LITERATURE 4 TEXT BOOKLET
Text B

‘The Woman Who Almost Made It To The Moon’ by Jennifer Harrison was published in The
Australian Poetry Journal in 2018. Harrison is an Australian poet living in Melbourne, Victoria.

| wanted to see that strange light those scalloped rocks
and pristine human footprints | wanted to stand below
not above all others to feel the humble dream of space

in Moscow in 1960  the Russians were training women
and the NASA Life Sciences Committee was happy enough

to take us on for the Lovelace training’ 75 tests in the first week
they injected my ear with iced water until the ceiling spun

| guess you’d call that torture now but it was nothing then
Compared to the tilt table how it spun you around around

Until nausea made a maze of the examiners’ faces
| needed less oxygen per minute than the average astronaut

so maybe cost per pound we females should have been
the ones to go to fly that first silvery rocket
and in the isolation chamber well | floated
in a small dark swimming pool 10ft in diameter soundproofed
8-inch thick steel walls S0 many unbroken
hours | don’t know if | woke or slept  or if | outlasted the men
| was told | was top of the class and still my wings were token

' Lovelace’s Woman in Space Program was a privately-funded but short-lived project to test
female pilots for astronaut fitness in the early 1960s.

See next pagé
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Text B — Poetry

Jennifer Harrison — ‘The Woman Who Almost Made it to the
Moon’

Possible readings

There are many different readings that could be successfully presented of this poem. A
candidate could construct a reading based around a theme or idea in the text or by applying
alens.

One strategy would be to apply a gendered lens to the poem. A gendered reading might discuss
the different criteria by which society judged men and women or the oppositions suggested
by ideas of humility and success, freedom and entrapment, the scientific and the emotional
or the natural and constructed worlds. This gendered lens may also look at the feelings of
resignation that the female persona appears to have towards her disappointment and lack of
success despite being ‘top of the class’ and how this reflects the history of the place of women
in society. Her feelings that her ‘wings were token’ could contribute to a reading that explores
these ideas about the position of women in society. A feminist reading may focus more upon
the way society or the patriarchy operates to oppress or supress the aspirations of women.

Candidates might also read the poem as an exploration of the idea of space. This reading
might note the contrast with the poet’s description of ‘the humble dream of space’ and ideas
in society about space being unattainable or an extravagant dream. Other readings might look
at the nostalgic elements of the poem, oppositions created between hope and despair, to be
‘top of the class’ while wanting ‘to stand below not above all others’ and the joy the persona
found in the training despite it being ‘torture now’.

Close textual analysis

The title of a poem is often a good place to startin an analysis, it can be used to position a reader
or a framing device. The title of this poem is significant in that it could position a reader to have
a degree of sympathy for the persona at the outset, through the use of ‘almost’. The persona is
not named, and the title refers to her by her gender; she is constructed as a representation of
women rather than an individual. This could contribute to a gendered or feminist reading that
explores ideas about women in society and their place in the technological or scientific world.
The title also describes what the woman has failed to do rather than succeeded at. This could
also be used to further a gendered or feminist reading.

The use of the first person and a persona could be read as a tool to encourage empathy in a
reader or perhaps create a more personal story, ironic given the persona’s lack of identity. The
poem begins with ‘l wanted’ and ends with ‘I was told’ — this could be read as a removal of
agency and furthers the idea that a woman’s place in society is at odds with their aspirations
or desires.

Candidates could analyse the reasons and justifications given by the persona about the need

for women in the space program. The reasons are logical and reflect acumen: the ‘cost per
pound’ of women would be more economical because they ‘use less oxygen’ than men. She
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“also succeeds at the trials or ‘torture’, further reinforcing the logical assumption that women

should be in the space program. This logic, strength and reason could also be read as a rejection
or resistance to the stereotypical representation of women as weak or emotional, as seen in
the first stanza in the persona’s ‘dream of space’ and ‘strange light” which are much more
emotive terms. N

The disjointed structure and lack of punctuation in the poem may suggest a resistance to the
patriarchy and the dominant structure and presentation of the poetic form. It could also be
seen as a representation of the spinning, ‘nausea’ and ‘tilt’ that the persona had to endure as a
part of her training. The lack of clear structure may also be read as a representation of the lack
of logic and reasoning behind her exclusion from the program, or perhaps as an expression of
her stream of consciousness. This stream of consciousness may be something like the thoughts
experienced by the persona in the isolation tank for ‘so many unbroken / hours’,

The descriptions of the gruelling tasks and the tests that the persona had to undergo are notin
a negative way. She describes these events in a nostalgic and resigned manner, ‘l guess you'd
call that torture now  but it was nothing then’. The resignation is further demonstrated by
phrases such as ‘we...should have been / the ones to go’ and scepticism in ‘I was told | was top
of the class’ rather than she was top of the class.

