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Exams at a glance  

Paper 1: Drama  
Length: 2 hours 15 minutes      

Section A: 
Shakespeare  

  
Open book; choice 
of two questions  

  
  

Othello  

  
Explore how Shakespeare presents the 
disturbing aspects of human nature in 
Othello. You must relate your 
discussion to relevant contextual factors 
and ideas from your critical reading.  

  
  

35 marks  

Section B: 
Other Drama  

  
Open book; choice 
of two questions  

  
A 

Streetcar 
Named 
Desire  

  
  
Explore Williams’s presentation of 
illusion and reality in A Streetcar 
Named Desire. You must relate your 
discussion to relevant contextual 
factors.  

  
  

25 marks  

Paper 2: Prose  
Length: 1 hour 15 minutes      

Women and 
Society  

  
Open book; 

choice of two 
questions  

  
Tess of the 

D’Urbervilles 
and Mrs 

Dalloway  

  
Compare the ways in which the 
writers of your two chosen texts make 
use of different voices. You must relate 
your discussion to relevant contextual 
factors.  

40 marks  

Paper 3: Poetry  
Length: 2 hour 15 minutes      

Section A  
  

Open book; 
choice of two 

questions  

  
An Anthology 

of the Forward 
Books of Poetry 
and one unseen 

poem  

Read the poem Somewhat 
Unravelled by Jo Shapcott on page 
2 of the source booklet and re-read 
Please Hold by Ciaran O’Driscoll, 
from the Poems of the Decade: An 
Anthology of the Forward Books of 
Poetry 2002–2011 (page 132). 
Compare the methods both poets 
use to express strong emotions.  

30 marks  

Section B  
  

Open book; 
choice of two 

questions  
  
  

  
Selected 

Poems: John 
Keats, editor 

John Barnard  

  
Explore the ways in which physical 
sensation is presented in The Eve 
of St Agnes by John Keats and one 
other poem. You must discuss 
relevant contextual factors.  

30 marks  

Paper 4: Non-Examined Assignment  
Compare two texts of your choice in a 2500-3000 words 
essay.  

60 marks  
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Overview 

Year 12 
The first year of the course is all about reading and understanding the 

complexities of our set texts. We read texts quickly, but carefully. We prize 

comprehension, evaluation and exploration. We supplement the reading 

with a range of critical voices. As we draw to the end of each unit, we begin 

to write responses which align more closely to the requirements of the exam. 

This writing helps deepen and develop ideas. Careful and critical writing is 

further developed through a vigorous programme of redrafting. We will 

have covered all the course content by the end of Year 12. 

 

As you are mainly learning new content, you will be asked to apply your 

ideas through essays towards the end of each topic. Every essay you do will 

be marked by your teacher and you will be expected to redraft a section to 

make it even better. 

 

Year 13 
The second year of the course is about re-reading and writing. We re-read 

key sections of texts, or whole texts. We prize writing and refining our ideas, 

and expanding the range of critical material we include in essays. The 

writing of the coursework (2500-3000 word comparative essay on two texts 

of your own choice) is integral to this development.  

 

 



5 
 

Reading Lists 

You are required to read at least one of these additional texts 

alongside your study of the main text.  

Paper 1: Drama 
 

You can see your set texts on page 2 of this handbook. Below is a list of additional texts 
you might want to read (or watch) in preparation, or conjunction. * means that they are 
available free online. 
 

• Any Shakespeare play* 

• Cat on a Hot Tin Roof or The Glass Menagerie by Tennessee Williams 

• Shakespeare’s Language by Frank Kermode 
 

 

Paper 2: Prose 
 

You can see your set texts on page 2 of this handbook. Below is a list of additional texts 
you might want to read (or watch) in preparation, or conjunction. * means that they are 
available free online. 
 

• The Mayor of Casterbridge* by Thomas Hardy 

• A collection of poetry by Thomas Hardy*. I particularly recommend ‘The Voice’ as 
a starting point. 

