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“Great works of literature move you emotionally 

and intellectually like great music, and this is not 

an idle matter of private enjoyment. If we cannot 

recognise and celebrate great creative work then 

something will go dead in us and in our society.”



A level English Literature 
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Dr Faustus by Christopher Marlowe 

The Lonely Londoners by Sam Selvon 

Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad

Contemporary Poetry  

Year 13 texts 

Othello by William Shakespeare 

Christina Rossetti’s poetry 

PLUS: Two texts of your own choice for coursework 





Dr Faustus by Christopher Marlowe 

A bold and thrilling Elizabethan play written by one of Shakespeare’s contemporaries, Dr. 

Faustus tells the story of the eminent eponymous scholar from Wittenberg in Germany. 

Dr. John Faustus has overcome his humble origins to reach the pinnacle of academia. 

But his success is not enough for him: Faustus chafes against the theological and 

cultural restrictions of early modern society and turns to necromancy to satisfy his 

intellectual curiosity and restless ego. Accordingly, and sensing an opportunity to enlarge 

his following in Hell, the devil strikes a deal with Faustus and gives him twenty-four 

years of magical powers in exchange for his soul. 



One interpretation of the play is that, as Marlowe was writing 

during the Renaissance period of ‘rebirth’, the play takes the 

form of a classical Greek tragedy. Faustus displays most of 

the traits of a tragic hero, those being: hamartia (a character 

flaw), hubris (immense pride) and nemesis (a downfall). On 

top of this, the play makes use of chorus sections to 

emphasise the didactic nature of the story; this is most 

obvious in the prologue when the Icarus myth is referenced 

as ‘his waxen wings did mount above his reach’ offering a 

prolepsis for Marlowe’s story to come and shunning Faustus’ 

ambition before he is even seen on stage. Faustus, in Act 1 

Scene 1 is displayed as very arrogant and ambitious. He 

seems to challenge the natural order of things for ‘Wouldst 

thou make…them to life again?’ Furthermore, his seemingly 

insulting arrogance is displayed as orthodoxy is ‘too servile 

and illiberal for me’. Thus, an interpretation of Faustus’ 

ambition is that Marlowe uses his tragic hero’s goals to 

achieve ‘omnipotence’ as a hubristic character flaw which his 

Elizabethan audience should learn from in order to avoid a 

similar fate to Faustus in Hell. 

- Year 12 Student 

 

 

  



Contemporary Poetry 

We work with an anthology of eighteen contemporary poems, some written by famous 

and established names such as Simon Armitage and Andrew Motion, others written by 

new and emerging talent such as Tishani Doshi and Leontia Flynn. All the poems in the 

anthology are drawn from ‘Poems of the Decade’ itself an anthology of poems nominated 

for Forward Poetry Prizes between 2002-2011. The anthology poems – written in a range 

of forms – tackle themes such as growing up, family life, love, and masculinity. 

‘Giuseppe’ by Roderick Ford 

 
My Uncle Giuseppe told me 

that in Sicily in World War Two, 

in the courtyard behind the aquarium, 

where the bougainvillea grows so well, 

the only captive mermaid in the world 

was butchered on the dry and dusty ground 

by a doctor, a fishmonger, and certain others. 

 

She, it, had never learned to speak 

because she was simple, or so they’d said. 

But the priest who held one of her hands 

while her throat was cut 

said she was only a fish, and fish can’t speak. 

But she screamed like a woman in terrible fear. 

 

And when they took a ripe golden roe 

from her side, the doctor said 

this was proof she was just a fish 

and anyway an egg is not a child, 

but refused when some was offered to him. 

 

Then they put her head and her hands 

in a box for burial 

and someone tried to take her wedding ring, 

but the others stopped him, 

and the ring stayed put. 

 

The rest they cooked and fed to the troops. 

They said a large fish had been found on the beach. 

