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Getting the most from this guide


This guide is designed to help you work towards getting the best possible grade in your English examination. It contains a wealth of useful information, not only on the novel The Cone-Gatherers itself but also on improving your exam techniques. Using this guide to accompany your study of the novel will help you to greater success in your English examination.


This guide uses the Canongate 2012 edition of The Cone-Gatherers by Robin Jenkins, ISBN: 978-0-85786-235-8. All page numbers align with this edition.


It is important that you use this guide throughout your reading and revision – in fact, Chapter 2: Context will help you get to grips with the novel before you even begin to read it.


As you read the novel, referring to Chapter 3: Study and revision will enhance your understanding of literary features such as plot, structure, characterisation, theme and language.


When you have finished reading the novel, the guidance and advice given in Chapter 4: Approaching the Critical Reading paper will support your revision as well as strengthening your understanding of the text. You may be aware that The Cone-Gatherers is one of the ‘crossover’ texts in the English Critical Reading paper: this means that it is an option in National 5 and Higher Scottish text sections of the examination paper. Candidates at both levels may decide to use this novel in their responses to the critical essay section of the examination paper. This section of the guide is helpfully divided into National 5 and Higher pages, giving detailed advice on how to deal with the Scottish text and critical essay sections for each level.


The following features have been used throughout this guide to help you gain the most from your study of the novel:
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Target your thinking


You will see this feature at the start of every chapter or main section. It contains questions that provide a focus for what you will learn in that chapter.
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Build critical skills


This feature appears throughout the guide. It will help you to analyse and explore aspects of the novel in greater depth.
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Key quotation


This feature will draw your attention to quotations that are important in conveying key aspects of the text.
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Glossary


This feature highlights and defines key words used in the novel and in this guide.
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Exam tip


Top tips to help you maximise your chances of success in the exam.
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REVIEW YOUR LEARNING


You will see this feature at the end of each chapter. It contains questions that will help you to firm up your knowledge of the novel and/or your understanding of exam techniques.
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1 Introduction


Preparing to study The Cone-Gatherers


There are many different ways of studying the novel and each individual will have a preferred way of approaching a piece of literature. Some will read the text in its entirety before attempting to reflect on its themes, characters and all of the aspects that make it a piece of memorable literature. Others will work through the novel chapter by chapter in the classroom, making notes and discussing particular aspects of the text. Whatever way you read and study the novel, it is important to remember one thing: you must gain an in-depth knowledge and understanding of the text and develop your analytical skills in order to do well in the examination.


Using this guide as a companion to your study of The Cone-Gatherers will undoubtedly help you to acquire the depth of knowledge and understanding needed to successfully answer the Scottish text questions and write effective critical essays. It is also worth remembering that basic study techniques – such as highlighting, making notes, creating mind-maps, etc. – are useful in reinforcing your knowledge of a text. It goes without saying that this guide is meant to support your reading of the novel, not replace it. It is important to develop your own thoughts and feelings about the novel as you read it, rather than just memorising the information given in this guide.


The world in which The Cone-Gatherers is set is very different from that of the present day. The novel is a work of fiction with characters and events generated in the imagination of its author, Robin Jenkins. The novel draws upon various influences in Jenkins’ life – in particular his experiences as a conscientious objector during the Second World War – and it is important to have a knowledge of these influences to fully appreciate the text. In this guide, the Context chapter will provide you with information about Jenkins’ life and ideas; the historical, social and cultural influences prevalent at the time of the Second World War; and how this background may have shaped the novel. This section can be read before you begin reading the novel and will also be helpful during your revision.


Study and revision


As your reading of the novel progresses, you can refer to this guide’s notes on several literary features. The Study and revision chapter is divided into four sections: 3.1 Plot and structure, 3.2 Characterisation, 3.3 Themes and 3.4 Language features and analysis. Each section can be read in tandem with the novel or when revising, allowing you to enhance your understanding of these aspects of the text. For example, the section on characterisation contains detailed notes on the main characters; in the plot and structure section, you will find useful synopses of each chapter as well as commentary on key events.


When you have finished reading the novel, Chapter 4: Approaching the Critical Reading paper will provide you with lots of guidance on how to apply your knowledge of the novel in an examination context. This section of the guide will help you with all aspects of revision: it contains everything you need to know about the tasks you will face in the Critical Reading examination paper.


For Scottish text questions, there is specific guidance on successfully decoding and answering the different types of questions you will encounter in the examination. Sample answers to questions are provided and these will give you a clear idea of the level of response needed for success. There are also examination-style questions that give you an opportunity to practise your skills and show off your knowledge of the text.


For critical essay revision, there is detailed guidance on how to ‘read’ and choose suitable questions, as well as advice on planning and writing effective essays on the novel. Again, there are practice essay questions and samples that will help you to produce your best work.


