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About this book
Welcome to Hodder’s Get the Grade! for AQA English Language.
This book will guide you, stage by stage, through the different parts of the
AQA GCSE English Language examination. It offers you the knowledge
that you need to succeed and the vital practices that will develop your
skills and improve your performance. The aim is to help you achieve a
Grade 9 – or, at least, the best grade you can possibly manage – but to
make it a really pleasant journey: we hope you will enjoy the sources and
the activities so that learning about how to do well in the exam can be a
truly positive experience.
The sources and activities have been selected so that they are appropriate
for your level of work. They are demanding but are intended to build your
confidence, and you will be supported though each phase. Everyone
should be able to do what is being asked of them and make progress –
and with a smile on their face.
Throughout, this book gives you vital information. As well as dealing with
all the questions you will encounter, offering advice on how to tackle
them and providing activities to prepare you for your Big Day, it also
provides regular Exam comments, so that you are aware of how
examiners think and what they expect; and it also shows you graded
work, letting you see exactly what you need to do to improve your marks
and what is needed to lift you to a higher level.
Everything is presented in a step-by-step way, allowing you to work
independently or with the help of a teacher.

How this book is organised
The book is divided into three main sections:
Units 1–5 are on Paper 1, Section A: Reading fiction texts
Units 6–9 are on Paper 2, Section A: Reading non-fiction texts
Units 10–17 are on Section B (both papers):
● Improving the quality of your writing
● Writing to describe, narrate and give a point of view.
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There are regular features, which you will encounter throughout the book:
● ‘What this unit involves’ tells you about the skills you will be developing
within the unit.
● The skills are divided into sensible sections within the units.
● ‘Practising for success’ helps you develop the skills you need.
● ‘Exam comments’ tell you exactly what the examiner is looking for.
● ‘Key terms’ home in on the terminology that will get you better marks.
● ‘Boost your grade’ is a section helping you to improve your final grade.
● ‘Test yourself’ gives a final activity so you can see how much you have learnt
in the unit.

The Series Editor
Authors and series editor to be revealed.
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What this unit involves

In this unit you will learn how
to analyse and write about:

This unit deals with Paper 1, Question 4. The Mark Scheme
states you must ‘Evaluate sources critically and support this
with appropriate textual references.’

a characters’ appearance
a
a
a
a

and manner, actions and
dialogue
how authors use viewpoint
how authors reveal
character relationships
how themes are explored
how authors use settings.

You are likely to be asked a question about character,
relationships, themes or settings in the fiction source, and
how the author uses language to convey these.
This question is worth 20 marks and should take you 20–
22 minutes to answer.

1 How characters are described
Authors describe characters so that readers can more easily imagine them.
An author may start by describing a character’s:
● physical appearance
● voice and speech
● movements
● manner – for example, dignified, nervous, cheerful.

Practising for success
Read this character description:

Text A

The other man at the table, when he was not talking, kept
whistling aimless little tunes under his breath. He was a
few years younger, of sturdier build, and astonishingly
handsome, as the girl often told him, in his late
Paramount way. Usually there was very little expression
of any sort to be found on his smooth face, but the
features were formed in such a manner that in repose they
suggested a general bland contentment.
Paul Bowles, The Sheltering Sky, 1949Pa

6
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Hollywood film
studio

Question 4: Dealing with character

ACTIVITY 1
1 What is the writer’s attitude towards the character’s good looks? For
example, does he regard them in a positive or negative way? In particular,
notice the final two words of the passage.
When fiction writers describe a character, they are often implying something
about the character’s personality.
Read the following Grade 9 comment on Text A and study the annotations to
see how the response examines what the author is implying.
Useful phrase
to lead into
alternatives

His ‘whistling aimless little tunes’ whenever he is not talking suggests
either that he is restless, despite his appearance of ‘contentment’, or
that he likes to entertain himself in this rather superficial way. We
know, therefore, that he cannot be listening properly to his

Valid deduction/
evaluation

companion, or thinking deeply about anything. The word ‘aimless’
also implies that he has no sense of purpose in life.

Judges his
behaviour
Close analytical
focus on word
choice: more than
one interpretation

2 Now read Text B, about Pedro Romero, a 19-year-old bull-fighter.

Text B
The boy stood very straight and unsmiling in his bull-fighting clothes. His jacket hung
over the back of a chair. They were just finishing winding his sash. His black hair
shone under the electric light. He wore a white linen shirt and the sword-handler
finished his sash and stood up and stepped back. Pedro Romero nodded,
seeming very far away and dignified when we shook hands. Montoya said
something about what great aficionados we were, and that we wanted
to wish him luck. Romero listened very seriously. Then he turned to me.
He was the best-looking boy I have ever seen.

