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Getting the most from this guide


This guide is designed to help you raise your achievement in your examination response to An Inspector Calls. It is written so that you can use it throughout your GCSE English Literature course: it will help you when you are studying the play 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 play.
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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 your 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 play 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. 101).
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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


Key quotations are highlighted for you, so that if you wish you may use them as supporting evidence in your examination answers. Further quotations, grouped by characterisation, themes and key moments, can be found in the ‘Top ten’ section on page 93 of the guide.


All page references in this guide refer to the 1992 Heinemann edition of An Inspector Calls (ISBN 978-0-435232-82-5).


The Inspector: ‘We don’t live alone. We are members of one body…’ (p. 56).
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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 play itself, since it offers an explanation of relevant historical, cultural and literary background to the text. It is here that you will find information on aspects of Priestley’s life that influenced his writing, on the particular issues with which Priestley was concerned and on where the play stands in terms of the literary tradition to which it belongs.


As you work through the play, you may find it helpful to read the relevant ‘Plot and structure’ sections before or after reading a particular act or section of text. As well as a summary of events there is also commentary, so that you are aware of key events and features in each act of the play. Later, the sections on ‘Characterisation’, ‘Themes’ and ‘Language, style and analysis’ will help 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, because you will have a clear understanding of what the examiners are looking for. The Assessment Objectives are what exam boards base their mark schemes on. In this section they are broken down and clearly explained.


Revising the text


Whether you study the play in a block of time close to the exam or much earlier in your GCSE English Literature 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 play, and for this the section on ‘Plot and structure’ might be revisited in the first instance. You might then look at the ‘Assessment Objectives and skills’ section to ensure that you understand what the examiners are, in general, looking for.


‘Tackling the exams’ then gives you useful information on the exams and on question format, depending on which exam 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. Focused advice on how you might improve your grade follows, and you need to read this section carefully.


You will find examples of exam-style responses in the ‘Sample essays’ section, with examiner 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. When looking at the sample answers, bear in mind that the way responses are assessed is similar (but not identical) across the boards. It is sensible to look online at the sample questions and materials from the particular board that you are taking, and to try planning answers to as many questions as possible. You might also have fun inventing and answering additional questions, since you can be sure that the ones in the sample materials will not be the ones you see when you open the exam paper!


This guide should help you to clarify your thinking about the play, but it is not a substitute for your thoughtful reading and discussion of An Inspector Calls. The guide should also help you consolidate your approach to writing well under the pressure of the examination. The suggestions in the guide can help you to develop habits of planning and writing answers that take the worry out of how you write, and so enable you to concentrate on what you write.


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. Instead, use the guide as a springboard to develop your own ideas. The examiners hope to reward you for perceptive thought, individual appreciation and varying interpretations. Try to show that you have engaged with the themes and ideas in the play and that you have explored Priestley’s methods with an awareness of the context in which he wrote. Above all, don’t be afraid to make it clear that you have enjoyed the play.


The play in performance


Finally, remember that An Inspector Calls was written to be seen, rather than read on the page only. You might be fortunate enough to see it as it was originally intended: on stage. But there are also some screen adaptations available: the 2015 BBC production, starring David Thewlis as the Inspector, is well worth watching, even though it does make considerable changes to Priestley’s original text. The 1954 adaptation, with Alastair Sim as the Inspector, now appears very dated, but is nonetheless worth watching as it is provides an additional context for your studies. You may also find other versions of the play online, and although each one adapts Priestley’s original, all preserve the essential message of the play: namely, that we have a moral duty to care for each other.


As you watch these versions of the play, and as you read and re-read An Inspector Calls (and this guide), do not forget that although the play was written to inform and to challenge the audience’s views, it was also intended to entertain. Regardless of whether you sympathise with Priestley’s views, few can doubt that it does just that, and this perhaps explains its ongoing popularity, in schools as well as with filmmakers and theatre directors. Do remember, however, that your examination is on the play, rather than on a film or television adaptation.


Enjoy referring to the guide and good luck with your examinations.





Context
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Target your thinking





•  What is meant by ‘context’? (AO3)



•  How did Priestley’s life and times influence his work? (AO3)



•  How did sociological and political conditions in England at the beginning of the twentieth century affect Priestley’s view of society? (AO3)



•  How did other literary forms influence Priestley? (AO3)
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What is meant by ‘context’?


