
 
 

 
 

You’ve made a great choice!  

Now that your GCSEs are out of the way, it’s time to indulge your love of 
reading and get ready for the A Level course.  

 

In year 12, you’ll have two teachers and will study: 

 a play: A Streetcar Named Desire 
 a selection of Romantic poetry 
 two novels: The Handmaid’s Tale and Frankenstein 

We’re setting two tasks that will introduce you to the types of texts you’ll study 
at A Level. Practising responding critically to new and challenging texts will 
help you get off to a strong start in Year 12. You must complete your tasks 
in time for your first English lesson. 

At the end of this booklet you’ll find a list of the set texts that you must 
purchase, in hard copy, starting with A Streetcar Named Desire and The 
Handmaid’s Tale.  If you already have a different edition at home then use that 
but if you’re buying a copy, please buy the edition stated.  



Task 1: Prose texts  

1. Read one title from the dystopian genre list and look for key generic themes (see 
the list below). These themes are important in our set texts – Mary Shelley’s 
Frankenstein and Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale – so you will feel much 
more confident next year if you familiarise yourself with them now.  

2. Prepare a written response (one side of A4, single spaced, font 12) about what 
you found out about two or more of these themes when reading your chosen text. 

 

Key themes: 

 Forbidden knowledge / transgression 
 Conformity versus individuality 
 Science and the misuse of science and technology 
 The environment – and its destruction 
 Gender 
 Fears about and the control of fertility 
 Questioning of what it is that makes us human 
 Distortion of human, personal relationships (e.g. love, 

parenting etc)  
 The relationship between the personal and the political 
 Language (its unreliability, its use and abuse, the creation of 

a language) as a theme 
 Nostalgia for the past  
 Reconstruction – by the individual of a personal past; by the 

state for political purposes 
 Focus on the process of telling and retelling 
 Establishing a realistic and convincing world 
 How preoccupations relate to the period in which the text 

was written 
 Warnings about the future / relevance to our world today   

 

  

   



Sci-fi / futuristic / speculative / Dystopian titles 

  Nineteen-Eighty Four (1949) by George Orwell 

Atwood began writing The Handmaid’s Tale in the year 1984 and describes Orwell as a 
‘direct model’ for her. This is one of the most influential dystopian novels, exploring a world 
of perpetual war, omnipresent government surveillance and public manipulation, through 
the eyes of a ‘normal’ man, the protagonist, Winston Smith.  

 

 

  Brave New World (1932) by Aldous Huxley 

Set in a future United Kingdom, all of the population are bred in laboratories, purposefully 
genetically engineered to fulfil specific societal functions and maintain social hierarchy. 
Everyone is kept ‘happy’ and ‘stable’ on government issued drugs and no one questions the 
established world order. Except for the people living outside of it. John the Savage might 
help society rediscover free will—but does it want it? 

 

  The Last Man (1826) by Mary Shelley  

As its title suggests, it is a cheerless novel, set in the twenty-first century when a mysterious 
plague wipes out all of humanity except for one survivor who cries, “I am a tree rent by 
lightening… I am alone in the world”. While certainly post-apocalyptic science fiction in 
genre, it is also semi-autobiographical, as Shelley herself by this time had lost her husband 
and all but one of her children. Thus, it is a powerful text to read and deepen your 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mass_surveillance


understanding of Shelley’s life and concerns, which will enrich your study of both 
Frankenstein and Romantic poetry in Year 12.  

 

The Power (2017) by Naomi Alderman (2017) 

Imagine a world where teenage girls awake one morning with extraordinary physical 
strength and power that outstrips their male counterparts. Thanks to a newly acquired 
section of muscle near their collarbone, young women can now conduct electricity like 
electric eels: inflicting pain or electrocuting to death as they wish. They can even waken this 
power in older women too. In this feminist science fiction novel, the balance of the world is 
irrevocably altered overnight.  

 

 

  



Task 2: Romantic poetry  

Below you’ll find a poem that we’ll study in Year 12 as part of the Romantic poetry 
collection.  

1. Read the poem a few times and decide what you think it’s about.  
a. Annotate with anything you find interesting in terms of the ideas / language / 
structure. Don’t worry about being ‘right’: remember that the best place to start is with a 
personal opinion.  
 

2. Now zoom in on the language and structure in more detail, making more 
annotations. You could consider: 

 The title 
 The form (stanza, size, layout) 
 The use of rhyme 
 The use of repetition (words or phrases) 
 The kind of vocabulary used / lexical clusters 
 Moments of change or surprise 
 Whether it seems intended to be private or public 
 The tone 
 The way it ends 
 The possible intention behind the poem 

Focus on the aspects above that you think are most interesting for this particular 
poem.   