Aficionados –
knowledgeable
experts
(especially on
bull-fighting)

Ernest Hemingway, ‘Fiesta (the sun also rises)’, 1927

3 Look at the few physical details and comments on the
character’s manner in Text B. Write an analysis of one or
two of them. Base your interpretation on the evidence, as in
the Grade 9 comment on Text A.
4 What is the attitude of the author towards Romero’s good
looks? How could it be affected by what he is about to do?
Write a sentence explaining your views.
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Now read Text C.

Text C

Pomade – hair gel
Voluble – talkative
Broker relations
– to mediate, act
as go-between

Moody’s natural expression was one of readiness and attention.
His grey eyes were large and unblinking, and his supple,
boyish mouth was usually poised in an expression of polite
concern. His hair inclined to a tight curl; it had fallen in
ringlets to his shoulders in his youth, but now he wore it
close against his skull, parted on the side and combed flat
with a sweet-smelling pomade that darkened its golden hue to
an oily brown. His brow and cheeks were square, his nose
straight, and his complexion smooth. He was not quite eightand-twenty, still swift and exact in his motions, and
possessed of the kind of roguish, unsullied vigour that
conveys neither gullibility nor guile. He presented himself in
the manner of a discreet and quick-minded butler, and as a
consequence was often drawn into the confidence of the least
voluble of men, or invited to broker relations between people
he had only lately met.
Eleanor Catton, The Luminaries, 2014

t
Discussion poin

5 a What details do you find effective in creating an impression of
Moody in Text C?
b What could you infer (deduce) from these details?
c Why do people react to Moody’s good looks in the way they do?

2 How character is revealed in a first-person narrative
A first person narrative is a story written from one character’s viewpoint, using
‘I’. The narrator will give their version of the story, and of other characters.
What a narrator says will reveal their own character at the same time. If they
comment on another character, we have to decide for ourselves how reliable
this comment is.

Practising for success
Read the following passage, written from the viewpoint of Matthew, a young
psychiatric patient. He is using a hospital computer to write his life story. He
asks a student social worker if he can borrow a medical dictionary.

8
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It was really funny though, because the girl I asked (the young one with the minty
breath and big gold earrings, who is forever trying to read over my shoulder), she
just kind of froze. She was the only person in the office, and she totally froze, as if
the nursing dictionary contained all these secrets that patients aren’t allowed to
know. Seriously, she couldn’t even open her mouth.
Then a really funny thing happened. Do you remember Steve? I only mentioned him
that once. He was the one who gave me the teaching session on this computer. I
said that I probably wouldn’t mention him again. Well, he came into the office next,
and the girl turned to him and asked, really hesitantly, whether or not patients could
look in the dictionary? That is how she said it too. She said, ‘Um, um, is it
appropriate for patients to borrow the dictionary, Steven?’
And you’ll never guess what he did. He stepped past her, and in one move he threw
the dictionary back through the air like a rugby pass, right into my hands. And at the
same time he said, ‘What ya askin’ me for?’ He said it just like that. He said, ‘What
ya askin’ me for?’
Then he turned to me and winked. But it wasn’t even a quiet wink, because he
made a little clicking noise with his tongue as if to say, you and me, kiddo, we’re in
this together.
Do you know what I mean? I don’t know if I am explaining it very well. But you can
see why it’s funny. It’s funny because the girl didn’t know whether or not I could even
look in the dictionary. And then it was doubly funny because Steve made her look
really stupid, by being all casual about it.
But the really funny thing. The thing that makes me laugh out loud. The really
funny thing is that Steve made that little clicking noise with his tongue, and winked at
me, as if to show that he was on my side or something. Except you’re not on my
side, are you Steve? Because if you were on my side you just would have handed
me the dictionary like a grown-up.

Observed details

Direct address
to reader

His interpretation
– do you accept it?

Minor (incomplete)
sentences for
dramatic effect

Is he right to
distrust Steve?

Nathan Filer, The Shock of the Fall, 2013

9

ACTIVITY 1

Exam
comment
In a first person narrative,
look for language suggesting
the relationship that the
narrator wants to establish
with readers. How formal or
informal is the register, for
example, and why?

1 Think about how Matthew addresses the reader, for example when he says
‘Do you remember Steve?’ Does this suggest that he is anxious for readers to
follow his account, or is being friendly towards the reader? Several other
phrases reveal his desire to engage with the reader:
● ‘And you’ll never guess what he did.’
● ‘He said it just like that.’
● ‘Do you know what I mean? I don’t know if I am explaining it very well. But

you can see why it’s funny.’
What might the author intend these lines to reveal about Matthew? There
may be more than one possible interpretation.