The last lines of the poem are significant in the exploration of the ideas foregrounded in the
poem about the position of women in society and the space program. Despite being ‘top of
the class’, she finds that her ‘wings were token’. This line might be read as a demonstration of
the place of women in society and a voice for those that were oppressed or held back from
achieving the dreams.

Linguistic, stylistic and critical terminology

The typographical gaps and ‘space’ in the poem could be interpreted as representative of
space itself or the space left by the persona’s aspirations and ambition. They could also be
interpreted as an ideological space or gap left by the position of women in the space program.
When read aloud, as poetry is meant to be, it could lead to a disjointedness or a ‘stop start’
rhythm, a disruption in the natural order. Candidates could also explore these ideas.

Strong responses could discuss the use of enjambment and the ways in which it contributes to
the disjointed structure. It is not enough to merely identify the enjambment used in the poem;
a good response should discuss the ways it contributes to the meaning. For example, phrases
such as ‘but it was nothing then / compared to the tilt table’ contribute to the theme or idea
of a loss of equilibrium or internal confusion by being spread across two lines.

Candidates may also discuss language choices that the poet has made in order to explore ideas
in the poem. Terms like ‘spun’, ‘tilt’ or “floated’ all allude to a loss of equilibrium, the feeling
of being out of control or being in space. There is also a use of light and dark in the poem and
candidates may note the poem begins by discussing the persona’s hope as a ‘strange light’ and
ends with her floating in a ‘small dark swimming pool’ which could represent her aspirations
becoming stagnant in contrast to her hope in the first stanza.
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Contextual considerations

Candidates should consider closely the contextual information provided at the beginning of
the extract. Harrison published this poem in 2018, very recently, whereas the temporal setting
is in America during the 1960s. These two contexts have vastly different values and dominant
ideas. Strong candidates should be able to discuss this in the context of their reading.

Candidates may mention the poet’s gender and how that might contribute to the tacit
criticism and resistance of the patriarchy and treatment of women in the space program. Many
candidates were able to explore the idea of a revisionist expression of the 1960s experience.
That is, the experience of women during that time through the eyes of a contemporary poet.
Given that the poet is Australian and the space program was American, candidates may note
that the poem is likely a contemporary commentary on the events of the setting and thus may
represent an ideological comment on the position of women in American society at the time.
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Question 1 Text B: Sample response one

Gendered or feminist readings are a popular choice in the Close Reading section of the exam
but can be applied incorrectly. This candidate demonstrates a good understanding of a feminist
lens and has applied it effectively to the poem. The structure of this response is appropriate
and allows the candidate to develop a convincing interpretation of the poem. The candidate
also has a sound understanding of poetic techniques and is able to explain the effect of these
techniques on the ideas being conveyed. This response is a good example of a candidate that
has clear expression that has not used excessive jargon and complicated terms.

The lens through which a text is vead can influence
the wmeaning found within it Jennifer Harrison's
monologue poem ‘The Woman Who Almost Made Lt to
The Moo’ (2018), can be read through a feminist Llens
i order to highlight the plight of the female persona in
her seemingly patriarchal world. The first person polnt
of view enables an tntbmate tnstght bnto the experiences
of women tn the 1960s soclety, as the persona constructs
a warrative recounting her treatment tn the ‘Lovelace
Women in Space Program.” The retelling follows her
from beginning where she is hopeful, to the end, where
she realises that she has been objectified to create a
fagade of tnclusiveness for the academic sphere tn the
19¢0s. The feminist Llens allows readers to embrace her
femininity and sympathise with the female experience.

The cholce of a female persona, when read through a
feminist lens, can be tnterpreted to be a social statement
as Harrison gives avolcee towomen who lived inthe 19&0s,
particularly those who tried to establish themselves in
the academic sphere. The poenn begins with the unmnanmed
persona stating ‘I wanted to see that strange Light”. (n
starting off the poem this way, Harrison gives power to
the female persona by enabling her to express her hopes
and dreams. The application of a feminist Lens promotes
the Ldea that her voice Ls a form of power, through which
she can gain autonomy and control over the narrative.
Fhts—atso @Lv’cs votee—to This (s YCLVL‘[COVGEO( whewn the
persona states, ‘I wanted to stand below wot above all
others’. The repetition of ‘1| wanted’, when read through
a feminist lens, expresses the power of the woman as
she s afforded the choice tn her decisions. Harrison
glves power to women as she Lmplies that worrere %”‘5‘4
should take on the responsibility of making decistons
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This is a clear description of the lens
being applied as well as the reading
being made.

