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Introduction
Welcome to this student book for your AQA 
A/AS Level English Literature course! 

The AQA English Literature B AS/A Level 
specifi cations provide an approach to the 
study of English literature through the 
critical lens of genre. At AS Level the genres 
available for study are tragedy and comedy. 
At A Level the genres are tragedy, comedy, 
crime writing and political and social 
protest writing.

In each unit of this book, we introduce 
you to the key concepts by surveying the 
development of one of these genres and 
the central literary elements of the genre. 
We take examples and passages from a 
wide range of texts (including all the set 
texts) to illustrate these ideas and to put 
the set texts in illuminating contexts. The 
majority of the texts to which we refer 
are taken from British literature. Although 
we also refer to some key texts and 
developments in literature from beyond 
Britain, limitations of space prevent us from 
ranging more widely in this  area. 

You will be assessed in a number of ways, 
including passage-based and single text 
questions, multiple text questions, open- 
and closed-book approaches and unseen 
material. This student book supports the 
specifi cations, prepares you for these 
assessments and helps you to develop the 
different skills you will be assessed on – skills 
which will stand you in good stead beyond 
AS or A Level, whatever you go on to do. 

Beginning unit

Poetry

2
BEGINNING

Developing unit

Tragedy

5
DEVELOPING

5.1 Introduction to tragedy
What does the word ‘tragedy’ mean to you? 
Nowadays, this term is used in a wide range 
of different circumstances. Take a look at any 
newspaper, and you’ll see it being applied to a 
variety of situations, from unexpected deaths and 

In this unit, you will:
• fi nd out about the literary genre of tragedy
• explore how the authors of literary texts use 

different aspects of tragedy in their works
• develop your ability to write about tragedy.

Aspects of Tragedy is one of the options in the 
Literary Genres components for A Level and AS Level. 
The set texts for this option are listed here.

At AS Level, if you choose the Aspects of Tragedy 
option for Papers 1 and 2 you must study one 
Shakespeare text, one other drama text, one poetry 
text and one prose text. At A Level, if you choose the 
Aspects of Tragedy option (Paper 1 only) you must 
study one Shakespeare text, one other drama text 
and one other text from any genre. One of these last 
texts must have been written before 1900.

A Level and AS Level

Othello by William Shakespeare
King Lear by William Shakespeare
The Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald
Tess of the D’Urbervilles by Thomas Hardy
‘Lamia’ by John Keats
‘Isabella; or, The Pot of Basil’, ‘La Belle Dame Sans 
Merci’, and ‘The Eve of Agnes’ by John Keats
Death of a Salesman by Arthur Miller
Richard II by William Shakespeare

AQA English Literature B Poetry Anthology 
(Tragedy): Extracts from the Prologue of ‘The Monk’s 
Tale’ and ‘The Monk’s Tale’ by Geoffrey Chaucer; 
‘Jessie Cameron’ by Christina Rossetti; Extract from 
Paradise Lost by John Milton; ‘Tithonus’ by Alfred, 
Lord Tennyson; ‘The Convergence of the Twain’ 
by Thomas Hardy; ‘The Death of Cuchulain’ by 
W.B. Yeats; ‘Out, out…’ by Robert Frost; ‘Death in 
Leamington’ by John Betjeman; ‘Miss Gee’ by W.H. 
Auden

AS Level only

A Streetcar Named Desire by Tennessee Williams

The Remains of the Day by Kazuo Ishiguro

Selected poems by Thomas Hardy: ‘A Sunday 
Morning Tragedy’, ‘At An Inn’, ‘Tess’s Lament’, ‘Under 
the Waterfall’, ‘Lament’, ‘Rain on a Grave’, ‘Your Last 
Drive’, ‘The Going’, ‘The Haunter’, ‘At Castle Boterel’, 
‘A Trampwoman’s Tragedy’, ‘The Frozen Greenhouse’, 
‘The Forbidden Banns’, ‘The Mock Wife’, ‘The Flower’s 
Tragedy’, ‘After a Journey’, ‘The Newcomer’s Wife’

Set text focus

69

Enriching unit

Crime writing

ENRICHING

14

4
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About the specifications
The AS Level specification has two components 
comprising an exploration of texts that are connected 
through a mainstream literary genre: either Aspects of 
Tragedy (Option A) or Aspects of Comedy (Option B). 

