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Practice exam question 

Writing about a core set text 
Luke McBratney 

Guidance for the question on p. 3 of the magazine 

The opening to an answer 
At first glance it seems difficult to agree with the viewpoint. While mental illness is an issue in the 
novel, it is not necessarily the most important one. Barker is intensely interested in the First World War 
and mixes fact and fiction to address many issues arising from the war. These wartime issues include 
duty, leadership and social class. She is also interested in literature of the First World War: how great 
poems were inspired and written as well as the friendships that sprung up between writers whose 
subject was the war. Her comprehensive treatment of the war includes her exploration of the Home 
Front and the position of women during wartime, which she does through invented female characters 
such as Sarah Lumb. Despite this, if we consider the text more closely, from a stylistic perspective, 
Barker’s interest in war may not recede, but the importance of her exploration of mental illness 
becomes more pronounced. The choice of setting, Craiglockhart, ensures that most of the characters 
are patients or those who visit them, treat them or work at the hospital, and indeed many of the issues 
identified above are viewed through the prism of mental illness. This is also reinforced by the novel’s 
focal character being a real-life neurologist, W. H. R. Rivers. The reader not only follows his day-to-
day life — which is focused on the provision of care for mental illness — but gains insight into his 
thoughts and feelings through the narrative that focuses mainly on his perspective and sometimes 
evokes his feelings directly though free indirect speech. 

We can see how things are viewed through the prism of mental illness in the novel’s first pages. While 
the opening paragraphs deal with the war directly by printing Siegfried Sassoon’s declaration about 
the war having become one of ‘aggression and conquest rather than defence and liberation’, the novel 
re-contextualises this historical document, making it something that two psychiatrists are reading from 
a newspaper. The newspaper has been passed from Bryce, the commanding officer at Craiglockhart, 
to Rivers, one of his psychiatrists, as a means to introduce Sassoon as Rivers’ new patient. This 
opening serves an expository function as the reader is introduced to the novel’s main subject matter 
subtly: through setting (in a hospital for those suffering from ‘war neurosis’); through characters 
(doctors and patients); and through topic (mental illness caused by war and attitudes to this illness). 
Indeed, the dialogue is not about what might be first expected — the war and the issues that 
Sassoon’s declaration addresses, such as whether the war is being ‘deliberately prolonged by those 
who have the power to end it’. It deals with attitudes towards war-caused mental illnesses and 
attitudes to those suffering from such conditions. Rivers voices the view of many high-ranking officers 
when he states ‘Colonel Langdon doesn’t believe in shell-shock’. And later, when he lists some of the 
names commonly given to patients such as ‘cowards, shirkers, scrimshankers and degenerates’, we 
are made to understand the ignorant and cruel popular attitudes to such suffering, even though the list 
is voiced in a tone of gallows humour — perhaps Barker’s way of suggesting humour is used as a 
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coping mechanism by the doctors. While today’s audience is likely to be shocked by such attitudes, 
they were actually common during the war. In the words of Professor Joanna Bourke, ‘sympathy for 
sufferers was rarely forthcoming’. For example, when they returned home for hospital treatment they 
‘were greeted by silence’ and felt they had to hang their heads in ‘inexplicable shame’, having ‘no 
choice but to acknowledge that their reputations as soldiers and men had been dealt a severe blow.’ 
By contrast, Rivers’ attitude to his patients is sympathetic, caring and enlightened, perhaps suiting the 
mood of the time when the novel was written. This was around the time when the term ‘new man’ — 
one who expresses emotion freely and is an equal partner in the home — was being popularised and 
debates about broader definitions of masculinity were taking place. 

Commentary 
• The answer begins straight away by responding to the question directly. 

• While considering both sides of the debate, the argument develops its own view confidently 
and consistently. 

• A range of aspects of the novel form receive comment, including setting, point of view and 
dialogue. 

• The author and her purposes are considered consistently. 

• Context is used relevantly to illuminate the response: the discussion moves from text to 
context and considers both the First World War and the time the novel was written, always 
keeping the text in view. 
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