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Applying the Assessment Objectives – 
Student activity 2
What is AO2?
AO2: Analyse ways in which meanings are shaped in literary texts.
You must argue how meanings emerge from your text. 

· You may be agreeing or disagreeing with a proposition about your set text (for instance in Section 1 – Shakespeare of the AS Level).
· You may be looking at how a character or persona is portrayed in a specific extract (for instance when you analyse and interpret extracts from pre-1900 poetry in section 2 of the AS Level).
These meanings can emerge due to the writer’s use of language, form and structure.

If you want to show how structure shapes meaning, for instance, mention words like ‘beginning’, ‘middle’, and ‘end’. And look for patterns in the language that help shape meaning, as in the AS Level candidate-style answer below, on Rosetti’s poem Twice:

The speaker seems braver in the second half of the poem, where she stands alone before God and asks to be judged. The reader is encouraged to compare the two lovers – human and divine – by the repeated pattern in the verse: ‘O my love, O my love’ becomes ‘O my God, O my God’

The logic of the poem is inescapable: the structure leads us from the flaws of human love to the certainty of faith in God, and the lesson looks like a very simple one.
But as with AO1, it’s not always possible to consider AO2 on its own. Other AOs need to be drawn in to make sense of how language, form and structure create meaning.

· Context (AO3) can also affect the meaning that language creates. See the candidate style answer below:

…the phrase ‘gentil squier’ carries a particular ironic significance in the Tale and in the context of ‘The Canterbury Tales’ as a whole. To be ‘gentil’ and behave with ‘gentilesse’ was the defining virtue of chivalric and courtly values embodying notions of duty, loyalty and overall moral excellence. Such virtues are hard to find in this tale, whether in actions of Januarie, May or Damyan.’
Chaucer is creating irony through his use of the word ‘gentil’ to describe Damyan. But the candidate needs to mention context (the chivalric values the word alludes to) in order to make this argument coherent (AO1). Notice how the last sentence alludes to the rest of the tale, and thus hits AO4 too.

Contextual meaning can also be accidental. This means that the language acquires a meaning the writer did not necessarily anticipate. For instance, film director Derek Jarman drew parallels between the nobles’ hatred of Edward II and Gaveston’s relationship and the church and state sanctioned homophobia in 90s Britain in his film of Marlowe’s play. 

· Comparisons with other texts (AO4) can throw light on how a text’s meaning is shaped too. 

The Aeolian Harp is a typical example of the organic form of Coleridge’s conversation poems. A key element of this form is the way the ending of the poem returns to the situation of its beginning, what Coleridge describes as the ‘snake with its tail in its mouth’. This poem begins and ends with the persona addressing Sara and in between the reader is taken on a meditative journey. The poem does not have a mechanical shape imposed upon it, say of rhyme or stanza or even logical argument, but rather it develops associatively following the development of the persona’s thoughts and feelings as if in an intimate conversation with the reader. The concept of the return, having achieved what are characteristically extraordinary insights into Coleridge’s thoughts on the relationship between the imagination, nature and the universe, is also to be found in Coleridge’s narrative or ‘supernatural’ poems such as ‘The Ancient Mariner’ and ‘Kubla Khan’.

In the above answer Coleridge’s other conversation poems are considered to show that the form Coleridge uses in The Aeolian Harp is no accident, but deliberately employed to help shape meaning; he is showcasing the power of the imagination. 

The poet’s narrative or ‘supernatural’ poems are also alluded to in order to add coherency to the argument (AO1).

· A new interpretation (AO5) of language by a director can shape meaning too.

If you were to argue that Hamlet comes across more like a rebellious teenager than a 30-year-old (as his age is said to be in the play), you could cite Trevor Nunn’s Old Vic production of Hamlet in which Ben Whishaw played Hamlet as a teenager.

Task 1
In this activity you will analyse which factors shape a line’s meaning.

· Choose a line from your set-text. 

· Decide which factors contribute to the meaning of the line. Meaning can be the effect of the line on a reader or audience; its meaning due to a literary context (is it a symbol for instance?) or a social context (does it resonate with the social/historical context in which it was written or received?).

An example from A Streetcar Named Desire is included in the table below to help you. 

· Fill in the rest of the table using quotations from your set text.

· After you’ve written the factor that you think affects the meaning of the line, fill in which AOs have been hit.

	Line from set-text
	I have always depended on the kindness of strangers.
	?
	?

	Factor 1
	Blanche is retreating into a fantasy world again, imagining the doctor is simply a stranger who is offering her kindness.