• Thomas Hardy: Time-Torn Man by Claire Tomlin 

• The Hours by Michael Cunningham (or the film, dir. By Stephen Daldry) 

• ‘A Room of One’s Own’* by Virginia Woolf 

• Virginia Woolf by Hermione Lee 
 

Paper 3: Poetry – the Forward Prize 

 
Here is a list of the poems we will 
read. You can read these poems, 

additional poetry by the poets, or 
any modern poetry. 
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Paper 3: Poetry – John Keats 
 

Below is a list of the poems we will read. You can read these poems, additional poetry by 
the John Keats, or any Romantic poet. Furthermore, I recommend watching Bright Star 
dir. Jane Campion. 
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Wider Reading 
 

Alongside your set reading lists, there is also a variety of other texts and articles you can read, places 

to visit and films to watch to deepen your understanding.  

 

I. A Streetcar Named Desire 

II. Othello 

III. Mrs Dalloway 

IV. Tess of D’Urbervilles  

V. Keats’ poetry 

VI. Forward Prize poems and unseen poetry  
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I: A Streetcar Named Desire 
 

Plays 

• Henrik Ibsen. (1879). A Doll’s House. 

• Henrik Ibsen. (1890). Hedda Gabler.  

o Housewife taking control back over her life; obvious uses of dramatic technique 

• Oscar Wilde. (1895). The Importance of Being Earnest. 

• Tennessee Williams. (1944). The Glass Menagerie. 

o Same playwright, similar character archetypes, similar ideas explored  

• Arthur Miller. (1949). Death of a Salesman. 

• Edward Albee. (1962). Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf?. 

 

Other texts 

• [Novel] Zora Neale Hurston. (1937). Their Eyes Were Watching God. 

o The role of marriage; traditional wives’ duties  

• [Novel] Alice Walker. (1982). The Color Purple. 

• [Novel] Ottessa Moshfegh. (2018). My Year of Rest and Relaxation. 

o Unlikeable female character; modern depiction of female mental illness; complexity 

in the portrayal of the female main character 

• [Novel] Grady Hendrix. (2020). The Southern Book Club’s Guide to Slaying Vampires.  

o Similar southern setting, neglected house, women taking back a sense of authority. 

• [Essay book] Jaqueline O'Connor. (1997). Dramatizing Dementia: Madness in the Plays of 

Tennessee Williams. 

• [Short story] Charlotte Perkins Gilman. (1892). The Yellow Wallpaper.  

o A woman’s decline into mental instability 

 

Media 

• [Film] Elia Kazan. (1952). A Streetcar Named Desire.  

• [Film] Mimi Leder. (2018). On the Basis of Sex.  

o Contextualises views of women in the mid-late 1900s  

• [Documentary] Lisa Immordino Vreeland. (2020). Truman & Tennessee: An Intimate 

Conversation. 

• [Podcast episode] (sub)Text Literature and Film Podcast. (2021). Realism as Cruelty in “A 

Streetcar Named Desire” by Tennessee Williams. [link]  

• [Podcast episode] The Play Podcast. (2023). A Streetcar Named Desire by Tennessee 

Williams. [link]  

 

  

https://subtextpodcast.com/a-streetcar-named-desire-by-tennessee-williams/
https://www.theplaypodcast.com/060-a-streetcar-named-desire-by-tennessee-williams/
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II: Othello 
 

Plays 

• Shakespeare. (1603). Hamlet.  

o One of Shakespeare’s later tragedies, explore the idea that Hamlet’s father 

manipulates him in a similar way to Iago, links to the death of Hamnet, deals with 

grief and madness 

• Shakespeare. (1607). Coriolanus.  

o Pure tragedy; political tragedy 

• Shakespeare. (1608). King Lear. 

o Another one of Shakespeare’s later life tragedies, deals with jealousy and betrayal, a 

look at paranoia and decent into madness, complex family relationships, links to 

death of Hamnet 

• John Webster. (1614). The Duchess of Malfi. 

o Deals with revenge, presents the character of the malcontent, looks at status and 

jealousy, Jacobean revenge tragedy 

• Georg Büchner. (1913). Woyzeck. 

 

Other texts 

• [Novel] Emily St. John Mandal. (2014). Station Eleven. 

• [Novel] Maggie O’Farrell. (2020). Hamnet. 

o Fictional look into Shakespeare the man and the way the death of his son affected 

him 

• [Essay book] David Underdown. (1985). Order and Disorder in Early Modern England.  

