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First of all, we are very excited that you are considering joining us on the A-level English 
Literature course in September.  

Secondly, we want you to have time to develop that passion and curiosity for literature 
over the summer. So… we’re setting you a few projects to get you ready for the course. 
Please ENJOY these projects; throw yourself into them and create a collection of work you 
are proud of. If you do this, you will be well prepared to start the A-level course.  

We look forward to seeing you in September. Please bring your Bridging Project work with 
your work in it to your first English lesson in September. Take care and have an amazing and 
intellectually stimulating summer. 

 

Mrs. Hill   

Head of English  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
Our Expectations of You 

 

Read for pleasure: This subject requires a great deal of reading. If you don’t read novels/poetry/plays for pleasure, 
then you will find the amount of reading required a chore rather than a joy. Reading should be a joy. Immerse 
yourself in regular reading of a diverse range of texts. Aim to read at least two texts per month for the duration of 
the course.  

Be willing to be challenged: Some of the texts and topics in this subject are difficult, complex and require a great 
deal of discussion and thought for you to understand them. We will constantly challenge you with the work provided 
in class and in our assessment feedback. Be prepared for this.  

Discuss/listen/debate: Much of the time spent in lessons will be based around discussion and debate of what we are 
reading. You will be expected to contribute fully to this. If you don’t, you will miss out on vital opportunities to 
express your ideas and have them challenged. In order to use our lesson time to explore texts in this depth, you will 
need to complete prior reading of our set texts before lesson time. Ensure that you complete this reading before 
attending lessons. 

Intellectual Curiosity: You must be curious. You must be independent in your reading and research. You must be 
willing to read and research topic areas in depth and strive to develop your knowledge of literature, critical theory 
and historical context. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘There are worse crimes than burning books. One of them is not 
reading them.’ Ray Bradbury 



TASK 1- Week 1 and 2 
Purchase and read the following set texts. These will be the first texts studied on the course. We 
recommend these editions, but you are welcome to select your own. It is important to have your own 
copies of the text in order to make annotation notes.  

 

As you read: 

 Create a timeline or chapter synopsis of each text 
 Use sticky notes of paper to make notes of key questions and observations in each text 

Hamlet by William Shakespeare 

 

 
Hamlet: William Shakespeare: Amazon.co.uk: Shakespeare, William, Prescott, Paul, 
Sinfield, Alan, Sinfield, Alan: 9780141396507: Books 

 

 

 

 

Christina Rossetti- 
Selected Poems  

 

 

Selected Poems: Rossetti (Penguin 
Classics): Amazon.co.uk: Rossetti, 
Christina, Roe, Dinah: 
9780140424690: Books 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ensure that pay particular attention to the following 
poems: 

 Song: When I am dead, my dearest  

 Remember  

 From the Antique (‘It’s a weary life, it is, she said’)  

 Echo  

 Shut Out  

 In the Round Tower at Jhansi (Indian Mutiny)  

 A Birthday 

 Soeur Louise de la Miséricorde  

 Maude Clare  

 Up-Hill  

 No, Thank You, John  

 Good Friday (Am I a stone and not a sheep?)  

 Goblin Market 

 Twice 

 Winter: My Secret 

 



TASK 2- Engaging With Literary Essays- Week 3 
In the following pages you will find two articles about the two key texts that you 
read at the start of the summer holiday.  

 
1.Complete these tasks with each article: 

1. Read the article. As you read, highlight key comments and ideas shared by the 
writer. 

2. At the top of the article, summarise the argument of the writer in no more than 20 
words. 

3. Where in the text (Hamlet or Rossetti texts from week 1-2) is there evidence to 
support the argument of this source? 

4. Where in the text (Hamlet or Rossetti texts from week 1-2) is there evidence to 
challenge the argument in this source? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Hamlet: Looking Backwards 
 

Article written by: Emma Smith 

Themes: Tragedies, Power, politics and religion 

Published: 15 Mar 2016 

Emma Smith reads Hamlet as a play obsessed with retrospection, repetition and the theatre of the 
past. 

Shakespeare’s Hamlet is often seen as a text that looks forward, anticipating some of the 
psychological dilemmas of modern existence in its depiction of the young prince’s morbid self-
consciousness. Critics including Coleridge, Marx and Freud have found in the play the key to their 
own understanding of their world, and directors throughout the 20th century have imagined a 
contemporary Hamlet dressed, like David Tennant for the Royal Shakespeare Company (directed 
by Greg Doran in 2008 and televised in 2009), in a beanie and parka. 

Photograph of David Tennant as Hamlet in 2008 
 

Alongside this proto-modernity, however, the play moves in a 
quite different direction: towards retrospection and the past. 
Like its hero, the play looks backwards. Hamlet’s own instincts 
are towards undoing, rather than doing. In his opening scene, 
his agreement not to return to university fixes him in the role of 
a child, contrasted with Laertes who is leaving his family for 
adventure in Paris. His obsession with his father’s death is 
described as ‘unmanly grief’ by Claudius who reminds him, 
pragmatically, that nature’s ‘common theme / Is death of 

fathers’ (1.2.94, 103–04). 