Paper 1: Literary genres: drama 
How it is assessed: 1½ hour closed-book exam worth 
50% of your AS. 

Paper 2: Literary genres: prose and poetry
How it is assessed: 1½ hour open-book exam worth 
50% of your AS.

The A Level specification has three components 
comprising the study of texts within specific genres, 
writing about texts in different ways and engagement 
with a range of theoretical ideas. 

Paper 1: Literary genres
What is assessed: Study of three texts: one 
Shakespeare text; a second drama text and one 
further text, of which one must be written pre-1900.
How it is assessed: 2½ hour closed-book exam worth 
40% of your A Level.

Paper 2: Texts and genres
What is assessed: Study of three texts: one post-2000 
prose text; one poetry and one further text, of which 
one must be written pre-1900.
How it is assessed: 3 hour open-book exam worth 40% 
of your A Level.

Non-exam Assessment:Theory and independence
What is assessed: Two essays of 1,250 – 1,500 words, 
one on a prose text and one on a poetry text, each 
responding to a different text and each will be linked 
to a different aspect of the Critical Anthology. One 
essay can be re-creative and the re-creative piece will 
be accompanied by a commentary.
How it is assessed: Two pieces of coursework worth 
20% of your A Level.

There are more details about the specifications in the 
relevant Developing units, including the assessment 
objectives you will be measured against in the exam 
papers and – at A Level – in the non-exam assessment. 

Bringing it all together

Post-colonial theory encourages us to consider the 
ways in which colonialism has had lasting effects 
on both the colonised and the colonisers. As you 
read Small Island, think about the depiction of the 
British Empire. What attitudes to the Empire do the 
British and the Jamaican characters seem to have?

Critical lens: post-colonial theory

See 9.8 for more on post-colonial theory

6.5 Bringing it all together
6.5.1 How will your studies on Aspects of 
Comedy be assessed?

Aspects of Comedy is one of the two options for AS 
Level Papers 1 and 2, and for A Level Paper 1. Your 
knowledge will be tested by the exam.

For guidance on preparing for the exams, 
see Unit 11

6.5.2 How much do you know?

These questions ask you to bring together the 
elements you have studied in this unit.

1 What can you remember about these concepts?
• farce
• romantic comedy
• the unities of time, action and place
• natural and licensed fools
• green worlds
• cross-dressing
• comedy of manners
• disguise
• coincidence
• mistaken identity
• slapstick
• bawdy
• comic language.

2 Identify how any five of the concepts listed in 
question 1 are used in the comedies you are 
studying. Summarise your findings in clear prose.

3 If any of the concepts listed in question 1 aren’t 
used in the texts you are studying, consider why 
this might be and what effects the concept might 
have. Also consider whether a similar concept or 

6.4.3 Ethnicity

In many respects, it is not surprising that a great deal 
of English literature until the late 19th century did 
not feature people of different ethnicities because 
there was relatively little immigration to Britain 
until that time. Nevertheless, British explorers and 
travellers were in regular contact with people in many 
continents from at least the 15th century onwards, 
and Jewish people had lived in and visited Britain 
since the 11th century. Thus, for instance, we find 
the representation of a Jewish character as the 
protagonist of Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice.

Nevertheless, there are some omissions. For instance, 
there are no black characters in any of Jane Austen’s 
novels, and yet the slave trade – the centre of which 
was in Bristol, not far from Bath, where Austen lived for 
six years – was at its height at the time.