This introduction includes an
acknowledgement of context.

The candidate gives an indication of
the ideas that will be used to support
the reading.

This is an insightful interpretation of
the poem within its context and a
correct application of the feminist lens.

Here is a good example of a candidate
that understands a feminist lens can
be about power, rather than merely
discussing gender.
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which serve thelr own hopes and dreams, a sentlment
which disagrees which patriarchal values. The caveful
chotee of persona by Harrison can be vead as a feminist
statement, whew a reaott feminist reading strategy ig
applied as she gives power to the female volce.

Furthermore, the feminist reading strategy shines
Light upon the subsequent objectifleation of the persona,
as she is treated Like a commodity. It becomes apparent
that the persona ls nothing but a test subject to the
sclentists around her as she realises, “l guess yow'd call
that torture now”. Her treatment by the scientists tn
the program ultimately dehvumanises her as they fail
to treat her with dignity and itnstead torture’ her tn
the name of sclence. The direct address to the veader in
the word ‘you'd’ promotes a sywpathetic reading of the
persona as it creates a sense of ntlmacy. Again, she is
objectifled as she wotes, “so waybe, cost per round, we
females should have been the ones to go”. This reasoning,
takes away from the fact that fermates women shoulol
have been the ones to go because of their personal traits,
andl instead, suggests that women are only considered
as an economic factor. It also provmotes the Lodea that there
is a separation between men and women as either one or
the other must be chosen. A feminist lens highlights the
poor treatment of the persona tn the name of sclence, as
she is dehwmanised to become an object to those around
her.

Similarly, the feminist reading lens highlights
the ldea that there (s a competition between men and
woneen, and a consequential divide between them. This
sentiment contradicts the feminist values of unity
and equality between the sexes, which s why it becomes
signifleant when a feminist lens Ls applied. This first
conmes to Light whew the persona states “( don't kinow... if
Loutlasted the men'. The binary distinction between ',
representing all the females in the program and ‘wen,
lndlicates wnrest between the two groups. The persona
ls concerned with outlasting all the men, rvather than
simply outlasting everyone. A feminist lens enables
readers to have an understanding of why the persona
feels this way. This reading strategy promotes the Loea
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This is a good discussion of the use of
the poetic technique of persona.

Strong responses will include clear
topic sentences that reinforce the
reading/thesis and make the topic
of the paragraph clear to a marker/
reader.

This candidate has effectively
incorporated the quote into their
discussion rather than using a large
chunk.

They have also explained the effect
of the textual example they have
included.

This response demonstrates good
control of essay structure. The
concluding sentences of each
paragraph reinforces the reading.

The candidate has clear expression
that includes appropriate vocabulary.
The use of flowery and overly complex
jargon is not always effective.
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that she, n a wmale dominated sphere, feels inferior and,
thus, feels the need to prove herself as equal, or better
than, the men avownd her. This effort Ls to no avail as,
although she “was told | was top of the class,” her “‘wings
were tolken.” Here, Lt s clear that the ‘competition’ was
never a fair flght as her stanoding at the top of the class
was @ ‘token’ used to prowote a fagade of tnelusivity tn
the academic sphere in the 1960s. The personal account
exposes this facade as the persona reveals the patriarchy
that exists in her world, which is particularly evident
through the application of a feminist reading strategy
as Lt glves power to her experience as a woman.

lALthateLM, Harrison writes this poem as a soclal
statement about the treatment of women at the hands
of the academic sphere. A feminist reading strategy
empowers the idea as it shines light upon the way in
which Harrison constructed the text to be a feminist
text. The cholce of persona gives power to the female volce
as she retells her experiences of objectification tn the
1960s, and enables an ntbmate depletion of the plight
of women at the hands of the patriarchy.
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Here the candidate shows an insightful
understanding of the text by linking
the ideas and techniques in the poem
to the context of the setting.

In the conclusion, a strong response
will restate the reading being made in
a succinct and clear manner.