2 Matthew reports several details – for example about the female student
social worker. Make a two-column table. Write down four or five details
Matthew notices, then explain what you think they show about him.
3 Look closely at the following phrases in the source:
● ‘as if the nursing dictionary contained all these secrets…’
● ‘as if to say, you and me, kiddo, we’re in this together’
● ‘Steve made her look really stupid, by being all casual about it’
● ‘Because if you were on my side you just would have handed me the

dictionary like a grown-up.’

t
Discussion poin
a How far do you agree with Matthew’s assessment of Steve and the female
social worker, as highlighted by the phrases bullet-listed above?
b What other interpretations are possible? For example, could the social
worker just be surprised that Matthew wants the dictionary, or be worried
that he might not return it?
Here is a thoughtful Grade 8 analysis of the first phrase in the list. Notice
that there is an appreciation of how the ideas are presented (evaluation).
The narrator seems to ridicule the young social worker. The title
of the book suggests a practical manual, so by saying she speaks

‘as if’ it contains ‘secrets’ he implies that she is speaking foolishly.
The colloquial expression ‘all these’ creates an intimate tone,

inviting us to agree with his assessment of the social worker.

4 Write a paragraph using one of the other bullet-pointed
phrases in Question 3 as evidence. You could begin: ‘Matthew
reads a great deal into other people’s behaviour…’
5 Write another two or three paragraphs about your
impressions of Matthew and how successfully the writer
creates them. You could include:
● the things Matthew describes
● his interpretation of the details
● how the sentences and punctuation in the final paragraph

10
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make the incident seem significant.

Exam
comment
Try to vary your use of
the PEA technique. For
example, you could put
the evidence first by
writing, ‘“Really funny
thing” is repetition that
makes it seem…’

Question 4: Dealing with character

3 Character in a third-person narrative
Whereas first person narrative is subjective in viewpoint, a third person
narrative is a story written from an apparently objective viewpoint, using ‘he’,
‘she’ and ‘they’.

The ‘all-knowing’ author
An author may write in the style of an omniscient author: the author knows
everything about the character, and gives us information. The author may seem
quite detached, as if observing the character and reporting to us.

Subjective – seen from
one person’s viewpoint
Objective – not
influenced by personal
feelings, detached

Omniscient
– all-knowing

In the following extract, Gascoigne finds Lydia Wells lying on a sofa.
Lydia Wells always seemed to arrange herself in postures of
luxury, so that she might be startled out of them, laughing, when
someone approached. In the parlour of the Wayfarer Hotel
Gascoigne discovered her stretched out on the sofa with her
slipper dangling free from her toe, one arm flung wide,
and her head thrown back against a pillow; she was
clasping a pocket-sized novel in her other
hand, quite as if the book were an
accessory to a faint. Her
rouged cheeks and
titillated aspect had
been manufactured in the
moments prior to
Gascoigne’s entrance,
though the latter did
not know it. They
suggested to him, as
was the woman’s
intention, that the
narrative in which she
had been engrossed
was a very
licentious one.
Eleanor Catton, The Luminaries, 2014
Licentious – sexually
provocative or daring

Practising for success
ACTIVITY 1
1 What makes this a description from an ‘omniscient author’ viewpoint?
Select details and explain them.
2 a From the details given by the author, what impression do you think
Lydia Wells wants to create, and how does the character try to create
this impression?
b Use textual evidence to write a paragraph analysing how the author
reveals Lydia Wells’s character.
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de
Boost your gra

Read this Grade 5 student’s response to the presentation of Lydia Wells, and the
comment beneath on why it is a Grade 5.

The author wants to suggest that Lydia Wells is
fake. She likes to be seen looking relaxed in
‘postures of luxury’, and thinks it is a joke when
someone comes in. The word ‘postures’ is an
effective choice, as if she has arranged herself like
a model. The character Gascoigne finds her looking
very relaxed and charming. Her dangling slipper
makes her seem like she wants him to find her
attractive. She is wearing make-up, and the word
‘manufactured’ makes her seem false. She wants to
make him think she is up for a bit of fun.

Exam
o
c mment
This student evaluates the
source, offering examples and
attempting an interpretation of
Lydia Wells’s behaviour. There
is some clear explanation and
judgement of the effect of the
writer’s choices (‘The word
“postures” is an effective
choice, as if…’). The student
selects some relevant
quotations to support views.

