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Practice exam question 

Classic texts, new approaches 
Luke McBratney 

Guidance for the question on p. 15 of the magazine. 

Compare these two opening paragraphs and explain which is better 

The opening to an answer 
Opening A 
Gothic writers want to make their readers feel fear and horror. After all, the Gothic genre is often called 
horror. Dracula is one of the most frightening stories of all time and has been made into countless 
films. Both the story and the way it is written produces fear in the reader. Even when we do not see 
graphic descriptions of horrific acts, we are made to feel fear by being put in the position of a person 
who encounters the horror. For example, when Jonathan Harker tells his story through his diary, you 
can relate to him. He draws you in and builds up fear by describing his thoughts and feeling in the first 
person and by involving the senses. He is engaged to Mina, but his desire for the vampire women 
shines through. They are described in a very Gothic way: ‘in the moonlight’ and with ‘brilliant white 
teeth, that shone like pearls against the rubies of their voluptuous lips’. The use of imagery of precious 
jewels makes them seem rare and sought after, but the word ‘voluptuous’ makes them seem sexually 
alluring. The fact that the description is of teeth might make you feel fear —the fear that, like a wild 
animal, they may bite. 

Opening B 
While it is true that Gothic writers evoke fear and horror in their readers, they also do a great deal 
more. Often the feelings they evoke are much more complex and the evocation of feelings might not 
be their main aim. The ways in which readers respond to Gothic texts very much depend on their 
critical approach. To read closely with practical criticism might suggest that the production of fear and 
horror in readers is the major aim, but to read from a boarder, historicist perspective might suggest 
that social commentary is more important. As well as evoking fear and horror to varying degrees, both 
Dracula and Frankenstein explore some of the most important social issues of their eras, albeit in 
different ways. Dracula is concerned with several late-Victorian anxieties, such as the concerns over 
sexual morality. It explores the prudish public morality that conceals private desires. For example, 
there is the suggestion that if men do not repress their desires, they might find outlets in ‘fallen 
women’ and prostitution. Similarly, Mary Shelley is, as the 1818 preface states, not ‘merely weaving a 
series of supernatural terrors’ in Frankenstein but using such material to explore the issues that matter 
to her. She explores the ‘human passions’ and shows, like her father William Godwin, that society 
produces criminality when it mistreats its citizens. 
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Commentary 
Opening A 
This introduction begins quite promisingly. The question is addressed directly and the student 
engages with two key words (‘fear’ and ‘horror’). There are also helpful comments on how fear is 
evoked in Dracula and some understanding of the Gothic genre is displayed. A closer look, however, 
reveals several shortcomings. An important part of the task is to consider the question ‘by comparing’ 
it to another text, but this only focuses on Dracula. This is a serious failing as no sense of comparison 
is provided.  

Strong openings often introduce their argument or approach at the level of the big picture. This answer 
moves too quickly into the details by analysing a particular moment in Dracula. This approach is ill-
advised as comparative essays on OCR’s Paper 2 Comparative and contextual study do not test AO2. 
Instead, the student might have been better to concentrate on contexts, since AO3 is the dominant 
assessment objective in such questions. 

Overall, this might be the work of a candidate who has failed to plan adequately or taken exam board 
requirements into account. With more forethought, the example chosen might have been reframed 
and commented on in the main body of the essay. It could have explored the arguments from the 
perspective of genre, not from the perspective of close textual analysis. 

Opening B 
This is a strong opening. It is a clear, logical and assured introduction to a subtle and thoughtful 
argument that the reader/examiner expects is going to be explored in greater depth in the essay’s 
main body. It grapples with the key words, acknowledging that the statement has some validity, but 
draws attention to further complexities. It questions the notion that the evocation of fear and horror is a 
Gothic writer’s ‘main aim’. 

The student works at the level of the big picture, exploring genre, commenting on critical approaches, 
and using specific contextual detail. For example, in the comments on Frankenstein, the student 
makes helpful use of embedded quotations from the 1818 preface to the novel and a useful reference 
to Shelley’s father, William Godwin. This approach is appropriate for an answer for which the dominant 
assessment objective is AO3. 

Additionally, this introduction is consistently comparative. The opening sentences explore the Gothic 
genre in broad terms. When the studied texts receive comment, they are treated comparatively and 
given equal weight. While they are linked by their similar interest in social concerns, the student does 
not strain at similarity. Terms like ‘to varying degrees’ and ‘albeit in different ways’ suggest that the 
answer is going to explore the complexities and differences as well as the similarities. 

This resource is part of ENGLISH REVIEW, a magazine written for A-level students by 
subject experts. To subscribe to the full magazine go to 
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreview 


