A Level English Literature

Bridging Work –
Summer 2021
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Welcome
Welcome to your studies of A Level Literature! We are really excited to
meet you and for you to begin the course in September. We are also
looking forward to meeting you at the transition event on 5th and 6th July.
During this fortnight, please read through the booklet, complete as many
tasks as you can but focus on the task about Othello with a purple star
and bring some notes along with you to the session at transition. At the
transition event, you will also be set some work on poetry to complete
over the summer.
If you have any questions about the course or the work we have set,
please do not hesitate to get in touch with us via our staff emails.
Thanks

Ms Ciccone and Mr Sheppard
A Level Literature Course Summary
Y12 - Paper One

NEA
Y13 - Paper Two
(coursework)
Othello The Great Unseen King Lear and Feminine Unseen
Gatsby
Love
one text of
Gospels
Prose
and Love Poetry your choice
from
Poetry
postanthology
1945
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The
Handmaid’s
Tale and A
Streetcar
Named
Desire

Shakespeare’s Othello, racism and blackface
During Y12, we will study Shakespeare’s tragedy Othello. In this play, a black
general of the Venetian state falls in love with Desdemona, a white daughter of
a nobleman. Their relationship collapses due to the plotting of Othello’s
lieutenant, Iago, and as a result Othello becomes violent and dangerous.
Characters such as Iago frequently use racist language to describe Othello
during the play. The play is subtitled “The Moor of Venice” – the word Moor
would have been used by English audiences at the time to mean anyone nonwhite. During the unit, we explore the issues of performance and racism in the
text.
Watch this video that summarises the plot of Othello:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Gij5xNvCYiQ
This Shakespeare Learning Zone website is also helpful for further
understanding of the plot: https://www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeare-learningzone/othello/story/scene-by-scene
Shakespeare originally wrote the part Othello to be played by a white actor,
Richard Burbage. The part was mainly played by white actors “blacking up”
(wearing black face paint) up until the late 1980s.
Watch this video that includes clips of the famous actor Lawrence Olivier
playing Othello in blackface in the 1950s and Antony Hopkins in the 1980s:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zVnqffBH_Ik
Key question: How do you respond to these performances now? Why do we
often find them so uncomfortable to watch?
Some readers and critics see Shakespeare’s decision to include a black hero in
his text as a radical one and argue the audiences are moved by a relationship
that is ruined by societal racism. However other actors and critics have argued
the play presents racist stereotypes and problematic ideas of how black people
act. For example, the actor Hugh Quarshie argued in the 1980s that ‘Of all the
parts in the canon, perhaps Othello is the one which should most definitely not
be played by a black actor,’. He argued that doing so risked legitimising the
racist stereotype of a black man who loses his wits and becomes violent.
However, he did change his mind by 2015 and played Othello in a version for
the Royal Shakespeare Company.
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Watch Quarshie explain his change of mind in this discussion video:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zAcmVH8vqZw.
The discussion also features the black actor, Lucien Msmati, who plays Iago in
the same production.
Other significant performances and productions have included:
 Ira Aldridge was probably the first black man
to play Othello in London and then on the
European stages during the
nineteenth century. He had
been 17 when he made his
debut as Othello at the
Royalty Theatre in London’s
East End in May 1825. He
played Othello at Covent
Garden in 1833. This garnered hostile
reactions from sections of the press opposed to a black man performing
Shakespeare in such a prestigious venue.
 Paul Robeson played Othello throughout the 1930s,
1940s and 1950s. He was a prominent civil rights activist
as well as a singer and actor. His performances of
Othello are often seen as one that illicit greater
sympathy for the title character. You can hear him in a
clip on this website:
https://www.bl.uk/learning/timeline/item126876.html.


Patrick Stewart playing Othello in 1997 in a
photonegative production. Stewart was the only
white member of the cast and he played the title
role.
Attitudes to blackface

During the summer of 2020, a number of TV programmes including Little
Britain and Bo Selecta were removed from streaming services because they
feature actors in blackface. You can read more about the discussion over this
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decision here: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jun/14/davidwalliams-and-matt-lucas-apologise-for-little-britain-blackface

Thinking about these recent debates, write a paragraph that outlines your
response to the tradition of blackface in the performance of Othello. Some
questions to consider:
 How do you feel about the issue as a potential audience member? You
could reflect on your response to the clip of Olivier playing Othello in
1965 or the removal of the more modern TV programmes.
 How does it shape your attitude to the play that it was written for an
actor in blackface?
 Will we always find such performances uncomfortable? Or do we only
do so in world that still features inequality and unfair treatment of
black people?
Please bring your paragraph to the session during the transition event.