The meaning is therefore a poignant one.
	
	

	
	AO2/AO4: AO4 is not assessed in the AS Level question on post-1900 drama, but by making comparisons across the text you hit AO2 because you are analysing how meaning is shaped. AO2 is assessed in this question.
	AO…
	AO…

	Factor 2
	The word ‘strangers’ alludes to Blanche’s ‘meetings’ at The Flamingo, inviting us to see the encounters for what they really were (attempts by a lonely person to connect) and not how Stanley interpreted them.

Again, the meaning or effect being created is a poignant one, and it invites us to sympathise with Blanche.
	
	

	
	AO2/AO4: See above AO analysis
	AO…
	AO…

	Factor 3
	Blanche depended on the kindness of her sister and Stanley. In the original play the line has added poignancy because Stella betrays her too. In the Elia Kazan film, however, Stella vows to leave Stanley. In other words, she believes Blanche’s accusations against Stanley.
	
	

	
	AO5: different interpretations shape different meanings from the line. 
	AO…
	AO…

	Factor 4
	Blanche, in this line, can be likened to other broken characters from Tennessee Williams’ plays: Shakespeare’s sister in The Glass Menagerie for instance, is a fragile figure who lives in a fantasy world. She depends on the kindness of her mother and brother. As in Streetcar, her brother, arguably, betrays her.
	
	

	
	AO3/AO4: the character of Blanche is contextualised within Tennessee Williams’ other plays
	AO…
	AO…

	Factor 5
	The poignancy of the line is intensified because it is Blanche’s last line in the play, and it underscores how alone she’s been since her husband committed suicide.
	
	

	
	AO2: structure helps shape meaning. 
	AO…
	AO…

	Meaning
	The line contains several layers of irony – but the overall effect is one of poignancy rather than humour. Blanche is cast, in her final line, as a woman who needed kindness (and did not receive it – even from her sister) and could not and still cannot cope with reality.
	
	


Another way to link AO2 and AO4 is to look for lexical fields within the extract you are presented with and then to make a link with the wider text. 

For instance, in the AS Level answer below the candidate focuses on an extract from Milton’s Paradise Lost Book 9, after Adam and Eve’s fall. 

The image of ‘toy’ is just one of several examples in this section of the imagery or lexical field of ‘play’: ‘toy, ‘disport’ and ‘amorous play’. Postlapsarian ‘play’ is carnal recreation or ‘concupiscence’ as their flesh may be one but their spirits are divided, as witnessed by their ‘mutual accusation’ later in Book 9.

First the candidate establishes which lexical field is created (one concerned with ‘play’) and defines what ‘play’ means here: ‘carnal recreation’ or sex. So far the candidate has addressed AO1; they are shaping a coherent answer. 

AO2, however, is yet to be dealt with. What meaning is being shaped here? Milton’s meaning is that ‘play’ means physical but not spiritual union. The candidate shows this by making a link to the wider text (AO4). The candidate therefore uses AO4 to satisfy AO2. Both are assessed in the Section 2 – Poetry Pre-1900 question of the AS Level. 

You can also discuss the effect of lexical fields in the AS Level proposition questions. This answer is from page 4, of the Drama and poetry pre-1900 AS Level candidate style answers. The candidate discusses a play-wide lexical field in their answer to the following question: 
‘Coriolanus is a play in which actions speak louder than words.’ How far and in what ways do you agree with this view.
Coriolanus is himself very adept at using words for satirical purposes, his favourite images drawn from animals or disease. For instance, the multitude are ‘scabs’, and a kind of composite beast ‘with many heads’, each head needing to ‘wash their faces’, or ‘keep their teeth clean’. Their breath is ‘reek o’ th’ rotten fen.’ Meanwhile he attacks the Tribunes as ‘Tritons of the Minnows’ and carriers of ‘measles’. One of them is an ‘old goat’. The Tribunes reply: Coriolanus is a ‘diseased limb’, ‘gangrened’ so deep it must be cut off. Words are plentiful, but they buffet rather than communicate.
Task 2

In this activity, you are going to look at how to hit AO2 in the close analysis questions.

· Choose an extract. 

· Note any striking language in the extract and write these in the first column.

· Next, make links with the wider play and note these in the second column.

· Finally analyse the effect of the lexical field that the writer creates.