How could the response be improved?

Writing from one character’s viewpoint
In some fiction, the author writes in the third person but from one character’s
viewpoint. Here is an example:
Bruno had read enough books about explorers to know that one could
never be sure what one was going to find. Most of the time they came
across something interesting that was just sitting there, minding its own
business, waiting to be discovered (such as America). Other times they
discovered something that was probably best left alone (like a dead
mouse at the back of a cupboard).
John Boyne, The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas, 2006

Practising for success
1 What age do you think Bruno is, judging by the details given?
2 How do the details and language match Bruno’s age? Write one or two
sentences commenting on how this author reveals Bruno’s age through
details and language, even though the writing is in the third person.
You could begin, ‘Although the author is writing in the third person…’

4 Inferring relationships from what characters do and say
Authors often imply character relationships through actions and dialogue,
rather than just describing them.
An author could describe a relationship as follows:
Darren was obsessively neat, very concerned about the
impression his clothes made, and hopelessly indecisive. Tracy
found all this highly irritating.

12
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Authors are more likely to imply the relationship using actions and
dialogue, however:
Darren took two perfectly folded pairs of socks from his sock
drawer, careful not to disturb the other pairs.
‘Which do you think?’ he asked uncertainly. ‘The dark blue or
these slightly paler ones?’
‘For heaven’s sake,’ said Tracy, ‘no one cares about
your socks!’
Which do you find more effective, and why?

Practising for success
Read this extract from the middle of a novel by an Afghan writer, set in
Afghanistan. Look out for what is implied about the relationship between
Rasheed and his wife, Mariam.
Rasheed made a ball of rice with his fingers. He put it in his mouth, chewed once,
then twice, before grimacing and spitting it out on the sofrah.

Sofrah – a cloth
spread for a meal

‘What’s the matter?’ Mariam asked, hating the apologetic tone of her voice. She could
feel her pulse quickening, her skin shrinking.
‘What’s the matter?’ he mewled, mimicking her. ‘What’s the matter is that you’ve done
it again.’
‘But I boiled it five minutes more than usual.’
‘That’s a bold lie.’
‘I swear –’
He shook the rice angrily from his fingers and pushed the plate away, spilling sauce
and rice on the sofrah. Mariam watched as he stormed out of the living room, then out
of the house, slamming the door on his way out.
Mariam kneeled to the ground and tried to pick up the grains of rice and put them
back on the plate, but her hands were shaking badly, and she had to wait for them to
stop. Dread pressed down on her chest. She tried taking a few deep breaths. She
caught her pale reflection in the darkened living-room window and looked away.
Then she heard the front door opening, and Rasheed was back in the living room.
‘Get up,’ he said. ‘Come here. Get up.’
He snatched her hand, opened it, and dropped a handful of pebbles into it.
‘Put these in your mouth.’
‘What?’
‘Put. These. In your mouth.’
‘Stop it, Rasheed, I’m –’
His powerful hands clasped her jaw. He shoved two fingers into her mouth and pried
it open, then forced the cold, hard pebbles into it. Mariam struggled against him,
mumbling, but he kept pushing the pebbles in, his upper lip curled in a sneer.
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‘Now chew,’ he said. Through the mouthful of grit and pebbles, Mariam mumbled a plea.
Tears were leaking out of the corners of her eyes. ‘CHEW!’ he bellowed. A gust of his
smoky breath slammed against her face.
Mariam chewed. Something in the back of her mouth cracked.
‘Good,’ Rasheed said. His cheeks were quivering. ‘Now you know what your rice tastes
like. Now you know what you’ve given me in this marriage. Bad food, and nothing else.’
Then he was gone, leaving Mariam to spit out pebbles, blood, and the fragments of two
broken molars.
Khaled Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns, 2008

ACTIVITY 1

t
Discussion poin
1 Discuss your first impressions of Rasheed and Mariam. What details and
spoken words most reveal what each is like and how they feel towards each
other? Explain your ideas.
2 To analyse how characters behave towards each other, it helps to consider
how they could have behaved instead. Make and fill in two tables – one for
each character – like the one started below.
Rasheed
Action

What his actual action in the
passage suggests

What he could have done instead

Chews, pulls a
face, spits rice
on to cloth

He is highly critical of Mariam.
Perhaps he wants to find fault; his
spitting suggests disgust.

Could have kept on eating; could have
asked her to cook rice for longer.

3 Now consider the dialogue – what the characters say and how they say it. For
example, Mariam says, ‘What’s the matter?’, speaking in an ‘apologetic tone’.
What do you think this reveals about her attitude towards Rasheed?
Write down three things that each character says, and how they say it. These
are pieces of evidence. Explain what you think each one reveals about the
character and their feelings towards the other.
4 The author also suggests character and relationship by his language choices,
especially verbs.

