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Introduction

gCse english literature for AQA
The reformed specification for English Literature is designed to 
encourage the reading of ‘a wide range of classic literature’, both 
contemporary works and those from the literary heritage. Students will 
be tested on their responses to a Shakespeare play, a nineteenth-
century novel, modern prose or drama, and the comparison of 15 
studied poems as well as the comparison of two unseen poems. In this 
book we hope to assist students and teachers to meet the challenges of 
the poetry section of the examination and offer candidates the 
opportunity to achieve at the highest possible level.

Assessment objectives
There are four Assessment Objectives, common to all examination 
boards, which are as follows:

AO1 Read, understand and respond to texts.
Students should be able to:
•	Maintain	a	critical	style	and	develop	an	informed	personal	response
•	Use	textual	references,	including	quotations,	to	support	and	illustrate	interpretations

35–40%

AO2 Analyse	the	language,	form	and	structure	used	by	a	writer	to	create	meanings	and	
effects,	using	relevant	subject	terminology	where	appropriate

40–45%

AO3 Show	understanding	of	the	relationship	between	texts	and	the	contexts	in	which	they	
were	written

15–20%

AO4 Use	a	range	of	vocabulary	and	sentence	structures	for	clarity,	purpose	and	effect,	with	
accurate	spelling	and	punctuation

5%

In each specification as a whole, 20–25% of the marks should require 
candidates to show the abilities described in AO1, AO2 and AO3 
through tasks which require them to make comparisons across texts. 
In the case of AQA GCSE English Literature, this requirement to 
compare will be assessed on the Poetry Section of Paper 2. You should 
note that AO4 (Spelling, Punctuation and Grammar) is not assessed on 
either of the Poetry sections of Paper 2.

About the exam
Paper 2 will involve the comparison of poems from the AQA Anthology, 
a comparison of two unseen poems, and a response to fiction or drama 
from the British Isles from 1914 onwards. The paper will be 2 hours 
and 15 minutes in length which means you should spend 
approximately 45 minutes on each of the 3 sections. 

The poetry sections are Section B and Section C.
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section B – The Anthology
The question that you must attempt in this section is based on your 
study of the AQA poetry Anthology ‘Poems past and present’ which 
consists of two clusters of 15 poems written between 1789 and the 
present day. 

The 15 poems in each cluster are linked by theme. Cluster 1’s theme is 
‘Power and Conflict’ and Cluster 2’s theme is ‘Love and Relationships’. 
There will be one question on each cluster. Remember: you only need 
to answer one question on one of the two clusters.

This question is worth a total of 30 marks.

What you have to do

No matter which of the two clusters you have studied, the question 
lay-out is the same. A list of all the poems in the cluster will be printed 
for you as a useful reminder of your possible choices. The question will 
ask you to compare a named poem, which will be printed for you, with 
another poem of your choice from the same cluster.

Obviously, this means that you must have a really good working 
knowledge of all the poems in your chosen cluster. Don’t worry – this 
book will help you to do just that!

Here are two examples of typical questions from Section B:

l	 Compare the ways poets present ideas about conflict in ‘Bayonet 
Charge’ and in one other poem from ‘Power and Conflict’.

l	 Compare the ways poets present attitudes to love in ‘The Farmer’s 
Bride’ and in one other poem from ‘Love and Relationships’.

As you can see, the ability to compare is a key element of these 
questions but don’t worry – this book will show you how to write a 
great comparison essay!

section C – The Unseens
This section of the examination tests your ability to read, understand 
and compare two poems which you probably will not have seen before. 
The two poems will be linked by theme: for example they might both 
be about school, family, animals, growing up, etc.

This question is worth a total of 32 marks.

What you have to do

The Unseen section has a slightly different question format from 
Section B.

There are two questions to answer and you must answer them both. 

Question 1 refers to the first of the two printed poems and requires you 
to write about the feelings and/or attitudes and/or ideas in the poem 
and how they are presented by the poet. This question is worth 24 
marks.
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Question 2 refers to both of the printed poems and requires you to 
write about the similarities and differences between the ways the poets 
present their ideas/feelings/attitudes in the two poems. This question 
is worth 8 marks.