The 20th century has seen a rapid growth in literature 
dealing with issues of race, immigration, colonialism 
and so on, and in such texts it is always important 
to consider how they treat people of different 
ethnicities. It’s also important to think critically about 
the reasons for the inclusion or exclusion of different 
ethnicities from particular texts.

ACTIVITY 39

Race in Small Island
Clearly, race is the central theme of Small Island. 
There are a number of important issues to consider.
a How is racial prejudice in the three countries in the 

book – Britain, Jamaica and the USA – presented 
differently?

b To what extent do you feel that Britain has moved 
on in its attitudes to race since 1948?

c How do you feel about Queenie’s treatment of the 
black characters in the book?

d What difference does the inclusion of the story of 
Bernard’s time in India make to the book? How 
do you feel about Bernard’s views on the British 
Empire and the people he encounters in India?

158
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Key terms box

Legal and social defi nitions of what constitutes crime 
often vary. Legally, crime can be defi ned as acts that 
contravene the law of the land – although even this is 
open to challenge, as events in courtrooms all over 
the world demonstrate every day. In social terms, 
crime is harder to tie down. Defi nitions may:
• be based on unwritten social and cultural codes
• assume shared understanding and mutual respect
• see crime as any action that breaks mutual trust 

within society
• assume a body of ‘normal’ or ‘acceptable’ 

behaviours.

ACTIVITY 3

What is social ‘law’?
The idea of social ‘law’ is important but often 
problematic.
a Is crime simply an anti-social act? For example, 

consider the idea of anti-social behaviour orders 
(or ASBOs).

b Is crime a violation of ‘normal’ and ‘acceptable’ 
behaviour? Who establishes what this means?

c Is crime social or behavioural deviance? Does 
deviance have levels of severity? At what point 
does deviance become crime?

d Is crime a threat to social order or morality? Where 
does that leave the right for challenges to the 
status quo, tradition and authority?

revenge tragedy: a form of tragedy particularly 
concerned with crime and vengeance

gothic fi ction: a form of fi ction that frequently 
deals with horror, the supernatural and socially 
unacceptable and criminal behaviour

canon: a core and established body of literary 
texts

Key terms

ACTIVITY 2

What do you already know about crime writing?
Think back over your study of literature to date and 
over your own personal reading and viewing. What 
stories, novels, plays, poetry, fi lms, TV series and 
other kinds of writing have you come across that deal 
with crime? Do they all involve a detective or is your 
experience of crime writing wider than this?

7.1.1 What constitutes crime?

The answer to the question ‘What is crime?’ may 
at fi rst seem self-evident, but in fact the notion of 
crime is quite complex. Different social and religious 
systems have different ways of understanding what 
constitutes crime and of dealing with it. There are 
also signifi cant differences between what is legally 
criminal and what might be considered socially or 
morally criminal.

‘ …she looked upon herself as a 
fi gure of Guilt intruding into the 
haunts of Innocence’
Thomas Hardy, Tess of the D’Urbervilles

A/AS Level English Literature B for AQA
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Icons used in the book

Cross reference 
Check your 
responses

Key Terms Explore

Glossary Set text focus

Critical Lens Video

5

Introduction

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107468023
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-46802-3 – A/AS Level English Literature B for AQA Student Book
Carol Atherton Andrew Green Gary Snapper Edited by Marcello Giovanelli
Frontmatter
More information

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

About this student book
This book follows an innovative three-part structure. 

Part 1: Beginning units 
These set out the key principles, issues and concepts 
that underpin the course and support you as you move 
from GCSE to AS and A Level work. Each Beginning 
unit contains activities to check understanding and 
progress, and provides a strong foundation from 
which to build upwards. The Beginning units can also 
be used as a stand-alone reference point to which 
you’ll return when studying content in subsequent 
Developing units, and for revision purposes as you 
prepare for your exams. 

