
2012 examiner’s report 
 In general, student responses to the 2012 Literature examination revealed a sound knowledge of 
the texts and an understanding of the task. The most successful students were able to offer a 
focused interpretation that was drawn from one or more of the passages provided, and articulated 
clearly and explored specifically through the response. These responses showed an ability to work 
closely with the language and to offer a detailed analysis. Many students were also able to offer a 
broader discussion of the wider text, and showed an obvious control of language and a sophisticated 
ability to use language. This ability to respond to the language of the passages is integral to this 
study, and students need to appreciate the ways in which language creates meaning and affects the 
reader/audience in a particular way. An understanding of the features of the text and the ability to 
see the texts as something constructed is very important. In less successful responses there was little 
sense of engagement. Only the best responses had a sense of the student’s own voice.  

Most students made some attempt to discuss the passages, but the passages were not always used 
as the basis of the essay. Sometimes there was evidence of a prepared response rather than an 
attempt to engage fully with the set passages. Many students wrote a prepared introduction that 
was not necessarily drawn from or supported by the passages. There was a tendency to narrate the 
content of the passages rather than to apply an analytical and evaluative process. Too often 
students offered a reductive reading based on themes – such as youth, madness, memory and 
marriage – and proceeded simply to work through the text, referring to the passages in little detail 
and drawing random examples from them to support these particular concerns. Students should 
realise that their interpretation should be developed from the language of the passages and not the 
other way around. Some students treated the passages as discrete entities and were not really able 
to move smoothly between them and the wider text. This was especially true of the responses to 
poetry and short stories.  

Some students struggled to express their ideas correctly and coherently, and others showed a very 
limited vocabulary. The word ‘encapsulates’ was used ad nauseam and incorrectly. Other common 
errors were confusion between the words ‘simple’ and ‘simplistic’, and ‘childish’ and ‘childlike’. 
Students continue to confuse the genre of texts; there was an alarming tendency to see Hamlet, Two 
Brothers, Stasiland and The Tall Man as novels and The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock as a play. 
While are perhaps liable to make errors under examination conditions, these mistakes were often 
accompanied by an inability to fully appreciate the way the particular genre worked, and often 
students showed little understanding of the plays as drama. Some students placed texts in the 
wrong century, showed little understanding of historical context (for example, in Stasiland) and 
confused the characters in a text (the most common example being George Knightley and his 
brother in Emma). Students who wrote responses to poetry frequently did not recognise that 
understanding of the poet’s work was required, not three separate analyses of the selected 
passages/poems. The most successful responses demonstrated an ability to weave the author’s 
views and values through the response, but the less successful students tended to append these at 
the conclusion of the essay.  

The following excerpts are from the start of student responses that were assessed at a high or very 
high level. These excerpts show students working to draw an interpretation from the given 
passages and in many cases make an implicit reference to the views and values of the text.  

It is emblematic of the enigmatic Dane’s character that he should enter the scene ‘reading a book’. 
Hamlet is a philosopher whose Christian humanist moral framework is based on his ability to 
interpret the truth through language-once a tool to exact reality but now corrupted under the 
poisonous and perfidious rule of the ‘serpent’, Claudius.  



Through Gertrude’s lamentation ‘one woe doth tread upon another’s heel’ Shakespeare illuminates 
the ‘rank state of affairs’ that has flourished within Denmark as a consequence of Claudius’s 
usurpation of the throne. This ‘unnatural act’ of fratricide gives rise to the extensive ‘woe’ and 
pervasion of corruption throughout the ‘whole ear of Denmark’ resultant in the cataclysmic 
disruption of God’s Great Chain of Being.  

The ‘smile of astonishment’ worn by Emma in the first extract reflects the tendency of the ‘indulged’ 
protagonist to be ‘chiefly directed by her own judgement’. Austen employs frequent use of irony and 
humour to mock subtly the inability of Emma to perceive the ‘affections’ and actions of her peers, 
giving rise to frequent faux pas throughout the novel.  

Throughout these three passages, Austen explores the psychological developments in her 
protagonist, Emma. Readers recognise a distinct change from the confident personality apparent in 
Extract One in the assertion ‘I assure you you are quite mistaken’ as well as in Extract Two in her 
obstinate opinion if Frank Churchill ‘his visit had given...only good ideas’ to the uncertain character 
evident in the third passage through the connotations of epiphany in ‘Emma had never known how 
much...’ 

Gwen Harwood is an Australian poet whose poetry, especially in her ‘Collected Poems’, holds the 
power not only to evoke but to influence thought. In exploring the power of relationships and their 
importance in our lives, pervasive in all three selected poems, Harwood offers her readers a spectrum 
of different experiences and situations in order to provoke personal reflection on the relationships in 
our own lives.  

Beowulf’s quest for immortality and fame through his heroic battles with the monsters that cross his 
path depicts the values of courage and leadership that were praised by the Scop and were 
worshipped in his culture.  