No such progress for Hamlet, who is stuck, physically and emotionally. He seems frozen. ‘Man 
delights not me’, he tells his old friends Rosencrantz and Guildenstern and adds, in response to 
their smirks, ‘no, nor women neither’ (2.2.309). Hamlet’s strongest affections are towards the 
dead, including his father and Yorick, rather than the living: it is only at Ophelia’s funeral that he 
can acknowledge his love for her. 

Succession 
Hamlet’s personal situation reflects the political concerns of the period. For some reason the play 
never fully explains, this adult male heir does not inherit the throne from his father. The play is thus 
obliquely concerned with the great but unspeakable topical preoccupation of the end of the 16th 



century: the question of who would succeed the unmarried Queen Elizabeth. It was a crime to 
discuss the succession directly, but the theatre was able to glance at it through parallel, and in this 
way Hamlet has close affinities with Shakespeare’s plays on English historical subjects which 
rehearse similar issues. 

Re-venge and re-membering 
In part Hamlet’s sense of stasis, of being stuck, is psychological. Mourning for his dead father, 
Hamlet is caught in the throes of the past: ‘must I remember?’ (1.2.143). The ghost of King Hamlet 
is the powerful visualisation of this tug backwards, trapped in Purgatory (the post-death location 
where, for Catholics, earthly sins were to be atoned) while the ‘foul crimes’ of his earthly past ‘are 
burnt and purg’d away’ (1.5.12–13). His demands on his son are made in the name of the past: ‘If 
thou didst ever thy dear father love’ ‘Revenge his foul and most unnatural murther’ (1.5.23, 25). 

But that ‘re’ prefix of ‘revenge’ echoes again with the ghost’s second command: ‘remember me’ 
(1.5.91). Re-venge, like re-membering, takes on the quality of repetition, just as the play repeats 
images and moments from its own past. When the guards turn on the kingly ghost or when 
Laertes rushes into the throne-room, the memory of regicide – the murder of a king – is recalled; 
the players’ production of ‘The Mousetrap’ repeats the ghost’s story of sleeping in his orchard; 
Fortinbras, son of Fortinbras, is the military echo of the cerebral Hamlet, son of Hamlet: both men 
struggle with the emotional inheritance from their powerful fathers. The play resembles a detective 
story inasmuch as it must resolve a past and contested event – the death of the king – and like the 
detective genre it must conduct a retrospective investigation. Memory reverberates in a play 
preoccupied with the past, and when Fortinbras steps forward at the end to take up the empty 
throne of Denmark, he does so in the name of history: ‘I have some rights, of memory in this 
kingdom’ (5.2.389). 

The play as forensic tool 
As detective, Hamlet’s main forensic tool is theatrical: ‘The play’s the thing / Wherein I’ll catch the 
conscience of the King’ (2.2.604–05). Here, too, his tastes are decidedly retro. The form of his 
chosen production from the travelling players’ repertoire, ‘The Murder of Gonzago’, resembles the 
outdated theatre of 50 years previously in separating out the story into mimed action followed by 
rhetorical speeches. The play Gorboduc, performed for Queen Elizabeth in the early years of her 
reign, is a similar example: to theatregoers in 1601, this would have seemed as old-fashioned as 
crackly black and white television programmes to us now. And prompting the player to recall a 
speech about the sack of Troy, Hamlet looks back to Virgil’s founding myth from the Aeneid, the 
classical epic which told the story of Aeneas’s founding of Rome. There is also room in this 
exchange for a small joke about the more immediate past too. Polonius’ recollection of playing 
Julius Caesar where ‘I was killed i’ th’ Capitol’ (3.2.102) is almost certainly a reminder of one of the 
company’s previous Shakespeare plays, performed a couple of years earlier, in which the same 
actor played the title role. But ideas of ancient Rome keep resurfacing in the play. Horatio wants to 
drink of the poisoned cup in the final scene as ‘more an antique Roman than a Dane’ (5.2.341): 
the past, and its obligations and conventions, are everywhere in Hamlet. 

The Reformation 
One aspect of that unquiet past might be England’s rejected Catholicism in the Reformation – a 
religious and cultural movement of the 16th century which split the Christian Church. Lots of critics 
have noted that Hamlet straddles the theological divide of early modern culture in its depiction of a 
Wittenberg-educated son – the university at Wittenberg was indelibly associated with the 
Protestant reformer Martin Luther – and his Catholic father doomed to Purgatory. The existence, 
or not, of ghosts was itself a point of theological controversy at the time, and the play expresses 
both a belief in a Purgatory from which a ghost might return, and the post-Reformation 
understanding of death as ‘the undiscover’d country from whose bourn / No traveller returns’ 



(3.1.78–79). The ghost in Hamlet is both a theatrical trick, clanking in the ‘cellarage’ (1.5.151) 
under the stage, and a serious witness to his posthumous torments. We can see the nostalgic 
tone of the play in the light of post-Reformation understandings of an alienated Catholic past.  