An example has been filled in below. The extract being considered is from Hamlet. Act 3. Scene 4. The extract begins at: ‘Come, come, and sit you down…’ and ends at: ‘…what act, That roars so loud and thunders in the index’.
	Quotation from extract
	Links to wider text
	Analysis and interpretation 

	‘…takes off the rose/From the fair forehead of an innocent love,/And sets a blister there’
	Francisco: ‘’Tis bitter cold,/And I am sick at heart’

Hamlet: ‘…’tis an unweeded garden/That grows to seed. Things rank and gross in nature/Possess it merely’ (1:2:135)
	From the soldiers’ opening lines (Francisco complains that he is ‘sick at heart’) a lexical field of disease and decay builds through the play, emanating from the ‘leperous distilment’ that Claudius uses to kill Old Hamlet. This decay contaminates Hamlet’s view of the world, which he regards as ‘an unweeded garden’ and adds to the impression that ‘something is rotten in the state of Denmark’. 

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	


Task 3

In the A Level, the close analysis of the Shakespeare extract is assessed for AO1 and AO2. You’ll be asked to comment on how the writer creates dramatic effects. So it is up to you to decide what the dramatic effect of the extract is.

· Choose an extract from your set text. Write the Act and Scene number in the first row, and the first and last lines of the extract.

· Focus on one meaning that the writer is trying to communicate. Write this in the second column. The meaning could be the dramatic effect that the writer is trying to achieve.

· In the final column, comment on how the writer uses language, form, structure and stage directions (remember these can be embedded in the dialogue) to create the meaning that you are arguing the text has.

An example has been started below. The main meaning of the extract (‘mother and son meet in an excitable, inflamed mood’) comes from a candidate-style answer.

	Extract:
	AO2
	Meaning

	Hamlet. Act 3. Scene 4.

First line: ‘Come, come, and sit you down…’
Last line: ‘…what act, That roars so loud and thunders in the index’


	Language
	Characters repeat each others’ words. ‘As kill a king!’ Gertrude echoes Hamlet – the effect here is to convey Gertrude’s shock (and innocence) to the audience.

Hamlet uses repetition too, and shows that his focus is all on Gertrude, and not Polonius: ‘Leave wringing of your hands…And let me wring your heart’ 

Rule of three and rhyme to dismiss Polonius – ‘Thou wretched, rash, intruding fool, farewell’ – highlights how little Hamlet thinks of him. 

‘I took thee for thy better.’ Hamlet says, and there’s a sense that Polonius has come between ‘mighty opposites’ as Rosencrantz and Guildenstern will later. 
	‘…mother and son meet in an excitable, inflamed mood.’

The dramatic tension in the scene is high – and the tension is between Hamlet and Gertrude. Hamlet is excitable – dispatching Polonius in a flash via pared back stage directions – but his focus is steady. Not even Polonius’s murder can pull Hamlet from his course: to make Gertrude see her transgressions. 

Gertrude too is excitable, keenly aware that Hamlet is now a danger – ‘thou wilt not murder me?’ 

The way Hamlet and Gertrude echo each other through the scene makes the exchange seem almost like a duel.

Gertrude: O, what a rash and bloody deed is this!

Hamlet: A bloody deed! Almost as bad, good mother,

As kill a king, and marry with his brother.

Gertrude: As kill a king!

This echoing heightens the ‘excitable, inflamed mood’.



	
	Form
	This passage is situated at a central point in the play’s ‘rising action’; the Prince, having witnessed

the king’s reaction to ‘the Mousetrap’, has excitedly witnessed his uncle at prayer, but has

postponed his revenge.
	

	
	Structure
	This extract sits just before Hamlet makes his mother see the ‘black and grained spots’ in her ‘very soul’.

She has some understanding of what she has done - ‘I doubt it is not other but the main; His father’s death, and our o’erhasty marriage’, so the audience knows there is potential for her to repent when Hamlet says he’ll set up a mirror so she can see the ‘inmost part’ of herself. 
	

	
	Stage directions
	Stage directions within the dialogue suggest Hamlet and Gertrude are physically struggling – ‘Come, come, and sit you down…’ which adds to the ‘excitable, inflamed mood of the scene’.

Minimal stage directions for Polonius’ death. The audience knows it is Polonius and not Claudius who Hamlet has killed. The point is to show that Hamlet is ‘inflamed and excitable’, ready to kill; he is a danger, and his passage to England is inevitable. 
	


Version 1
1
© OCR 2017

[image: image2.jpg]AS and A LEVEL

ENGLISH LITERATURE

Student Guide (Learner Resource)