14
14

Question 4: Dealing with character

Exam
comment

t
Discussion poin
a Work with a partner to sort this list of verbs into those connected to
Rasheed and those connected to Mariam. You could take one character
each. Try to do this without looking at the passage, then check your results.
Hating shrinking mewled mimicking shook pushed spilling
stormed watched slamming kneeled shaking tried snatched
shoved pried struggled mumbling pushing leaking bellowed
slammed quivering
b Study your two lists. Think about the words collectively and individually.
What do they suggest about each character and how they regard the
other character?
c Write one sentence or more analysing one character’s attitude towards the
other, using some of these verbs as evidence. You could begin, ‘The verbs
used by Hosseini in connection with _____ suggest that…’
5 a Write a response that evaluates the attitude of each character to the other.
Use evidence from the source in the form of actions, dialogue or
descriptive language.
b In a final paragraph, sum up what this passage tells us about
their relationship.

de
Boost your gra

You will get credit for
personal interpretation
based on the source:

Rasheed may be bitter
because he is somehow
disappointed by his
marriage, because he
says Mariam has given
him ‘Bad food, and
nothing else.’
She has no choice,
which makes us feel
sorry for her.

You should not speculate in
a way not based on the
source, however:

Rasheed may have had
a bad day at work and
the rice may be the
final straw.

Read the following Grade 7 student response to question 5 above. What is good
about the way it presents, evaluates and interprets evidence? How could you
improve it to earn an even higher grade?

It seems the author wants us to sympathise with Mariam. Rasheed expects her to cook
his food just right. We see him ‘grimacing and spitting’ in anger. He mimics her tone and
accuses her of ‘a bold lie’, then storms out. The phrases ‘His powerful hands clasped her jaw’ and
‘He shoved two fingers into her mouth’ are effective in showing that he uses his strength to bully
Mariam, which makes us sympathise with her. Rasheed’s statement ‘Bad food, and nothing else’
could show that he is disappointed in the marriage.
Mariam’s question shows that she is anxious to please Rasheed. Her ‘quickening pulse’ shows that
she is afraid of him, but she hates her own ‘apologetic tone’. ‘Dread pressed down on her chest’
shows her fear and that she is oppressed. She does resist a bit – ‘Stop it’ – but her simple
obedience is shown in the sentence ‘Mariam chewed.’ She has no choice, which makes us feel
sorry for her.
The passage successfully reveals that the relationship is extremely unhappy for both characters,
although Rasheed could change this. Their relationship is based on his angry dissatisfaction with
the marriage, and Mariam’s frightened efforts to avoid his getting angry.
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5 Exploring themes 1
A theme is a key idea or topic that an author explores through a story and the
interaction of its characters. Some examples of possible themes are:
● power

● love and hate

● authority

● the individual versus society.

Practising for success
George Orwell’s novel Nineteen Eighty-Four imagines a future world in which society
is controlled by a mysterious leader known as ‘Big Brother’ and his group, who
monitor, control and manipulate the population. They are backed up by the Thought
Police, who ensure that people do not even think anti-government thoughts.
The novel is written in the third person but from Winston Smith’s viewpoint. In the
following passage, Winston is taking part in a compulsory group session in which
everyone has to express hatred for the enemies of Big Brother’s government,
especially Goldstein.

Derided heretic
– here means a
ridiculed rebel
thinker

In a lucid moment Winston found that he was shouting with the others
and kicking his heel violently against the rung of his chair. The
horrible thing about the Two Minutes Hate was not that one was
obliged to act a part, but that it was impossible to avoid joining
in. Within thirty seconds any pretence was always unnecessary. A
hideous ecstasy of fear and vindictiveness, a desire to kill, to
torture, to smash faces in with a sledge-hammer, seemed to flow
through the whole group of people like an electric current, turning
one even against one’s will into a grimacing, screaming lunatic. And
yet the rage that one felt was an abstract, undirected emotion which
could be switched from one object to another like the flame of a
blowlamp. Thus, at one moment Winston’s hatred was not turned
against Goldstein at all, but, on the contrary, against Big Brother,
the Party and the Thought Police; and at such moments his heart went
out to the lonely, derided heretic on the screen, sole guardian of
truth and sanity in a world of lies. And yet the very next instant
he was at one with the people about him, and all that was said of
Goldstein seemed to him to be true. At those moments his secret
loathing of Big Brother changed into adoration, and Big Brother
seemed to tower up, an invincible, fearless protector…
George Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four, 1949