Some final advice


As you can see, there is a great deal of useful guidance in this book. However, the most important thing to remember is that it is your knowledge and understanding of the novel that are being tested. It is therefore important to think carefully about the novel and come up with your own ideas, rather than memorising and rewriting details from this guide. You need to demonstrate that you have engaged with the text and that you can appreciate Jenkins’ craftsmanship. This means that it is always useful to ask yourself questions about the novel as you are reading: you might ask why a character acts in a certain way or how the setting influences a particular event. If you do this, there is no doubt that you will enjoy the novel much more and will be able to answer examination questions much more effectively.





2 Context
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Target your thinking





•  What does ‘context’ mean?



•  How did Jenkins’ life influence his writing?



•  How did political, cultural and historical influences shape Jenkins’ creation of the novel?



•  Does the novel conform to a particular literary genre?
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What does ‘context’ mean?


If you look up the word ‘context’ in a dictionary, you will probably find a variety of definitions, all of which encapsulate the general idea of ‘being related to or connected to something greater’. However, ‘context’ can also be used in the study of literature – ‘literary context’ has a fairly specific definition.
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Glossary


literary context: where the text sits in relation to literary genres or literary traditions and how the writer might have been influenced by other writers and works of literature.
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It is often very helpful – and interesting – to think about how the text might have been influenced by events in the writer’s life and by the social, cultural and historical background of the text’s setting or of the time period during which it was written. You will not have to answer directly on context in the examination but having a knowledge of the novel’s context will ensure that you have a greater appreciation of features such as characterisation and theme. You will then be able to respond to Scottish text questions and critical essay questions in far greater depth.


Robin Jenkins’s life


Robin Jenkins was born on 11 September 1912 in Cambuslang, on the outskirts of Glasgow. His given name was actually John Jenkins, but he used the name Robin for the publication of his first novel (in 1951) and it became his writing name from that point onwards. His early life was a difficult one. One of four siblings, the premature death of his father when Jenkins was only seven years old meant that the family were no strangers to poverty: perhaps this is one reason why his writing is often concerned with characters who have to endure hardship and poor social conditions.
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Fortunately, Jenkins found an escape route by winning a bursary to Hamilton Academy. He was a bright child who did well at school and, with the help of another scholarship, went on to study literature and history at Glasgow University. He graduated in 1936 and married a year later. His political views were left-wing and the onset of the Second World War in 1939 reinforced these views. He registered as a conscientious objector as soon as war began.
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conscientious objector: a person who refuses to serve in the armed forces or complete military service during wartime because of moral or religious reasons.
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At that time, conscientious objectors were often ostracised and many were given difficult and dangerous jobs to do. Jenkins was sent to work in forestry operations in Argyll. This was an experience that influenced his writing of The Cone-Gatherers – just as the poverty of his childhood influenced many of his other novels. However, he was careful to explain to his readers that although he ‘did once gather cones…there was no sinister Duror skulking among the trees’, the characters and events of the novel were all a product of his imagination.


After the war, he taught English and history in several Scottish secondary schools, spending time in the East End of Glasgow and at Dunoon Grammar School. His teaching spells in Scotland were interrupted by time spent teaching abroad. He had previously taught in Afghanistan and Spain, and in the 1960s he spent four years teaching in Borneo (accompanied by his wife and children). All of these experiences were a fertile source of inspiration for his writing. On his return to Scotland, he once again taught in Dunoon until his retirement.


Jenkins continued to write throughout his teaching career, producing 30 novels and two collections of short stories. His most famous novel is The Cone-Gatherers, which has been praised in Giamatti’s introduction as ‘a profound exploration of the loneliness, fear and heroism hidden in the ancient heart of Man’ (page vii). Many of his other novels have won critical acclaim: The Changeling, Fergus Lamont and The Thistle and the Grail in particular have consolidated his position as a writer of great power and imagination. In 1999, he was awarded the OBE. He was further honoured in 2002 when his contribution to literature and Scottish culture was recognised by the Saltire Society, which awarded him the Andrew Fletcher of Saltoun Award.


On his death in February 2005, he was aged 92. Many people lamented the passing of a writer who was described as ‘the greatest Scottish novelist of the modern age’. His novels explore universal concerns such as morality, the conflict of good and evil and the human condition. The literary craftsmanship and great imaginative scope of his writing continue to captivate readers in Scotland and far beyond.