The Theatrical Past 
There are other resonant histories too. When Kenneth Branagh filmed Hamlet in 1996, he cast the 
veteran actor Charlton Heston as the Player King: the choice of actor was a tribute to the outdated 
but heroic style of a previous acting generation. Shakespeare seems to have been doing 
something similar in writing the play. He draws on the popular genre of revenge tragedy, and in 
particular on its blockbuster hit, Thomas Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy (c. 1590). From Kyd, 
Shakespeare seems to have taken the figure of the ghost and the idea of the play-within-a-play; 
the hero of The Spanish Tragedy is called Horatio, and there too a woman runs mad with grief and 
kills herself. Kyd’s play establishes the emotional and ideological obligations of the father-son 
bond, and the proximity of madness, mourning and revenge. It gives Shakespeare, in short, the 
coordinates for his own drama, but it also casts Hamlet as a kind of homage. Like Hamlet the 
prince, we might say, Hamlet the play is haunted by a more successful predecessor it tries to 
imitate but cannot quite shake off. Whereas for us the epitome of theatre itself might be the iconic 
image of Hamlet and a skull, perhaps with the line ‘to be or not to be’ (3.1.55), for the Elizabethans 
the most memorable play was Kyd’s, with the highly rhetorical speech of its revenger Hieronimo:  

The skull 
It’s no wonder, then, that this haunted and retrospective play has been distilled into one image: 
Hamlet face to face with the skull. It’s an image of mortality, of course – the skull as memento mori 
(an object kept as a reminder of the inevitability of death) so familiar to the 16th century and which 
stage tragedy came to epitomise. But the skull Hamlet encounters is not an anonymous harbinger 
of death but a specific reminder of the past: ‘Alas, poor Yorick. I knew him, Horatio … He hath 
bore me on his back a thousand times’ (5.1.184–86). It is the detail of memory here that is 
affecting and recognisable: ‘a poured a flagon of Rhenish on my head once’ (5.1.180). 

Personal loss and retrospection converge in Shakespeare’s characterisation of Hamlet to produce 
a play that looks backwards: theatrically, psychologically, structurally and religiously. 
Overshadowed by all these pasts, neither Hamlet nor Hamlet can make progress. Hamlet as 
revenger is also Hamlet who must be revenged: seeking retribution for his father’s death he kills 
another father and makes his own death a circular inevitability. Like its hero, the play loses its way 
in the structural fug of the trip to England, the pirates and the preposterous figure of Osric. A work 
that has come to seem so modern and so contemporary ends when the play’s many pasts catch 
up with it, and the price of their revenge is the foreshortened future. Gertrude’s lament for the dead 
Ophelia, ‘I had thought thy bride-bed to have deck’d, sweet maid, / And not have strew’d thy grave’ 
(5.1.245–46) stands as a more general elegy for a play where the burden of the past overcomes 
the hope of the future. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Christina Rossetti: religious poetry 
 

Article written by: Simon Avery 

Theme: Victorian poetry 

Published: 15 May 2014 

With close readings of 'Up-Hill' and 'A Birthday', Dr Simon Avery explores the tensions and 
questions that characterise the quest for spiritual fulfilment found in Christina Rossetti's religious 
poetry. 

Over a career which spanned nearly half a century, Christina Rossetti (1830–94) produced poetry 
in a wide range of forms and styles, and she was both lauded by her contemporaries and 
influential on the next generation of writers. With the exception of the astonishing Goblin Market, 
the title poem to her first volume published in 1862, her poems are usually tightly controlled and 
use relatively accessible language. Yet while her works may appear straightforward at first, they 
possess an intellectual depth which shows Rossetti to be an astute questioner and analyst of her 
contemporary world. 

A major influence and drive for Rossetti’s writings was her devout religious belief. As the sister of 
the painter-poet Dante Gabriel Rossetti (1828–82), Rossetti was at the centre of the Pre-
Raphaelite movement in the mid-to-late Victorian period, a radical group which challenged 
conventions about art in many ways. She was sometime model for her brother’s paintings – 
significantly being painted as the Virgin Mary in The Girlhood of Mary Virgin (1848–9) and Ecce 
Ancilla Domini! (1850) – but she quickly became the movement’s lead poet. Her strong religious 
beliefs nevertheless marked her out from the majority of the other Pre-Raphaelites. Indeed, while 
Dante Gabriel would become more free-thinking and withdraw from established belief, Christina, 
along with her sister Maria and their mother Frances, maintained a strong commitment to High 
Anglicanism. Worshipping at Christ Church, Albany Street (London) from the early-1840s, the 
Rossetti women came under the influence of the Oxford Movement, with its increased emphasis 
on rituals such as confession and communion. Maria would eventually become an Anglican nun in 
1873 and Christina would work for some time with the Anglican sisterhood at the St Mary 
Magdalene Penitentiary, Highgate, helping prostitutes escape their lives on the streets by 
retraining them for domestic service. Moreover, Christina would turn down two potential suitors,  

