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Getting the most from this guide


This guide is designed to help you raise your achievement in your examination response for Great Expectations. It is intended for you to use throughout your GCSE English literature course: it will help you when you are studying the novel for the first time and also during your revision.


The following features have been used throughout this guide to help you focus your understanding of the novel.
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Target your thinking


A list of introductory questions labelled by Assessment Objective is provided at the beginning of each chapter to give you a breakdown of the material covered. They target your thinking in order to help you work more efficiently by focusing on the key messages.
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Build critical skills


These boxes offer an opportunity to consider some more challenging questions. They are designed to encourage deeper thinking, analysis and exploratory thought. Building and practising critical skills in this way will give you a real advantage in the examination.
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GRADE FOCUS


It is possible to know a novel well and yet still underachieve in the examination if you are unsure what the examiners are looking for. The GRADE FOCUS boxes give a clear explanation of how you may be assessed, with an emphasis on the criteria for gaining a Grade 5 and a Grade 8.
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REVIEW YOUR LEARNING


At the end of each chapter you will find this section to test your knowledge: a series of short specific questions to ensure you have understood and absorbed the key messages of the section. Answers to the ‘Review your learning’ questions are provided in the final section of the guide (p.100).
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GRADE BOOSTER


Read and remember these pieces of helpful grade-boosting advice. They provide top tips from experienced teachers and examiners who can advise you on what to do, as well as what not to do, in order to maximise your chances of success in the examination.


[image: ]







[image: ]


Key quotation


‘I love her, I love her, I love her!’


(Chapter 29, p.243)
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Key quotations are highlighted for you, so that if you wish you may use them as supporting evidence in your examination answers. All the page references provided are from the Penguin Classics edition of the text. For each page reference, a chapter reference has also been given in case you are using a different edition.


Further quotations grouped by characterisation, key moments and theme can be found in the ‘Top quotations’ section on p.93.





Introduction


Studying the text


You may find it useful to read sections of this guide when you need them, rather than reading it from start to finish. For example, the section on Context can be read before you read the novel itself, since it offers an explanation of relevant historical, cultural and literary background to the text. In Context you will find information about aspects of Dickens’ life and times that influenced his writing, the particular issues with which Dickens was concerned, and where the novel stands in terms of the literary tradition to which it belongs.


As you work through the novel, you may find it helpful to read the relevant plot and structure sections before or after reading a particular chapter. As well as a summary of events there is also commentary, so that you are aware of both key events and features in each of the chapters. The sections on characterisation, themes, and language, style and analysis will help to develop your thinking further, in preparation for written responses on particular aspects of the text.


Many students also enjoy the experience of being able to bring something extra to their classroom lessons in order to be ‘a step ahead of the game’. Alternatively, you may have missed a classroom session or feel that you need a clearer explanation, and the guide can help you with this too.


An initial reading of the section on ‘Assessment Objectives and skills’ will enable you to make really effective notes in preparation for assessments. The Assessment Objectives are what examination boards base their mark schemes on. In this section the AOs are broken down and clearly explained.


Revising the text


Whether you study the novel in a block of time close to the exam or much earlier in your GCSE course, you will need to revise thoroughly if you are to achieve the very best grade that you can.


You should first remind yourself of what happens in the novel, and for this the chapter on ‘Plot and structure’ might be returned to in the first instance. You might then look at the ‘Assessment Objectives and skills’ section to ensure that you understand what the examiners are looking for in general.


‘Tackling the examination questions’ then gives you useful information on question format, depending on which examination board specification you are following, as well as advice on the examination format, and practical considerations such as the time available for the question and the assessment objectives that apply to it. Advice is also supplied on how to approach the question, writing a quick plan, and ‘working with’ the text, since all of the examination boards use an extract-based question for Great Expectations.


Focused advice on how you might improve your grade follows, and you need to read this section carefully.


You will also find examples of exam-style responses in the ‘Sample essays’ section, with an examiner’s comments in the margins so that you can see clearly how to move towards a Grade 5 and how then to move from a Grade 5 to a Grade 8.