 

Starvation forgives men many things, 

my uncle, the aquarium keeper, said, 

but couldn’t look me in the eye, 

for which I thank God. 
 

In ‘Giuseppe’, the mermaid is shown to be dehumanised by the 

men as it serves as a means to justify the murder for the uncle 

making him less unsure of the moral void in his acts. This can 

be seen by the objectification of ‘She, it,’ alongside the ‘proof 

she was just a fish’ directly implying that there was uncertainty 

to begin with. With these attempts of justification however, the 



men’s acts remain divided as ‘she screamed like a woman’, ‘the 

others stopped him’ from taking the wedding ring and the 

mermaid was given ‘a box for burial’. In many ways, Ford’s 

demonstration of the passivity of the men and uncertain stance 

on the mermaid’s humanity could be a reference to the 

“banality of evil” during the Holocaust (which would make 

sense as the poem is in WW2) which argues that evil only 

exists when people lack the moral fibre to intervene in 

moments of injustice. An alternative view however would be 

that Ford’s poem attempts to highlight the desperation caused 

by war as the beauty of the mermaid is sacrificed for the sake 

of giving food ‘to the troops’ as ‘starvation forgives men many 

things’.  

- Year 12 Student 

 

  



The Lonely Londoners by Samuel Selvon  

 

Selvon published The Lonely Londoners in 1956. The novel presents the experiences of 

West Indian immigrants in London in the post-war era of the 1950s. Selvon was born in 

Trinidad and moved to London as a young man. The book is based, in part, on his own 

experiences. Selvon writes the entire novel in a Creolized form of English to echo the 

voices of the migrant community. It is a story that is as heart-breaking as it is funny. 

 

 

The fellar, as soon as he see Moses, walk straight up to him and say, “Ah, I bet 

you is Moses!” 

Moses say, “Yes.” 

“Ah,” Henry say, looking about the desolate station as if he in a exhibition hall 

on a pleasant summer evening. “Frank did say you would come to meet me in 

Waterloo. My name Henry Oliver.” 

“You not feeling cold, man?” Moses say, eyeing the specimen with amazement, 

for he himself have on long wool underwear and a heavy fireman coat that he 

pick up in Portobello Road. 

“No,” Henry say with surprise. “This is the way the weather does be in the 

winter? It not so bad, man. In fact I feeling a little warm.” 

“Jesus Christ,” Moses say. “Where your luggage?” 

“What luggage? I ain’t have any. I figure is no sense to load up myself with a 

set of things. When I start a work I will buy some things.” 

Now Moses is a veteran, who living in this country for a long time, and he 

meet all sorts of people and do all sorts of things, but he never thought the day 

would come when a fellar would land up from the sunny tropics on a powerful 

winter evening wearing a tropical suit and saying that he ain’t have no 

luggage.  

“You mean you come from Trinidad with nothing?” 

“Well, the old toothbrush always in the pocket,” Henry pat the jacket pocket. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



‘London oh lord Galahad say when the sweetness of 

summer get in him he say he would never leave the old 

Brit’n as long as he live and Moses sigh a long sigh like a 

man who live life and see nothing at all in it’ 
 

One of the first moments of dialogue Selvon uses is between Moses and Henry 

Galahad, when Henry Galahad first arrives to London via the SS Hindebrand. 

These characters are presented in contrast with each other. Moses is the 

“veteran” disillusioned migrant who meets with the new arrivals, whilst 

Galahad is naïve. Indeed, Galahad says “what luggage? I ain’t have any” and 

naively states “when I start a work I will buy some things”, assuming there will 

be work readily available to him in London. 

Here, Selvon introduces an important idea that recurs throughout the novel: 

new migrant arrivals had the belief that they would arrive to a London “paved 

with gold” and would be welcomed by native Londoners. However, it is clear by 

Moses’ shocked response to Galahad’s lack of preparation that the welcome 

migrants faced was hostile and hard.  