It is little surprise then, that much of Rossetti’s poetry has a strong religious dimension. Many of 
her poems are overtly concerned with religious issues and it is fair to argue that all her work, even 
that which seems to deal with more secular concerns, has a resonating religious or spiritual drive. 
Indeed, Rossetti was viewed as a great spiritual writer in her own day and came to be seen, along 
with Gerard Manley Hopkins (1844–89), as one of the great religious poets of the age. Yet 
Rossetti’s religion is never simple or unquestioning. Her writings show her constantly interrogating 
religious ideas and beliefs, often with a degree of tension and anxiety. Certainly, the speakers of 



Rossetti’s poems repeatedly struggle with religious doubt, frustration and fear as they seek a 
reassurance that might never come, or attempt to understand their sense of exclusion from God or 
Christ. Writing at a time when established religious beliefs were being challenged by new 
developments in science – particularly the theory of evolution as it was advanced in Charles 
Darwin’s Origin of Species (1859) and The Descent of Man (1871) – Rossetti demonstrates one 
way in which a key Victorian writer examined the ambiguities of faith in a time of major change. 

Temptation and struggle 
In a poem called ‘The World’, which was written in 1854 and published in the 1862 volume Goblin 
Market and Other Poems, Rossetti depicts the disastrous consequences of being attached to 
worldly pleasures rather than remembering the importance of spiritual devotion. The world here is 
presented as an attractive yet deadly female figure, a kind of femme fatale. During the day the 
World is seductively beautiful and woos the speaker’s soul with ‘[r]ipe fruits, sweet flowers, and full 
satiety’ (l. 6) – imagery which recalls the fruit on offer in Goblin Market. But at night, she is 
revealed ‘[i]n all the naked horror of the truth’ (l. 10), as Medusa-like, ‘subtle serpents gliding in her 
hair’ (l. 4). Being attached to this monstrous temporal world, Rossetti’s speaker affirms, will take 
her away from God and leave her fearing for her immortal life. For as she says, in language which 
emphasises the fear of being turned into a devil-like figure: 

Is this a friend indeed; that I should sell 
   My soul to her, give her my life and youth, 
Till my feet, cloven too, take hold on hell? (ll. 12–14) 

‘The World’ is a terrifying sonnet – that poetic form traditionally used to write about love – in which 
Rossetti emphasises the need to resist being taken in by earthly temptations. Yet the path to 
religious salvation is never easy either. For example, in ‘A Better Resurrection’, also published in 
the 1862 volume, the speaker repeatedly emphasises her isolation – ‘Look right, look left, I dwell 
alone’ (l. 4) – and her alienation from the ‘everlasting hills’ of God’s blessing (l. 6). As she says in 
the third stanza, her life is ‘like a broken bowl’ which is unable to hold ‘[o]ne drop of water for my 
soul’ (ll. 17–18) – an image of emptiness and lack of spiritual sustainability. Yet in the poem’s final 
lines, there is hope of renewal and transformation as the speaker calls on Christ to turn the 
‘broken bowl’ of herself into something new: 

Cast in the fire the perished thing, 
   Melt and remould it, till it be 
A royal cup for Him my King: 

Through Christ, the speaker suggests, the human self can be ‘remould[ed]’ and achieve union with 
the divine – that ‘Better Resurrection’ of which the title speaks. As a later poem, ‘Alas My Lord’, 
published in 1874 indicates, however, this is something that has to be constantly fought for. 
Indeed, the difficulty of the process is clearly articulated in the poem’s opening stanzas: 

 Alas my Lord, 
How should I wrestle all the livelong night 
With Thee my God, my Strength and my Delight? 

 How can it need 
So agonized an effort and a strain 
To make Thy Face of Mercy shine again? 

 How can it need 
Such wringing out of breathless prayer to move 
Thee to Thy wonted Love, when Thou art Love? (ll. 1–9) 



‘Wrestle’, ‘wring’, ‘strain’ – such language indicates the exhausting force and effort with which 
Rossetti’s speakers strive to achieve a meaningful relationship with God. The repeated use of the 
question format here also emphasises the longing for this relationship to be affirmed and the fear 
of ultimately being shut out from salvation. Certainly, Rossetti’s way of the cross is never easy. 

Reassurance and celebration 
The questioning format used in ‘Alas my Lord’ is also key to one of Rossetti’s most famous and 
frequently-anthologised poems: ‘Up-Hill’. Written in 1858 and published alongside ‘The World’ and 
‘A Better Resurrection’ in 1862, this poem uses a series of questions and answers to explore the 
idea that, after life’s hardships, a place with God might be achieved. It works through one long 
metaphor of life as a journey towards the ‘resting-place’ (l. 5) or ‘inn’ (l. 8) of heaven, a version of 
that religious quest motif found, for example, in John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress (1678–84). 
The halting metre and alternating short lines effectively emphasise the struggle of the journey 
through the ‘day’ of mortal existence, even while the answering voice affirms that at night (in 
death) security will be assured: 

Does the road wind up-hill all the way? 
   Yes, to the very end. 
Will the day’s journey take the whole long day? 
   From morn to night, my friend. 
  […] 
Shall I find comfort, travel-sore and weak? 
   Of labour you shall find the sum. 
Will there be beds for me and all who seek? 
   Yea, beds for all who come. (ll. 1–4; 13-16) 

The austere, deceptively simple language here – many of the words are monosyllabic – typically 
masks the complexities of religious thought that Rossetti’s poetry often explores. For the difficult 
journey of ‘Up-Hill’ is as much a journey to religious understanding as anything else. 