Now that all GCSE literature examinations are ‘closed book’, the ‘Top quotations’ section will be an invaluable aid, in that it offers you the opportunity to learn short quotations to support points about character and themes, as well as being a revision aid that identifies the top ten key moments in the novel.


When writing about the novel, use this guide as a springboard to develop your own ideas. Remember: the examiners are not looking for set responses. You should not read this guide in order to memorise chunks of it, ready to regurgitate in the exam. Identical answers are dull. The examiners hope to reward you for perceptive thought, individual appreciation and varying interpretations. They want to sense that you have engaged with the themes and ideas in the novel, have explored Dickens’ methods with an awareness of the context in which he wrote and have enjoyed this part of your literature course.


There are a number of film and TV versions of Great Expectations, ranging from the classic 1946 black-and-white film directed by David Lean, to the 2011 TV serialisation starring Douglas Booth, Ray Winstone and Gillian Anderson, and the 2012 Mike Newell film with Ben Lloyd-Hughes, Holliday Grainger and Helena Bonham Carter. You will find interesting interpretations of and variations from the text in all of these but, of course, they should never be seen as a substitute for the text itself.





Context
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Target your thinking





•  What is meant by ‘context’? (AO3)



•  How did Charles Dickens’ life influence his writing? (AO3)



•  To what extent are historical events an influence on Great Expectations? (AO3)



•  Is the novel still relevant to modern readers? (AO3)
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The ‘context’ of a novel means the circumstances in which it was written – the social, historical and literary factors that influenced what the author wrote. All literature is influenced by the life experiences of the author and these in turn are shaped by the world in which he/she lived. Therefore, in order to truly understand Great Expectations (1860–61), it is necessary to have some understanding of both Dickens’ life and Dickens’ world.


Charles Dickens’ life


Early years


Charles Dickens was born in Portsmouth on 7 February 1812. His father, John Dickens, was a clerk in the Naval Pay Office and his mother, Elizabeth, had been a housekeeper to the wealthy Lord Crewe. In 1817, the family relocated to Chatham in Kent, where they lived until 1822. The nearby city of Rochester later became the model for Pip’s home town in Great Expectations, from which Pip takes the coach to and from London. In 1821, while living at Chatham, Dickens attended a local school run by a Baptist minister, where he proved to be a most able pupil.


In 1822, the family again relocated, this time to the great metropolis of London. The shock of this move to the young Charles may well be reflected in Pip’s account of his first encounter with the city, in which he is overwhelmed by the ‘immensity of London’ (Chapter 20, p.163). In 1824, John Dickens fell into debt and, apart from Charles, who began working at Warren’s Blacking Factory (see below), the entire family was incarcerated in the Marshalsea Debtors’ Prison in London. This dark period of Charles Dickens’ young life influenced a number of his later novels and clearly illustrates how a writer’s art is influenced by personal experience.
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The impact of debt



The theme of debt occurs in David Copperfield (1849–50). In this novel, Mr Micawber, modelled on John Dickens, is a kindly but financially incompetent man who struggles painfully to make his income cover his expenses. Similarly, Little Dorrit (1855–57) features a heroine, Amy Dorrit, whose father has spent many years imprisoned in the Marshalsea Debtors’ Prison.


Great Expectations (1860–61) also explores the tragic potential of debt. On arriving in London, Pip describes being shown ‘the Debtors’ Door, out of which culprits came to be hanged’ (Chapter 20, p.166). Debt also becomes a major feature in Pip’s own life. He escapes imprisonment only because of the generosity of Joe, who selflessly clears all his bills (Chapter 57).


After three months of being incarcerated in the Marshalsea, John Dickens managed to liberate himself and his family as a result of a fortunately timed inheritance.