• [Essay book] Miranda Kaufmann (2017). Black Tudors: The Untold Story. 

o Examining the period in order to reevaluate its ideas 

• [Essay book] Farah Karim-Cooper. (2023). The Great White Bard: How to Love Shakespeare 

While Talking About Race. 

o Discussion about race and how it relates to the teaching and enjoyment of 

Shakespeare, can be quoted for critical essays 

• [Essay] James Baldwin. (1964). Why I Stopped Hating Shakespeare.  

 

Media 

• [Podcast] BBC Radio 3. (2018 – 2020). The Shakespeare Sessions. [link] 

o Full audio plays, plus discussion 

• [Video] National Theatre. (2013). Emilia and Desdemona. [link] 

• [Performance] BBC. (2016). Shakespeare Live! From the RSC. [link] 

• [TV series] PBS. (2012). Shakespeare Uncovered. [link] 

• [TV episode] BBC. (2018). ‘Zanzibar’, Inside No. 9. [script link] [episode link]  

o Episode of a British dark comedy anthology series written in iambic pentameter 

• [Place] Visit Shakespeare's Globe [link]  

  

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p0655br3/episodes/downloads
https://youtu.be/TByES0rK1RA?si=YHpih13wkI6mCqjT
https://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/b0791mqd/shakespeare-live-from-the-rsc
https://www.amazon.com/Shakespeare-Uncovered/dp/B07JHG8KT5
https://tvwriting.co.uk/tv_scripts/Collections/Comedy/UK_TV/Inside_No_9/Inside_No.9_4x01_-_Zanzibar.pdf
https://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/b09ldfgl/inside-no-9-series-4-1-zanzibar
https://www.shakespearesglobe.com/
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III: Mrs Dalloway 
 

Novels 

• Elizabeth Gaskell. (1855). North and South.  

• J. D. Salinger. (1951). The Catcher in the Rye.  

• Sylvia Plath. (1963). The Bell Jar.  

o Negative impact of patriarchal society on women  

• Angela Carter. (1967). The Magic Toyshop.  

• Michael Cunningham. (1998). The Hours. 

o Direct reference to the writing process of Mrs Dalloway and emulates Woolf’s 

writing style  

• Nell Stevens. (2022). Briefly, A Delicious Life.  

o Shows the complex role that sex plays in relationships and the effect it has on 

reputation 

 

Other texts  

• [Play] Phoebe Waller-Bridge. (2012). Fleabag. [link]  

o Unlikeable female character; complex relationships with sex and male validation; 

complex and volatile nature of female friendship 

• [Play] Edward Albee. (1962). Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf?. 

• [Play] Sophie Treadwell. (1928). Machinal.  

o The role of the housewife functioning as a cage; female character taking drastic 

means to reclaim control of her own life 

• [Essay book] Laura Bates. (2020). Men Who Hate Women.  

o The way which misogyny has evolved in the modern era and how it has taken on a 

different form while the underpinning sentiment remains the same 

• [Essay] Virginia Woolf. (1929). A Room of One's Own.  

• [Biography] Mitchell Leaska. (1998). Granite and the Rainbow: The Hidden Life of Virginia 

Woolf. 

 

Media 

• [Film] Stephen Daldry. (2003). The Hours.  

o Adaptation of Cunningham’s novel  

• [Podcast] Of Mice and Men and Monsters. (2020 – ongoing). [link]  

• [Audiobook] BBC Sounds. (2022). Sian Thomas reads Mrs. Dalloway. [link]  

• [Event] London walks. Mrs Dalloway’s London. [link] 

• [Place] Virginia Woolf Society. Mrs Dalloway walk. [link]  

 

  

https://www.ntathome.com/videos/fleabag-full-play-audio-description?gad_source=1&gclid=CjwKCAjwjqWzBhAqEiwAQmtgTxAz-rldH1T72m88W1A3dRhjN9HZfEN-nxMJ0xOtG31Qc2OS1YSZ7hoCXe4QAvD_BwE
https://www.omamam.com/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/series/m0013r10
https://www.walks.com/our-walks/mrs-dalloway-s-london/
http://www.virginiawoolfsociety.org.uk/resources/a-mrs-dalloway-walk-in-london/
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IV: Tess of the D’Urbervilles  
 

Novels 

• Emily Brontë. (1847). Wuthering Heights.  

o A contemporary of Hardy 

• Thomas Hardy. (1874). Far from the Madding Crowd. 