3. Read the critical article that follows the poem, giving you lots of contextual 
information to deepen your understanding of the text.  
a. What links can you make between the poem and this information? Be specific, 
linking to quotations or sections of the poem.  
 

4. Write a response to the following question, ready for the first lesson back. It should 
be one side of A4 (roughly 500-750 words) and: 
a. be a relevant response to the question 
b. explore how Keats creates meanings through his choices of language and structure 
c. make links between the poem and its context  

 

  



Essay question:  

Explore how Keats presents the natural world in ‘To Autumn’.  

 

To Autumn by John Keats 

 

Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness, 
Close bosom-friend of the maturing sun; 

Conspiring with him how to load and bless 

With fruit the vines that round the thatch-eves run; 
To bend with apples the moss'd cottage-trees, 

And fill all fruit with ripeness to the core; 
To swell the gourd, and plump the hazel shells 

With a sweet kernel; to set budding more, 
And still more, later flowers for the bees, 

Until they think warm days will never cease, 
For summer has o'er-brimm'd their clammy cells. 

 

Who hath not seen thee oft amid thy store? 

Sometimes whoever seeks abroad may find 

Thee sitting careless on a granary floor, 
Thy hair soft-lifted by the winnowing wind; 
Or on a half-reap'd furrow sound asleep, 

Drows'd with the fume of poppies, while thy hook 

Spares the next swath and all its twined flowers: 
And sometimes like a gleaner thou dost keep 

Steady thy laden head across a brook; 
Or by a cyder-press, with patient look, 

Thou watchest the last oozings hours by hours. 
 

Where are the songs of spring? Ay, Where are they? 

Think not of them, thou hast thy music too,— 

While barred clouds bloom the soft-dying day, 
And touch the stubble-plains with rosy hue; 

Then in a wailful choir the small gnats mourn 

Among the river sallows, borne aloft 
Or sinking as the light wind lives or dies; 

And full-grown lambs loud bleat from hilly bourn; 
Hedge-crickets sing; and now with treble soft 
The red-breast whistles from a garden-croft; 
And gathering swallows twitter in the skies. 



Criticism  

Keats' beliefs 

The mystical insight of the poet 
Epistle to My Brother George 
Keats’ verse letter to his brother (1816) contains many of his beliefs about his vocation as a poet, in particular 
what it would mean for him to ‘strive to think divinely’, to have a poet’s imaginative vision whilst at the same 
time absorbing the sights and sounds of the natural world. Keats complains that he lacks the sort of poetic 
vision that he craves but at the same time describes what he might see if he were a true poet: 
  

And should I ever see [visions], I will tell you 
Such tales as must with amazement spell you.      

  
Clearly Keats sees the role of the poet in almost religious terms: the true poet has rare insight and his role is 
to share it with those who lack it. 

The ‘truth’ of beauty 
In 1817 Keats wrote a series of letters to his friends and brothers about his theories about art, aesthetics, the 
social role of poetry and his own sense of poetic vocation. Keats felt that his whole life was a quest for 
transcendent truth; for him, this truth could be expressed only in terms of an intense, imaginative engagement 
with sensuous beauty. He wrote:  
  

I am certain of nothing but of the holiness of the Heart’s affections and the truth of Imagination – What the 
imagination seizes as Beauty must be truth – whether it existed before or not – for I have the same Idea of 
all our Passions as of Love: they are all in their sublime, creative of essential beauty.      

  
Two years later, in Ode on a Grecian Urn, Keats was to write:  
  

‘Beauty is Truth, Truth Beauty’, - that is all 
Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.      

Negative capability 
At the end of December 1817 Keats commented to his brothers about a painting by Benjamin West:  
  

There is nothing to be intense upon; no women one feels mad to kiss; no face swelling into reality. The 
excellence of every Art is its intensity, capable of making all disagreeables evaporate, from their being in 
close relationship with Beauty and Truth – Examine King Lear & you will find this exemplified throughout.    

  
Keats emphasised that the artist had to avoid looking at life from a single perspective. He was acutely aware 
that to capture the intensity of life, the artist had to reveal life’s dual nature and the futility of any attempt to fix 
or rationalise it. For Keats, what Shakespeare possessed so enormously was  
  

Negative Capability, that is when man is capable of being in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any 
irritable reaching after fact & reason.      

