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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK:



This is a revision guide for students aiming for the very top grades in GCSE English Literature. Perhaps you’re currently confident with poetry, an expert in Dickens, or at ease with modern drama, but a bit more unsure when it comes to Shakespeare? Maybe you’re looking to push yourself now you’ve finally reached the exam years, and you know that you can do better than the grade you’ve been predicted? Or it could be that you’ve been consistently achieving grade 7 in your practice essays, but you’ve really got your sights set on a 9 next summer. Whatever has brought you here, if you want to maximise your chances of achieving a 9 in the GCSE English Literature Shakespeare question, then this is the guide for you. You won’t find a scene-by-scene plot summary in this guide – it assumes that you are familiar with the plot of your set text, and that you have some confidence with the main themes – instead we’ll look at some starting points to get you thinking critically about the underlying messages and arguments within the plays.


This guide is broken down into two sections: each covering a Shakespearean text. At English Literature GCSE you only study one Shakespearean play, so don’t feel that you have to read this whole guide cover to cover. Pick the section that corresponds with the play you are studying in class and use it to perfect and hone your essay writing skills.


We have chosen the two plays most commonly studied at GCSE: Macbeth and Romeo and Juliet. It doesn’t matter which exam board you are taking through school; this guide will prepare you no matter what.


Each section breaks down key themes – such as the wider social and historical context of the plays, genre, your linguistic analysis of language and structure (all that lovely terminology you’ve been learning in class, and how to use it), and how to create your own personal responses to the text – and relates these to critical moments in the dramatic action. There are model essay sections at the end of each chapter, showing you how to combine all these elements together. We’ve also highlighted some common pitfalls (what not to do).


After using this revision guide, you should feel confident tackling any extract, scene or theme from your chosen Shakespearean play. The key words to remember as you aim for that grade 9 are that you want to be perceptive, critical and sophisticated in your academic writing.




Perceptive: is your viewpoint outside the box? Remember examiners read hundreds of answers to the same question every year – if you can include something a little different you will immediately stand out from the crowd. Try to refrain from using the most obvious quotes. Instead, cultivate interpretations that look for the more hidden links and connotations (more of this in the language analysis section of each chapter). Don’t be afraid to have your own ideas!







Critical: have you acknowledged other interpretations of the question? Have you demonstrated that you have considered a variety of readings or interpretations before coming to your own informed conclusion? This is what a GCSE examiner looks for in a critical student: a confident understanding of the text, and an appreciation of multiple interpretations.







Sophisticated: this is where your academic voice comes into play. Do you have an assured voice in your writing: is it clear, considered and ambitious? Do the multiple interpretations that you have considered demonstrate that you are a critical student, high level, and scholarly? Shakespeare is a gift when it comes to sophisticated readings; his works have been studied, delved and mined for multiple connections, allusions, illusions, images and connections by generations of scholars the world-over for hundreds of years, and people are still finding new aspects to comment on. What can you bring to the party?





How do we combine these three aspects in our essays? Let’s get started.





Shakespeare Essays: The Ground Rules



A lot of students dread the Shakespeare GCSE question; across most exam boards it tends to be ‘Component 1’, which means it will probably be the first English Literature exam you take. When Year 11 students have been asked what they find intimidating about the Shakespeare question, their responses have focussed on the complexity of the language: unnecessarily long sentences, inaccessible descriptions, obscure words we don’t use anymore, and hard-to-follow narratives.


It sounds counterintuitive but students who have a more logical, scientific, problem-solving brain often achieve high marks in the Shakespeare question. It’s all about decoding: if we don’t know the exact meaning of a word, what else does it sound like? What other word could we pop into the sentence that would make it make sense? Is this word linking with another image that we do understand, or that we have just encountered? Above all don’t panic! Shakespearean imagery has been hotly debated by – and has at times confounded – career academics for over 500 years. As an ambitious 15/16-year-old GCSE student, you are giving it your own interpretation. Don’t be too hard on yourself if you don’t immediately ‘get it’.


But remember, this study guide is not primarily intended for those whose main goal is to pass GCSE English Literature with a 4 or 5. We are aiming to help you achieve the very best marks in the country, and for that we need to show the examiners that we are engaging with these Shakespearean plays at the highest level. This chapter will outline a loose framework for how to put together a high scoring essay. However, what is going to elevate a solid 6/7 grade essay into the realms of the highest marks, is your scholarly ideas. The best way to develop and solidify a perceptive, critical and sophisticated GCSE English Literature essay writing voice is to read other people’s ideas (for example, those of academics, scholars and model answers). This will boost your personal confidence, and help you see what is out there. The recommended reading list at the end of each section of this guide is a good starting point, but don’t be afraid to ask your English teacher if your school has a subscription to JSTOR (www.jstor.org, an online library of journal articles), as well as trying to get your hands on as many essays about your set text as possible.


Back to that grade 9 essay structure. Sometimes it helps to have a loose structure to follow when writing an academic essay: that said, beware the PEA (Point Evidence Analysis) paragraph. If you are aiming for a grade 9, a single point (or piece of evidence) will be of little use to you. ‘A’ for analysis is too general, and robotically following these three steps repeatedly won’t support critical writing. We want to ensure our essays are subtle, nuanced and academic.


