
 

BERKHAMSTED ENGLISH DEPARTMENT 

PREPARATION FOR A LEVEL ENGLISH LITERATURE  
 

DRAMA 
 
 
 

Shakespeare play 
Shakespeare: A Critical Anthology 

(Tragedy) 
Modern play 

 
 

30% of the qualification  
Written examination (2 hours 15 minutes) 

Open book  
Section A: Shakespeare essay from a choice 

of two (AO1/2/3/5) 
35 marks 

Section B: Modern play essay from a choice 
of two (AO1/2/3) 

25 marks 
 
 

 
POETRY 

 
 
 

 
Post-2000 poetry 
Set poet/period 

 
 

30% of the qualification  
Written examination (2 hours 15 minutes) 

Open book 
 

Section A: Comparative essay – unseen 
poem with contemporary poem (AO1/2/4) 

30 marks 
Section B: One essay question on set 

poet/period (AO1/2/3) 
30 marks 

 
PROSE 

 
 
 

 
Two prose texts from a chosen theme 

 
20% of the qualification 

Open book 
One comparative essay from a choice of 

two 
(AO1/2/3/4) 

40 marks 
 

 
 
 
 

 
COURSEWORK 

 
 
 

 
Two texts linked by theme, movement, 

author or period 
 

20% of the qualification 
One extended comparative essay  

2500-3000 words 
 (AO1/2/3/4/5) 

60 marks 
 

 

 
 



Novel Openings 
A journey of a thousand miles must begin with a single step... 

(Ancient Chinese proverb) 
 
 

An opening to a novel must instantly grab the attention of the reader. Below are some 
inspiring beginnings to celebrated works of fiction: 

 
1. We started dying before the snow, and like the snow, we continued to fall. 

2. In my younger and more vulnerable years my father gave me some advice that I've been turning 
over in my mind ever since.  

 
3. It was a queer, sultry summer, the summer they electrocuted the Rosenbergs, and I didn't know 

what I was doing in New York. 
 

4. 124 was spiteful. 
 

5. This is the saddest story I ever heard. 
 

6. Mother died today. 
 

7. Once upon a time there was a woman who discovered she had turned into the wrong person. 
 

8. I write this sitting in the kitchen sink. 
 

9. Of all the things that drive men to the sea, the most common disaster, I’ve come to learn is 
women.  

 
10. In the town there were two mutes and they were always together. 

 
11. It was inevitable: the scent of bitter almonds always reminded him of the fate of unrequited love. 

 

 

 

 

 

http://thinkexist.com/quotation/a_journey_of_a_thousand_miles_must_begin_with_a/14003.html


Read two of the following texts (one must be pre-1900): 

 

Pre-1900 Post-1900 
 
Jane Austen, ‘Pride and Prejudice’, 

‘Persuasion’, ‘Sense and Sensibility’, ‘Emma’ 
Mary Elizabeth Braddon, ‘Lady Audley’s Secret’ 

Charlotte, Bronte, ‘Jane Eyre’ 

Emily Bronte, ‘Wuthering Heights’  

Wilkie Collins, ‘The Moonstone’  

 Charles Dickens, ‘Great Expectations’, 

‘David Copperfield’, ‘A Tale of Two Cities’  

George Eliot, ‘Middlemarch’ 

Thomas Hardy, ‘Tess of the d’Urbervilles’, ‘Far 

From the Madding Crowd’, ‘Jude the Obscure’ 

Mary Shelley, ‘Frankenstein’ 

Bram Stoker, ‘Dracula’ 

William Makepeace Thackeray, ‘Vanity Fair’ 

Oscar Wilde, ‘The Picture of Dorian Gray’ 

Margaret Atwood, ‘The Handmaid’s Tale’  
 
Pat Barker, ‘Regeneration’ 

Daphne du Maurier, ‘Rebecca’ 

F. Scott Fitzgerald, ‘The Great Gatsby’ 

E. M. Forster, ‘A Passage to India’  

Graham Greene, ‘Brighton Rock’  

L. P .Hartley, ‘The Go-Between’ 

Kashuo Ishiguro, ‘Never Let Me Go’ 

Ian McEwan, ‘Atonement’ 

Sylvia Plath, ‘The Bell Jar’  

Alice Walker, ‘The Color Purple’  

Evelyn Waugh, ‘Brideshead Revisited’ 

Virginia Woolf, ‘Orlando’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Written Task                  

Critical response: How does the author create such a striking opening to the 
novel? 

• Select one of the expositions of the novels in this pack – it does not need to be one 
which you have read.  

• Write a response of between 1000 – 1500 words. 

 

SUCCESS CRITERIA:  

 Presents a critical evaluative argument with sustained textual examples.  

 Evaluates the effects of literary features with sophisticated use of concepts and terminology.  

 Uses sophisticated structure and expression.  

 Exhibits a critical evaluation of the ways meanings are shaped in texts.  
 Displays a sophisticated understanding of the writer’s craft.  

 
   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

Bring this in to your first English Literature lesson. 