• George Eliot. (1871). Middlemarch.  

o A contemporary of Hardy 

• Ira Levin. (1967). Rosemary’s Baby.  

o A mother who is continually gaslit and whose love for her baby is weaponised 

against her 

• Elena Ferrante. (2006). The Lost Daughter. 

o Story about tragic motherhood and the disconnect between parent and child 

• Lucia Berlin. (2015). A Manual for Cleaning Women: Selected Stories. 

o A series of short stories about working class women and how society is structured to 

keep them on the peripheral 

 

Other texts 

• [Play] Molière. (1665). Dom Juan.  

• [Memoir] Meaghan O'Connell. (2018). And Now We Have Everything: On Motherhood Before 

I Was Ready.  

o A look at the complexity of motherhood and how society reacts to unwilling mothers 

• [Poetry] Thomas Hardy. (1866). The Ruined Maid.  

• [Poetry] Christina Rosetti 

 

Media 

• [TV series] BBC. (2008). Tess of the D’Urbervilles. [link] 

• [Radio series] BBC Radio 4. (2021). ‘Tess of the D’Urbervilles’, Hardy’s Women. [link] 

• [Film] Michael Winterbottom. (2011). Trishna.  

o Loose adaptation of the novel with a similar storyline  

• [Place] Visit Dorset. Thomas Hardy trail. [link]  

  

https://uktvplay.co.uk/shows/tess-of-the-durbervilles/watch-online
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m000s853
https://www.visit-dorset.com/ideas-inspiration/literary-dorset/thomas-hardy/hardy-trail/
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V: Keats’ poetry 
 

Other texts 

• [Novel] M. G. Lewis. (1796). The Monk: A Romance. 

• [Novel] Mary Shelley. (1818). Frankenstein. 

o A novel worked on by both Mary and Percy Shelley, both of whom were influential 

in the Romantic movement 

• [Essay book] Jeffery N. Cox. (1998). Poetry and Politics in the Cockney School.  

o Understanding of Keats upbringing as a working-class man and how that influenced 

his art 

• [Essay] Daniel Greenwood. (2014). John Keats and how nature makes us feel so small. [link]  

• [Epic poem] John Milton. (1667). Paradise Lost. 

• [Poem] Alfred Tennyson. (1830). The Ballad of Oriana. 

• [Poem] Alfred Tennyson. (1833). The Lady of Shalott. 

o Pre-Raphaelites as a continuation of Romanticism 

• [Creative non-fiction] Tom Clark. (1994). Junkets on a Sad Planet: Scenes from the Life of 

John Keats. 

• [Biography] Nicholas Roe. (2012). John Keats: A New Life. 

• [Letters] Selections from Keats’s Letters. Poetry Foundation. [link]  

 

Media 

• [Film] Jane Campion. (2009). Bright Star.  

o A dramatization of Keats’ and Brawne’s love affair  

• [Podcast episode] BBC Radio 4. (2004). ‘The Later Romantics’, In Our Time. [link] 

• [Podcast] James Kidd. (2013 – 2023). The Keats-Shelley Podcast. [link] 

• [Podcast] Faber. (2018 – ongoing). Faber Poetry Podcast. [link]  

• [Podcast] BBC Radio 4. (2021). John Keats: Life and After-Life. [link]  

• [TEDx talk] Richard Marggraf Turley. (2017). What art and poetry can teach us about food 

security. [link] 

• [Place] Visit Winchester. Keats walk. [link]    

https://danieljamesgreenwood.com/2014/11/28/essay-john-keats-and-how-nature-makes-us-feel-so-small/
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/articles/69384/selections-from-keatss-letters
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p004y24r
https://open.spotify.com/show/0fngzEQ9XBckPemeGafRwC
https://www.faber.co.uk/journal/introducing-faber-poetry-podcast/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m000s9r0
https://www.ted.com/talks/richard_marggraf_turley_what_art_and_poetry_can_teach_us_about_food_security
https://www.visitwinchester.co.uk/app/uploads/2018/05/Keats-Walk-Leaflet.pdf
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VI: Forward Prize poems and unseen poetry  
 

The majority of authors selected for this section are authors who appear in the Edexcel poetry 

anthology.  

