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Applying the Assessment Objectives – 
Student activity 3
What is AO3?
AO3: Demonstrate understanding of the significance and influence of contexts in which literary texts are written and received.
Answer yes to both these questions before mentioning context:

1) Does it help shape a text’s meaning?

2) Does it help shape the meaning that you’re arguing the text has?

Different contexts you can mention:
Historical context can invest a line with meaning. 

Imagine you have a question asking you to discuss Gaveston’s role in Christopher Marlowe’s play Edward II.

Could you use this line that Gaveston speaks at the beginning of the play in your answer?

I must have wanton poets, pleasant wits,

Musicians, that with touching of a string

May draw the pliant king which way I please.

Without bringing in context, what does this line tell us about Gaveston’s role? He is manipulative and self-interested. 

But bring in context, and the line tells us much more about his role in the play.

Edward II was first performed when Elizabeth I, the Virgin Queen, was on the throne. Elizabeth did not marry. The kingdom was safer, the cult of Elizabeth said, if the Queen was free of suitors who might try to further their interests over that of the realm. 

Marlowe’s play was propaganda for the cult of Elizabeth, you might argue; a reminder to those pressing for Elizabeth to marry that a virgin queen meant a stable country. Gaveston’s role, therefore, is a political one that stretches beyond the confines of the play. 

Historical context (AO3) creates meaning (AO2) in Oscar Wilde’s play An Ideal Husband. Many of the lines about reputation being needlessly ruined take on a poignant edge when we remember that the scandal that would result in Wilde being imprisoned for two years blew up during the first run of this play. 

Task 1:

· Think of other propositions about the texts you are studying, and write these in the first column.

· Choose a line that you can use in your argument that either supports or challenges the proposition. The line should be one that you think relies on historical context for its meaning.

· In the third column, write about the context that gives the line meaning.
· In the final column, write a sentence that you could include in your answer. Try to write this in an academic register, using accurate written expression and any relevant literary terminology (AO1).
The Edward II example above has been included in the table below to help you.

	Question
	Line
	Context
	Discuss

	What is Gaveston’s role in Edward II
	I must have wanton poets, pleasant wits,

Musicians, that with touching of a string

May draw the pliant king which way I please.


	Edward II was first performed when Elizabeth I, the Virgin Queen, was on the throne. Elizabeth did not marry. The kingdom was safer, the cult of Elizabeth said, if the Queen was free of suitors who might try to further their interests over that of the realm. 


	The play functioned as propaganda for the cult of Elizabeth; a reminder to those pressing for Elizabeth to marry that a virgin queen meant a stable country. Gaveston’s role is a political one that stretches beyond the confines of the play. 

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	


A more contemporary historical context can also invest a line with meaning.

Old Mortimer’s line: ‘Is it not strange that he is thus bewitch’d?’ is given to Isabella in Derek Jarman’s film version of Edward II, and ‘strange’ becomes ‘queer’. The change is a clear signpost to the social/historical context that informed Jarman’s interpretation of the play.

In the 80s and 90s the LGBTQ rights movement decided enough was enough and went on the offensive. Activists disrupted church sermons, abseiled into Parliament, chained themselves to news anchors’ desks in order to protest homophobic legislation. The once derogatory term ‘queer’ was reclaimed and deployed as a weapon against homophobia. 

Jarman saw a parallel between Edward II and Gaveston’s defiance of the nobility and the church and contemporary LGBTQ activism. The parallel was so clear, it warranted few tweaks to Marlowe’s play.

Here’s another example of how you can bring in a contemporary historical context. This is from an AS Level candidate style response to the question: ‘As the play unfolds, it becomes increasingly hard to sympathise with Coriolanus’.

The class-debate between haves and have-nots still governs modern politics, so it should be helpful in giving the theatregoer his or her bearings. Yet it becomes rapidly clear that neither the career-politicians on the left nor the heroic bigots on the right are meant to be fully sympathetic.

Task 2:

Look at the sample A Level questions for the Drama and poetry pre-1900 component of the English Literature A Level on page 14, here. 

Can you think of ways you could mention contemporary historical contexts in answers to these questions?

Now look at the candidate style answers here. Can you identify where a contemporary social/historical context is mentioned?

Placing your text in a wider literary context can also help shape a text’s meaning.

You can locate your set-text within a genre, and/or within the author’s other work. 

Asked how and in what ways they agree with the view that ‘Coriolanus is a play in which actions speak louder than words’, a candidate writes:

…however lively the action, the impression persists that Coriolanus, like all Shakespeare’s Roman plays, is essentially a play of rhetoric, not events.

The above hits AO3 because Coriolanus is being contextualised within Shakespeare’s other Roman plays. And it also hits AO1 because a personal and creative and informed argument is being built that says Coriolanus is not a play where actions speak louder than words.