 



PROLOGUE 
   
THE PAST is a foreign country: they do things differently there.  
When I came upon the diary, it was lying at the bottom of a rather battered red cardboard 
collarbox, in which as a small boy I kept my Eton collars. Someone, probably my mother, had 
filled it with treasures dating from those days. There were two dry, empty sea-urchins; two 
rusty magnets, a large one and a small one, which had almost lost their magnetism; some 
negatives rolled up in a tight coil; some stumps of sealing-wax; a small combination lock with 
three rows of letters; a twist of very fine whipcord; and one or two ambiguous objects, pieces 
of things, of which the use was not at once apparent: I could not even tell what they had 
belonged to. The relics were not exactly dirty nor were they quite clean, they had the patina 
of age; and as I handled them, for the first time for over fifty years, a recollection of what each 
had meant to me came back, faint as the magnets’ power to draw, but as perceptible. 
Something came and went between us: the intimate pleasure of recognition, the almost 
mystical thrill of early ownership—feelings of which, at sixty-odd, I felt ashamed.  
It was a roll-call in reverse; the children of the past announced their names, and I said “Here.” 
Only the diary refused to disclose its identity.  
My first impression was that it was a present someone had brought me from abroad. The 
shape, the lettering, the purple limp leather curling upwards at the corners, gave it a foreign 
look; and it had, I could see, gold edges. Of all the exhibits it was the only one that might have 
been expensive. I must have treasured it; why, then, could I not give it a context?  
I did not want to touch it and told myself that this was because it challenged my memory; I 
was proud of my memory and disliked having it prompted. So I sat staring at the diary, as at a 
blank space in a crossword puzzle. Still no light came, and suddenly I took the combination 
lock and began to finger it, for I remembered how, at school, I could always open it by the 
sense of touch when someone else had set the combination. It was one of my show-pieces 
and, when I first mastered it, drew some applause, for I declared that to do it I had to put 
myself into a trance; and this was not quite a lie, for I did deliberately empty my mind and let 
my fingers work without direction. To heighten the effect, however, I would close my eyes 
and sway gently to and fro, until the effort of keeping my consciousness at a low ebb almost 
exhausted me; and this I found myself instinctively doing now, as to an audience. After a 
timeless interval I heard the tiny click and felt the sides of the lock relax and draw apart; and 
at the same moment, as if by some sympathetic loosening in my mind, the secret of the diary 
flashed upon me.  
Yet even then I did not want to touch it; indeed my unwillingness increased, for now I knew 
why I distrusted it. I looked away and it seemed to me that every object in the room exhaled 
the diary’s enervating power and spoke its message of disappointment and defeat. And as if 
that was not enough, the voices reproached me with not having had the grit to overcome 
them. Under this twofold assault I sat staring at the bulging envelopes around me, the stacks 
of papers tied up with red tape—the task of sorting which I had set myself for winter evenings, 
and of which the red collar-box had been almost the first item; and I felt, with a bitter blend 
of self-pity and self-reproach, that had it not been for the diary, or what the diary stood for, 
everything would be different. I should not be sitting in this drab, flowerless room, where the 
curtains were not even drawn to hide the cold rain beating on the windows, or contemplating 
the accumulation of the past and the duty it imposed on me to sort it out. I should be sitting 
in another room, rainbow-hued, looking not into the past but into the future; and I should 
not be sitting alone. 
 So I told myself, and with a gesture born of will, as most of my acts were, not inclination, I 
took the diary out of the box and opened it. 



‘Vanity Fair’ (William Makepeace Thackeray) 

BEFORE THE CURTAIN 

As the manager of the Performance sits before the curtain on the boards and looks into the 
Fair, a feeling of profound melancholy comes over him in his survey of the bustling place. 
There is a great quantity of eating and drinking, making love and jilting, laughing and the 
contrary, smoking, cheating, fighting, dancing and fiddling; there are bullies pushing about, 
bucks ogling the women, knaves picking pockets, policemen on the look-out, quacks 
(OTHER quacks, plague take them!) bawling in front of their booths, and yokels looking up 
at the tinselled dancers and poor old rouged tumblers, while the light-fingered folk are 
operating upon their pockets behind. Yes, this is VANITY FAIR; not a moral place certainly; 
nor a merry one, though very noisy. Look at the faces of the actors and buffoons when they 
come off from their business; and Tom Fool washing the paint off his cheeks before he sits 
down to dinner with his wife and the little Jack Puddings behind the canvas. The curtain will 
be up presently, and he will be turning over head and heels, and crying, "How are you?" 

A man with a reflective turn of mind, walking through an exhibition of this sort, will not be 
oppressed, I take it, by his own or other people's hilarity. An episode of humour or kindness 
touches and amuses him here and there--a pretty child looking at a gingerbread stall; a 
pretty girl blushing whilst her lover talks to her and chooses her fairing; poor Tom Fool, 
yonder behind the waggon, mumbling his bone with the honest family which lives by his 
tumbling; but the general impression is one more melancholy than mirthful. When you come 
home you sit down in a sober, contemplative, not uncharitable frame of mind, and apply 
yourself to your books or your business. 

I have no other moral than this to tag to the present story of "Vanity Fair." Some people 
consider Fairs immoral altogether, and eschew such, with their servants and families: very 
likely they are right. But persons who think otherwise, and are of a lazy, or a benevolent, or 
a sarcastic mood, may perhaps like to step in for half an hour, and look at the performances. 
There are scenes of all sorts; some dreadful combats, some grand and lofty horse-riding, 
some scenes of high life, and some of very middling indeed; some love-making for the 
sentimental, and some light comic business; the whole accompanied by appropriate scenery 
and brilliantly illuminated with the Author's own candles. 