Extension Tasks:
Read Hugh Quarshie’s article for the British Library in which he outlines his
thinking about the character Othello in 2015:
https://www.bl.uk/shakespeare/articles/playing-othello
Watch the 2013 production of Othello on the National Theatre’s streaming
service. https://www.dramaonlinelibrary.com/custombrowse?docid=nationalTheatreCollection
Username: CDSLTI
Password: IYINDJ
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King Lear – staging and performance
During the summer of Y12, we will read Shakespeare’s tragedy King Lear for
use in your Non-Examined Assessment. You will compare this play to another
text of your choice. The wider reading list later in this pack will help you start
to think about the second text you would like to choose to compare to the
play.
King Lear is set in a pre-Christian England. It was written soon after the
accession of King James I to the English throne following the death of his
cousin, Elizabeth I. The play might be said to reflect worries about succession
at the time. King Lear is an old king who has decided to divide up his kingdom
between his daughters and step down. Before he divides up his kingdom, he
asks his three daughters (Goneril, Regan and Cordelia) to participate in a “love
test” to see who loves him most. In Act One Scene One, the audience sees
each of the daughters participate in the love test. Goneril and Regan flatter
their father, while Cordelia refuses and is banished.
Watch these two videos from different productions of Act One Scene One:
National Theatre (2014) with Simon Russell Beale as King Lear
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L_womZ_BE0Q
Royal Shakespeare Company (2017) with Antony Sher as King Lear
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D3gS2-D2ZH0
We visited Stratford to see the 2017 version and
we will try and see at least a performance of
Othello, King Lear and A Streetcar Named Desire if
we can during the course. We will also arrange
trips and visits to see other relevant productions at
Sheffield Theatres.
Key Questions:
1. How do the decisions about King Lear’s clothing affect the audiences
understanding of the character? For example, the black militaristic
uniform in 2014 in contrast the more mythical robes in 2017.
2. How do the setting and props shape our feelings about the scene? The
2014 version includes government-style set with microphones and
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meeting tables where as the 2017 version includes the golden halo style
design around Lear.

3. What is the effect of the chorus in both versions? The soldiers stood in a
circle in 2014 and the advisers flanking the king in 2017.

4. How do both directors use the stages they are performed to
help shape meaning? Lear is almost sat in the audience in 2014 in the
circular Olivier Theatre at the National, where Lear is sat above the
action with the audience either side in the new RSC.
5. What aspects of Lear’s character do Beale and Sher choose to
emphasise? Which one feels the most dangerous? The least rational?

Having compelted these questions, think about your studies of Romeo and
Juliet at GCSE. You will have probably watched some or all of both the Zefferelli
and Luhrman film adaptations of Romeo and Juliet. Zefferelli’s version is staged
in traditional costume and seeting whereas the Luhrman version features
modern dress and setting (Verona Beach in Los Angeles).
Key question: Can Shakespeare plays really be performed in modern dress
and settings? Does this engage new audiences with the play? Or does it risk
ignoring some of historical influences (e.g. power of kings in King Lear, the
power of fathers in Romeo and Juliet) that are crucial to the story?
Extension – King Lear
Read this article that explains how Shakespeare probably wrote King Lear
during a plague:
https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2020/mar/22/shakespeare-in-lockdowndid-he-write-king-lear-in-plague-quarantine
Watch the 2014 production of King Lear on the National Theatre’s streaming
service: https://www.dramaonlinelibrary.com/custombrowse?docid=nationalTheatreCollection
Username: CDSLTI
Password: IYINDJ
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A Streetcar Named Desire
In Y13, we will read Tennessee Williams’ A Streetcar Named Desire. While
written in 1947, it explores the effect of changes in the American South
that are still taking place today. Southern society was founded by
slaveowners who built mansions using the labour of slaves. Even after the
American Civil War and the end of slavery, Southern society remained
deeply unequal between the black and white populations. This society
also began to decline economically as the wealthy could no longer rely on
slave labour.
This play features a conflict between Blanche who arrives in the city of
New Orleans having lost her family’s
slave-built mansion – Belle Reve. Her
sister lives in the city in a small
apartment with her working-class
husband, Stanley Kowalski. In the
confined space of the apartment, the
conflict between the two characters
(and two versions of America)
escalates.
In the iconic 1951 film version of the play, Stanley is played by Marlon
Brando and Blanche is played by Vivien Leigh. As you watch the clip of the
character’s first conversation, makes notes about how the director has
emphasised the differences between the two characters. You could begin
by thinking about clothing/costume:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V6TrgQxf3lk