Part 2: Developing units 
These longer units are based around the main content 
in the AS and A Level specifications. They are designed 
to build on the ideas introduced in the Beginning 
units, extending knowledge and understanding 
where appropriate. These units follow the order of 
topics in the AQA specifications and contain a wider 
range of activities to develop skills and encourage 
independence. The start of each Developing unit tells 
you whether the content is suitable for AS, A Level 
or both. 

Each Developing unit is built on the most up-to-
date content and research, which is presented in an 
accessible and engaging way. Many of the activities 
in these units are enhanced by commentaries that 
will support your learning and help you to develop 
an analytical framework, with which you can consider 
topic areas more critically and broadly. 

These units also contain a ‘Bringing it all together’ 
section, designed to support you in preparing for 
exam questions, and a ‘How much do you know’ 
section that allows you to review key learning for a 
particular topic and to plan your revision priorities. 
In addition, practice questions and discussion of the 
assessment objectives allow you to apply your learning 
and to think about the demands of individual sections 
within the exam papers. 

Critical lens

Henry Fielding (1707–54), author of what is 
commonly recognised as the first novels in the 
English language – Joseph Andrews and Tom Jones 
– was closely connected with the world of crime. 
In 1749 he founded The Bow Street Runners, the 
precursors of Robert Peel’s Metropolitan Police 
Force, and he was a high court justice.

Exploring the life and work of 
Henry Fielding

The focus of these narratives continued to be a 
named individual, and this trend continued with 
the development of the novel and in particular the 
Bildungsroman.

Bildungsroman: a novel dealing with a character’s 
development from childhood into adulthood

Key terms

Literature and the formation of police and 
detective forces

The rise of crime writing coincided with the social 
formulation of crime and criminal detection in the 
establishment of police and detective forces around 
the world as shown in table 7A.

In the extract from the Newgate Calendar in Text 7H, 
the perpetrator of the crime is a woman. Think 
about the way in which her crime is presented. 
Is there anything more terrible about her crime 
because she is a woman? What expectations does 
society have of women? How does the idea of 
crime relate to these views? How does the writer 
use language in relation to the female criminal?

Critical lens: feminist theory

See 9.5 for more on feminist theory

7.2.8 The rise of crime writing

The developing form of the novel continued to 
demonstrate a peculiar fascination with crime. One of 
the most notorious criminals of 18th-century London, 
Jonathan Wild, is the subject of a fiction bearing his 
name by Henry Fielding, and other narratives such as 
Daniel Defoe’s Moll Flanders deal energetically with 
the criminal underground of the rapidly expanding 
18th-century urban society.

Table 7A

Date Force Details

1749 Bow Street Runners 
(London)

• Founded by novelist and Justice Henry Fielding
• Investigation of crime and writing about crime are connected from the outset

1812 Sûreté (Paris) • Founded by criminal and criminologist Eugène Vidocq
• A body of plainclothes police officers in Paris
• Followed in 1833 by Le bureau des renseignements – a detective force
• Vidocq believed the best people to detect and prevent crime were people who 

knew the criminal world from the inside

1829 The Metropolitan 
Police (London), also 
known as ‘Peelers’ or 
‘Bobbies’

• Founded by Robert Peel
• 3500 uniformed officers in London
• A brief to capture criminals, but also to prevent crime
• Followed by forces in other areas; 13,000 police throughout England and Wales 

by 1851

1842 Detective division 
(London)

• Small elite plainclothes detective division
• Formed to investigate murders and other serious crimes

1850 Pinkertons Detective 
Agency (US)

• Founded by Allan Pinkerton
• Formed to track down counterfeiters
• During American Civil War his agency headed up espionage

173

7 Developing: Elements of crime writing

Deconstructing exam questions

Exploring a literary concept

it’s worth going to the theatre as often as possible 
and seeing a wide variety of staged productions. 
Don’t restrict yourself to seeing productions of the 
plays you’re studying – the chances of there being 
any production of these in a live theatre near you are 
probably pretty small. But there are lots of benefits of 
seeing any play. You:
• broaden your experience of drama
• become familiar with a range of ways in which 

theatre can work and its effects
• learn to become more critical in comparing 

different productions of your set plays
• see the possibilities and limitations of different 

theatre spaces.