Question 1 Text B: Sample response two
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This response focuses upon the impact the poem has on the candidate and its relevance to the
contemporary context. The candidate has effectively identified that the poem is retrospective,
with the context of production differing from the context of the setting. Multiple lenses
have been applied to the poem, but the reading centres around a generic lens in the thesis
and introduction. The gendered lens that is also applied expands upon many of the themes
explored and builds upon some of the ideas presented through the generic reading.

‘The Woman Who Almost Made it to The Moow', a
poem written by Australian poet_jennifer Harrison,
and published tn 2018, is an insightful, captivating
and thought provoking recount of a female persona’s
experience bn a space tratning program. When [ read
this poem through a generle reading lens, paying
close attention to key poetic devices | am able to see
how such construction is cructal tn developing and
enhanciing the meaning of the poeve. | have tnterpreted
the overarching theme of the poemn to be the contrast
between ones expectations and veality and the grit,
strength and determination required to achieve one's
dreams. | have also been able to rvead this poem with
a gender focused reading to tdentify the gender
discrimination evident in this time period of the 19605
and the persona’s struggle as a woman in a male
dominateol profession. Overall | regard this poem to
reveal Lmportant loeas about one's self, goals, reality
and gender tssues, belng a truely captivating and
influential vead.

By closely analysing this poem throwgirwith a generic
reading practice | have been able to see how elements
such as the structure, form, title and punctuation
are influentiol tn enhancing such themes. The title
of the plece The Woman Who Almost Made [t To the
Moown' L Ttself sets wup our expectation for the poem
by informing us of the events to come. The foous on
the woman draws our attention to her and the fewmale
dominated stance that pervadles the poer, however the
use of the word alwost creates a sense of reality and
almost evokes an empathetic vesponse for the dream
that never was. The poem is a free verse form written
n the structure of swmall three Line paragraphs. The
word spacing within the lines is interesting and

This is an interesting and effective lens
to apply to this poem. A reading that
focuses on genre allows for a detailed
examination of techniques.

Here the candidate outlines the ideas
that are going to be discussed in the
body of their essay.

While your opinion on how captivating
or influential a text is not required, it
can add to the discussion if linked to
the ideas being discussed.

This is a good example of first person
point of view being used effectively.

An analysis and discussion of the title
of a text is an effective, but often
overlooked, analytical tool.
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expertmental as there ave large gaps between the
wordls, “compared to the tilt table

how it spun around
around”.
This acts to create a sense of confusion and disrupt
the natural flow of the words, causing the reader to
feel a strain as they have to search for the words and
work, to find the answers, much Like the strain the
female persona endured tn her bntensive tratning to
search out her dream and work for her goals.

The punctuation use throughout the poem features
enjambment. While there is an absence of any formal or
typloal punctuation marks, the words are all enjambed
throughout causing the words to flow together and run
into one another, consequently creating an elongated
sense of thme. The purpose of this s to emphasise the
tiresome, drawn out andl strenious battle of the persona
as she fights through the bitter reality to rveach her
goals. It may also be seew to mirror the sense of time
in space, endlessly floating on and on for eternity. It
ts by analysing such aspects of the poem under close
examination that may otherwise be overlooked, that |
am able to see how they are significant to contributing
to the meaning about the strength and determination
required to achieve your goals.

The overarching theme that ( have deduced from
this poem is about the strength and determination
required to achieve one’s dreams, and that such
aspirations can often cloaked by deception and
turn out to be completely different veality. The poem
begins with the persona enthusiastically expressing
her goals and ultimate destres of belng an astronaut
anol experiencing the wonders and beauties of space. “!
wanted to see that strange Light those scaphopod rocks
and the pristine huuman footprints ... to feel the humble
dream of space.” The lmagery used as she describes the
space landscape paints a picture of beauty almost Like
a painting or a piece of art. The word cholce of pristine
has commotations of clean, tidy and well organised,
something presemted up to expectations, as is her
goal, however when juxtaposed with the word odream,
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The candidate has effectively discussed
the way the structure impacts on the
ideas being conveyed in the poem.

The effect of the structure on the
reader is also clearly explained.

Enjambment is a popular poetic
technique that candidates can easily
identify. It is not enough to simply
identify; you need to explain the effect
of the technique, like this response
has done.

It is important to link ideas back to the
thesis and here we can see this has
been effectively done.