Setting in time and place


The Cone-Gatherers was first published in 1955, some ten years after the Second World War. However, the novel is set during the time of the Second World War (1939–45) and, as previously mentioned, Jenkins had direct experience of forestry work as a conscientious objector during the war. The war is the reason for the cone-gatherers’ presence on the estate: they have been sent there to gather seed cones from the trees to ultimately replace the forest which is shortly to be cut down for the war effort. The war is a constantly threatening presence in the novel and Jenkins frequently reminds us of the conflict outside the immediate setting of the Runcie-Campbell estate.
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The geographical setting is the estate of Sir Colin Runcie-Campbell and his wife, Lady Runcie-Campbell. Most of the novel’s action takes place in the estate’s forest. Occasionally, the setting switches to other parts of the estate: the dismal forest hut where Neil and Calum live; the stately home and gardens of the Runcie-Campbell family; the beach hut belonging to Lady Runcie-Campbell; gamekeeper Duror’s house; and the nearby village of Lendrick. The estate lies beside a sea-loch on Scotland’s west coast, near to the forest of Ardmore where the cone-gatherers have been working for almost five years.


The setting in time: the Second World War


The Second World War was a time of great hardship across the world and although there is no actual combat in the Argyll setting of the novel, all of the characters are affected by the war. Throughout the novel, there are references to wartime events that are happening in the outside world: Duror’s obsessive hatred of deformity leads him to secretly approve of the genocide being perpetrated by the Nazi regime; Tulloch mourns his brother, who has been killed at Dunkirk; Lady Runcie-Campbell wonders whether her husband and brother will survive the war in the North African desert.


One of the major themes of the novel is the conflict between good and evil, and this is reflected not only in Duror’s obsessive hatred of Calum but also in the far greater conflict that rages in the world outside the estate. On the first page of the novel, Jenkins contrasts the ‘homely’ beauty of the tree in which Calum and Neil are gathering cones with the nearby and menacing presence of a naval ‘destroyer’ and ‘gunshots’ in the woods. We quickly learn that there is no hiding from the conflict: it is a presence that affects the lives of everyone in the novel. By describing the hardships of rationing, the constant fear for family members in the midst of the fighting or the hostility shown to the conscientious objectors working in Ardmore, Jenkins reminds us that the conflict between good and evil is all around us, and that even the most peaceful places are in danger.
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Glossary


theme: a central idea or key concern that a writer explores in a text. A theme is a key idea that the writer wants us to think about when reading, or after reading, the text. Themes can be explored through the writer’s use of features such as characterisation, plot, structure, language, etc.
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The Second World War was also a time when the established hierarchy of social class in Britain underwent a dramatic change. The strict class structures that had existed for centuries were gradually eroding. The war brought great upheavals in Britain’s political and economic systems. Like almost all Scottish landowners at that time, Sir Colin Runcie-Campbell is a member of the upper-class aristocracy; he believes that the class structure should be preserved and that his superiority and rights should not be challenged by those of a lower class. Sir Colin’s absence because of war service leaves Lady Runcie-Campbell in charge of the estate and she is far less confident in her role as aristocratic land owner. She faces an internal conflict between her desire to uphold her social position and the Christian ideals of looking after the less fortunate in society.


At the other end of the social spectrum are the cone-gatherers. At this period in time, the lowest classes still had very little power. This is made clear when Duror describes the brothers as ‘sub-human’. In fact, the brothers’ low social position is a cause of a great deal of their suffering and they are often treated with less respect than animals. Neil resents the idea of the restrictive social class structure and represents the views held by many social reformers at that time. Jenkins was a firm believer in social equality and his beliefs are echoed in Neil’s desire for a fairer world in which even the poorest members of society have a chance to live comfortably.
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Build critical skills


When you have read the novel, think about how the characters are used by Jenkins to show the views of different social classes. Do all of the characters fit neatly into a social class or are some characters more difficult to define socially?
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The setting in place: the Runcie-Campbell estate and its surroundings



When Jenkins registered as a conscientious objector, he had to appear before two military tribunals to explain that his objection to military service was on moral rather than religious grounds. At that time, conscientious objectors were employed in various roles: some became army medics; others worked in heavy industry or agriculture. Jenkins was sent to work in forestry in Argyll and his experience during that time contributed to his imaginative creation of the Runcie-Campbell estate and the work of the cone-gatherers.


