‘A  VIVA  VOCE’  EXAMINATION

I assumed the postcard from Oxford contained my degree result.  A second would have been nice but I was quite prepared for a third.  I didn’t greatly care.  Novelists had no need of degrees.  Only it wasn’t the result.  It was a summons to present myself for a “viva voce” examination the following week.

In one fell swoop my fragile adult life collapsed.  Try as I might to shrug it off as a pointless ritual, I found myself caring deeply. I had kept my exam papers as a grim momento and now felt compelled to begin revising all over again.  Assuming myself a borderline third, I concentrated on the questions I had answered poorly.

The exam was nightmarish, conducted with the solemnity of a job interview.  Some six examiners faced me in a horseshoe formation.  I was empty-handed.  They had glasses of water and, I saw to my horror, photocopies of my scrawled exam papers.  Thinking to put me at my ease, their leader explained that they had called me because several of my essays had been very good and if I could just expand on them sufficiently to raise them to excellence, I would win a first.  They were giving no thought to the subjects over which I had just sweated a week’s worth of blood.  Oh no.

It was a disaster, of course.  The subjects I had shone in were now dim in my memory, where I was fluent on paper, I was a stammering dullard in the flesh, and the panel awarded me the second I would have been happy with all along.

B. Find these expressions in the text and explain their meaning: 

i) in one fell swoop - 

ii) shrug it off – 

iii) scrawled - 

C. What was ironic about the writer’s experience in the ‘viva voce” examinations?