The boot-blacking factory


During the period of the family’s incarceration, a relative of Elizabeth Dickens tried to assist the family by arranging for young Charles to begin work in Warren’s boot-blacking business. Just as he reached twelve, this sensitive and highly intelligent boy had to forgo his education in order to begin monotonous days spent packaging bottles of shoe polish for six shillings a week.
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GRADE BOOSTER


The examiner will not be impressed if you turn your literature essay on Great Expectations into a potted biography of the life and times of Charles Dickens. Only use this biographical information if you can show its relevance to the examination question and to events, characters or themes in the actual novel.
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Although Dickens had to endure this menial occupation for only a matter of months, it left an indelible impression on his mind. As with debt, child exploitation became a major theme in his novels. Oliver Twist (1837–39) deals with the ruthless mistreatment of children throughout Victorian society – from corrupt workhouses, to heartless employers, to an insensitive and uncaring legal system. David Copperfield (1849–50), Dickens’ most autobiographical novel, touches closely on his own personal experience at Warren’s. Aged ten, David Copperfield is withdrawn from school by his cruel stepfather, Mr Murdstone, and sent to labour in a wine-bottling factory. David works six days a week, from 7:00 a.m. to 8:00 p.m., for six shillings a week.


Great Expectations also pursues this theme. Like the young Charles Dickens, the youthful Pip hankers after an education and a higher social status than that afforded him as a blacksmith’s apprentice. It is clear, however, that the mature Pip who narrates the novel admires Joe Gargery’s thrift and industry.


Education and social advancement


Not long after his family’s release from prison, Dickens was removed from his detested employment. In 1825 he resumed his schooling, attending Wellington House Academy in London as a day pupil. In 1827, at the age of 15, he began work as a clerk in an attorney’s office. Just 18 months later, he set out as a freelance reporter in the court of Doctors’ Commons.


His various experiences of the law also later influenced Dickens’ writing. The corruption, insensitivity or incompetence of the legal profession became another major focus in his novels. Dickens’ greatest indictment of the legal system occurs in Bleak House (1852–53), in which the self-serving legal profession slowly grinds down the financial resources and spiritual wellbeing of all those who pursue a disputed will. For an analysis of Dickens’ treatment of the law in Great Expectations (see pp. 48–50 of this guide).


Dickens was able to advance his own position in life to that of a freelance reporter because he had received an education as a child and because he had sufficient ambition to teach himself shorthand. By 1834, he had risen still further and joined the staff of the Morning Chronicle. In 1836, he began to publish, in serialised form, his first novel, The Pickwick Papers. Pickwick won him fame and success and firmly established his career as a novelist by the age of just 25. It is no wonder, therefore, that education is such an important theme in so many of Dickens’ novels.


Falling in love


In 1836 Dickens married Catherine Hogarth; they would have ten children. In 1857, Dickens met and fell in love with a young actress called Ellen Ternan. The following year, he separated from Catherine, his wife of 22 years. In 1860, he sold his London home and moved to Gad’s Hill Place, a large mansion he had purchased in 1856 on the outskirts of Rochester, close to his boyhood home of Chatham.


Again, it is possible to see the close relationship between Dickens’ life and his work. As mentioned earlier, Pip’s home town is based on Rochester. Furthermore, Great Expectations centres on Pip’s deep and romantic attachment to Estella, thus enabling Dickens to express his own deep and romantic attachment to Ellen Ternan in fictional form. Our Mutual Friend (1864–65) also has a deep and romantic attachment at its centre.


In 1870, before he was able to complete his last novel, Edwin Drood, Dickens died of a heart attack brought on by overwork. By the time of his death, voting rights had been greatly extended (1867), the practice of imprisonment for debt had been abolished (1869), and Forster’s Elementary Education Act (1870) had set about creating the genesis of the state education system that we enjoy today. England still had a deeply unequal and class-ridden society, however, with tremendous excesses of both poverty and wealth, and this would remain unchanged for many decades.


Dickens’ world


During Charles Dickens’ lifetime, nineteenth-century Britain was under tremendous pressure from the twin forces of science and technology, which generated great social, political and economic changes. These affected the ways in which people viewed both themselves and their relationships with each other, with their religion and with society at large.


Industrialisation


Industrialisation in particular was a destabilising factor that threatened the entire fabric of Victorian England. It created great wealth for a new entrepreneurial minority who were astute enough to set up factories and mills or who created other related businesses that advanced Britain’s trade and commerce. Industrialisation, however, also led to a ruthless exploitation of the largely unskilled and uneducated workers, who were needed as manual labour to keep the machines running.