But let’s not run before we can walk; what does every effective piece of academic essay writing need?




	A clear and considered introduction, outlining the main points you are about to make (in order) and your overall argument for the essay.



	At least four statements/viewpoints in response to the question. These should be backed up with evidence from the text that has been insightfully analysed and interpreted, and linked to the wider social, theatrical, historical and political contexts of the play.



	A conclusion that briefly summarises your argument and leaves the examiner with no doubt as to your academic opinion on the topic. Remember you may not always agree with the statement posed in the question! In fact, you may have spent a paragraph or two arguing for the opposite. While some teachers don’t advocate for the inclusion of a conclusion, if we are looking to demonstrate our sophistication as Shakespeare scholars a sentence or two at the end of an answer does no harm.






How do we bring these three ingredients together? In our opinion, it is impossible to write a grade 9 Shakespeare essay without a clear plan – this will in turn make writing a good introduction much simpler.







The Plan:


Let’s not forget our three key words: we need to be critical, perceptive and sophisticated. To do that, we need to start with a broad overview of what we are going to say and the order we are going to say it in. Students plan in all sorts of different ways: some prefer bullet points; some use a table. We think a good old-fashioned spider-diagram is best, but you must work out what suits you.


Remember, in the exam we don’t really want to spend more than five minutes planning, and as you can see there’s a lot to consider. Creating sample plans is a fantastic way to revise. Ask your teacher for a list of exam questions or statements about the play that you are studying, or use the lists at the end of each section of this guide. Set a timer for ten minutes and see if you can write a complete plan. Then, aim to bring your time down to five minutes. Not only will you be honing your critical thinking skills under time pressure, but you will also quickly discover which areas you are least confident in. This is valuable information! Revisit and revise the content you are least comfortable with, and you will become strong in all areas.


The recipe for a grade 9 plan:




	Identify the key words in the question. Just as in Maths, Geography, Science, or History, in English Literature you will get no marks if you are not answering the question. Too often students panic and write an answer about a question they have pre-prepared, or they miss the nuances of the question. What is it the examiner wants you to discuss? Underline the key terms or highlight them if you prefer (but don’t spend too long!), and then ensure that your plan and essay is based around them.



	Use your knowledge of the entire play to work out your opinion in response to the question. Is Macbeth purely evil throughout? Are there moments of sympathy and softness (top tip: a critical student has an appreciation for both sides of the argument)? You are aiming for four different points. Students love to ask how long their essays should be to achieve a grade 9; unfortunately, there is no simple answer. Aim to have four different ideas to bring to the table and write these briefly around four different spider legs in your plan. Don’t be afraid to contradict the question statement or play the devil’s advocate.



	For each of the four points/spider legs in your plan you now need to start consolidating your evidence – like a detective before a case. Depending on your exam board, you may be given an extract to consider before moving on to the whole play – if so, start with this! Then bring in your quote revision (we will outline how to prepare this later) to provide one, or ideally two, supporting references, images, ideas or themes for each of your four points. For example, if you are suggesting that Macbeth does have moments of tenderness, where can these be seen? What is his most sympathetic moment? If you are arguing that he is an evil monster through and through, which is his most heinous deed?



	Each quote and/or image now needs to be closely examined under an English Literature microscope. Always select your evidence before you start looking for techniques; the references themselves and why you think they are the trump card to your argument are more important than being able to technique spot. When you have gathered your strongest textual elements, then you can start looking to see what Shakespeare is doing with his language. Is he evoking a powerful image (the ‘great perfumes of Arabia’)? Is he linking two moments in the play? Is he using contrast, such as light and shade? Is the quote in prose or verse? Is there a change in metre? If so, why? Acronyms can be helpful to help you remember terminology under pressure, but don’t be restricted by them. Don’t panic if you can’t spot any obvious techniques.



	You now need to start cultivating your personal response to the quotes you have picked apart and linking these back to the key words you have identified in the question. Why did you pick this quote, word or image? What emotion, memory from earlier in the play, transformation, or theme is Shakespeare encouraging us to reflect on? For example, when Macbeth exclaims ‘Thou canst not say I did it’ to Banquo’s ghost, does this present Macbeth as evil? Or does it present him as vulnerable and sympathetic? Why? This step wants you to call upon your emotions and responses: remember this is a plan, so be brief (single words will suffice).



	You need to situate your point within the play as a whole; can you contrast the line you have selected against another moment in the play? Does it contrast against anything that has gone before, or perhaps reinforce an idea the audience have already had planted in their head? Does the character go on to undergo a transformation? Next, look beyond the play you have studied; is this typically how Shakespeare treats characters of this type, in this genre? Is it atypical? Why? How would Elizabeth I or James I have reacted to this line? Are there any historical, political, or theatrical influences at play here? Your context section should extend beyond: ‘This links to the Shakespearean times because …’. You need to show the examiner that you know how Shakespearean drama works, you know who he was writing for, and that you have a bit of background knowledge about how he treated character types across all his writings.