ACTIVITY 1
1 a Reread the first sentence. What words or phrases tell us that Winston is
torn between awareness of his own behaviour and being swept away by the
group feeling?
b Reread the second sentence. What do the words ‘horrible’, ‘obliged’ and
‘impossible’ reveal about Winston’s attitude to the Two Minutes Hate?
c What words and phrases in the sentence beginning ‘A hideous ecstasy…’
continue to demonstrate the clash between Winston’s attitude towards the
session and the way he is caught up in it emotionally?
d What themes do Winston’s conflicting feelings suggest to you?
2 In what ways is the ‘blowlamp’ simile an appropriate way to describe the
emotional power of Winston’s experience?
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3 Read the following extract from a Grade 9 analysis of how well Orwell
explores the theme of love and hate in this passage:
Makes a point
clearly related to
the theme and
begins evaluation
Evaluates, using
terminology
accurately, and
explains

Orwell aims to make us aware of the destructive power of hatred, and

Gives evidence

his language does this very effectively. The phrase ‘desire to kill, to

torture, to smash faces in with a sledge-hammer’ is a powerful use of a

triple, listing destructive impulses. The three desires are given more force
by the repetition of ‘to’, and by their mounting level of detail. The third
reaches a climax: ‘smash’ is a particularly violent verb, which has a

Close
analysis of
language

shocking effect when we are made to picture a hard, heavy object like a
sledge-hammer being used to destroy a soft, vulnerable face. On the

Suggests an
alternative
interpretation

other hand, ‘smash’ is an energetic, dynamic word that could even
suggest taking a pleasure in this cruelty.

a Bearing in mind this response and the annotations, write a short
paragraph of your own analysing and evaluating how Orwell explores the
theme of society’s power over the individual. Offer a range of
interpretations if you can.
Your first sentence might begin like this:
We know that Winston has to pretend to support the
government because Orwell says he is ‘obliged…
b ‘Orwell says he is “obliged…’ is the beginning of an embedded quotation.
Have you used any other embedded quotes in your paragraph? If not, write
a new version of one of your sentences that includes one.

Exam
o
c mment
You need not always use
embedded quotations, but
it is a good way to present
textual evidence in a fluent
way without breaking up
the sense of the point you
want to make.

6 Exploring themes 2
Practising for success
This passage is from a short story, ‘To build a fire’ by Jack London. It focuses on one man travelling
on foot in sub-zero conditions in mid-winter in Alaska, with only a dog for company. He is wet and
has tried to build a fire to get dry and avoid frostbite, but he has failed.

A certain fear of death, dull and oppressive, came to him. This fear quickly became poignant as he
realised that it was no longer a mere matter of freezing his fingers and toes, or of losing his hands
and feet, but that it was a matter of life and death with the chances against him. This threw him
into a panic, and he turned and ran up the creek-bed along the old, dim trail. The dog joined in
behind and kept up with him. He ran blindly, without intention, in fear such as he had never
known in his life. Slowly, as he ploughed and floundered through the snow, he began to see things
again – the banks of the creek, the old timber-jams, the leafless aspens, and the sky. The running
made him feel better. He did not shiver. Maybe, if he ran on, his feet would thaw out; and, anyway,
if he ran far enough, he would reach camp and the boys. Without doubt he would lose some fingers
and toes and some of his face; but the boys would take care of him, and save the rest of him when
he got there. And at the same time there was another thought in his mind that said he would never
get to the camp and the boys; that it was too many miles away, that the freezing had too great a
start on him, and that he would soon be stiff and dead. This thought he kept in the background
and refused to consider. Sometimes it pushed itself forward and demanded to be heard, but he
thrust it back and strove to think of other things.
Jack London, ‘To build a fire’, 1908
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ACTIVITY 1
1 What is the main theme?

t
Discussion poin
2 Which of the following do you think is the main theme of the passage?
● fear of death

● courage

● desire to live

● extreme weather.

Explain your ideas.
3 What two adjectives describe the man’s fear of death in the first
sentence, and what is their effect?
4 a What is the effect of the word ‘mere’ in ‘a mere matter of freezing
his fingers and toes, or of losing his hands and feet’?
b How does this thought affect the man?
5 Reread from ‘He ran blindly…’ to ‘…and the sky.’
a What language conveys a sense of his fear? Look especially for verbs and adverbs.
b How are the details of what he sees relevant to any of the possible themes of
the passage?
6 Read from ‘Maybe, if he ran on…’ to the end of the passage.
a What details and phrases suggest hope here, and how? Which suggest despair? How?
b How and to what effect is personification used in the final three sentences?
7 Write an evaluation of how the author explores the theme of the will to live in this
passage. Say how successful he has been.