Extension – A Streetcar Named Desire:
Watch the Old Vic’s version of A Streetcar Named Desire on version the
National Theatre’s collection. It features Gillian Anderson (Sex Education, X
Files) as Blanche. https://www.dramaonlinelibrary.com/custombrowse?docid=nationalTheatreCollection Username: CDSLTI, Password: IYINDJ
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Non-Examined Assessment and Independent Reading Recommended Reads
Throughout Y12, you will be expected to read novels
from the course’s suggested wider reading list.
These books have been chosen for two reasons:
1. Because each has links of theme and language with
King Lear. It is likely that you choose one of the texts you
have read as your second text to compare with King Lear
for your NEA.
2. The books have also been selected to support you in your study of your set
texts and to prepare you for parts of the Y13 exam.
We have also selected books teachers enjoy and know well so we can discuss
them with you in lesson time. Beginning this week and throughout this
summer, try to read at least one of the novels from the lists on the next
pages and create a brief summary in the box below:
Chosen
text:

Key Events and Characters
What happens in the novel and
to whom?

Themes and Big Ideas
What did you learn from the
novel? What does it teach us
about life?

It might be that you end up choosing this text for your coursework! Be
prepared to talk about your summer reading at the start of the course in
September.
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Early Twentieth Century
Tender is the Night by F.Scott Fitzgerald
Brideshead Revisited by Evelyn Waugh
My Cousin Rachel by Daphne du Maurier
Mrs Dalloway by Virginia Woolf
To Kill a Mocking Bird by Harper Lee
The Catcher in the Rye by J.D.Salinger
The Grapes of Wrath by John Steinbeck
Breakfast at Tiffany’s by Truman Capote
Brave New World by Aldous Huxley
Lady Chatterley’s Lover by D.H.Lawrence
1984 by George Orwell
The Age of Innocence by Edith Wharton
Where Angels Fear to Tread by E.M.Forster
Gone With the Wind by Margaret Mitchell
There Eyes Were Watching God by Zola Neale Hurston

Victorian/ Gothic (*contemporary novels set in the Victorian era)
The Mysteries of Udolpho by Ann Radcliffe
Northanger Abbey by Jane Austen
Dracula by Bram Stoker
Frankenstein by Mary Shelley
The Woman in White by Wilkie Collins
Bleak House by Charles Dickens
North and South by Elizabeth Gaskell
The Tenant of Wildfell Hall by Anne Bronte
The Blood of the Vampire by Florence Maryatt
The Picture of Dorian Gray by Oscar Wilde
The Crimson Petal and the White by Michel Faber*
Lady’s Maid by Margaret Forster*
The Bloody Chamber by Angela Carter*
Fingersmith by Sarah Waters*
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Post 1945
Half of a Yellow Sun by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie
A Clockwork Orange by Anthony Burgess
White Teeth by Zadie Smith
Wide Sargasso Sea by Jean Rhys
The Miniaturist by Jessie Burton
A Thousand Splendid Suns by Khaled Hosseini
Harvest by Jim Crace
Never Let Me Go by Kazuo Ishiguru
Trumpet by Jackie Kay
Enduring Love by Ian McEwan
Hotel World by Ali Smith
Homefire by Kamila Shamsie
We Have Always Lived in The Castle by Shirley Jackson.
The Talented Mr. Ripley by Patricia Highsmith
The Bell Jar by Sylvia Plath
The Power by Naomi Alderman
Catch 22 by Joseph Heller
Wasp Factory by Ian Banks
Beloved by Toni Morrison
White Teeth by Zadie Smith
Lolita by Victor Nabokov
Invisible Man by Ralph Ellison
Salvage the Bones by Jesmyn Ward

Extension – Wider Reading
You could create a book review for the novel you read. This review of would be
a good style guide https://vickywhoreads.wordpress.com/2019/08/17/colorme-in-by-natasha-diaz-an-honest-coming-of-age-story-of-a-white-passing-teen
If you do complete a review, please send it to me
sheppardd@meadowhead.sheffield.sch.uk
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