Notebook of Christina Rossetti (two of six), 18 December 1856-29 June 1858 
  

What might be achieved in the desired relationship 
with Christ or God is seen in no more celebratory 
way than in the poem ‘A Birthday’, written in 1857 
and again published in the 1862 volume. It is an 
intriguing poem where the idea of what is being 
celebrated on the ‘Birthday’ is never exactly made 
explicit. But on one level at least, the ‘birthday’ is 
about the re-birth of the self into the next life or into 
a union with the divine: 

My heart is like a singing bird 
   Whose nest is in a watered shoot; 
My heart is like an apple tree 
   Whose boughs are bent with thickset fruit; 
My heart is like a rainbow shell 
   That paddles in a halcyon sea; 
My heart is gladder than all these 
   Because my love is come to me. 

Raise me a dais of silk and down; 
   Hang it with vair and purple dyes; 



Carve it in doves and pomegranates, 
   And peacocks with a hundred eyes; 
Work it in gold and silver grapes, 
   In leaves and silver fleurs-de-lys; 
Because the birthday of my life 
   Is come, my love is come to me. 

The beautiful ornateness in this poem – which is unusual in Rossetti’s work – piles up image after 
image in the style of a Pre-Raphaelite painting or a William Morris tapestry. The first stanza, with 
its repeated ‘My heart is like …’ structure, sees the speaker attempting to find a suitable 
comparison in nature to describe her happiness. As the last two lines of this stanza indicate, 
however, all these comparisons fail because her ‘heart is gladder than all these.’ 

In the second stanza, therefore, she issues a series of imperatives – ‘Raise me … Hang it … 
Carve it … Work it …’ – in order to construct something more solid and permanent as an 
expression of her joy. The elaborate dais is covered with symbols of spiritual fulfilment – the dove 
of the Holy Spirit, the fleur-de-lys as symbol of purity, the colours purple, gold and silver 
associated with royalty and the divine. The ‘love’ and the ‘birthday of my life’ which come to the 
speaker are clearly on one level meant to represent the final achievement of that long-desired 
union with Christ. As such, the exuberance and luxury of the poem are particularly apt as a 
celebration of having achieved spiritual fulfilment and moved beyond the struggle, doubt and 
anxiety which characterises so many of Rossetti’s intriguing and complex religious poems across 
her career. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



TASK 3- Week 4 
We will be studying critical theory as soon as we begin the A Level course. This task is designed to 
introduce you to the concept of critical theory. 

PART A- Read the source below and answer the questions that follow. 

 

Source 

Literature – Critical Theory & Critical Perspectives  

  
What is literary or critical theory? What is meant by “critical perspective”?  
  
The terms ‘literary theory’ and ‘critical theory’ refer to essentially the same fields of study. They both address ways 
of looking at literature beyond the typical plot-theme-character- setting studies. Just as a PERSPECTIVE is a way of 
looking at something, a CRITICAL PERSPECTIVE is a way of criticizing or analysing literature. Your CRITICAL 
PERSPECTIVE is the view you bring to the literature you read.  
  
How and why did literary theories develop?  
We all know that different people will experience the same event differently. It follows, then, that different people 
will approach the same literary text differently. One person may be offended by a character’s actions, while another 
finds them comic. One reader is energized by a story’s political implications, while another is awed by the same 
story’s philosophical bent. Literary theories emerged as ways to explain different people’s views and responses to 
literature. Rather than insisting that one view is the best or correct view, literary theory attempts to find value in all 
views that are based on a careful study of the literature.   
  
What are the benefits of studying a work from more than one critical perspective?  
There are several benefits:  

 One of the views is likely to affirm your perspective and speak to what you see in the literature you are 
studying.  

 Studying a view different from yours—not to disagree with it, but to understand it—helps you understand 
those who hold that view.  

 Studying a work from more than one view gives you a deeper understanding of the author’s work and a 
better appreciation for the richness of it.  

  
What does studying a work from multiple critical perspectives involve?  
Essentially, all you have to do to study a work from more than one critical perspective is to put your own view on 
hold and entertain the other view.  
  
What does studying a work from multiple critical perspectives not involve?  
First and foremost, studying a work from multiple critical perspectives does not require that you agree with any of 
the perspectives you study. You are not being asked to change your view, only to consider—without criticism and 
judgment—what an alternative thinker would see in the text. Second, studying a work from multiple critical 
perspectives does not require that you blend or merge two or more perspectives into a single interpretation. Some 
of the points of some of the theories are actually mutually exclusive and cannot be reconciled. For example, while 
examining a work from the feminist perspective, you do not need to take into account what a Marxist would find. 
You would examine each perspective independently.   
  
  
What are the most common or popular critical theories?  