7 Setting and atmosphere 1
Scene-setting involves giving readers information about where the action
takes place, along with the time of day and the weather.
The purposes of scene-setting are:
● to enable readers to imagine the scene, so that the action seems more real
● to create an appropriate atmosphere for the action that takes place.

Authors, therefore, are selective in the detail they include. Their choices of
nouns and adjectives are often especially important.

Practising for success
ACTIVITY 1
1 Read this extract describing two gang members:
The Boy stood with his back to Spicer staring out across the dark wash of
sea. They had the end of the pier to themselves; everyone else at that hour
and in that weather was in the concert hall. The lightning went on and off
above the horizon and the rain dripped. ‘Where’ve you been?’ the Boy asked.
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Graham Greene, Brighton Rock, 1938)

Question 4: Dealing with character

t
Discussion poin
a How does Greene manage to reveal the time and the weather as part of
the narrative?
b What atmosphere do the details and language create?
c For what kind of action might you expect this atmosphere to prepare us?
2 Write a paragraph evaluating the way in which details and descriptive
language combine to create mood in this extract.
3 Sometimes an author describes a scene to create an atmosphere in more
detail. The following extract is from a ghost story, in which a young man is
following a track through a marsh back from a house. The track and marsh
will disappear beneath the sea at high tide.

What suggests
how the mist
felt to the
narrator, and
why does it
seem confusing?

How does the
verb ‘teased’
give the mist a
character?

Some minutes later, I could not tell how many, I came out
of my reverie, to realise that I could no longer
see very far in front of me and when I turned around
I was startled to find that Eel Marsh House, too, was
invisible, not because the darkness of evening had fallen,
but because of a thick, damp sea-mist that had come
rolling over the marshes and enveloped everything,
myself, the house behind me, the end of the causeway path
and the countryside ahead. It was a mist like
a damp, clinging cobwebby thing, fine and yet
impenetrable. It smelled and tasted quite different
from the yellow filthy fog of London; that was choking
and thick and still, this was salty, light and pale
and moving in front of my eyes all the time. I felt
confused, teased by it, as though it were made up of
millions of live fingers that crept over me, hung on me
and then shifted away again. My hair and face and the
sleeves of my coat were already damp with a veil of
moisture. Above all, it was the suddenness of it that
had so unnerved and disorientated me.

What does the list
of all the things
‘enveloped’
suggest about the
extent of the mist?

What is the effect
of the three
adjectives, and the
action of the mist?

What unnerving
effect does this
image create?

Susan Hill, The Woman in Black, 1992

See how two students write about the language used in the following extracts.

Student A
The mist comes up surprisingly quickly, so that the narrator is ‘startled’
and therefore disturbed by it. He says that it ‘enveloped’ everything, meaning
that it covered everything. It is ‘damp, clinging and cobwebby’, which gives us a
vivid idea of what it felt like for the narrator, as if he has wet spiders webs over
his face. It is also constantly moving, which makes it confusing and perhaps
threatening. Moreover, it is like ‘millions of live fingers’ creeping over him, which
makes it seem alive and very creepy… (Grade 6)
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Student B
The mist comes up so quickly that the narrator is ‘startled’ by it, so that
he is already unsettled by it, even before he begins to feel lost. The verb ‘enveloped’ vividly
shows how completely the mist swallows up not only the narrator, but all his reference points,
listed as the house that he came from, the end of the path that he is trying to reach, and
anything beyond it.
The author makes us taste the mist’s saltiness and feel the horrible way that it clings to the
narrator’s face, like damp cobwebs, as if he is a fly trapped in a spider web… (Grade 9)

ACTIVITY 2
1 Discuss in what ways you think Response B is better than Response A.
2 Make a list of annotations for the highlighted sections in Response B,
explaining how each section offers evidence from the source, analysing,
exploring and evaluating it effectively.

8 Setting and atmosphere 2
A setting does not have to be menacing to create atmosphere. The atmosphere could be one of
calm and pleasurable relaxation, although this may be in preparation for a change of mood and
atmosphere later.

Practising for success
The following passage is the opening of a novel set mostly during the First World
War. It describes part of a French city in 1910, four years before it is swept up in the horror of war.