The following introductions were not very effective and usually did not clearly articulate the 
student’s intention for the rest of the essay. Almost invariably they led to the student offering a 
summary of the text that sometimes, to a large extent, ignored the set passages.  

Mary Shelley’s novel ‘Frankenstein’ is a romanticist novel which explores the relationship between 
the enchanting nature and human emotions.  

In ‘Sixty Lights’ Gail Jones reflects on a young girl’s journey in the Victorian era and how her main 
character goes through the triumphs and stages in her life.  

Truman Capote’s ‘In Cold Blood’ is a story about an American family murder and two cold hearted 
killers in the quest for money. Dick and Perry are their names and Truman is the investigator and 
author of his novel from this big devastating story.  

Presented in ‘The House with the Mezzanine’ are questions about human life, respect and the human 
spirit.  

‘Hamlet’ is all about madness and whether people are mad or not. It also looks at the problems of 
procrastination.  

William Shakespeare’s play ‘Hamlet’ is an exploration of Hamlet’s delay as he endeavours to revenge 
his Father and kill Claudius.  

The following examples show a real ability to work with the language of the passage and an 
awareness of the features of the text.  



In ‘The Lamb’ Blake uses a child’s innocent perspective to express admiration for God’s creatures. The 
simple AABB rhyming scheme and language used gives the poem a whimsical, almost lullaby-like 
feeling. The poem has a conversational element as the child asks the lamb ‘dost thou know who 
made thee’?  

Through the poem Blake makes a transition from ‘could’ to ‘dare’ reinforcing the tone of awe and 
fear that is perpetuated in the poem. An element of brightness shines in the undertone of the poem; 
the tiger, for all its dangerous potential, stands ‘burning bright’ with God’s power in ‘the forests of 
the night’.  

Permeating the various narrative perspectives of Ian McEwan’s ‘Atonement’ is an undercurrent of 
longing, a feeling of frustration as characters are inhibited from their ultimate desires. The tactile 
sensory imagery of Robbie’s prison’s ‘Victorian chill’ and his ‘thin prison blankets’ creates an 
atmosphere of isolation and sterility in which human comfort and warmth are denied.  

Through her keen use of streams of consciousness and free and direct speech, Woolf conjures a 
reality in which her eponymous protagonist, along with others, drifts between the physical and 
topographical reality and the internal constructs of her own mind.  

In the description of how the blinds used to flap at Bourton and particularly the use of the verb ‘to 
flap’, Woolf recalls ‘the flap of a wave’ and her metaphor in which life perpetually rolls forward in its 
peaks and its troughs.  

As she often does, Harwood uses the metaphor of fabrics, stating that ‘when she died she was 
folding a little towel’ suggesting that the life of her mother ‘a fabric of marvels folded down to a little 
space’ was the product of many experiences, all compressed in one body. ...She recalls her Mother 
calling her in ‘The Violets’, a ‘voice calling her in as darkness falls on her Father’s house’ suggesting 
through the duality of light and dark that her Mother was a constant source of goodness and 
direction, allowing her to live her life in light.  

Harwood uses the metaphor of a boat for the marriage of the couple within the poem and thus 
draws on the notion that a marriage is something that is built, that experiences, both good and bad, 
contribute to the strength of the bond shared between the two people, as suggested through the 
‘sixty pounds of nails gripping her ribs’, with the nails conveying a sense of pain in the hardships of 
the relationship. However, Harwood equally contends that these experiences reinforce ones love - 
that love is not merely a series of perfect experiences with another person, but rather a mutual 
respect for, and understanding of, another person, through the use of the phrase ‘Ship-shape; an 
even keel: we understand old clichés truly’. There is a sense of timelessness in the couple’s connection 
suggested by ‘the water bears no trace of time or history’.  

As Gertrude enters the stage , in full anguish over Ophelia’s drowning, the colourful and almost 
lyrical description of ‘crow- flowers, nettles, daisies and long purples’ of Ophelia’s death belies the 
austere nature of such an act. Rather Gertrude, whether in her love for Ophelia or to stabilise the 
foundations of the Royal Court, covers up her probable suicide as an accident ‘but long it could not 
be/till that her garments, heavy with drink pulled the poor wretch from her melodious lay/to muddy 
death’. To Shakespeare’s contemporaries suicide was an act against God, an act with which Hamlet 
attempts to grapple throughout the play. However, in Gertrude’s lyricism the serious nature of the 
act is subverted. The real state of affairs is subsequently exposed in the down to earth and blunt 
language of the gravedigger.  

The following excerpts are from students who are attempting to comment on the language and 
aspects of the text but lack the analytical ability to explore and substantiate their ideas.  



In Gail Jones’s novel ‘Sixty Lights’ Jones uses imagery and descriptive language to help the audience 
to feel as though the occurring events are actually happening. Jones uses recurring images and 
themes in the text to help point out characterisation and character development.  

Passage Three ‘The Spelling Prize’ has a completely different feel to it and also comes from a 

different place in Harwood’s life. 