 

Poetry 

• Sylvia Plath. (1961). You’re. 

• Seamus Heaney. (1966) Death of a Naturalist.   

• Vicki Feaver. (1994). The Handless Maiden. 

• Bernadine Evaristo. (2001). The Emperor's Babe. 

• Ian Duhig. (2003). The Lammas Hireling. 

• Patience Agbabi. (2008). Bloodshot Monochrome. 

• Julia Copus. (2012). The World's Two Smallest Humans. 

• Patricia Lockwood. (2014). Motherland Fatherland Homelandsexuals.  

• Danez Smith. (2017). Don't Call Us Dead: Poems. 

• Tishani Doshi. (2017). Girls are Coming Out of the Woods. 

• Fatimah Asghar. (2018). If They Come for Us: Poems.  

• Neil Astley. (2020). Staying Human: New Poems for Staying Alive. 

• Michael Pedersen. (2023). The Cat Prince.  

 

Other texts 

• [Novel] Helen Dunmore. (2001). The Siege.  

• [Novel] Ros Barber. (2012). The Marlowe Papers. 

• [Memoir] John Burnside. (2006). A Lie About My Father. 

 

Media 

• [Podcast] Faber Poetry Podcast. (2018 – ongoing). [link]  

• [Documentary] Channel 4. (2007). The Not Dead. [link] 

• [Website] Forward Arts Foundation. [link] 

o To discover recommended poetry collections by the same organisation  

• [YouTube channel] Forward Arts Foundation. [link]  

o Includes ‘meet the poet’ videos, poetry readings, interviews and context for the 

prize 

• [Event] Safeword: monthly Poetry Open Mic night at New Cross House. [link] 

 

 

 

https://www.faber.co.uk/journal/introducing-faber-poetry-podcast/
https://vimeo.com/404556498
https://www.forwardartsfoundation.org/forward-prizes-for-poetry/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCSjbcn4VuVIluZZ2gGy-6Kw/videos
https://www.instagram.com/safewordpoetry/
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NEA Support 
 

Paper 4: Non-examined assignment (NEA) 
 

You should always be reading something that you enjoy. This will help you understand what 
you are interested in exploring further when you come to your coursework. Below are a list of 
texts and titles which previous students have picked. They show you the range and scope of this 
aspect of the paper. 
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Advice and inspiration

 
“You should learn to read your set texts for leisure. 
Allow yourself to love and hate the authors, the 
characters, and the narratives. When you do this 
English goes from being an A-Level to a hobby, and 
your analysis, ideas and views become so much more 
enriched.” 
Year 13 
 
 
 

“Go into A Level English with an open mind! I 
saw Tess – and how big the novel was – and felt 
a bit intimidated. But then when I began to read 
it, I loved its story and characters. It also helped 
me understand more about society – both in 
Victorian England and now!” 
Year 12 

A-Level English is (in my opinion) the most interactive 
A-Level in which ideas are best developed through 
peers talking and discovering original concepts and 
techniques. It's a very uplifting and social atmosphere. 
The literature we read is incredibly interesting; my 
personal favourite is Mrs Dalloway. It’s a relatively 
broad literature course so there's a lot for people to 
explore. 
Year 12 

 

“When it comes to your coursework, give it your 
full attention and energy! Choose two texts (and 
a theme) that you enjoy – then it won’t feel like a 
chore. Instead, you will enjoy it which is what 
English is all about!” 
Year 13 

“Make sure you enjoy reading. Practice essay writing. 
You don't need to revise the course but alternative 
books from the same authors can be useful to bring up 
in your essay. You can read them during the Summer 
holidays.” 
Year 12 

 

“What I enjoy most about the course is having 
the freedom to pick what texts to use for our 
coursework. It was really fun being able to use 
all the knowledge and techniques gained from 
the compulsory content to books which I had 
picked.” 
Year 13 
 
 

“The best advice I could give is that students should 
remember that A-Level English is a course that lasts 
two years so if at any point they feel stressed they 
should always keep in mind they may not get the 
grades they want immediately but it's a journey which 
has a lot of space for improvement.” 
Year 13 
 
 

“I loved the fact we are able to be creative with 
our ideas nothing is necessarily wrong as long as 
you justify your answer with evidence from the 
book. The English department teachers are very 
supportive and helpful with resources marking 
your work and helping you improve.”  
Year 13 
 