All this might sound a little daunting but don’t worry – this book will 
show you how to write a great unseen response!

Mark schemes

There are three mark schemes for the two poetry sections. 

The mark scheme for Section B (The Anthology) is divided into 6 levels, 
as is the mark scheme for Section C (The Unseen) Question 1. 

The mark scheme for Section C (The Unseen) Question 2 is divided into 
4 levels. 

A ‘student-friendly’ version of the mark scheme is available on Digital 
Learning. AQA mark schemes are worth reading to give you an idea of 
the sort of things your examiner will be looking for. These are available 
on the AQA website.

3



‘When We Two Parted’ by Lord Byron

Cluster 1: 
love and  

Relationships ‘In secret we met –
In silence I grieve’

The poem was first published in 1816. The poet writes about a love 
affair that has ended.

First impressions
The poem directly addresses the ‘other’ person in the relationship. 

 1 Read Verse 1. Choose four or five words from the poem that provide 
clues about the poet’s state of mind.

 2 Now read the rest of the poem.

l Verse 2: what does the poet feel ‘now’?
l Verse 3: what might the poet not be able to ‘tell’?
l	 Verse 4: what does the poet seem to be most  

upset about?
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 2 When you have completed your list of questions, look back through 
the poem and speculate about the kind of events that might have 
occurred to give rise to the feelings that the poet expresses. 

 Consider:
a) What might have happened to make the poet remember and 

re-live his emotions and recollections of the first parting?
b) Who might ‘They’ be – mentioned twice in Verse 3? 
c) Why might the poet decide to continue to ‘grieve’ in silence? 
d) What seems to upset the writer most about what has happened?

exploring the detail
The poem explores the poet’s feelings about an affair that has turned 
out badly. Part of the poem’s success is in the way that the writer 
conveys his feelings using a strict poetic structure, tightly controlled 
rhyme and metre, and repetition of certain key words and phrases. Use 
these questions and prompts to identify, and develop your 
understanding of how these features add to the poem’s effect on the 
reader. 

When we two parted
In silence and tears, 

What happened between them?

Half broken hearted

Why only ‘half’ broken?

To sever for years,

What happened to split them up?

Pale grew thy cheek and cold,

Does this suggest that the parting then was just 
sad, or had the affair cooled?

Colder thy kiss;
Truly that hour foretold 
Sorrow to this.

What’s happened now to bring back the sorrow?

look a little closer
 1 ‘When We Two Parted’ is a poem that doesn’t directly reveal all of 

its secrets. As you read through the poem, note down questions 
that the poem raises. For example, here is how one student 
annotated Verse 1:

Key vocab
foretold – told about 

before it takes place, 
prophesied

knell – sound of a bell, 
especially a bell rung at 
a funeral

rue – repent, wish 
something had never 
happened, feel 
dejected and sad

5
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 1 Read the poem aloud several times. 

l	 As you read, think about where the stresses fall on the words. 
For example, in the opening lines of Verse 1, you could read it by 
stressing the following words (shown in bold): 

When we two parted
In silence and tears,
half broken hearted
To sever for years,

l	 Note that the stresses often fall on words that build up a picture 
of the poet’s feelings towards his long lost love. List these words 
or highlight them on a copy of the poem. 

 2 Find all the examples of words that convey cold or lack of life or 
colour. What do these suggest to you about the kind of feelings that 
the poet has?

 3 The poem hinges on reflections about ‘then’ and now’. Find three 
examples from the poem where ‘then’ and ‘now’ are set in direct 
contrast to each other. 

 4 Consider the following examples of repetition. For each, explain its 
effect on the reader:

l cold/colder (Verse 1)
l fame/name/shame/name (Verses 2 and 3)
l knew thee/knew thee too well (Verse 3)
l Long, long (Verse 3, and a third repeat of ‘long’ in the final verse)
l In secret we met – /In silence I grieve (Verse 4)
l Silence and tears (Verses 1 and 4).