	To be critical (and to achieve that 9), you could acknowledge the other side of the argument. Why might other scholars disagree with you? For example, if you have argued that Macbeth is a subtle character capable of light and dark, why might someone else decide that Macbeth is purely evil? You will also need to review the evidence for this other side of the argument, so your quote revision will need to be extensive.











The Introduction:


Now that you have the bones of your essay planned out you are in a great place to put together a concise and clear introduction that lays out the main points you will cover and immediately demonstrates your critical thinking. Remember, you don’t want to give away all your best observations right away; you’re just whetting the examiner’s appetite. If you are going to dedicate a paragraph or two to addressing a counterargument to the question’s statement, the introduction is where you need to make that clear. This is called sign-posting, and it ensures that whoever is reading our essay doesn’t think we’ve changed our mind about which argument we subscribe to half way through.




Example:


Question:


To what extent does Shakespeare present Macbeth as an evil tyrant?


Introduction:


In many ways, Macbeth is the most tyrannical of all Shakespeare’s villains; he murders not only his king but his closest ally, innocent children and helpless bystanders, all in the name of his ruthless desire for power. However, although Macbeth is undeniably a bloody tyrant, ultimately his position as ‘evil’ is somewhat more nuanced. There are moments of vulnerability, even sympathy, within his interactions with his wife. Further, his philosophical ruminations on the meaning of life and death at the end of act five are some of the most profound in all of Shakespearean tragedy (rivalled only perhaps by Hamlet). This essay will show that it is the fact Macbeth is not just a killing-machine, only capable of brute strength and cruelty, that makes him truly evil: he is capable of mercy, compassion, guilt and love, and yet, he chooses death and destruction.





You are aiming to show that you understand both sides of the academic argument, but ultimately you are also pinning your flag to the mast and letting the examiner know right away which side you think is the stronger, has more evidence, and which you believe.







The main body of the essay:


The fantastic teacher and blogger Ben Newmark (@BenNewmark) recently tweeted the following:




I don’t have a snappy mnemonic for it but the best structure for an essay I’ve come across and use consistently is:




	Say your view.



	Explain why you have it.



	Say what other views are.



	Explain why these other views are wrong.



	Repeat your view in a flashier way.









If you are looking for a loose structure to follow that is not the dreaded PEA, you could do a lot worse than to follow Mr Newmark’s wise words. There are no marks in any exam board’s specification awarded for following a certain structure. Generally, they are awarded for your response to the question, language analysis, and contextual awareness. What order these come in is not important as long as the argument flows. Feel free to get creative and mix up these steps, but it is best not to omit any of them.


Here is an example of applying Ben Newmark’s five-point structure for an answer to the question: ‘To what extent does Shakespeare present Macbeth as an evil tyrant?’ We have broken up the paragraph to make the sections [1-5] clear.




Tyranny is defined as cruel and oppressive leadership.


[1] There is no way that Macbeth can be categorised in any manner other than violent and merciless, keen to restrict his subjects’ liberties and forcefully exact his will.


[2] The crimes he commits are among the most heinous in terms of our modern sensibilities (the killing of innocent children and elimination of families) and early modern beliefs (the slaughter of a God-chosen ruler, and the creation of civil and political instability within a country). When Macbeth resolves that he must: ‘give to the edge o’ the sword/ His [Macduff’s] wife, his babes, and all unfortunate souls/ That trace him in his line’ we see the extent of this ruthlessness: not only must Macduff die, but any trace of his historical ‘line’ or lineage must also be wiped away. The delicacy of the verb ‘trace’, synonymous with the faintest of marks, shows Macbeth’s awareness of the fragility of the family ‘line’. This was a key political concern of the time in which Shakespeare produced Macbeth for James I’s consideration. James I had experienced first-hand his mother’s (Mary I) battle to be considered a legitimate heir to the throne; family ties and history would have been at the forefront of social awareness at the time of original performance. Equally significant at this moment is that Macbeth does not name Macduff, but rather uses the impersonal pronoun ‘his’ three times. It seems already Macbeth has begun the process of eliminating Macduff from history. His cruelty extends beyond the bloodthirsty act of murder and extends into the erasure of entire family names.


[3] Whilst there may be an argument to suggest this desire to erase lineage may be in some way tied to Macbeth’s potential loss of his own child (‘I have known the babe that milks me’) …


[4] … in no way does this excuse the cruel and oppressive behaviour that emerges from act one onwards. Any attempt to argue that Macbeth is not exclusively evil and tyrannical because he may have at one point experienced the loss of a child in fact does a disservice to the extent of his cruelty: surely ordering the slaughter of children when one has experienced loss makes the act more insensible and evil?


[5] Macbeth’s tyranny is complete in that not only does he order the murder of the innocent, he seeks to eliminate his opponents from history completely.










Conclusion:


If an introduction informs your reader what you are about to say, the conclusion summarises what you have just said! You are rounding up your main points, in order, and setting out again what your main response to the question is. A lot of students skip out this step under the pressure of timed conditions, but it need only be a couple of sentences long, and it can really add to the clarity of your critical analysis and writing.
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