Moses’ role as “welfare officer” for new arrivals is one that he begrudges but 

also knows is necessary as “things bad enough already” and “he remember 

how desperate he was” when he first arrived. Selvon therefore introduces the 

socio-economic discrimination that migrants faced on arrival, and the 

disillusionment they suffered as a result. 

 

Year 12 student 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad 

Heart of Darkness is set in the late Nineteenth Century when European colonisation of 

Africa was at its height. The main story is told from the perspective of London-born 

Marlow, a sailor who is employed by the Company, a large ivory-trading firm working out 

of the Congo. He journeys up the Congo River to meet Kurtz, reputed to be a 

“remarkable man”. Marlow encounters widespread inefficiency and brutality in the 

Company’s stations. The cruelty of imperial enterprise contrasts with the jungle that 

surrounds the European settlements, making them appear to be tiny islands amidst a 

vast darkness. 

 

“At last I got under the trees. My purpose was to stroll into the shade for a moment; but 

no sooner within than it seemed to me I had stepped into the gloomy circle of some 

Inferno. The rapids were near, and an uninterrupted, uniform, headlong, rushing noise 

filled the mournful stillness of the grove, where not a breath stirred, not a leaf moved, 

with a mysterious sound -- as though the tearing pace of the launched earth had 

suddenly become audible. 

Black shapes crouched, lay, sat between the trees leaning against the trunks, clinging to 

the earth, half coming out, half effaced within the dim light, in all the attitudes of pain, 

abandonment, and despair. Another mine on the cliff went off, followed by a slight 

shudder of the soil under my feet. The work was going on. The work! And this was the 

place where some of the helpers had withdrawn to die. 

They were dying slowly -- it was very clear. They were not enemies, they were not 

criminals, they were nothing earthly now -- nothing but black shadows of disease and 

starvation, lying confusedly in the greenish gloom. Brought from all the recesses of the 

coast in all the legality of time contracts, lost in uncongenial surroundings, fed on 

unfamiliar food, they sickened, became inefficient, and were then allowed to crawl away 

and rest. These moribund shapes were free as air -- and nearly as thin. I began to 

distinguish the gleam of the eyes under the trees. Then, glancing down, I saw a face 

near my hand. The black bones reclined at full length with one shoulder against the tree, 

and slowly the eyelids rose and the sunken eyes looked up at me, enormous and vacant, 

a kind of blind, white flicker in the depths of the orbs, which died out slowly. The man 

seemed young -- almost a boy -- but you know with them it's hard to tell. I found 

nothing else to do but to offer him one of my good Swede's ship's biscuits I had in my 

pocket. The fingers closed slowly on it and held -- there was no other movement and no 

other glance. He had tied a bit of white worsted round his neck -- Why? Where did he 

get it? Was it a badge -- an ornament -- a charm -- a propitiatory act? Was there any 

idea at all connected with it? It looked startling round his black neck, this bit of white 

thread from beyond the seas.  

 

 

 

 



“The horror! The horror!” 

It can be argued that the intense and shocking imagery 

depicted in Heart of Darkness provides authenticity to the 

story, perhaps due to Conrad’s involvement in visiting the 
Congo, resulting in a strong emotional reader response. 

The grove of death scene, likened by Marlow to Dante’s 

‘gloomy circle of some Inferno’, conveys a morbid scene of 

‘disease and starvation’, with the motif of dark and light used 

to portray the deathly ‘shadows’ of Congolese reduced to 
‘nothing earthly’. Despite this suffering, Marlow has an 

objective and detached tone, and his descriptions dehumanise 

the enslaved Africans, referred to as ‘moribund shapes’ and 

‘acute angles’. Indeed, although the vivid visual imagery 

constructs a powerful and profound scene, it is also possible 
that at times Marlow dramatically exaggerates the sights he 

witnesses, for example the structurally juxtaposed description 

of the accountant is portrayed in direct opposition to the ‘black 

bones’, as a ‘sort of vision’ with ‘big white hand’, ‘snowy 

trousers’ and ‘white cuffs’. Hyperbolic and even religious 
language is used to describe the ‘miracle’ accountant. This is 

an uncomfortable read, particularly for a modern reader who 

can better understand the suffering the Congolese endured 
than a contemporary reader. 

