ESSAY SETTING TERMS – A GUIDE FOR CANDIDATES
Discuss:  This is probably the most familiar instruction in an examination essay. If you are asked to discuss an idea or proposition, you are being invited to investigate it and examine it in quite an open manner, one which offers you opportunities to explore in your own way the idea or proposition and its implications. The idea may be expressed in a critical quotation (see notes below), but not necessarily. You will need to present your argument with suitable illustration, probably showing your awareness of other arguments which you can refute as you go along. The word discuss is always an invitation to you to say something interesting about the topic in question, and there will be many different ways of approaching it. The word Consider similarly invites your thoughts about a topic, though perhaps it suggests reflection on it rather than an argumentative stand. Occasionally you are asked to Write an essay on ….. and this could well take the form of a discussion. 
How far (or ‘to what extent’) do you agree….? is another favourite essay formulation. The question ‘how far?’ invites a full range of possible responses, allowing complete agreement or disagreement as well as partial, qualified agreement or disagreement. It is often preceded by a critical comment to which a response is invited. Again this is an open question, without one right answer or approach. You must present your argument, weighing the evidence carefully and showing awareness of other possible arguments. Your concluding paragraph should say whether ultimately you are in complete agreement or disagreement with the given proposition, or, perhaps most likely, in partial agreement with it.

Using the prompt quotation:

Many essay questions at this level begin with a prompt quotation: a critical statement about the work in question which demands a response from you in your answer. We’ve already looked at the How far do you agree…? kinds of question, but there are other ways of asking for your response.

First of all, the prompt will be chosen because it is provocative – the examiner hopes to provoke a reaction from you, which you will then need to shape into an appropriate answer. The quotations used are not usually attributed, because the setter does not want you to be at a disadvantage if you have never heard of the critic who said it, or, conversely, at an apparent advantage if you have. 

There are several ways for a setter to follow the prompt, including the ‘How far?’ or ‘To what extent?’ types already discussed. Another is ‘How helpful do you find this comment….?’ (or description, or assertion) What the question is focusing on is your interpretation of the work you have studied and how helpful the quotation is in fitting into your view of the text. Perhaps you’ve never thought of the matter under discussion in this way before; perhaps it is obviously biased one way or another; it might even be quite an outrageous statement designed to sting you into critical action. So you might be tempted to say ‘not very helpful at all’ and then discuss your reasons. Or perhaps you realise the idea has much to recommend it, and it is helpful in some ways, which you will then elaborate.
Another way of reaching out to your own view of the text is the question How far is this your experience of….? The fact that it bears little relationship to your experience of the work - the ways in which you have interpreted it thus far - is not a problem: as with all questions, they are not designed to trap you in some way, but to give you the opportunity to explore your own reactions to the work and interpretation of it.

Whatever the question that follows the prompt, it is always worth referring in your essay to the statements or assertions made within it, as this kind of close interrogation can be very helpful in formulating a lively answer. Even if the question does not refer directly to the wording of the prompt quotation, you should refer to that wording in your answer as it has been used to help you. 

Sometimes the prompt is a direct quotation from the text itself, and here again, it will have been chosen because it is particularly apposite to the question that follows. Again, you should relate directly to it in your answer. An example follows:

Nick suggests early in the novel The Great Gatsby that he is ‘inclined to reserve all judgements.’

In what ways and with what effects does Fitzgerald use Nick as the narrator of the novel?  

You could in theory answer the question without referring at all to Nick’s comment on himself in the prompt – but it would be a better essay if you did!
Methods and effects: This is another phrase often used by question-setters. What it does is encapsulate, in a kind of shorthand form, a reminder to look closely at the literary ways and means employed in a text and the sorts of consequences that might follow. The first is focused on the writer’s choices and the second on the readers’ or audience’s responses to them. For example, if a writer uses a first person narrative method in a novel, a limited, focused viewpoint could result at times, creating complex ironic effects, as you can see in The Remains of the Day (Ishiguro) or The Great Gatsby (Fitzgerald). When Shakespeare uses sequences of metaphors of darkness or blood throughout the play Macbeth, one of the effects created could be a dramatic atmosphere of horror and inevitability.