William Hazlitt 
Keats was much influenced by the teachings of William Hazlitt, whose lectures he attended in the winter of 
1817-18. When writing about Shakespeare, Hazlitt said that a great poet: 
was nothing in himself: but he was all that others were, or that they could become … When he conceived of a 
character, whether real or imaginary, he not only entered into all its thoughts and feelings, but seemed 
instantly, and as if by touching a secret spring, to be surrounded by all the same objects.      

 

http://crossref-it.info/repository/atoz/King-Lear
http://crossref-it.info/repository/atoz/William-Hazlitt


The attraction of pagan myth 
In addition, Keats also felt that Christianity had destroyed the visionary power of myth when it came to 
interpreting the natural world and man’s relationship to it. As an alternative, he was attracted to 
the pagan world of the classical past. 

Life as a ‘mansion of many apartments’ 
Although Keats rejected what he regarded as the constraints of conventional Christianity, he still had recourse 
to Christian imagery when explaining how human beings developed as they progressed through life. In a letter 
to John Hamilton Reynolds in May 1818, he wrote: 
  

Well, I can compare human life to a large Mansion of Many Apartments, two of which I can only describe, 
the doors of the rest being as yet shut upon me. The first we step into we call the infant or thoughtless 
Chamber, in which we remain as long as we do not think – We remain there a long while, and 
notwithstanding the doors of the second Chamber remain open wide, showing a bright appearance, we 
care not to hasten to it; but at length are imperceptibly impelled by the awakening of this thinking principle 
– within us – we no sooner get into the second Chamber, which I will call the Chamber of Maiden-
Thought, than we become intoxicated from the light and the atmosphere, we see nothing but pleasant 
wonders, and think of delaying there for ever in delight: However among the effects this breathing is 
father of is that tremendous one of sharpening one’s vision into the heart and nature of Man – of 
convincing one’s nerves that the world is full of Misery and Heartbreak, Pain, Sickness and oppression – 
whereby This Chamber of Maiden Thought becomes gradually darken’d and at the same time on all 
sides of it many doors are set open – but all dark – all leading to dark passages – We see not the 
balance of good and evil. We are in a mist.      

Immortality 
Keats’ illness and impending death did nothing to change his mind about Christianity. He firmly rejected it. His 
friend Haydon said that he found Keats: 
  

to be going out of the world with a contempt for this and no hopes of the other.      

  
When Haydon tried to persuade Keats to become a Christian, Keats’ response was to say that if he did not 
get better he would cut his throat. He refused to submit to what he saw as a false belief. 
However, Keats still believed in the immortality of the soul. Until his final, fatal illness he believed that suffering 
would prepare him for an afterlife in which he would live with those closest to him in the joy of perfect 
understanding. He saw this life as ‘the vale of soul-making’ and as a preparation for the next.  
Despite this, as his health deteriorated and death grew closer he began to have doubts. This immortality 
which he had taken ‘for granted’ became a more difficult concept for Keats. He began to lose his confidence 
and consequently the belief by which he had been able to dignify human suffering. 

 

Keats’ death  
Keats’ lack of religious faith caused him much anguish in his final few days of life. He realised how much 
easier dying would be if he shared the Christian faith of his friends. He even asked his friend Severn to read to 
him some of the devotional works of the seventeenth century theologian Jeremy Taylor as ‘consolation’. 
Although passages from Holy Living and Holy Dying brought moments of calmness and relief, they did not 
dispel Keats’ state of spiritual horror as he faced his own extinction. He believed that he was denied what he 
called ‘this last cheap comfort’ and was therefore dying a ‘miserable wretch’. 
 

http://crossref-it.info/repository/atoz/Christianity
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Y12 English Literature Text List 
 

You must purchase your own copies of the following set texts, starting 
with A Streetcar Named Desire and The Handmaid’s Tale.  Please note 
that if you are entitled to the 16-19 bursary, you can reclaim the cost of 

these texts.  
 

A Streetcar Named Desire - Tennessee Williams 

 Publisher: Methuen Drama; Revised edition edition (3 Nov. 2008) 

 ISBN-10: 1408106043 

 ISBN-13: 978-1408106044 

 

  

 
 

  



 The Handmaid’s Tale - Margaret Atwood 

 Publisher: Vintage; New Ed edition (5 July 1996) 

 ISBN-10: 0099740915 

 ISBN-13: 978-0099740919 

 
 

 

 

  



Frankenstein – Mary Shelley  

 Publisher: Penguin Classics; 1 edition (11 Aug. 2003) 

 ISBN-10: 0141439475 

 ISBN-13: 978-0141439471 

 

 

 
 

 

 

English Romantic Verse – ed. David Wright  

  Publisher: Penguin  

 ISBN-10: 0140421025 

 ISBN-13: 978-0140421026 

  

 