 5 Now read the poem aloud again in two different ways:

l In a tone of sadness and sorrow that your love has grown cold 
towards you and is involved with another person.

l In a tone of increasing bitterness and anger about the ending of 
the affair and what the previous lover is now up to.

 As you do this, think particularly about how you might read/say 
the following lines:

 Thy vows are all broken
 And light is thy fame;

 A shudder comes o’er me – 
 Why wert thou so dear?

 How should I greet thee? –
 With silence and tears.

l	 Which ‘reading’ do you now consider to best convey the range of 
emotions that the poem expresses? 
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Select one of the following. You should use your knowledge and 
understanding of the poem to provide a detailed written answer, and use 
quotations from the poem to provide evidence for your views. 

1 The poem ‘When We Two Parted’ shows the poet’s feelings linked to 
the break-up of a love affair. Show, by close reference to the poem, how 
you interpret the nature of the feelings expressed. 

2 Write a detailed commentary on the poem, drawing out both what the 
poem reveals about the poet’s feelings, what is hinted at about what 
happened, and explaining how the form and use of poetic devices 
create your understanding and interpretation. 

3 Sad and sorrowful, or angry, self-centred ex-lover? Which of these 
descriptions best fit the persona of the writer of ‘When We Two Parted?’

Tasks

Key features

l Formal structure: four verses, each made up of two quatrains, with a 
regular rhyme scheme and careful use of metrical stresses to 
emphasise certain words and ideas

l Direct speaking voice, addressed to a second person who has no 
reply

l Contrasts between a time ‘then’ and the time ‘now’

l Bleak, sorrowful or angry tone, with many references to parting, 
breaking and the death of a relationship
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Key themes

•	 Failure	of	a	relationship
•	 Loss	and	parting

Compare with
n	 ‘Neutral Tones’
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‘Love’s Philosophy’ by Percy Bysshe Shelley

‘Nothing in the 
world is single,’

The poem was first published in 1820, and was written by one of the 
most famous English poets of the Romantic period (late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries). Romanticism favoured intuition over 
reason, individuals and the personal over the state, and saw meaning 
in and drew inspiration from the natural world. Poets and artists of this 
period believed in the creation of art by being responsive to feeling and 
emotion.

First impressions
‘Philosophy’ is the practice of seeking wisdom or knowledge about the 
nature of reality, attempting to understand why things are the way 
they are. Now, complete the following:

 1 Notice how Verse 1 starts with a series of five clear ‘assertions’ 
– statements written as if they were facts that can’t be challenged 
or denied. 

a) On a copy of the poem, underline or highlight each assertion. 
b) Sum up the main point that the poet is making in Verse 1.

 2 Why do you think the poet ends each verse with a question?

8



look a little closer
 1 Read the poem again. 

 2 Look to the end of Verse 1. Who is the poet addressing?

 3 Make a list of all the language features that are similar in the two 
verses of the poem. 

 4 Look at how the poet changes the order of ‘I’ and ‘thine’ in the last 
line of Verse 1 with ‘thou’ and ‘me’ in the final line of Verse 2. 
Explain how this use of words cleverly adds to the impact of 
the poem. 

 5 Why might the poet have used the phrase ‘All things by a law 
divine’ in Verse 1?

exploring the detail
In what is quite a simple, short poem, Shelley uses some very effective 
techniques that add to its impact. Annotate a copy of the poem, using 
the following questions and prompts:

 1 Highlight every reference to a feature of the natural world. For 
each, identify how Shelley uses personification to indicate how 
these aspects of nature behave or act.

 2 The poem is full of repeated words or ideas. Annotate your copy 
to show:

l ideas of mixing or joining together in Verse 1
l kissing or physical intimacy in Verse 2.

 What is the effect of these repeated words and phrases?

 3 Investigate the way the poem uses differences in the rhythm of 
words and phrases – the metrical pattern of each line – to 
emphasise an idea.