What more has the Manager of the Performance to say?--To acknowledge the kindness with 
which it has been received in all the principal towns of England through which the Show has 
passed, and where it has been most favourably noticed by the respected conductors of the 
public Press, and by the Nobility and Gentry. He is proud to think that his Puppets have 
given satisfaction to the very best company in this empire. The famous little Becky Puppet 
has been pronounced to be uncommonly flexible in the joints, and lively on the wire; the 
Amelia Doll, though it has had a smaller circle of admirers, has yet been carved and dressed 
with the greatest care by the artist; the Dobbin Figure, though apparently clumsy, yet dances 
in a very amusing and natural manner; the Little Boys' Dance has been liked by some; and 
please to remark the richly dressed figure of the Wicked Nobleman, on which no expense 
has been spared, and which Old Nick will fetch away at the end of this singular performance. 

And with this, and a profound bow to his patrons, the Manager retires, and the curtain rises. 

 



‘Far From The Madding Crowd’ (Thomas Hardy) 

When Farmer Oak smiled, the corners of his mouth spread till they were within an 
unimportant distance of his ears, his eyes were reduced to chinks, and diverging wrinkles 
appeared round them, extending upon his countenance like the rays in a rudimentary sketch 
of the rising sun. 
 
His Christian name was Gabriel, and on working days he was a young man of sound 
judgment, easy motions, proper dress, and general good character. On Sundays he was a 
man of misty views, rather given to postponing, and hampered by his best clothes and 
umbrella: upon the whole, one who felt himself to occupy morally that vast middle space of 
Laodicean neutrality which lay between the Communion people of the parish and the 
drunken section, -- that is, he went to church, but yawned privately by the time the 
congregation reached the Nicene creed, and thought of what there would be for dinner 
when he meant to be listening to the sermon.  
 
Or, to state his character as it stood in the scale of public opinion, when his friends and 
critics were in tantrums, he was considered rather a bad man; when they were pleased, he 
was rather a good man; when they were neither, he was a man whose moral colour was a 
kind of pepper-and-salt mixture. 
 
Since he lived six times as many working-days as Sundays, Oak's appearance in his old 
clothes was most peculiarly his own -- the mental picture formed by his neighbours in 
imagining him being always dressed in that way. He wore a low-crowned felt hat, spread out 
at the base by tight jamming upon the head for security in high winds, and a coat like Dr. 
Johnson's; his lower extremities being encased in ordinary leather leggings and boots 
emphatically large, affording to each foot a roomy apartment so constructed that any 
wearer might stand in a river all day long and know nothing of damp -- their maker being a 
conscientious man who endeavoured to compensate for any weakness in his cut by 
unstinted dimension and solidity. 
 
Mr. Oak carried about him, by way of watch, what may be called a small silver clock; in 
other words, it was a watch as to shape and intention, and a small clock as to size. 
This instrument being several years older than Oak's grandfather, had the peculiarity of 
going either too fast or not at all. The smaller of its hands, too, occasionally slipped round 
on the pivot, and thus, though the minutes were told with precision, nobody could be quite 
certain of the hour they belonged to. The stopping peculiarity of his watch Oak remedied by 
thumps and shakes, and he escaped any evil consequences from the other two defects by 
constant comparisons with and observations of the sun and stars, and by pressing his face 
close to the glass of his neighbours' windows, till he could discern the hour marked by the 
green-faced timekeepers within. It may be mentioned that Oak's fob being difficult of access, 
by reason of its somewhat high situation in the waistband of his trousers (which also lay at a 
remote height under his waistcoat), the watch was as a necessity pulled out by throwing the 
body to one side, compressing the mouth and face to a mere mass of ruddy flesh on 
account of the exertion required, and drawing up the watch by its chain, like a bucket from 
a well. 
 
But some thoughtful persons, who had seen him walking across one of his fields on a certain 



December morning -- sunny and exceedingly mild -- might have regarded Gabriel Oak in 
other aspects than these. In his face one might notice that many of the hues and curves of 
youth had tarried on to manhood: there even remained in his remoter crannies some relics 
of the boy. His height and breadth would have been sufficient to make his presence 
imposing, had they been exhibited with due consideration. But there is a way some men 
have, rural and urban alike, for which the mind is more responsible than flesh and sinew: it is 
a way of curtailing their dimensions by their manner of showing them. And from a quiet 
modesty that would have become a vestal which seemed continually to impress upon him 
that he had no great claim on the world's room, Oak walked unassumingly and with a faintly 
perceptible bend, yet distinct from a bowing of the shoulders. This may be said to be a 
defect in an individual if he depends for his valuation more upon his appearance than upon 
his capacity to wear well, which Oak did not. 
 
He had just reached the time of life at which "young" is ceasing to be the prefix of "man" in 
speaking of one.  He was at the brightest period of masculine growth, for his intellect and 
his emotions were clearly separated: he had passed the time during which the influence of 
youth indiscriminately mingles them in the character of impulse, and he had not yet arrived 
at the stage wherein they become united again, in the character of prejudice, by the 
influence of a wife and family. In short, he was twenty-eight, and a bachelor. 