Heart of Darkness is based on truth, as millions of African 

people were killed or worked to death under colonial rule, 

therefore the sights that Europeans such as Marlow, and even 

Conrad as a member of the merchant navy, would have 
witnessed would have been deeply unpleasant. However, the 

extent of the realism of characters he presents here such as 

the accountant should be questioned - the differences in 

European and Congolese characters is so very extreme and 
one-dimensional that some readers and critics have criticised 

Conrad for being a ‘thorough-going’ racist. 

Year 12 student 

 

 



Othello by William Shakespeare 

Set in 16th century Venice, Othello is the story of a man whose attempt to defy his stars 

ends in tragedy. Born in Africa, Othello has become a highly respected general in the 

Venetian army. Secretly he marries Desdemona, the daughter of Brabantio, a Venetian 

senator. The mixed-race union is sanctioned by the liberal Duke but as soon as the 

newlyweds arrive in Cyprus, Iago – an officer working under Othello – begins a plan to 

undermine their marriage. He convinces Othello that his wife has been unfaithful and as 

this poison begins to work, Othello is transformed from an articulate, charismatic, free-

thinking and loving man into an unreasonable, violent ‘beast’ who smothers his wife 

before killing himself. About jealousy, manipulation and male pride, Shakespeare’s 

forward-thinking play examines ideas of racial and gender equality – and finds the world 

is not ready for them, yet. 

 

OTHELLO 

Had it pleased heaven 

To try me with affliction; had they rain'd 

All kinds of sores and shames on my bare head. 

Steep'd me in poverty to the very lips, 

Given to captivity me and my utmost hopes, 

I should have found in some place of my soul 

A drop of patience: but, alas, to make me 

A fixed figure for the time of scorn 

To point his slow unmoving finger at! 

Yet could I bear that too; well, very well: 

But there, where I have garner'd up my heart, 

Where either I must live, or bear no life; 

The fountain from the which my current runs, 

Or else dries up; to be discarded thence! 

Or keep it as a cistern for foul toads 

To knot and gender in! Turn thy complexion there, 

Patience, thou young and rose-lipp'd cherubin,-- 

Ay, there, look grim as hell! 

DESDEMONA 

I hope my noble lord esteems me honest. 

OTHELLO 

O, ay; as summer flies are in the shambles, 

That quicken even with blowing. O thou weed, 

Who art so lovely fair and smell'st so sweet 

That the sense aches at thee, would thou hadst 

ne'er been born!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



‘Perdition catch my soul, But I do love thee! and when I 

love thee not, Chaos is come again.’ 

A key element to Desdemona’s characterisation is how she is 

treated by men, largely in misogynistic and proprietorial 

relationships; as McDonough realises, she’s a “a commodity 

within the Venetian society.” Desdemona can be viewed 

entirely as a sexual commodity throughout the play, her 

actions precipitating sexual jealousy as the ultimate nemesis of 

the tragic Othello. Descriptions such as “sport for Jove,” “lewd 

minx” and “cunning whore of Venice,” establish her character 

as one categorised by sexual endeavours and not much more. 