 Look for, highlight and comment on the effect of the:
l repetition of ‘and ‘
l five monosyllables in the last line of Verse 1; 12 monosyllables in 

the final two lines of Verse 2
l rhetorical questions
l repetition of ‘sweet’. Which of these connotations of ‘sweet’ 

seems to best fit the way the word is used in the poem?

 attractive; charming; sugary; fresh; pleasurable; beautiful; 
harmonious

 4 Look closely at the use of punctuation at the end of lines. Read the 
poem aloud and experiment with the pace and emphasis that you 
give to each line, paying close attention to the punctuation marks. 
Look in particular at the use of the hyphen (–) towards the end of 
each verse. What does this suggest about how to read these 
final lines? 

Key vocab
fountains – used here to 

refer to a water spring 
that is the source of a 
stream or river

disdain – scorn or 
contempt; to look 
down, unfavourably, on 
another

9

Cluster 1: Love and Relationships



ZZZZZZZZZ
Z

ZZZZZZZZZ
Z

ZZZZZZZZZ
Z

ZZZZZZZZZ
Z

ZZZZZZZZZ
Z

ZZZZZZZZZ
Z

ZZZZZZZZZ
Z

ZZZZZZZZZ
Z

ZZZZZZZZZ
Z

ZZZZZZZZZ
Z

ZZZZZZZZZ
Z

ZZZZZZZZZ
Z

ZZZZZZZZZ
Z

1 How	is	the	idea	of	‘love’	presented	in	‘Love’s	Philosophy’?	
2 Show how the poem uses logic, reason and a range of carefully 

controlled poetic devices to present this view. 

Tasks

Key features

l An argument presented in verse form

l Assertions about the natural world followed by a rhetorical question

l Use of personification and repetition to reinforce the main idea

l Changes to the rhythm of lines to drive the argument forwards
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Key themes

•	 Human	love	and	sexuality	are	part	of	the	natural	scheme	of	things.
•	 Poetry	can	win	another’s	affections.

Compare with
n	 ‘Sonnet 29 – 

‘I think of thee!’’

10



Cluster 1: Love and Relationships

‘Porphyria’s Lover’ by Robert Browning

‘That moment she was mine, mine, fair,
Perfectly pure and good:’

This poem was written in 1836. It is a dramatic monologue, in which a 
character, or ‘persona’, speaks to a silent listener. Browning was 
interested in exploring the minds of people who had an unusual or 
abnormal psychology in his dramatic monologues.

First impressions
 1 Think about the phrase ‘dramatic monologue’. What do the two 

words suggest to you?

 2 Read the poem through as far as the line: ‘Murmuring how she 
loved me –’

 Make brief notes that record the: 
l setting
l characters 
l mood or atmosphere – and any changes you notice in this.

 3 Read on to the end of the poem. 

l Identify the point at which the most significant action occurs.
l What does the speaker do following this?
l What does he think about what he has done? Find and highlight 

lines from the poem that indicate that he: 
a) is pleased with his actions
b) thinks Porphyria is happy with his actions.

 4 Invent a new title for the poem that conveys your initial idea of its 
main theme.

11



look a little closer
 1 On a copy of the poem, divide it into five sections as follows:

a) From the beginning to ‘ heart fit to break’
b) From ‘When glided in Porphyria’ to ‘And called me.’
c) From ‘When no voice replied’ to ‘and all in vain:’
d) From ‘So, she was come through wind and rain.’ to ‘And 

strangled her.’ 
e) From ‘No pain felt she;’ to the end of the poem

 For each section, write a series of detailed stage directions, 
summing up where the scene takes place, the mood or atmosphere 
created, and describing the main action. For example you might 
start with start with:

A man sits quite still, alone in a cold room in a cottage. Sound of rain 
and wind.

 2 To be a dramatic monologue:

l The poem must have a speaker and a silent listener. 
l The reader often recognises that there is a gap between what 

that speaker says and what he or she actually reveals. 

 Focus on what the poem reveals about the state of mind of the 
‘lover’ – what he thinks, and what he believes. 