 

  



‘The Bell Jar’ (Sylvia Plath) 

 

It was a QUEER, sultry summer, the summer they electrocuted the Rosenbergs, and I didn't 
know what I was doing in New York. I'm stupid about executions. The idea of being 
electrocuted makes me sick, and that's all there was to read about in the papers --  

goggle-eyed headlines staring up at me on every street corner and at the fusty, 
peanutsmelling mouth of every subway. It had nothing to do with me, but I couldn't help 
wondering what it would be like, being burned alive all along your nerves.  

 I thought it must be the worst thing in the world.  New York was bad enough. By nine in 
the morning the fake, country-wet freshness that somehow seeped in overnight evaporated 
like the tail end of a sweet dream. Mirage-gray at the bottom of their granite canyons, the 
hot streets wavered in the sun, the car tops sizzled and glittered, and the dry, cindery dust 
blew into my eyes and down my throat. 

 I kept hearing about the Rosenbergs over the radio and at the office till I couldn't get them 
out of my mind. It was like the first time I saw a cadaver. For weeks afterward, the cadaver's 
head -- or what there was left of it -- floated up behind my eggs and bacon at breakfast and 
behind the face of Buddy Willard, who was responsible for my seeing it in the first place, and 
pretty soon I felt as though I were carrying that cadaver's head around with me on a string, 
like some black, noseless balloon stinking of vinegar.   

I knew something was wrong with me that summer, because all I could think about was the 
Rosenbergs and how stupid I'd been to buy all those uncomfortable, expensive clothes, 
hanging limp as fish in my closet, and how all the little successes I'd totted up so happily at 
college fizzled to nothing outside the slick marble and plate-glass fronts along Madison 
Avenue.  

 I was supposed to be having the time of my life.  I was supposed to be the envy of 
thousands of other college girls just like me all over America who wanted nothing more 
than to be tripping about in those same size seven patent leather shoes I'd bought in 
Bloomingdale's one lunch hour with a black patent leather belt and black patent leather 
pocketbook to match. And when my picture came out in the magazine the twelve of us 
were working on -- drinking martinis in a skimpy, imitation silver-lamé bodice stuck on to a 
big, fat cloud of white tulle, on some Starlight Roof, in the company of several anonymous 
young men with all-American bone structures hired or loaned for the occasion -- everybody 
would think I must be having a real whirl.   

Look what can happen in this country, they'd say. A girl lives in some out-of-theway town 
for nineteen years, so poor she can't afford a magazine, and then she gets a scholarship to 
college and wins a prize here and a prize there and ends up steering New York like her own 
private car.   

Only I wasn't steering anything, not even myself. I just bumped from my hotel to work and 
to parties and from parties to my hotel and back to work like a numb trolleybus. I guess I 
should have been excited the way most of the other girls were, but I couldn't get myself to 
react. I felt very still and very empty, the way the eye of a tornado must feel, moving dully 
along in the middle of the surrounding hullabaloo.  



  ‘Pride and Prejudice’ (Jane Austen) 

 
It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune, 

must be in want of a wife.  
However little known the feelings or views of such a man may be on his first entering a 

neighbourhood, this truth is so well fixed in the minds of the surrounding families, that he is 
considered the rightful property of some one or other of their daughters.  

“My dear Mr. Bennet,” said his lady to him one day, “have you heard that Netherfield Park 
is let at last?”  

Mr. Bennet replied that he had not.  
“But it is,” returned she; “for Mrs. Long has just been here, and she told me all about it.”  
Mr. Bennet made no answer.  
“Do you not want to know who has taken it?” cried his wife impatiently.  
“You want to tell me, and I have no objection to hearing it.”  
This was invitation enough.  
“Why, my dear, you must know, Mrs. Long says that Netherfield is taken by a young man 

of large fortune from the north of England; that he came down on Monday in a chaise and 
four to see the place, and was so much delighted with it, that he agreed with Mr. Morris 
immediately; that he is to take possession before Michaelmas, and some of his servants are to 
be in the house by the end of next week.”  

“What is his name?”  
“Bingley.”  
“Is he married or single?”  
“Oh! Single, my dear, to be sure! A single man of large fortune; four or five thousand a year. 

What a fine thing for our girls!”  
“How so? How can it affect them?”  
“My dear Mr. Bennet,” replied his wife, “how can you be so tiresome! You must know that 

I am thinking of his marrying one of them.”  
“Is that his design in settling here?”  
“Design! Nonsense, how can you talk so! But it is very likely that he may fall in love with 

one of them, and therefore you must visit him as soon as he comes.”  
“I see no occasion for that. You and the girls may go, or you may send them by themselves, 

which perhaps will be still better, for as you are as handsome as any of them, Mr. Bingley may 
like you the best of the party.”  

“My dear, you flatter me. I certainly have had my share of beauty, but I do not pretend to 
be anything extraordinary now. When a woman has five grown-up daughters, she ought to 
give over thinking of her own beauty.”  

“In such cases, a woman has not often much beauty to think of.”  
“But, my dear, you must indeed go and see Mr. Bingley when he comes into the 

neighbourhood.”  
“It is more than I engage for, I assure you.”  
“But consider your daughters. Only think what an establishment it would be for one of 

them. Sir William and Lady Lucas are determined to go, merely on that account, for in general, 
you know, they visit no newcomers. Indeed you must go, for it will be impossible for us to 
visit him if you do not.”  