Here the candidate includes a
thoughtful discussion of imagery
and connotative language and the
way it contributes to the ideas being
expressed.




this contrasts hey expectations with the reality that
her goal s wunattainable and werely a figment of
her lmagination. This proves the conflicting nature
between dreavs anol e)qaectat’bows with reatitg which Ls
not aLwags as we hope.

However we also see the ogreat stremgth  and
determination that the woman exhibits tn her fight
to achieve her goals. She undergoes gruelling and
physieally taxing endurance training that pushes her
to her Limits “they tnjecteo my ear with leeol water wntil
the celling spun. [ guess yow'd call that torture now
but it was nothing thew compared to-the tilt table how
it spun You arownd around until nausea made a maze
of the examiners’ faces.” This very vivid and graphic
bmagery deplets a very Life Like scenario that is easy to
bmagine as the reader, thus we are able to engage with
the persona’s struggle though such horrendous tasks.
The word cholce of torture has connotations of hell, evil
and the devil, using such hellish Lma@e@ to liken her
experience to torture ttself, really emphasising the pain.
The vepetition of around again ewphasises the extreme
nature of these activities and the personification of
nausea shows the overwhelming sense of tllness that
has taken over the persona. Despite all of this, the
persona shows strength, courage and dedication and
gets through this nhumane training, wotivated
by the prospects of reaching her dreams, which is an
admirable quality that ( personally can relate to and
appreciate.

lhave also read this poem through a gender reading lens
to ldentify the gender discrimination and tnequalities
inthis poem as well as the personas adwmirable strength
to overcome these gender expectations. Knowing that
the poem was written from a wodern context as a
reflection upon 1960s society, we can assume that
gendler equality tn the world of this poem is not as far
progressed as it s bn our 21st century world today.
There s evidently a wmale favoured bias tn this male
dominated professional fleld of space exploration as
shown when the persona states that “the NASA Life
Sclences Committee was happy enough to take us on
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Here we can see a very clear link
between the points being made and
the original thesis.

It is better to include smaller
quotations embedded into your
expression and discussion. This longer
quote is relevant but could have been
broken down into smaller parts for
greater effect.

Here we can see a good discussion of
the language employed by the poet
and its relevance to the themes.

This candidate has framed their
discussion within their personal
response. This is not always
encouraged but, in this case, does
support the ideas being discussed.

The candidate has chosen to include a
second lens through which to interpret
the text.

Context is an important consideration
in this text and the separation
between the context of production
and the setting has been identified and
discussed.
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for the Lovelace traitning.” This statement with the
word chotce of happy enough suggests that there was a
degree of reluctance and hesitation to take on a female
space program, assumably due to the conservative
gender Ldeologies of the time.

However to rebutt this tdea the personna makes reference
to the ways in which they as women were beneficial
in that field, as to show thelr strength and elevate
them. “I needed less oxygen per minute than the
average astronaut so maybe cost per pound we females
should have been the ones to go”. Here the persona uses
experimental evidence to back up the fact that as women
it would have been a smarter ano wore economical
chotee for them to be the flrst astronauts, subsequently
b dolng so she draws our attention to the misinformed
and hypocritical gender discrimination. (n addition
the persona shows her strength and feminist attitude
again at the end of the poem stating “I don't know
Lf t woke or slept or Uf [ outlasted the men | was told
[ was top of the class.” This shows her preoccupation
with beating the men and becoming the best, as to rise
above and shatter gender steveotyypes. Fireretsare \When
read with a gender lens we can see that there is an
evident power strugole between the men and women tn
the poent, which we despise as a wmodern day audience
who value gender equality. However the continuous
strength and dedication that the female persona shows
in her fight for equality is to be admired and is truely
tnsplrational to all women who are still today fighting
for gender equality in wmale dominated professions.

This poemt has opened my eyes to many new toeas and
possibilities that | would have not previously considered
Lt ot for my deep analysis of such Literature. It has
helped wee see, through wmultiple reading practises,
that we should wever allow ourselves be blindsighted
by our expectations or false realities or settle for less
that we deserve. We all have strength within us and if
You fight for what you believe in and what you wish
to achieve tn Life then you deserve to have all of Your
dreams fullfilled.
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This is a perceptive comment to make
and demonstrates a sophisticated
engagement with the text.

The candidate is drifting away from a
close analysis and deconstruction of
the text to a discussion of the themes.
This discussion is supported effectively
by textual references.

Here the candidate links the themes
and ideas being explored to the
contemporary context.

The conclusion states the relevance
and impact of the poem on the
candidate and makes links to the
contemporary context.