This idea is controlled largely by Iago in his bid to make Othello 

jealous. Even in a more positive light we see Desdemona 

existing in a misogynistic sphere, despite 

Shakespeare choosing to set the play in cosmopolitan and 

liberal Venice. Refrains such as, “divine Desdemona,” “the 

more angel she,” and “truly an obedient lady,” are intended 

genuinely as compliments however to a modern audience 

arguably appear disingenuous and condescending. That the 

‘compliments’ refer largely to religious considerations may be 

said to show a true reverence and pure intention. However, I 

take the biblical imagery to demonstrate a fantastical view of 

Desdemona by those who have commended her. In doing so 

they remove her identity as an individual entity and categorise 

her in a band of idealistic attributions which in not fulfilling, she 

is seen as all the more impious. It is proleptically pertinent that 

Desdemona means ‘misery’ and the anticipation of her demise 

in the hands of men is how Shakespeare develops her as a 

victim of the patriarchal norms. Whilst I would argue against 

her being characterised solely as a “sexual object,” it is 

undeniable that this is one aspect of how she is portrayed and 

whether complimented or chastised by men, all treatments to 

some extent reveal her as trapped in the patriarchy.  

Year 13 student 

 

 



The Poetry of Christina Rossetti 

One of the most important female writers of the Nineteenth Century, Christina Rossetti’s 

poetry explores ideas about death, gender and love. Her devotion to God also features 

heavily in her writing. 

Memory 
 

I. 

I nursed it in my bosom while it lived, 

I hid it in my heart when it was dead; 

In joy I sat alone, even so I grieved 

Alone and nothing said. 

 

I shut the door to face the naked truth, 

I stood alone,--I faced the truth alone, 

Stripped bare of self-regard or forms or ruth 

Till first and last were shown. 

 

I took the perfect balances and weighed; 

No shaking of my hand disturbed the poise; 

Weighed, found it wanting: not a word I said, 

But silent made my choice. 

 

None know the choice I made; I make it still. 

None know the choice I made and broke my heart, 

Breaking mine idol: I have braced my will 

Once, chosen for once my part. 

 

I broke it at a blow, I laid it cold, 

Crushed in my deep heart where it used to live. 

My heart dies inch by inch; the time grows old, 

Grows old in which I grieve. 

 

II. 

I have a room where into no one enters 

Save I myself alone: 

There sits a blessed memory on a throne, 

There my life centres. 

 

While winter comes and goes--O tedious comer!-- 

And while its nip-wind blows; 

While bloom the bloodless lily and warm rose 

Of lavish summer. 

 

If any should force entrance he might see there 

One buried yet not dead, 

Before whose face I no more bow my head 

Or bend my knee there; 

 

But often in my worn life's autumn weather 

I watch there with clear eyes, 

And think how it will be in Paradise 

When we're together. 

 



 

‘I have a room where into no one enters 

Save I myself alone: 

There sits a blessed memory on a throne, 

There my life centres.’ 

 

The poem Memory presents the speaker’s emotions after feeling forced to end a 

relationship. Typical of Victorian poetry, Memory is written in the first person with a close 

focus on the self and emotional state: feelings of ‘joy’ contrast with feeling ‘grieved’. 

Rossetti had experience of rejecting suitors because she felt her relationship with God 

was more important. In this way, Memory appears to be an exploration of feelings she 

was no doubt familiar with. 

The poem is divided into two sections. Interestingly, the second was written eight years 

after the first. This is perhaps representative of the speaker’s developed emotional state. 

Section one presents the idea that love can cause huge pain. The speaker experiences 

utter isolation as they ‘sat alone’, and ‘nothing said’. Repetition of ‘I’ and ‘alone’ 

heightens the sense of loneliness, and monosyllabic language with lexical choices of 

‘dead’, ‘broke’ and ‘crushed’ used to emphasise the speaker’s anguish. The poem is not 

florid; imagery is straightforward and focuses on emotion. Rossetti seems to convey the 

‘truth’ of love - that it does not solely result in ‘joy’. 

In the second section, the narrative voice is far more controlled. Although the memory of 

the lover is ‘on a throne’, there is a sense that time has enabled the speaker to gain 

some perspective on the loss they initially felt. Pain is still there as ‘winter comes and 

goes’, but this is now the voice of an experienced speaker. 

Year 12 student 

 