 Feminist 
 Marxist 
 Psychoanalytic or Freudian 
 Archetypal or Mythological 
 New Historicism  

 
Answer the following questions: 

 What is literary or critical theory? 

 

 

 

 Which literary theories are most commonly applied to texts? 

 

 

 

 How can critical and literary theory readings be useful to literature students? 

 

 

 

 

 

 Who do you need to remember when applying theories? 

 
PART B- Explore Feminist Theory 

SOURCE- FEMINIST THEORY  

FEMINIST THEORY  
The basis of the feminist movements, both in literature and politics, is that Western culture is fundamentally 
patriarchal (i.e., created by men, controlled by men, viewed through the eyes of men, and evaluated by men). The 
1960s saw the rise of a new, feminist approach to literary criticism. Before the emergence of Feminist Theory, the 
works of female writers (or works about females) were examined by the same standards as those by male writers 
(and about men). With the development of Feminist Theory, old texts are re-examined, and the portrayal of women 
in literature is re-evaluated. New writers create works that more accurately reflect the developing concept of the 
―modern woman.‖ The feminist approach is only partly based on finding and exposing sugges ons of misogyny 
(negative attitudes toward women) in literature. Feminists are interested in exposing the ways women in 
literature—both authors and characters—are undervalued. Some feminist scholars have even dissected individual 
words in western languages, suggesting that the languages themselves reflect a patriarchal worldview. Arguing that 



the past millennia in the West have been dominated by men— whether politicians in power or the historians 
recording it—feminist critics believe that Western literature reflects a masculine bias. As a result, Western literature 
presents an inaccurate and potentially harmful portrayal of women. In order to repair the potential harm done and 
achieve balance, feminist critics insist that works by and about women be added to the literary canon and read from 
a feminist perspective.   
  
Three main areas of study and points of criticism exist in the Feminist Theory:  

1. differences between men and women  
2. women in positions of power and power dynamics between men and women  
3. the female experience  

  
1. Differences between men and women  

• One basic assumption of the feminist perspective is that gender determines everything, including values and 
the ways language is used.  

• The canon of literature printed, marketed, and taught in schools must be expanded to include the study of 
genres in which women ―tradi onally‖ write: journals, diaries, and personal le ers.  

• The differences in the topics or issues about which men and women write and the differing viewpoints from 
which men and women write must be noted. All views must be respected as equally valid.  

  
2. Women in positions of power and power dynamics between men and women   

• Any evidence of the social, economic, and political exploitation of women must be noted and confronted. 
The feminist critic checks the work to see whether female characters have power and of what type of power 
it might be.  

• A feminist critic views literature as a means by which inequities can be identified, protested, and possibly 
rectified.  

• A feminist critic will note the division of labour and economics between men and women in the work being 
studied.  

• A feminist critic will note how male and female characters in the work interact with one another in a variety 
of contexts. Does the woman act subservient? Does the man treat the woman like an adult? Are males and 
females politically and economically equal?  

  
3. The Female Experience  

• On the most basic levels, a woman’s experience of life is different from a man’s. Reading or viewing from a 
feminist perspective includes examining what aspects of feminine life are included in the work. Is the 
narrative point of view male or female?   

• How does the narrator—male or female—treat plot events and other characters?  
   Feminist Theory Continued  

• The feminist critic rejects any application of male standards to the female personality. The female 
personality must be judged independently from the male personality and vice versa.   

• Feminist critics examine and celebrate all portrayals of the creative, life-giving role of femininity. Women 
have traditionally been portrayed as dependent on men, but feminists point out that men are dependent on 
women for humanity’s most basic need—birthing children. All evidence of feminine nurture, healing, life 
giving and restoring are examined.  

• Feminist theory is not fundamentally chauvinistic. Feminist critics explore literature for portrayals of the 
concept that men and women are each incomplete without the other. They do, however, reject suggestions 
of studying only feminine ―incompleteness.‖  

  
Essential questions for a feminist reading:  
What stereotypes of women are depicted in the text?  

Are female characters oversimplified? Weak? Foolish? Excessively naive?  

Do the female characters play major or minor roles in the action of the work?  

  
  
  
  
  



Are they supportive or independent? Powerless or strong? Subservient or in control?   

If the female characters have any power, what kind is it? Political? Economic? Social?  

Psychological?  

 Are the female characters and situations in which they are placed oversimplified or presented fully and in 
detail?  
How do the male characters talk about the female characters?  

How do the male characters treat the female characters?  

  How do the female characters act toward the male characters?    

Are the female characters and situations in which they are placed oversimplified or presented fully and in 
detail?  
How do the male characters talk about the female characters?  

How do the male characters treat the female characters?  

How do the female characters act toward the male characters?  

How do the female characters act toward each other?  

Is the work, in general, sympathetic to female characters? Too sympathetic? Do any of the work’s themes 
touch upon any idea that could be seen as a feminist issue? Is the theme supportive or disparaging of 
women?  

 Overall, do you think that the female characters are believable? For that matter, do you think that the male 
characters are believable?  