“You are over-scrupulous, surely. I dare say Mr. Bingley will be very glad to see you; and I 
will send a few lines by you to assure him of my hearty consent to his marrying whichever he 
chooses of the girls; though I must throw in a good word for my little Lizzy.”  

“I desire you will do no such thing. Lizzy is not a bit better than the others; and I am sure 
she is not half so handsome as Jane, nor half so good-humoured as Lydia. But you are always 
giving her the preference.”  

“They have none of them much to recommend them,” replied he; “they are all silly and 
ignorant like other girls; but Lizzy has something more of quickness than her sisters.”  

“Mr. Bennet, how can you abuse your own children in such a way? You take delight in 
vexing me. You have no compassion for my poor nerves.”  

“You mistake me, my dear. I have a high respect for your nerves. They are my old friends. 
I have heard you mention them with consideration these last twenty years at least.”  

“Ah, you do not know what I suffer.”  
“But I hope you will get over it, and live to see many young men of four thousand a year 

come into the neighbourhood.”  
“It will be no use to us, if twenty such should come, since you will not visit them.”  
“Depend upon it, my dear, that when there are twenty, I will visit them all.”  
Mr. Bennet was so odd a mixture of quick parts, sarcastic humour, reserve, and caprice, 

that the experience of three-and-twenty years had been insufficient to make his wife 
understand his character. Her mind was less difficult to develop. She was a woman of mean 
understanding, little information, and uncertain temper. When she was discontented, she 
fancied herself nervous. The business of her life was to get her daughters married; its solace 
was visiting and news.  

 

  



‘The Moonstone’ (Wilkie Collins) 

 
Extracted from a Family Paper  
 
I address these lines—written in India—to my relatives in England.  
 
My object is to explain the motive which has induced me to refuse the right hand of 

friendship to my cousin, John Herncastle. The reserve which I have hitherto maintained in this 
matter has been misinterpreted by members of my family whose good opinion I cannot 
consent to forfeit. I request them to suspend their decision until they have read my narrative. 
And I declare, on my word of honour, that what I am now about to write is, strictly and 
literally, the truth.  

 
The private difference between my cousin and me took its rise in a great public event in 

which we were both concerned—the storming of Seringapatam, under General Baird, on the 
4th of May, 1799.  

 
In order that the circumstances may be clearly understood, I must revert for a moment to 

the period before the assault, and to the stories current in our camp of the treasure in jewels 
and gold stored up in the Palace of Seringapatam.  

 
One of the wildest of these stories related to a Yellow Diamond—a famous gem in the 

native annals of India.  
 
The earliest known traditions describe the stone as having been set in the forehead of the 

four-handed Indian god who typifies the Moon. Partly from its peculiar colour, partly from a 
superstition which represented it as feeling the influence of the deity whom it adorned, and 
growing and lessening in lustre with the waxing and waning of the moon, it first gained the 
name by which it continues to be known in India to this day—the name of THE 
MOONSTONE. A similar superstition was once prevalent, as I have heard, in ancient Greece 
and Rome; not applying, however (as in India), to a diamond devoted to the service of a god, 
but to a semi-transparent stone of the inferior order of gems, supposed to be affected by the 
lunar influences—the moon, in this latter case also, giving the name by which the stone is still 
known to collectors in our own time.  

 
The adventures of the Yellow Diamond begin with the eleventh century of the Christian 

era.  
 
At that date, the Mohammedan conqueror, Mahmoud of Ghizni, crossed India; seized on 

the holy city of Somnauth; and stripped of its treasures the famous temple, which had stood 
for centuries—the shrine of Hindoo pilgrimage, and the wonder of the Eastern world.  

 
Of all the deities worshipped in the temple, the moon-god alone escaped the rapacity of 

the conquering Mohammedans. Preserved by three Brahmins, the inviolate deity, bearing the 
Yellow Diamond in its forehead, was removed by night, and was transported to the second 
of the sacred cities of India—the city of Benares.  



Here, in a new shrine—in a hall inlaid with precious stones, under a roof supported by 
pillars of gold—the moon-god was set up and worshipped. Here, on the night when the shrine 
was completed, Vishnu the Preserver appeared to the three Brahmins in a dream.  

 
The deity breathed the breath of his divinity on the Diamond in the forehead of the god. 

And the Brahmins knelt and hid their faces in their robes. The deity commanded that the 
Moonstone should be watched, from that time forth, by three priests in turn, night and day, 
to the end of the generations of men. And the Brahmins heard, and bowed before his will. 
The deity predicted certain disaster to the presumptuous mortal who laid hands on the sacred 
gem, and to all of his house and name who received it after him. And the Brahmins caused 
the prophecy to be written over the gates of the shrine in letters of gold.  

 
One age followed another—and still, generation after generation, the successors of the 

three Brahmins watched their priceless Moonstone, night and day. One age followed another 
until the first years of the eighteenth Christian century saw the reign of Aurungzebe, Emperor 
of the Moguls. At his command havoc and rapine were let loose once more among the temples 
of the worship of Brahmah. The shrine of the four-handed god was polluted by the slaughter 
of sacred animals; the images of the deities were broken in pieces; and the Moonstone was 
seized by an officer of rank in the army of Aurungzebe.  