Social unrest


The new factory towns brought large numbers of workers into close proximity. At the same time, workers inevitably became resentful of the poverty and suffering they were forced to endure by the wealthy manufacturers or mill owners who employed them. This had the effect of politicising people. In Hard Times (1854), Dickens explicitly explores the plight of people living in English factory towns in coping with the twin evils of poverty and pollution.
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Build critical skills


How might the kinds of hardship and injustice undergone by people in developing countries today be compared with those of working-class people in Dickens’ time?
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The impact of science


Throughout the Victorian era, scientific discoveries began to undermine the traditional Christian beliefs and values that were commonly regarded as essential for social cohesion. The revolutionary thinker Karl Marx had explicitly acknowledged this when he wrote that ‘Religion … is the opium of the people’ (1843–44). Marx meant by this that the promise of an afterlife encouraged the poor to suffer the iniquities and inequalities of this life in silence.


One of the biggest challenges to traditional Christianity came with the publication of Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (1859), in which Darwin argued for a model of the world in which life gradually evolved over an immense period of time. The idea of this incremental process challenged the fundamental Christian belief that God created the Earth and all things in just six days. Darwin’s theory, being partly based on fossil evidence, also suggested that the world was many times older than the Bible indicated. If the Bible could not be trusted on the crucial point of the creation of life, what other errors might it contain?


Darwin’s findings also suggested a world in which the predominant principle is ‘the survival of the fittest’. This is a vision of an uncaring universe in which the weak are destroyed by the strong and in which God does not intervene. A number of these ideas had surfaced prior to Darwin’s publication. They had, for instance, obviously influenced the famous poet Alfred Tennyson when he wrote of ‘Nature, red in tooth and claw’ in his epic poem In Memoriam (published in 1850).


The 1851 Census showed that church attendance was in decline. According to the historian H.C.G. Matthew, writing in the Oxford Illustrated History of Britain, ‘Of potential church-goers, over five and a quarter million stayed at home.’ This was out of a combined population of England and Wales of around 18 million. Matthew Arnold lamented this trend towards greater secularisation in his famous poem ‘Dover Beach’ (1867), when he wrote:




The Sea of Faith


Was once, too, at the full, and round earth’s shore…


But now I only hear


Its melancholy, long withdrawing roar,


Retreating…
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GRADE BOOSTER


A society can be described as secular when it does not place too much importance on religious beliefs and values. Over time, secularisation can lead to a society where atheism or agnosticism is more common than religion. To many Victorians, this prospect was unthinkable. Showing an awareness of this, by referring to how Dickens’ heroes and heroines display essentially Christian values, could gain you marks for AO3.
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Population growth and urban development



Tremendous population growth during the nineteenth century also placed much pressure on Victorian society. In 1801, according to the official Census of that year, the population of England stood at 8.3 million. By the 1851 Census, it had more than doubled, to 16.92 million. This growth was mainly in the towns and was supplemented by agricultural labourers leaving rural areas in search of higher wages or employment. For the first time in the history of the nation, more people in the UK mainland were living in towns and cities than in the countryside. Great Britain had become the leading manufacturing nation in the world. Again writing in the Oxford Illustrated History of Britain, the historian H.C.G. Matthew remarks: ‘An urban nation had no precedent: perhaps that was why the British dwelt so tenaciously on rural images and traditions.’


It can be argued that Dickens dwells on rural traditions in Great Expectations (1860–61). He deliberately sets his novel at the beginning of the century, when ‘Steam, was yet in its infancy’ (Chapter 7, p.46). In contrast with some of his other works, this novel does not focus in particular on the malignant physical institutions of Victorian society. Instead, and perhaps more importantly, it considers the condition of the nation’s soul, which has allowed such evils to evolve. Great Expectations presents a deeply poetic psychological study of a nation gripped by greed and selfishness. This is most powerfully explored through the concept of what it is to be a gentleman.


How relevant is Great Expectations today?


Unlike the period when the novel was written, our society provides a welfare state with all the benefits of a state education system, a national health service, social security, old age pensions, universal voting rights and guaranteed human rights. Discrimination on the basis of social class is also less prevalent. This does not mean that there are no problems with debt, injustice or poverty, but the system is in place to prevent these on such a wide scale as in Victorian times.
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