  

Example  
Examining “Cinderella” from a Feminist Perspective  

 Consider the potentially misogynist theme of abused-girl-waiting-to-be-rescued-by a prince.  
 Consider the values conveyed in the portrayal of the ―good girl‖ as physically beau ful and the ―wicked 

girls‖ as physically ugly.  
  

Examine the potentially misogynist theme of the courtship ritual of the prince’s ball:  
• By what standard (other than physical beauty) will he choose whom to marry?  
• Will the chosen woman have a choice in whether or not to marry the prince?  
• What is the basis of the prince’s ―love at first sight with Cinderella?  

  
Consider the feminist implication of   

• the fact that the ’good girl’ is passive, weak, and submissive and can do nothing (and does do nothing) 
to improve her own condition;  

• the fact that the powerful woman is portrayed as wicked (and probably ugly).  

 
PART C- NOW HAVE A GO: 

Consider Ophelia in ‘Hamlet’. What would a feminist critic think of her? Write 200 words to answer the question.  

Think about: 

 What does she reveal about gender roles and social power? 
 Is she limited in any way by being female? 
 What does the treatment of her by others reveal about the way women are viewed in society? 

  

  

  
  

  

  
  
  
  
  
  



 What language is used by her and about her? What is the relevance of it? 
 Is she a believable female character? Why/why not? 
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Task 4- Writing to Argue- Week 5 
This week we would like you to share your passion for literature with us. Select one of the tasks below 
and work on it this week, ready to submit it to us in the first week back. 

Task 

Produce either a 1000 word essay, podcast style audio recording or a short ‘TED talk style’ recorded presentation. It have one 
of these three titles: 

1. The Books That Shaped Me 
2. Books That Changed The World 
3. Read, Read and Read Some More 
4. Why you should read  ‘(insert a title of your choice)’ 
5. The World Of Literature Needs More Diversity 

We are looking for: 

 your ability to write a well-structured and engaging argument (a TED talk recording will need to show evidence of 
planned writing within the speech) 

 your ability to use language for deliberate effect 
 a sophisticated repertoire of vocabulary 
 a well explained argument 
 Personal opinions and passion. 

Podcast and TED talk presentations must be 3-6 minutes long. 

 

Here are some sources that could be useful to you: 

How books can open your mind | Lisa Bu - YouTube 
How literature can help us develop empathy | Beth Ann Fennelly | TEDxUniversityofMississippi - YouTube 

Why should you read Edgar Allan Poe? - Scott Peeples - YouTube 

Why should you read Sylvia Plath? - Iseult Gillespie - YouTube 

Iseult Gillespie: Why should you read "Midnight's Children"? | TED Talk 

Why should you read “Fahrenheit 451”? - Iseult Gillespie - YouTube 

Ten books that changed the world | Books | The Guardian 

Can books really change the world? | Books | The Guardian 

The books that shaped me: Andi Osho (goodhousekeeping.com) 

The books that shaped me: Julie Ma (goodhousekeeping.com) 

GCSEs: ‘Not enough’ diverse novels in English lit exam | Tes Magazine 

https://www.booktrust.org.uk/globalassets/resources/represents/breaking-ground-brochure.pdf  

96 Must-Read Classic Books, As Chosen By Our Readers | Fiction, Novels & More (penguin.co.uk) 

Why You Should Read Children’s Books, Even Though You Are So Old and Wise by Katherine Rundell – review | 
Essays | The Guardian 

Why is reading good for me? - BBC Teach 

 



TASK 5- Begin Your Reading Journal – Ongoing 
During the A Level course we will expect all students to be completing private reading of 
a diverse range of texts. We would like you to document this in the form of a reading 
journal. Please select your first book, read it and begin your reading journal. 

Your reading journal should contain a short review of each text that you read. This 
information for each book that you read: 

 Title 
 Author 
 Synopsis 
 Your thoughts and feelings about characterisation, plot and writer intent (fiction) or writer’s 

viewpoint/approach (non-fiction). 
 As the course develops, you may also wish to practise applying literary criticism to the novels that you 

read. 

 
Here are some examples of reading journals. Select the style that seems most fitting for 
you and begin your journal this week by reading your first book. A recommended reading 
list begins on the next page. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Recommended Reads 
  
POETRY  
  
18th/19th centuries. Some poets worth getting to know:  
Alexander Pope, P.B. Shelley, G.M.Hopkins, Lord Byron, John Keats, Elizabeth Browning, William Blake, Lord 
Tennyson, Christina Rossetti, W.Wordsworth, Robert Browning, Walt Whitman  

  
20th century:  
Wilfred Owen, Dylan Thomas, Robert Frost, Seamus Heaney, T.S. Elliot, R.S. Thomas, Sylvia Plath, W.B. Yeats, Philip 
Larkin, Douglas Dunn, W.H. Auden, Ted Hughes, Tony Harrison, Louis MacNeice, Stevie Smith, Simon Armitage, 
Stephen Spender, Derek Walcott, Liz Lochhead, Thomas Hardy, Ezra Pound, E E Cummings, Langston Hughes, Carol 
Ann Duffy, Allen Ginsberg  