 
Powerless to recover their lost treasure by open force, the three guardian priests followed 

and watched it in disguise. The generations succeeded each other; the warrior who had 
committed the sacrilege perished miserably; the Moonstone passed (carrying its curse with 
it) from one lawless Mohammedan hand to another; and still, through all chances and changes, 
the successors of the three guardian priests kept their watch, waiting the day when the will 
of Vishnu the Preserver should restore to them their sacred gem. Time rolled on from the 
first to the last years of the eighteenth Christian century. The Diamond fell into the possession 
of Tippoo, Sultan of Seringapatam, who caused it to be placed as an ornament in the handle 
of a dagger, and who commanded it to be kept among the choicest treasures of his armoury. 
Even then—in the palace of the Sultan himself—the three guardian priests still kept their 
watch in secret. There were three officers of Tippoo’s household, strangers to the rest, who 
had won their master’s confidence by conforming, or appearing to conform, to the Mussulman 
faith; and to those three men report pointed as the three priests in disguise.  

 
So, as told in our camp, ran the fanciful story of the Moonstone. It made no serious 

impression on any of us except my cousin—whose love of the marvellous induced him to 
believe it. On the night before the assault on Seringapatam, he was absurdly angry with me, 
and with others, for treating the whole thing as a fable. A foolish wrangle followed; and 
Herncastle’s unlucky temper got the better of him. He declared, in his boastful way, that we 
should see the Diamond on his finger, if the English army took Seringapatam. The sally was 
saluted by a roar of laughter, and there, as we all thought that night, the thing ended.  
 

 

 

 

 



‘Lady Audley’s Secret’ (Mary Elizabeth Braddon) 

 
It lay down in a hollow, rich with fine old timber and luxuriant pastures; and you came upon 
it through an avenue of limes, bordered on either side by meadows, over the high hedges of 
which the cattle looked inquisitively at you as you passed, wondering, perhaps, what you 
wanted; for there was no thorough-fare, and unless you were going to the Court you had 
no business there at all. 
 
At the end of this avenue there was an old arch and a clock tower, with a stupid, 
bewildering clock, which had only one hand--and which jumped straight from one hour to 
the next--and was therefore always in extremes. Through this arch you walked straight into 
the gardens of Audley Court. 
 
A smooth lawn lay before you, dotted with groups of rhododendrons, which grew in more 
perfection here than anywhere else in the county. To the right there were the kitchen 
gardens, the fish-pond, and an orchard bordered by a dry moat, and a broken ruin of a wall, 
in some places thicker than it was high, and everywhere overgrown with trailing ivy, yellow 
stonecrop, and dark moss. To the left there was a broad gravelled walk, down which, years 
ago, when the place had been a convent, the quiet nuns had walked hand in hand; a wall 
bordered with espaliers, and shadowed on one side by goodly oaks, which shut out the flat 
landscape, and circled in the house and gardens with a darkening shelter. 
 
The house faced the arch, and occupied three sides of a quadrangle. It was very old, and 
very irregular and rambling. The windows were uneven; some small, some large, some with 
heavy stone mullions and rich stained glass; others with frail lattices that rattled in every 
breeze; others so modern that they might have been added only yesterday. Great piles of 
chimneys rose up here and there behind the pointed gables, and seemed as if they were so 
broken down by age and long service that they must have fallen but for the straggling ivy 
which, crawling up the walls and trailing even over the roof, wound itself about them and 
supported them.  
 
The principal door was squeezed into a corner of a turret at one angle of the building, as if 
it were in hiding from dangerous visitors, and wished to keep itself a secret--a noble door 
for all that--old oak, and studded with great square-headed iron nails, and so thick that the 
sharp iron knocker struck upon it with a muffled sound, and the visitor rung a clanging bell 
that dangled in a corner among the ivy, lest the noise of the knocking should never 
penetrate the stronghold.  
 
A glorious old place. A place that visitors fell in raptures with; feeling a yearning wish to 
have done with life, and to stay there forever, staring into the cool fish-ponds and counting 
the bubbles as the roach and carp rose to the surface of the water. A spot in which peace 
seemed to have taken up her abode, setting her soothing hand on every tree and flower, on 
the still ponds and quiet alleys, the shady corners of the old-fashioned rooms, the deep 
window-seats behind the painted glass, the low meadows and the stately avenues--ay, even 
upon the stagnant well, which, cool and sheltered as all else in the old place, hid itself away 
in a shrubbery behind the gardens, with an idle handle that was never turned and a lazy rope 
so rotten that the pail had broken away from it, and had fallen into the water. 