 
 

“Make essay plans but detailed ones with useful critics, 
context, page numbers, specific quotes and an overall 
thesis statement for each paragraph. It’s an easy way 
of revision without having to write the whole essay.  
Year 13 

Your classmates are you best help; talk with 
others about ideas that they have about the books 
certain topics that you may have missed out to 
develop your understanding even further.” 
Year 13 
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An example A* essay 
 

Explore how Shakespeare presents loyalty within Othello. You must relate your discussion 

to relevant contextual factors and ideas from your critical reading. 

 

Within his 1604 tragedy Othello, Shakespeare presents loyalty as an inherently destructive tool used 

by the Machiavellian Iago against Othello, a Moor general in the Venetian army, and Desdemona, a 

hyperbolised paragon of virtue and chastity. Loyalty is used by Iago to challenge the validity of a 

conventionally “unnatural” relationship between a white daughter of a Venetian noble and a 

“Warlike Moor”, connoting Desdemona as duplicitous and adulterous. Niccolo Machiavelli, within his 

theory of Machiavellianism, argued that political leaders must be willing to use sadistic, 

manipulative, and arguably evil methods in achieving and retaining their ambition. Arguably, 

Shakespeare depicts loyalty as an almost fictitious concept, accentuated by the manipulative Iago to 

affirm and exacerbate Othello’s racial insecurity; however, it is disputable whether Othello’s fury is 

incited by Iago’s questioning of loyalty, or primarily Othello’s internal racial consciousness. 

Shakespeare also explores the master-servant dynamic through Othello and Iago, accentuating 

Iago’s inherent disloyalty to his societal superior. 

 

Immediately upon Iago’s introduction, Shakespeare introduces and explores Iago’s duplicity within 

his and Othello’s servant-master dynamic. Upon Roderigo stating he “would not follow” Othello, 

Iago responds by asserting that “I follow him to serve my turn upon him”, and that those who, 

“trimmed in the forms and visages of duty”, “do themselves homage”. These contradictory 

affirmations expose Iago’s inherent lack of loyalty; he has apparent disdain for Othello, perhaps 

fuelled by, what Coleridge defines as, “motiveless malignity”. This assertion implies that Iago’s 

malice and cruelty is his raison d’etre, however it is entirely arguable whether Iago’s disloyalty is 

entirely an expression of his thematic being or rather fuelled by a form of megalomania. Iago, 

resentful of those superior to him, wishes to achieve complete dominion over those socially 

superior, through the means of Venice: a “hub of international trade”, as Loomba argues. Whilst in 

early discourse with Iago, Shakespeare employs Iago’s language to depict how Iago remains a 

microcosm of the fiscally central Venice. Iago knows his “price”, resentful of those “cashiered” 

knaves without “soul”. He wishes to “line his coat”, throwing but “shows of service” to appease 

Venetian service dynamics, embodying the “international trade” to which he is native. Michael Neill 

argues that “faithful service is the very ground of social being” within 16th-17th century Jacobean 

England and Venice. The consequences of Iago’s rather “unfaithful service” is most evident within 

Iago stating that “I am not what I am”. This oxymoron directly juxtaposes Iago against God himself 

who stated “I am that I am” within Exodus. Through the direct juxtaposition of Iago and God, 

Shakespeare reinforces Iago as a satanic figure. To a Jacobean audience, informed by ubiquitous 

Christianity, Iago is painted as the pinnacle of malevolence. Arguably, this consolidates Neill’s 

assertion; by Iago failing to act in “faithful service”, he condemns himself to the destruction of his 

social being among both the audience and later Venetian society. 
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Iago exploits the vast chasm between the binary illustrations of Desdemona as either a paradigm of 

Venetian purity or a lustful and tainted “whore” within a male-hegemonic patriarchy. Desdemona is 

initially presented as one who “paragons all description”, managing to “tire the ingener”; her beauty 

and purity exhaust even the omnipotent. This hyperbolic metaphor demonstrates the societal 

elevation and glorification of Desdemona and her loyalty, inevitably condemning her to two primary 

forms of sexism: benevolent sexism and hostile sexism, stemming from the theory of Ambivalent 

Sexism coined by Glick and Fiske. By elevating and glorifying Desdemona’s purity, Iago’s later 

machinations critiquing Desdemona’s loyalty become arguably more effective. Desdemona is 

labelled “the riches of the ship”; this metaphor paints her as fiscally valuable, dehumanizing her and 

stripping her agency. However, the truly destructive impact upon Desdemona, as a result of her 

perceived loyalty, is not achieved until Iago’s manipulation of Othello is wholly achieved. However, it 

is arguable whether Othello’s questioning of Desdemona’s loyalty is a culmination of his inherent 

misogyny or own racial insecurity.  