The novel opens with a description of the forest, which suggests it is a very beautiful place – almost like Eden. However, in the same way that Eden was dangerous for the innocent Adam and Eve, the forest is also not as beautiful as it appears. Throughout the novel, Jenkins uses religious symbolism to explore the key themes of good and evil, and many of the descriptions of the forest are symbolic in this way. Calum is an innocent character who is associated with the goodness and beauty of nature in the forest, whereas Duror is often associated with the dark and sinister aspects of the forest.
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Eden: a paradise. In the biblical account of creation, Eden was the beautiful garden that God created for Adam and Eve to inhabit.
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Glossary


symbolism: the use of symbols to represent an idea or a meaning that is not literal. For example, in this novel, Duror’s growing insanity is symbolised by ‘a tree…tossed by a gale’.
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The grand mansion inhabited by the Runcie-Campbell family is another setting that is used effectively by Jenkins to show the power and privilege of the upper classes. The mansion is in direct contrast to the squalor of the cone-gatherers’ hut in the forest. Neil is acutely aware of this unfair divide. His bitter comment that the mansion is ‘a house with fifty rooms, every one of them three times the size of our hut, and nearly all of them empty’ reveals his frustration at the social inequality and humiliation he has to endure. Although the cone-gatherers’ hut is shoddy, Calum’s simpleminded nature allows him to feel at home there. The hut is often associated with light and warmth from the fire. It becomes a symbol for goodness and innocence in contrast to the darkness of the forest and Duror’s dark obsessions.


There are other settings on the estate that are used effectively: Duror’s house is used to show his isolation from other characters; the silver fir trees surrounding the mansion and the garden are symbolic of the social barriers that separate upper and lower classes; the beach hut offers only a fleeting chance of comfort to the brothers, thus revealing the hopelessness of their situation. The village of Lendrick is self-contained, yet it also helps to emphasise the fact that war reaches everywhere. When Neil and Calum visit the hotel’s pub, they are shamed by the thoughtless joking of a group of soldiers and the hostility shown to the conscientious objectors suggests that conflict and evil exist all around us.



Literary context



The Cone-Gatherers is often described as an allegory and sometimes described as a fable. Both of these descriptions could be applied to the novel as it deals with moral themes such as the conflict of good and evil, fairness, justice and redemption. Read as an allegory, the conflict between Duror and the brothers could be representative of the struggle between good and evil in the world; Lady Runcie-Campbell’s feelings of ‘purified hope, and joy’ after Calum’s death could represent the ideas of sacrifice and redemption. There are certainly layers of meanings within the characters and plot. The novel also contains many elements of the fable genre. It has a fairly simple plot that takes place over a short timescale of a few days. It also has an ending which could be read as a moral lesson: that goodness will eventually overcome evil and will provide us with hope.




[image: ]


Glossary


allegory: a text, usually a story, in which the characters and events take on a much deeper moral or political or religious meaning


fable: a short story which provides a moral lesson


genre: in literature, genre means the type, style or category of a text. Plays, novels and poems all belong to separate genres. Texts can also be classified by genres that relate to the style of writing – for example, thrillers or romances
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REVIEW YOUR LEARNING


(Answers are given on p. 108.)





1  What is meant by the term ‘context’?




2  Why did Robin Jenkins work in forestry for some time?




3  When did the Second World War take place?




4  How might smaller communities have been affected by the war?




5  How would people have been affected by social class structure during the Second World War?




6  What does ‘symbolism’ mean?




7  Name two characters who could be viewed as symbolic and explain what these characters symbolise.




8  What does the term ‘allegory’ mean?
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3 Study and revision


3.1 Plot and structure
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Target your thinking





•  What are the main events of the novel?



•  How are the main characters affected by key incidents?



•  How do these key incidents lead to the climax of the novel?
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Plot


The following chapter summaries explore the main events of the novel in more depth.


Chapter 1


The novel begins with the brothers, Neil and Calum, high up in a larch tree in the woods of the Runcie-Campbells’ Lendrickmore estate. They have been gathering the cones that will provide seed to replace trees being cut down for the war effort. The younger brother, Calum, is physically disabled – he is described as ‘a hunchback’ – but is completely at home in the trees and loves nature. Neil, the elder brother, is far less comfortable in the trees than Calum and is deeply dissatisfied with the social divisions and inequality brought on by the class system at that time.


When returning to their impoverished hut that evening, the brothers come across an injured rabbit caught in a snare placed by Duror, the estate’s gamekeeper. Calum is deeply distressed at the rabbit’s injuries, but his deep compassion will not allow him to end its suffering. Neil insists that they leave the rabbit for Duror, as they have already provoked the gamekeeper’s anger by interfering with other snares. Neil also makes it clear that he is not happy with the brothers’ short-term removal to the Runcie-Campbell estate, saying that he would far rather be back at Ardmore forest where they normally work.

OEBPS/OEBPS/images/tp.gif
SCOTTISH
SET TEXT
GUIDE

National 5 and
Higher English

Donna Gray

Series Editor:

The
Cone-Gatherers

H

ODDER

BSON





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
The

Donna Gray
Series Editor
Carolyn Cunningham





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/8-1.jpg
A Robin Jenkins at his writing desk





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/rules.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/10-1.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/2-2.gif
SCOTLAND
EXCEL%






OEBPS/OEBPS/images/2-1.gif
MIX

Paper from
responsible sources

Ewssgg FSC™ C104740