A noble place; inside as well as out, a noble place--a house in which you incontinently lost 
yourself if ever you were so rash as to attempt to penetrate its mysteries alone; a house in 
which no one room had any sympathy with another, every chamber running off at a tangent 
into an inner chamber, and through that down some narrow staircase leading to a door 
which, in its turn, led back into that very part of the house from which you thought yourself 
the furthest; a house that could never have been planned by any mortal architect, but must 
have been the handiwork of that good old builder, Time, who, adding a room one year, and 
knocking down a room another year, toppling down a chimney coeval with the Plantagenets, 
and setting up one in the style of the Tudors; shaking down a bit of Saxon wall, allowing a 
Norman arch to stand here; throwing in a row of high narrow windows in the reign of 
Queen Anne, and joining on a dining-room after the fashion of the time of Hanoverian 
George I, to a refectory that had been standing since the Conquest, had contrived, in some 
eleven centuries, to run up such a mansion as was not elsewhere to be met with throughout 
the county of Essex. Of course, in such a house there were secret chambers; the little 
daughter of the present owner, Sir Michael Audley, had fallen by accident upon the 
discovery of one. A board had rattled under her feet in the great nursery where she played, 
and on attention being drawn to it, it was found to be loose, and so removed, revealed a 
ladder, leading to a hiding-place between the floor of the nursery and the ceiling of the 
room below--a hiding-place so small that he who had hid there must have crouched on his 
hands and knees or lain at full length, and yet large enough to contain a quaint old carved 
oak chest, half filled with priests' vestments, which had been hidden away, no doubt, in those 
cruel days when the life of a man was in danger if he was discovered to have harbored a 
Roman Catholic priest, or to have mass said in his house. 

  



‘Great Expectations’ (Charles Dickens) 

My father's family name being Pirrip, and my Christian name Philip, my infant tongue could 
make of both names nothing longer or more explicit than Pip. So, I called myself Pip, and 
came to be called Pip. 

I give Pirrip as my father's family name, on the authority of his tombstone and my sister - 
Mrs. Joe Gargery, who married the blacksmith. As I never saw my father or my mother, and 
never saw any likeness of either of them (for their days were long before the days of 
photographs), my first fancies regarding what they were like, were unreasonably derived 
from their tombstones. The shape of the letters on my father's, gave me an odd idea that he 
was a square, stout, dark man, with curly black hair. From the character and turn of the 
inscription, "Also Georgiana Wife of the Above," I drew a childish conclusion that my 
mother was freckled and sickly.   
 
To five little stone lozenges, each about a foot and a half long, which were arranged in a 
neat row beside their grave, and were sacred to the memory of five little brothers of mine - 
who gave up trying to get a living, exceedingly early in that universal struggle - I am indebted 
for a belief I religiously entertained that they had all been born on their backs with their 
hands in their trousers-pockets, and had never taken them out in this state of existence. 

Ours was the marsh country, down by the river, within, as the river wound, twenty miles of 
the sea. My first most vivid and broad impression of the identity of things, seems to me to 
have been gained on a memorable raw afternoon towards evening. At such a time I found 
out for certain, that this bleak place overgrown with nettles was the churchyard; and that 
Philip Pirrip, late of this parish, and also Georgiana wife of the above, were dead and buried; 
and that Alexander, Bartholomew, Abraham, Tobias, and Roger, infant children of the 
aforesaid, were also dead and buried; and that the dark flat wilderness beyond the 
churchyard, intersected with dykes and mounds and gates, with scattered cattle feeding on 
it, was the marshes; and that the low leaden line beyond, was the river; and that the distant 
savage lair from which the wind was rushing, was the sea; and that the small bundle of 
shivers growing afraid of it all and beginning to cry, was Pip. 

"Hold your noise!" cried a terrible voice, as a man started up from among the graves at the 
side of the church porch. "Keep still, you little devil, or I'll cut your throat!" 

A fearful man, all in coarse grey, with a great iron on his leg. A man with no hat, and with 
broken shoes, and with an old rag tied round his head. A man who had been soaked in 
water, and smothered in mud, and lamed by stones, and cut by flints, and stung by nettles, 
and torn by briars; who limped, and shivered, and glared and growled; and whose teeth 
chattered in his head as he seized me by the chin. 

"O! Don't cut my throat, sir," I pleaded in terror. "Pray don't do it, sir." 

"Tell us your name!" said the man. "Quick!" 

"Pip, sir." 

"Once more," said the man, staring at me. "Give it mouth!" 

"Pip. Pip, sir." 



"Show us where you live," said the man. "Pint out the place!" 

I pointed to where our village lay, on the flat in-shore among the alder-trees and pollards, a 
mile or more from the church. 

The man, after looking at me for a moment, turned me upside down, and emptied my 
pockets. There was nothing in them but a piece of bread. When the church came to itself - 
for he was so sudden and strong that he made it go head over heels before me, and I saw 
the steeple under my feet - when the church came to itself, I say, I was seated on a high 
tombstone, trembling, while he ate the bread ravenously. 

"You young dog," said the man, licking his lips, "what fat cheeks you ha' got." 

I believe they were fat, though I was at that time undersized for my years, and not strong. 

"Darn me if I couldn't eat em," said the man, with a threatening shake of his head, "and if I 
han't half a mind to't!" 

I earnestly expressed my hope that he wouldn't, and held tighter to the tombstone on which 
he had put me; partly, to keep myself upon it; partly, to keep myself from crying. 
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How to successfully transition from GCSE to A Level 
 

It’s a well known fact that it’s not easy to make the transition from GCSE to A Level. 

A Levels are hard. Really hard in comparison to GCSEs. 

What’s so hard about them? Well, there’s a number of the things: 

• The quantity of work you need to do 
• The amount of work you need to do independently 
• The difficulty of the content 

So, to help you make this notoriously tricky transition I’m sharing my top tips to help 
you successfully step up from GCSE to A Level. 