In the Comparative and Contextual Study component of the A Level you are asked to place an unseen extract within the context of a genre of literature (American Literature 1880-1940; the Gothic; Dystopia; Women in literature; the Immigrant Experience for instance)

Look at the example below, in which a candidate places an unseen extract from Michael Gold’s Jews Without Money first within a historical context and then within a literary context:

I believe that this passage may reflect Michael Gold’s experience of his own immigrant family coming to America, suggesting a time possibly before the First World War, as his book was published in 1930. This means he is dealing with the very Jewish Emigrants who by coming to America escaped the Nazi Holocaust, and he is thus dealing with the beginnings of the Jewish community in the United States. This contrasts with Henry Roth’s description of first generation Jewish life in New York at about this time in Call it Sleep, and also with Philip Roth’s arguments in Goodbye Columbus that third generation immigrants should abandon memories of their European origins and assimilate pretty completely with the American consumer society of the 1950s.

Remember, in the second Comparative and Contextual Study question – in which you will compare your set-text with one other prescribed text, you can still contextualise the texts you are discussing in a wider literary context and thus hit AO3, as in the candidate-style answer below:

The hesitant and often afraid early immigrants to America in Henry Roth’s Modernist novel contrast strongly with the children of immigrants in Philip Roth’s Goodbye Columbus, who have now been in the States for three or even four generations. Roth’s book was published in the 1950s, so it is like other stories of consumerism and prosperity after the second world war, such as Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar (1961) (about German immigrants) and John Updike’s Rabbit Run (1959) which has a Scandinavian hero. All these books deal with ways in which sharing prosperity and the American Dream has made all Americans more like one another, and less likely to think about the place their ancestors come from.
Task 3

1. Look at the unseen extract that relates to the literary genre you have focused on, in the comparative and contextual study candidate style answers. 

2. Identify lines in the extract that chime with the historical and literary contexts in which the extract sits.

3. Note the historical and literary contexts that the line takes its meaning from in the 2nd and 3rd columns.

4. Finally, use your notes in the second and third columns to construct a coherent critical argument using an academic register (AO1) in the final column. Discuss what meanings emerge from the unseen extract, in light of its relationship with these historical and literary contexts.  

5. You can use examples from the candidate style answers to fill the table, or you can create your own.

The example in the first row places an unseen extract from Anne Brontë’s 1847 novel Agnes Grey in 19th Century in a historical and literary context.

	Line
	Historical context
	Literary context
	Critical appreciation

	I rose next morning with a feeling of hopeful exhilaration, in spite of the disappointments already experienced


	Job of governess could be rewarding, but also involved challenges and hardship. 


	Might remind reader of a more famous governess that Anne’s sister Charlotte created: Jane Eyre
	The passage opens with Agnes referring to her feelings of ‘hopeful exhilaration, in spite of the disappointments already experienced’; this suggests that life as a governess promises some rewards but is actually quite tough, and that Agnes must have a strong character to withstand the pressure of her ‘disappointments’. This may remind the reader of another more famous fictional governess: Ann Brontë’s sister, Charlotte, created the character Jane Eyre, who despite a series of misfortunes and trials ends the novel wealthy and happy, married at last to Rochester.

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	


The context might be the playwright or author’s own life. 

For instance, there aren’t many lines in Oscar Wilde’s An Ideal Husband which do not relate either obliquely or overtly to the scandal Wilde was soon embroiled in after the play opened. And, as this candidate style answer shows, Coward in Private Lives drew on his own life too: Noël Coward wrote the part of Elyot in Private Lives as a vehicle for his own sophisticated persona. Blanche, in A Streetcar Named Desire, is also said to be based on Tennessee Williams and his sister, who was confined to mental institutions.
Task 4
Research the life of the author of your set text, and then note where the stories they have written seem informed by their own life. 

Look at the examples below to help you.

	Text
	An Ideal Husband by Oscar Wilde
	A Streetcar Named Desire by Tennessee Williams
	That Face by Polly Stenham

	Fiction
	And now what is there before me but public disgrace…
	The irony of her

name and her white clothing is employed by Williams to suggest a façade behind which

she is hiding, ‘She is daintily dressed in a white suit with a fluffy bodice’.


	Despite the pots of money that prop it up, what is notable about the main set of That Face, the rumpled bedroom, is that it doesn’t seem particularly affluent or salubrious. This is privilege not just dark, but sordidly dingy.



	Reality
	Wilde stood trial three times in 1895 on charges of gross indecency and was eventually sentenced to 2 years hard labour.
	Williams’ personal life - his homosexuality, depression, promiscuity and addictions – are all presented in A Streetcar Named Desire, and the illusions he created are seen clearly in the characterization of the faded Southern belle, Blanche.
	Stenham wished to write about ‘a class of people [she] hadn’t often seen represented in the theatre,’ her own class.
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