  
DRAMA  
  
Shakespeare’s time: Shakespeare, Marlowe, Jonson ,Webster  

19th century: Wilde, G B Shaw (spans both centuries)  

20th century: Brian Friel, Harold Pinter, Caryl Churchill, Sean O’Casey, Alan Bennett, John Osborne, John Arden, 
Samuel Beckett, Arthur Miller, Tom Stoppard, Sam Shepherd, Tennessee Williams  

  
CLASSIC PROSE  
  
Thomas Hardy – Jude The Obscure, Tess of the D’Urbervilles  
W.M. Thackeray - Vanity Fair  

Charles Dickens – Great Expectation, Oliver Twist, Nicholas Nickleby  
Charlotte Bronte - Jane Eyre  

Emily Bronte - Wuthering Heights  
George Elliot – Middlemarch, Silas Marner Henry Fielding - Tom 
Jones  
Elizabeth Gaskell - Mary Barton etc.  

Jane Austen – Emma, Pride and Prejudice   
Mark Twain - Huckleberry Finn  
Mary Shelley – Frankenstein  

Bram Stoker – Dracula  

Robert Louis Stevenson – Treasure Island, Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde  
Daniel Defoe – Robison Crusoe  

Anthony Trollope – The Way We Live Now  
Arthur Conan Doyle – The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes etc.  
  
 
20th CENTURY LITERATURE  
  
Arnold Bennett - The Old Wives’ Tale  



Joseph Conrad - Heart of Darkness  
E.M. Forster - Where Angels Fear to Tread, Howards End  
D.H. Lawrence - Sons & Lovers  

James Joyce - Portrait of the Artist  
Scott Fitzgerald - The Great Gatsby  

Virginia Woolf - Moments of Being  

Edith Wharton - The Age of Innocence  
Graham Greene - Power & the Glory, Brighton Rock  
George Orwell – 1984, Animal Farm  
John Steinbeck - The Grapes of Wrath  
Ernest Hemingway - For Whom the Bell Tolls  
Evelyn Waugh - Brideshead Revisited, The Sword of Honour Trilogy  
William Golding – The Lord of the Flies  
Jack Kerouac – On the Road  

John Le Carre – Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Spy  
Kingsley Amis - Lucky Jim  

Ian McEwan - Atonement  

Alice Walker - The Colour Purple  
Paul Scott - Staying On  

Joseph Heller - Catch 22  

Margaret Drabble - The Millstone  

Fay Weldon - Life & Loves of a She-Devil  
John Fowles - The French Lieutenant’s Woman  
Margaret Atwood - The Handmaid’s Tale, Oryx and Crake 
Nick Hornby – High Fidelity, Fever Pitch, About A Boy, Juliet, Naked  
Tony Parsons – Man and Boy  

Angela Carter– The Bloody Chamber  

J R Tolkien – The Lord of the Rings  
Aldous Huxley – Brave New World  

Truman Capote – In Cold Blood  

Ken Kesey – One Flew Over The Cuckoo’s Nest  
Zadie Smith – White Teeth, On Beauty 
Monica Ali – Brick Lane 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
DIVERSITY IN LITERATURE:  *INDICATES PRE-1914 TEXTS  
  
See also:  http://www.goodreads.com/shelf/show/other-cultures for other ideas.  

  
Khalid Hosseini - A Thousand Splendid Suns, The Kite Runner (Afghanistan)  
Chinua Achebe - Things Fall Apart (Africa)  

H Rider Haggard – She (Africa)  

Homer - The Iliad*, the Odyssey* (Ancient Greece)  
Doris Pilkington - The Rabbit Proof Fence (Australia)  

Jung Chang - Wild Swans (China)  

Victor Hugo - Les Miserables* (French)  

Gustave Flaubert - Madame Bovary* (French)  

Alexandre Dumas – The Three Musketeers, The Count of Monte Cristo (French)  
Yann MarteL - Life of Pi (India)  

Arundhati Roy - The God of Small Things (India)  
Salman Rushdie - Midnight’s Children (India)  

Roddy Doyle - Paddy Clarke Ha Ha Ha (Ireland)  

Arthur Golden - Memoirs of a Geisha (Japan)  

Chimamanda Ngozie Adichie - Purple Hibiscus, Half of a Yellow Sun (Nigeria)  
Feodor Dostoevsky - Crime & Punishment*, The Brothers Karamazov* (Russia)  
Leo Tolstoy - War & Peace* (Russia)  
J.M. Coetzee – Disgrace (South Africa)  

Carlos Ruiz Zafon – Shadow of the Wind  (Spain)  

Gabriel Garcia Marquez - Chronicle of a Death Foretold (Spain)  

Stieg Larsson - The Girl With The Dragon Tattoo (Sweden)  
Alex Garland - The Beach (Thailand)  

  
GRAPHIC NOVELS   
  
Alan Moore – Watchmen, V for Vendetta, The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen, Batman: The Killing Joke, From 
Hell    
Frank Miller – 300, The Dark Knight Returns, Batman: Year One  
Harvey Pekar – The American Splendour Series  

Daniel Klowes – Ghost World  

 


