2011 HSC Paper 2 Module A Advanced: Comparative Study of Texts and Contexts

Elective 1: Exploring Connections

In what ways does a comparative study accentuate the distinctive contexts of Donne’s poetry and W;t?

Sample response: Drama and poetry
Prescribed texts: 
W;t, Margaret Edson, 2000




John Donne’s Selected Poetry, 16th-17th Century

	Immediately responds to the word context in the question and starts the comparative study
	John Donne’s influence may not be as great as Shakespeare but he occupies an important place in the canon of English Literature. His ideas are very much framed by his personal and historical contexts which means that he is not as readily translated into modern forms and yet Margaret Edson has managed to take the strongly religious ideas of Donne’s poetry and even his metaphysical conceits and translate these into the secular world. Professor Vivian Bearing, a “scholar of seventeenth century poetry” and a patient in the terminal stages of cancer, provides the bridge between Donne’s intensely personal and spiritual writing, and the impersonal world of the modern hospital cancer ward. 



	Explores the metaphysical in W;t using Donne as a springboard

Uses detailed evidence from the play in the form of quotes and explanation
	As a clergyman, Donne’s engagement with the spiritual was to be expected but his poetry is also part of the tradition of what later became known as the metaphysical poets, poets who went beyond (meta) the physical, engaging with the big ideas about the meaning of life. Metaphysical poets broke through the constraints of contemporary poetic conventions to produce something original, full of wit. Edson’t title W;t alludes to the metaphysical poets both verbally and visually through the word itself and the inclusion of the semi-colon, respectively. The semi-colon becomes a clever conceit, in the style of the metaphysical poets, suggesting the moment between life and death when the breath is hard to draw, appropriate for a play on death. 
Edson’s titular word play does not stop here. The importance of the punctuation becomes a discussion between Vivian and her teacher, Professor E.M. Ashford, in a moment of flashback to the innocence of Vivian’s student days. Punctuation is not “an insignificant detail” but operates semiotically as a visual sign of the “barriers separating life, death, and eternal life.” The exaggerated italicized description of the personification of the punctuation as “hysterical” becomes a source of humour as E.M. expounds it: “And Death – capital D – shall be no more – semi-colon! ” but it also self-reflexively and critically alludes to the title of the play. For E. M., the pretension of the semi-colon is best abandoned for the comma, a pause that shows “Nothing but a breath – a comma – separates life from life everlasting.” Still misunderstanding, Vivian sees this as “wit” which E. M. reinterprets as “the truth”. This memory of a pivotal moment of learning when Vivian realises that she needs to change her direction is not just about revealing her past but also acts as a parallel to the story that unfolds. Just as E.M. Ashford intervened and guided Vivian to understanding, now at the final moments of her life she needs new guidance and this, comes not from the educated Kelekian or his assistant Jason Posner, but in the humble nurse, Susie, who is able to show true compassion and humanity. 

   

	Links with the last paragraph through the words humble and humility 

Selects from a range of Donne’s poems to show that humility is a repeated theme

All poems are referenced

Ends paragraph as it starts with a comparison of the two texts
	Humility is a central focus of Donne’s poetry and of the play. Vivian’s pride verges on arrogance about her position and her mastery of the complexity of Donne’s poetry, something she shares with Jason Posner whose aim was to “get an A in the three hardest courses on campus” but throughout the play she has to learn the act of humility. Ironically, she has failed to grasp the message of many of Donne’s poems. In Sonnet IX “If Poysonous minerals” it is not for man to assume knowledge and “dare dispute with Thee (God)”; in “The Sunne Rising” Death is an equaller where even kings find "All here in one bed lay" and in Sonnet VII “At the Round Earth's Imagined Corners” it is on earth, “Here on this lowly ground”, that one learns how to repent and receive God’s pardon. Even Death is subject to God and Donne chastises Death in Sonnet X “Death, be not proud” placing Death on the level of man as “slave to Fate, chance, kings, and desperate men” against the grace of God with whom “we wake eternally”. All of humankind is collected in the plural first person pronoun, “we”, as Donne tells us it is only through humility that redemption can happen and one can be “purged of evil” able to “leave the world, the flesh, the devil.” Donne’s triad of “world … flesh … devil” is diametically opposed to the goodness of the Trinity and represents the places where evil resides. Vivian personifies this triad and has to face the humiliation of the body, “her stomach uncovered” in a secular world and she has to reject pride which aligns her with the devil in order to achieve true redemption. 