In order to fully understand and appreciate the play An Inspector Calls, it is necessary to have some understanding of context. The term ‘context’ refers to all the circumstances under which a text was produced. It includes the social, political and historical events of the time (such as the end of World War II) and the beliefs that the writer holds about those events, as well as the events leading up to that time. It also encompasses the writer’s own personal circumstances, and how his experiences shaped his views. Context can also refer to the artistic influences that contribute to the play’s style and structure, in this case the literary context.


An Inspector Calls was written in 1945, the final year of World War II. It is set in 1912, two years before the start of World War I. Priestly was 18 in 1912; by 1945, he had had the opportunity to reflect on his experiences as a young man and to formulate his political beliefs. Keeping these key dates in your mind as you read the text will give you a fuller sense of Priestley’s main ideas, as well as helping you to understand how the play works as a piece of drama: its characters, its extensive use of dramatic irony, its setting, its historical references. All these aspects and more are dependent on knowing the play’s context. Important though they are, however, it is vital that you see this is a literary text written by Priestley, and you should write about how its context shapes it as a work of literature, rather than seeing it purely as a historical document.
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GRADE BOOSTER


Knowing the context of the play and being able to mention it in your exam response is important, but it must always be related directly to the question you are answering. Attaching a ‘stand–alone’ paragraph on context at the start or end of your essay won’t gain you many marks. Demonstrating a secure understanding of Priestley’s political views, however, which inform the moral message of the play, is essential to writing convincingly about context.
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J.B. Priestley


John Boynton Priestley was born in 1894 in Bradford, a Northern industrial town much like Brumley in the play. He therefore lived through 1912 – the time the play is set – and would have had some knowledge of families like the Birlings. He had a reasonably contented childhood although his mother died when he was very young.


Despite having a good education he decided against going to university, preferring instead to begin his working life as a junior clerk (with the stated purpose of gaining life experience), before pursuing his ultimate aim of becoming a writer. Perhaps his experience as a lowly office worker helped him to gain some understanding of the problems faced by the millions of underpaid, ordinary working people of Edwardian England.


At the same time, this was an exciting period of his life, when he enjoyed the company of many of his father’s socialist friends. Their frequent, lively political discussions may well have influenced the development of the values he expresses within An Inspector Calls.


The young Priestley would also have been familiar with the works of radical or visionary writers such as H.G. Wells and George Bernard Shaw, dismissed as ‘cranks’ by the ‘hard-headed’ business man, Arthur Birling.


When war was declared in 1914, Priestley volunteered to join the infantry. At the age of 20 he was sent to the front, and his experiences there were, inevitably, hugely influential in shaping his future views of war. He narrowly escaped being killed on a number of occasions; he saw many of his friends die or suffer terrible injuries, and was himself injured. He therefore understood very clearly the lessons of ‘fire and blood and anguish’ (p. 56) that the Inspector refers to in the final speech of the play. Many years after the war, he wrote:


‘This was no ordinary generation…we believe to this day that the best companions of our youth, the liveliest minds and bravest hearts, all the golden lads…went to that war and never came back from it. This is something that nobody born after about 1904 can ever fully appreciate.’


(J.B. Priestley, Literature and Western Man, 1960)
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Build critical skills


Priestley was a supporter of the Suffragettes’ cause, and even wrote an introduction to Antonia Raeburn’s The Militant Suffragettes in 1973. Some critics would argue that An Inspector Calls, with its focus on the struggle between the classes, is essentially socialist; others might claim because of its concentration on the exploitation of a young woman that it is an early feminist drama. Which do you think is correct? Can both interpretations be valid?
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The war no doubt influenced him to choose to go to university to study Modern History and Political Science at Cambridge University, but he realised during this time that he would prefer to be a writer than an academic. From Cambridge he moved to London, where he started in earnest to write essays and book reviews throughout the 1920s. His first novel, The Good Companions, was published in 1929 and its success allowed him the freedom to dedicate himself full-time to writing.