Apportioned with
civic precision –
divided up exactly
by the town council

The Boulevard du Cange was a broad, quiet street that marked the eastern flank of the city
of Amiens. The wagons that rolled in from Lille and Arras to the north made directly into the
tanneries and mills of the Saint-Leu quarter without needing to use this rutted, leafy road.
The town side of the boulevard backed on to substantial gardens which were squared off
and apportioned with civic precision to the houses they adjoined. On the damp grass
were chestnut trees, lilac and willows, cultivated to give shade and quietness to their owners.
The gardens had a wild, overgrown look and their deep lawns and bursting hedges could
conceal small clearings, quiet pools, and areas unvisited even by the inhabitants, where
patches of grass and wild flowers lay beneath the branches of overhanging trees.
Behind the gardens the river Somme broke up into small canals that were the picturesque
feature of Saint-Leu; on the other side of the boulevard these had been made into a series of
water-gardens, little islands of damp fertility divided by the channels of the split river. Long,
flat-bottomed boats propelled by poles took the town-dwellers through the waterways on
Sunday afternoons. All along the river and its streams sat fishermen, slumped on their rods;
in hats and coats beneath the cathedral and in shirtsleeves by the banks of the watergardens, they dipped their lines in search of trout or carp.
Sebastian Faulks, Birdsong, 1993
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Question 4: Dealing with character

ACTIVITY 1
1 Find three phrases suggesting that the area described is peaceful,
comfortable and pleasant.
2 Why does the author describe the wagons?
3 What phrase can you find in the first paragraph that suggests that this
is a very well ordered community, and how is the effect achieved?
4 What details in the second paragraph suggest relaxation and leisure,
and how do descriptive word choices add to this effect?
5 Which of the two extracts below do you think is from a Grade 5
response, and which is from a Grade 8 response? What features make
the Grade 8 one better?

Student A
The listing of ‘chestnut trees, lilac and willows’ gives a
sense of richness. The fact that they are grown to give
shade to their owners suggests that this community has
time and money to spend on creating comfort. Cleverly, the
adjectives ‘deep’ and ‘bursting’ suggest lushness, as if it is
overflowing with life. There is a balance between planning
(‘cultivated’) and nature (‘wild, overgrown look … patches
of grass and wild flowers’).

Student B
The gardens are described as peaceful and lush,
with lots of different trees and everything full up, and
specially designed to be quiet and shady on a hot day. It
would be a lovely place to sit in the shade under the trees
by the ‘quiet pools’ enjoying the ‘wild flowers’. It is a good
mix of wildness and planning to grow certain things.

6 Write your own evaluation of how the writer of this passage
uses setting well to create a particular atmosphere.
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Test yourself

Imagine you find this Question 4 in the exam, based on the passage below
in which a six-year-old boy has asked to go on a boat trip to a lighthouse:
A student has commented: ‘The writer reveals Mr Ramsay’s
character to us in several highly effective ways.’
To what extent do you agree?

In your response, you should:

● write about your own impressions of Mr Ramsay

● evaluate how the writer has created these impressions

● support your opinions with quotations from the source.

‘Yes, of course, if it’s fine to-morrow,’ said Mrs Ramsay. ‘But you’ll have to be up with the lark,’ she added.
To her son these words conveyed an extraordinary joy, as if it were settled the expedition were bound to
take place, and the wonder to which he had looked forward, for years and years it seemed, was, after a
night’s darkness and a day’s sail, within touch. …
‘But,’ said his father, stopping in front of the drawing-room window, ‘it won’t be fine.’

Had there been an axe handy, a poker, or any weapon that would have gashed a hole in his father’s breast
and killed him, there and then, James would have seized it. Such were the extremes of emotion that Mr
Ramsay excited in his children’s breasts by his mere presence;
standing, as now, lean as a knife, narrow as the blade of one, grinning
sarcastically, not only with the pleasure of disillusioning his son and
casting ridicule upon his wife, who was ten thousand times better in
every way than he was (James thought), but also with some secret
conceit at his own accuracy of judgement. What he said was true. It
was always true. He was incapable of untruth; never tampered with a
fact; never altered a disagreeable word to suit the pleasure or
convenience of any mortal being, least of all of his own children,
who, sprung from his loins, should be aware from childhood that life
is difficult; facts uncompromising…
‘But it may be fine – I expect it will be fine,’ said Mrs Ramsay,
making some little twist of the reddish-brown stocking she was
knitting, impatiently.

Virginia Woolf, To the Lighthouse, 1942

ned
What you have lear

In this unit you have learned to analyse and evaluate:

● the significance of characters’ appearance and manner

● what you can infer from characters’ actions and dialogue
● the importance of narrative viewpoints
● interpretations of character
● how authors explore themes
● how authors use settings.
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