	The literal level of connection from one context to another is explored focusing on setting

There is a constant contrast from one text to another


	The setting of Edson’s play is in many ways a literal translation of Donne’s poetry into a modern world. The metaphor of “my play’s last scene” (Holy Sonnet VI) becomes a play; the “physicians” who “by their love are grown / Cosmographers” (“Hymn to God, My God In my Sickness”) are the doctors for whom research is more important than the person; and “I their map, who lie / Flat on this bed” is Vivian who becomes an object of research as she lies in her hospital bed. Like Donne, Edson sees that mending the body is not sufficient; in fact, it is an arrogant act of pride against god. At the moment of death, it is the spirit that needs to be considered. A common act of humanity such as the hand extended by Susie just before the “Grand Rounds”, eventually takes Vivian more effectively closer to her moment of resurrection. Vivian compares the “Grand Rounds” of the student doctors to her dissection of a book. While an assessment of her condition is delivered in the jargon of the medical profession, she admits that “Once I did the teaching, now I am taught”, but she does not accept this humbly, offering an assessment of the doctor’s talk as “Excellent command of details.” At this stage she is complicit with the doctors, observing them as fellow academics, submitting to them as experts and sharing with Kelekian a belief that there is a “correct answer”. 

	The meta-theatrical elements of the play are considered, with some quotations appearing in brackets as evidence but not breaking the rhythm of the sentence
	By the end of the play, the promises made in the self-conscious opening where Vivian directly addresses the audience, as if giving a lecture, are achieved and Vivian leaves the play quietly as a soul “naked and beautiful, reaching for the light”, while the code team accepts they cannot revive her. Between the beginning and the end, Vivien has changed from the one who directs the drama (in which irony “will necessarily be deployed to great effect”) but feels controlled (“I was dismayed to discover the play would contain elements of … humour”), to the one who chooses to leave and takes control. She foreshadows the existence of her two selves, the physical and the spiritual, when she flippantly says, “I am waiting for the moment when someone asks me this question and I am dead. I’m a little sorry I’ll miss that.”  Ironically, it is the everyday person, Susie the nurse, without any knowledge of Donne, who has offered her salvation through her gentle caring manner, her sharing of the popsicle and her final angry insistence that “patient is no code”. 



	The topic sentence refers to the language of the last sentence in the previous paragraph and leads into a discussion on 

the way the  beginning and the end frame the play

A close reading of Donne offers some balance to the discussion while still maintaining the contrast
	The harsh secular language of the play, particularly in the final scene, stands in sharp contrast to the beauty of Donne’s words. Donne sees life as a journey towards eternal salvation and includes himself in all the travellers with the first person pronoun. In Holy Sonnet VI he describes death as “My pilgrimage’s last mile” this “last pace”, “My span’s last inch”, “my minute’s latest point”. The repetition of “last” suggests two things: it reminds us of the teleogical nature of life and in its repetition also suggests a longing to cling to life and a reluctance to leave the earth, which are further reinforced by the contrasting adverbs that describe the way he approaches death: “idly yet quickly run”. The same contrast comes in the description of death as a moment of “sleep” which also brings fear that “shakes my every joint”. Man has no say when “heavens appoint” the end. Death is seen as a consuming “gluttonous” being but finally, in leaving the body, one is “purged of evil.” The poem shows the difficulty of leaving the world but also the glory that follows when the call to death is accepted. Vivian’s courage as she submits to the dangerous treatment for her condition shows her reluctance to answer the call of death but with Susie’s help she learns to accept and to prepare for death. She ultimately achieves a state of innocence, like the bunnies in the final story that is read to her by E.M. Like Hamlet, she stops looking for answers and allows “flights of angels” to sing her to her rest. 



	A summary of the connections is made explicit bringing together all the elements of the response and moving towards a conclusion.
	So it can be seen that the play W;t connects obviously with the poetry of Donne through explicit references. Vivien is a scholar of Donne, she quotes Donne, explicitly drawing our attention to the poetry and she is in a situation between life and death similar to that drawn by Donne in his poems. However, to dismiss the connections in this superficial way fails to grasp the depth of interdependence of the two texts and also the constant shifting of meaning as the play develops its themes. The play is consciously set against the poetry, addressing a modern secular audience who understand the battle of life and death in the physical sense but who don’t prescribe to the strongly held spiritual sensibilities of Donne. By using the poems to reflect on the meaning of life, the poems become transformed and reshaped for a contemporary audience. While the poems can be seen as a meditation on life and death, and a reminder of an absence in the secular world, the act of dissection, of interpretation, has led to less knowledge and not more. They have lost their impact because of the arrogance of scholars who think they have access to Donne’s spiritual world. The protagonist is a scholar of Donne who despite her thorough immersion in the poetry of Donne, down to the smallest detail of the punctuation, has not learnt the importance of relationships in overcoming the horror of death. Her self-inflicted isolation comes from her pride. Just as Death is urged not to be proud, so is Vivien. The play can therefore be seen as a lesson in humility. Vivien submits to physical examinations that degrade her; she loses the authority that her scholarship lent her. But through all the intrusive hospital procedures, through suffering she also shows courage. 



	A final comment using the playwright’s words  to reinforce the reading that has been offered and to link to question
	Despite the different contexts both texts deal with the transient nature of life. Whatever the skill of the physician, in the end, it is humility that is needed to face the final moments. As Margaret Edson when interviewed said, “The play is about redemption … Grace is the opportunity to experience God in spite of yourself, which is what Dr Bearing ultimately achieves,” and Donne’s poetry is the clue to salvation. 


PAGE  
1