 Record your ideas and impressions as shown below:

The lover’s actual words What this reveals 

I	listened	with	heart	fit	to	break He is desperately unhappy, or depressed by something.

Be	sure	I	looked	up	at	her	eyes/Happy	and	proud

That	moment	she	was	mine,	mine,

I	am	quite	sure	she	felt	no	pain

The	smiling	little	rosy	head,/So	glad	it	has	its	
utmost	will

And	yet	God	has	not	said	a	word!

 3 One student, commenting on the poem, wrote:
I have noticed that what happens when Porphyria arrives at the 
cottage is repeated, but in reverse, towards the end of the poem. I 
can’t work out what this is meant to show.

l Look at the descriptions of what Porphyria does with her lover … 
and then at his actions after he’s killed her. 

l What is unusual about the way her actions are described?
l Explain what this student means by saying the actions happen 

‘in reverse, towards the end of the poem’. 

Key vocab
Porphyria – The woman 

in the poem is named 
after a disease called 
Porphyria. It is a rare 
type of disease where 
there is a problem with 
the production of haem 
(a substance that 
makes up haemoglobin 
in our blood) within the 
body which can result 
in include abdominal 
pain, and problems 
with the nervous 
system and mental 
health.

vex – to annoy or anger

dissever – to divide or 
break away

12



exploring the detail
Look in detail at how the poem has been constructed. 

 1 It has a regular rhyme scheme in five-line ‘chunks’. 

l Mark this on your copy of the poem for the first two five-line 
chunks. 

 2 Each line is also written in a regular rhythm, using the iambic 
pentameter form.

l Read the first five lines aloud, and show how the stress falls in a 
regular pattern of five stresses.

l Why has the poet used the phrase ‘early in’ as opposed to the 
more usual construction ‘in early’?

 3 Highlight all examples of the use of ‘and’. Explain the effect of the 
repeated use of the conjunction ‘and’. What might this reveal about 
the emotional state of mind of the murderer? 

 4 What is the effect of the repeated references to ‘yellow hair’ in the 
opening 20 lines of the poem? 

 5 Re-read the section that describes the actual murder, from: ‘While I 
debated what to do.’ to ‘And strangled her.’ 

l How would you describe the rhythm and tone of these lines? 

 6 The form and structure of the poem creates a controlled, measured 
‘feel’. 

l What does this suggest to you about the state of mind of the 
persona – the man who has just taken his lover’s life by 
strangling her with her hair?

 7 The poem is an account, in the form of a murderer’s confession. It 
is not so much a ‘whodunit’ as a ‘why did he do it?’ As the 
murderer tells his story, we can start to piece together what 
motivated him. 

 Search through the poem for clues as to what prompted him to kill 
Porpyhria. Find and annotate with a brief note of explanation, lines 
that could reveal that he:
l is passive and doesn’t respond to Porphyria’s affections
l is upset that she hasn’t been willing to give herself to him fully
l sees Porphyria as a person to be owned or possessed
l thinks Porphyria is seriously ill 
l is doing the right thing in taking her life and feels no guilt
l believes she is happy that she has been murdered
l enjoys the outcome of his actions.

 8 Pull together all of the ‘evidence’ that you have gathered from the 
poem so far, and write a short paragraph in which you explain 
what, in your judgement, motivated the man to murder his loved 
one. In particular, explain why you think he decides to kill 
Porphyria at that exact moment. 

13
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1	 ‘Porphyria’s	Lover’	is	a	poem	that	reveals	the	mind	of	a	murderer.	
 Write a detailed analysis of the poem, showing what we learn about the 

psychology of the killer, and commenting on how the poem’s form, 
structure and use of language contribute to the creation of character.

