historical 
context enables students to confidently explore contextual 
links through aspects of style as well as subject matter.

Examiner Tip
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Question 26
This question tested students’ skills of literary analysis and those who attempted it were 
often mature and focused in their discussions and argument; some fully deserved top 
marks. Toads and Church Going were popular second poems, with the opportunity taken 
to explore contemporary attitudes to masculinity in terms of voice linked to contexts. 
Narrators and speakers were referenced too, though sometimes with sparse mention of 
the use of voice to compare Larkin’s use of colloquial and formal language forms for effect. 
Sophisticated grasp of Larkin's craft included those alert to his frequent use of 'a three-part 
argument in order to conclude the proposal he sets himself in the beginning, and the final 
line is usually cryptic and thought-provoking,' as one candidate put it.
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Paper Summary

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

• Take time to read and reflect on the poems and topics set so that you can plan  
a shaped, coherent and cogent response

• Combine an overview of the poems under discussion with close reading of relevant 
details

• Be secure in your use of literary terms, illustrate them appropriately and above all 
attempt to explain why the poet might have chosen to use them

• For Section A, use the unseen poem to bring out specific themes and ideas in the 
anthology poem

• For Section B, ensure contextual information is relevant to the poems chosen and  
the topic set

• Make sure examiners can read your handwriting; if not, do something about it before 
the examination!
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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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