 

Be mentally prepared 
I’ve told you that it’s going to be hard and it’s going to take some getting used to. 
However, having been there and done that (and watched many others do it) I can tell 
you that you’re not going to believe how big the step-up is until you actually make it. 

The only thing I can liken it to (and hopefully you haven’t yet got experience of this) is 
the change that happens to you when you have a baby. People who are already parents 
warn you over, and over again how much your life is about to change but until it 
actually happens to you you can’t possibly get your head around the seismic shift you’re 
about to experience. 

Now, the change from GCSE to A Level isn’t quite as big as having a baby – but it’s 
probably the biggest change you’ll have experienced in your life so far. This is my advice 
to cope with it on a psychological level: 

• Fully take on board that a big shift is coming in your life 
• Be open to the changes that this shift will cause 
• Be ready to embrace the challenge and the opportunities for both learning and personal 

growth that this step up represents 
• Be ready to ask for help if you need it 
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Get organised 
Organisation is going to be crucial from now on. You’re going to need to keep carefully 
track of deadlines, keep your notes really well organised (and complete) and have 
everything with you everyday that you’ll need: stationery and text books. 

Organisation is crucial to successfully transition from GCSE to A Level    
 

I’ve already written about the essential back to school stationery list on the blog. If you 
want more detail about how to get organised and keep organised check out my 
book The Ten Step Guide to Acing Every Exam You Ever Take. 

 

Do the work, from Day 1 
A big part of the step-up to A Level is being prepared to do the work. If you’re one of 
those people who sailed through GCSEs without doing much homework or revision then 
you’re in for a big shock. A Levels take work for everybody. 

If you want to come out of your two years in the sixth form with grades to be proud of 
you can’t leave the work until Easter Term of Year 13. You need to start doing the work 
on day 1, and keep it up throughout the two years. It’s the tortoise, not the hare, that 
wins the A Level race. 

If you want to succeed in the sixth form you need to start doing the work from day 1.    

One way to make sure that you do the work is to create yourself a weekly routine and 
stick to it. 

 

Use your study periods to study 
When you suddenly get the freedom of study periods in the middle of the school day it 
can be very tempting to use them as a very attractive social opportunity. However, this 
is how you fritter away your years in the sixth form and get disappointing grades. 

Your study periods are there for you to study. Use them wisely. Find a quiet place in the 
library or in a tucked away corner and study, don’t waste your precious time chatting 
with friends. 

 

Get help as you go along 

http://www.lifemoreextraordinary.com/study-skills/gcse-to-alevel/
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=Organisation%20is%20crucial%20to%20successfully%20transition%20from%20GCSE%20to%20A%20Level&via=LucyCParsons&related=LucyCParsons&url=http://www.lifemoreextraordinary.com/?p=1798
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=Organisation%20is%20crucial%20to%20successfully%20transition%20from%20GCSE%20to%20A%20Level&via=LucyCParsons&related=LucyCParsons&url=http://www.lifemoreextraordinary.com/?p=1798
http://www.lifemoreextraordinary.com/study-skills/back-school-stationery/
http://www.lifemoreextraordinary.com/the-ten-step-guide-to-acing-every-exam-you-ever-take/
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=If%20you%20want%20to%20succeed%20in%20the%20sixth%20form%20you%20need%20to%20start%20doing%20the%20work%20from%20day%201.&via=LucyCParsons&related=LucyCParsons&url=http://www.lifemoreextraordinary.com/?p=1798
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=If%20you%20want%20to%20succeed%20in%20the%20sixth%20form%20you%20need%20to%20start%20doing%20the%20work%20from%20day%201.&via=LucyCParsons&related=LucyCParsons&url=http://www.lifemoreextraordinary.com/?p=1798
http://www.lifemoreextraordinary.com/study-skills/straight-a-student/


http://www.lifemoreextraordinary.com/study-skills/gcse-to-alevel/  

If you’re finding a topic difficult or haven’t understood a particular lesson you need to 
sort that problem out in the here and now. Don’t leave it until revision time to make 
sure you understand your whole syllabus – you’ll save yourself so much time and stress 
as well as getting better marks if you sort these problems out day by day as you go 
along. 

Do practice questions 
I’ve spoken to lots of students in my free 15 minute coaching sessions who’ve used all 
the tips I’ve given and still been disappointed by their grades. What’s the difference 
between a hard-working student who gets As and A*s and one who gets Ds and Es? 

The difference between hard working students who get As and Ds is how well they think like an…    
It’s how well they understand the mark scheme and learn to think like an examiner. 
Even if you do hundreds of practice questions, if you don’t mark your own work, learn 
how to recognise a good answer and how to improve your work it’s a waste of time. 

Start doing revision power hours in week one to make sure you come out with the top 
marks at the end of year 13. 

Do you want to start year 12 in the right way so you’re set up to do the work, 
have some work-life balance, get the top grades and into your first choice of 
university? If your answer is yes, check out my private coaching packages 
and book a call to talk to me about whether you’re a good fit. I’m ready and 
waiting to help you achieve your dreams with confidence. 

 

Over to you… 
 

1. If you’re just starting year 12, what are you most worried about in the transition from 
GCSE to A Level? 
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