From novels he moved into drama. His output was prolific, and through the 1930s Priestley became an increasingly popular – and assured – playwright. He did not limit himself to one particular genre, and wrote domestic tragedies as well as comedies. He was fascinated by the concept of time, believing it to be much more complex than is commonly supposed. In one play – Dangerous Corner (1932) – a group of couples endure an evening of crushing revelations before the play returns to its starting point in order for different outcomes to develop. Such a device, as well as themes such as collective responsibility, figure strongly in An Inspector Calls.


With the outbreak of World War II Priestley’s focus as a writer changed, and he moved on to broadcast journalism with the BBC. His Postscripts programmes made him almost a household name. His willingness to criticise the British government’s actions, however, as well as his frequent calls for social change, led the series to be cancelled. By now, though, his reputation was firmly established, and his authorial voice clear and self-confident: it was at this time that he wrote An Inspector Calls. The play was immediately hugely popular, and was performed around the world (premiering in Moscow). It remains his most famous work.


He continued to write through to the 1970s and died in 1984, aged 89.


Priestley was a remarkably prolific writer, and he influenced public opinion over a long and turbulent period in this country’s history. As a novelist, playwright, journalist and broadcaster, his ideas reached a wide and varied audience. Although his voice is distinctively English he was never parochial, and he became immensely popular around the world with readers who sympathised with his views on social justice. His legacy survives: much of his work remains in print, and his political views continue to inspire successive generations.
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Build critical skills


The play’s characters, setting and focus on the class divisions affecting the country in 1912 are recognisably English, and yet it remains very popular in many different countries. Why do you think this is?
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Performance history


An Inspector Calls remains Priestley’s most enduring work for a number of reasons. It is a ‘well made play’, tightly written, with a very clear focus on the plot and themes. It is also a cleverly, economically constructed piece of drama that is immediately accessible to most audiences. Importantly, the characters and the audience move from a position of ignorance to one of knowledge and understanding of themselves and the world around them.


The play was first performed in Moscow in 1945 and then performed in London in 1946. It quickly moved to Broadway in New York where it ran for a number of months. The play has been revived on a number of occasions, and has remained popular in repertory theatres ever since it was first performed. It was with the National Theatre’s 1992 revival, directed by Stephen Daldry, however, that the play gained a new lease of life: this was a radically re-imagined production, with a striking set design that incorporated non-naturalistic staging to convey important conceptual ideas about the divisions in society.


Daldry’s production was seen as an attack on the politics of the British Conservative Party of the time, and in particular those that had been introduced by the former Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher (who once famously claimed that ‘there is no such thing as society’). It could perhaps be argued that An Inspector Calls is revived on screen or on stage in times of political unrest and that as such it reflects the issues thought to be relevant to society at the time. The recent 2015 BBC production, for example, was screened just after the Labour Party had been defeated in the general election, and some commentators saw parallels between some of the themes Priestley was exploring and both the growing number of dispossessed refugees from Africa and the Middle East seeking refuge in Europe and the huge numbers of families in the UK living below the poverty line and dependent on food banks.
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GRADE BOOSTER


The director Stephen Daldry has said that his production was ‘a call to arms for collective responsibility against the wild, unregulated, and purely profit-driven selfishness that’s created vast levels of unemployment and distress throughout the world’ (The Independent, 25 September 2009). A comment on how you see the relevance of the play today can demonstrate to the examiners that you have thought deeply about your personal response.
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Set as it is in 1912, and being first performed in 1945, it is a play that seems rooted in war. But in fact both dates, ominous though they might be for us, could also be associated with hope: Mr Birling’s speech in which he references the Titanic, although dramatically ironic, works because it would have been believable at the time: 1912 was a time of relative prosperity, and great advances in engineering and science. World War I, however, was a cataclysmic event, which for a while obliterated any sense of optimism. Priestley was appalled both by the war and by the treatment of veterans afterwards. Perhaps the greatest irony is that all of the problems referred to by Mr Birling as being over and done with are still with us today.
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Although Europe had been left in ruins by 1945, it was still a time of hope for many: after all, Nazism had been defeated, and the Allies had defeated the greatest threat to freedom in mankind’s history. It seemed an apt moment to attempt to ensure that the mistakes of the past were not repeated, and to build a better future for everyone. In setting the play in 1912, it has been suggested that:
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