 

Whilst inclined towards misogyny as a masculine general within patriarchal Venice, spurred by Iago, 

his cruelty and questioning of Desdemona’s loyalty may stem from his status as an outsider. As 

Loomba argues, “Iago’s machinations are effective because Othello is predisposed to believing his 

pronouncements about the inherent duplicity of women and the necessary fragility of an ‘unnatural’ 

relationship” between a younger, white, and noble Venetian woman and an older black soldier. 

Othello’s racial insecurity is evident throughout the play; as a man “far more fair than black”, his 

reputation becomes “eternal” and ceaselessly valuable. Shakespeare juxtaposes “fairness” and 

“blackness” perpetuating Othello’s own fear that he must accommodate for his status as an outsider 

through loyal service; this supports Neill’s assertion that loyalty and “faithful service” are “the very 

ground of social being”. Upon questioning Desdemona’s loyalty, Othello deems that “her name, that 

was as fresh as Dian’s visage, is now as begrimed and black as mine own face”. Desdemona’s 

“name”, a metaphor for her reputation, depicts Desdemona’s chastity and identity as synonymous. 

Shakespeare’s use of the simile, “as fresh as Dian’s visage”, alludes to Dian, the god of chastity and 

the moon. Desdemona continuous to be hyperbolised and socially escalated, ultimately culminating 

in a more powerful juxtaposition between her initial status and her later perceived disloyalty. 

However, Othello then associates the importance of Desdemona’s loyalty and reputation with his 

own racial insecurity, portraying her tainted reputation as “begrimed and black as mine own face”. 

Through the alliteration of plosive syllables, Shakespeare accentuates Othello’s racial otherness; this 

draws attention to his racial consciousness, which ultimately, as Loomba argues, makes Iago’s 

machinations “effective”. Within the 2015 Royal Shakespeare Company production, directed by 

Iqbal Khan, Iago is cast by a black man, rather than the traditional white man; as a result, Othello’s 

racial consciousness is reflected onto Iago. Khan alters Othello’s phrase, now “begrimed and black as 

thine own face”. This reflection is reinforced by Iago’s singing of an African folk song; Iago, no longer 

simply an archetype of venetian bigotry and racism, now has his disloyalty fuelled by both being 

passed up for employment for a white man, despite his and Othello’s racial unity. Ultimately, the 

perception of loyalty and disloyalty is continuously reinforced through the character’s racial 

consciousness. 

 

To conclude, loyalty acts not only as a tool used by Iago to isolate Othello entirely and prey upon 

Othello’s racial consciousness, which ultimately results in Othello questioning Desdemona’s loyalty 

entirely. Iago’s disloyalty of Othello betrays the master-servant dynamic which forms the foundation 
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of Venetian society, ultimately resulting in his failure to achieve complete dominion over his 

superiors. 

 

 

 

A01 = a critical and evaluative argument with sustained textual examples. A 

sophisticated structure and expression.  

A02 = a critical evaluation of how the meanings are shaped with a sophisticated 

understanding of Shakespeare’s craft. 

A03 = a sophisticated appreciation of the significance and influence of 

contextual factors and its link to the play.  

AO5 = a sustained evaluation of different interpretations to illuminate their 
own critical position.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When you write your essays, you will receive a marksheet like the one on the 

following pages. This will help you to redraft your essay to make it even 

stronger than before. 
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Formative comments  
• Overall argument:  

  
  
  

• Exploring textual evidence and writer’s craft:  
  
  
  

• Exploration of the writer’s intentions:  
  
  
  

• Use of contextual knowledge:  
  
  
  

• Use of alternative interpretations:  
  
  
  
Overall mark:  
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