 Task

Key features

l Dramatic monologue 

l Regular form using a patterned rhyme scheme and iambic 
pentameters 

l Reveals more about the main character than is actually said in the 
poem

l Description of weather and internal features in the cottage to create 
atmosphere and reveal a character’s mood
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Key themes

•	 How	‘love’	can	be	poisonous	and	destructive
•	 How	women	are	portrayed	in	Victorian	literature

Compare with
n	 ‘The Farmers’ 

Bride’
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Sonnet 29 – ‘I think of thee!’ by Elizabeth 
Barrett Browning

‘I will not have my thoughts 
instead of thee’

This is one of 44 sonnets in a collection entitled Sonnets from the 
Portuguese, which was published in 1850 but written some years earlier 
during Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s courtship and subsequent 
marriage to Robert Browning. The poems were originally personal and 
intended only for Robert Browning’s eyes; subsequently, he persuaded 
Elizabeth Barrett Browning to publish them.

First impressions
 1 Read the poem twice, the second time slowly, pausing after the 

fourth, eighth and last lines.

 2 Write down your immediate impressions of who:

l the speaking voice is
l the poem is addressed to.

 3 Select two of the following phrases which best describe the kind of 
love that is expressed in the poem:

 unfulfilled love romantic love sisterly love passionate love 
one-way love unhappy love broken love distant love

 Choose a phrase or line from the poem to justify your choice.

Key vocab
insphere – encircle
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look a little closer
 1 On a copy of the poem, highlight in different colours all of the 

words and phrases that relate to:

l wild vines
l trees

 What does each image represent? 
 Explain why the poet decided to use these images.

 2 Because of the ‘rules’ followed by a sonnet writer, we can divide the 
poem into three sections. For each ’section’ summarise the main 
ideas that the poet expresses, and select two quotations that 
conveys this clearly. The first has been started for you.

Section Main ideas Key quotations

First	quatrain	(four	lines)	from:	‘I	
think	of	thee!	–’	to	‘hides	the	
wood.’

My thoughts of you, like a vine, 
grow and twist upwards.

‘my thoughts do twine and bud’

Second	quatrain	from	‘Yet,’	to	
‘strong	tree	should,’

Final	‘sestet’	of	six	lines	from	
‘Rustle	thy	boughs’	to	‘too	near	
thee.’

exploring the detail
 1 On a copy of the poem, highlight every instance of the word ‘thee’. 

l What does this tell us about the nature of the poet’s thought 
processes?

l What is the effect of the continual use throughout the poem of 
words that rhyme with ‘thee’?

l Think carefully about the line: ‘I will not have my thoughts 
instead of thee’.

 How do you interpret what the poet is expressing about the 
relationship between what she thinks and what she wants?

 2 Return to the two extended metaphors of a vine and a tree, 
examples of which you have highlighted on a copy of the poem. 
Explore possible interpretations of what these metaphors reveal 
about the nature of romantic love between a woman and a man, as 
seen by the poet.

 3 Re-read the final three lines closely. The poet starts with ‘Because’ 
as she intends to convey a complex, elusive idea about why she no 
longer wants to think of her love. Write a paragraph to show your 
understanding of what she attempts to express. 

 4 How might the structure of the poem ‘mirror’ or ‘act out’ what it is 
that the poet wants to happen? 

H i n t
At the start of the 
poem the poet is not 
with her love … he is 
absent.
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1 In ‘I think of thee!’, the poet describes her ‘deep joy’. Show, by making 
detailed reference to the form of the poem, and its use of imagery and 
rhythm, how the poet conveys a powerful sense of romantic love.

2 Write	an	analysis	of	the	poem	in	which	you	explore	how	a	Victorian	
reader and a twenty-first century reader might view the way that love is 
portrayed differently.

Tasks

Key features

l Written in the classic sonnet form, made up of 14 lines in two groups 
of four, followed by two groups of three, with a regular rhyming 
pattern

l Repetition of key words and ideas

l Vivid imagery from the natural world
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Key themes

•	 How	absence	and	anticipation	can	strengthen	feelings	of	love
•	 The	nature	of	the	relationship	between	wife	and	husband
•	 Victorian	attitudes	to	romantic	love
•	 Is	there	a	difference	between	female	and	male	romantic	love?	

Compare with
n ‘Love’s 

Philosophy’

n	 ‘Before You Were 
Mine’ 
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