It may seem an obvious point to make, but 
remember that plays are generally performed in 
theatres. Look at images of different theatre spaces 
(many available online), such as:
• Shakespeare’s Globe
• the Sam Wanamaker Playhouse
• the amphitheatre at Epidaurus
• the Minack Theatre in Cornwall
• a 19th-century proscenium arch theatre (for 

example, the Theatre Royal in York)
• a theatre-in-the-round (for example, the Royal 

Exchange Theatre in Manchester).

Think about the different kind of relationship 
with the audience that these particular kinds of 
stage may encourage, and then think about how 
differently the drama texts you’re studying could 
be represented in each space.

Exploring theatre space

c Look at photographs of stage productions or ‘stills’ 
from filmed live productions. In what ways do 
these images reflect the content of the text? What 
has the director or designer brought to the text? 
How are these likely to affect audience response?

d Listen to the incidental music to a play (for 
example, Felix Mendelssohn’s for A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream) and then read the relevant extract 
of the source text. How is such music likely to 
shape the way a play appears on the stage?

e Look at a variety of costumes for particular 
characters in a set text. What impact would these 
different costumes make on an audience? What 
different information would they give us about the 
character?

3.2.5 Doing drama

You can see that studying drama texts involves 
layers and dimensions not shared by prose fiction 
and poetry. A really useful way to develop your 
understanding of these extra dimensions and your 
engagement with them is to approach selected 
extracts of your drama texts as if you were going to 
stage them. Maybe you could actually stage them. By 
using a variety of drama approaches to text – either 
with or without your teachers – you can explore:
• how different dramatic techniques can be used to 

convey action, character, atmosphere and tension
• different ways in which words, actions, sound and 

staging combine to create drama
• how actors work with texts to build meaning and 

effective productions.

3.2.6 Going to the theatre

In order to familiarise yourself with the different 
potentials of the theatre and of drama as a form, 

Think about how the drama 
texts you’re studying could 
be represented in different 
theatre spaces.

3 Beginning: Drama

45
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Part 3: Enriching units 
Designed specifically for A Level students but with 
content that AS Level students will also find useful, 
these units support your work on the specification and 
extend your thinking beyond the topics covered in 
the Developing units in Part 2. These Enriching units 
contain extension activities on Developing unit topics, 
as well as ideas for extended independent study, 
details of wider reading that you will find useful and 
summaries of recent and relevant research from higher 
education. 

The Enriching units also feature short articles 
exclusively written for this series by leading academics 
and professionals, with follow-up questions that offer 
an expert insight into certain aspects of the subject. 

About Cambridge Elevate
Cambridge Elevate is the platform that hosts a digital 
version of this student book. If you have access to this 
digital version you can annotate different parts of the 
book, send and receive messages to and from your 
teacher and insert weblinks, among other things. You 
will also find video content on Cambridge Elevate, 
specifically: 
• tutorial-style videos, designed to complement 

material covered in the Developing units and to 
refresh your knowledge while broadening your 
understanding of certain tricky concepts

• interviews with leading thinkers and researchers 
in their fields, which provide a unique resource for 
stimulating discussion.

I hope you enjoy your AS or 
A Level Literature course, as 
well as this book, and wish 
you well for the journey 
ahead. 

Marcello Giovanelli  
Series editor

Tutorial Video available on Cambridge Elevate

Enriching Interview Video available on Cambridge Elevate

Links to video content on Cambridge Elevate

Watch tutorial video, Tragic Inevitability, via 
Cambridge Elevate

Watch Dan Rebellato, Professor of Drama 
and Theatre at Royal Holloway, University of 
London, talk about comedy on Cambridge 
Elevate
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