This is sometimes expressed as the question In what ways and with what effects….?

Compare and contrast:  If you are asked to compare two or more texts, then you should be looking for similarities and differences. So, you may ask, why not just use ‘Compare…’? After all, if you look this word up in a dictionary it incorporates contrast as well. The reason that ‘compare’ is often used with ‘contrast’ as well is for emphasis. If you are contrasting, you are deliberately trying to find the dissimilarities and differences between two or more texts, so examiners’ use of the formula of the full phrase is to help to remind you of both aspects and to be analytical. 

In Paper 3, the first question is a compulsory comparison and contrast between two unseen texts. Rather than two texts making this question twice as demanding as a critical appreciation of a single text, the fact that the two texts have something in common can be very helpful – one of the texts can quite often give you a handle on the other. By finding comparable elements, such as subject matter, you can then discover interesting differences. 

Characterisation

At this level, questions involving characterisation do not ask for ‘character sketches’ or anything similar. The word characterisation means ‘making of, or creating, character’ and immediately alerts you to the writer’s freedom to use character as part of the methods of the text as a whole. 

Characters can be used in many ways in a text, so typical question wordings which ask you to consider the role or significance or importance or function of a character in the work as a whole are reminding you that characters can have effects in a work beyond the creation of life-like persons; they should be discussed with these effects in mind. The whole structure or pattern of the text will contain many elements, the characters being only one of these.

An American artist, James McNeill Whistler, painted a picture in 1871 entitled Arrangement in Grey and Black. A painter is entitled, you may think, to work with colour and shape and form in an ‘arrangement’ to produce a painting. However, if you look at the painting, you will find a figure in it – the sitter was in fact his mother. The fact that it had not been entitled ‘Portrait of the Artist’s Mother’, or something similar, outraged the public and it has been known as ‘Whistler’s Mother’ ever since. The human tendency to see characters as real beings and their naturalistic representation as the artist’s first concern is one you must overcome when you are analysing texts. Writers, like painters, have a larger structure in mind. Of course you can enjoy characterisation and be gripped by the writer’s skill in presenting different characters. But as a literary critic, you need to see beyond the ‘people’ and towards the writer’s use of the character within a larger framework – of thematic emphasis, atmosphere and so on. In other words, while acknowledging a good portrait of the artist’s mother, you are also able to see the interesting ways that the grey and black paint has been arranged on the canvas to create effective structure, mood and tone. 

Here are some of the ways in which writers use character in the larger structure of the text:

· Minor characters offering a parallel to the main character/s’ qualities or situations, enhancing these by emphasis (for example some of Marco’s attitudes  in A View from the Bridge parallel those of Eddie Carbone)

· Minor characters offering a contrast to the main character/s’ qualities or situations, enhancing these by opposition (for example in King Lear, Edgar pretending to be mad contrasted with Lear’s real madness; Austen’s novels exemplify both parallels and contrasts of character)
· Characters acting like a chorus to the main action, expressing the view of the ‘common people’ or an ‘ordinary common sense’ view of events (for example Hardy’s country folk, or the common people in Shakespeare’s Roman plays)

· A first person narrator who expresses the writer’s viewpoint (perhaps Nick at times in The Great Gatsby?)

· An unnamed occasional character who says something of great importance in one scene or incident (for example the Gentleman who describes Cordelia in King Lear.)
· A first person narrator whose viewpoint is unreliable or imperfect in its knowledge and understanding of the events of the work, having an ironic effect in the work as a whole (eg Stevens in The Remains of the Day)

· Characters whose personalities and actions help to create a particular thematic emphasis, atmosphere or mood in the work as a whole, or in sections of it. (Pozzo in Waiting for Godot, for example)

You may find it interesting to consider whether the themes or concerns of a work seem to dominate over the characters, or vice versa, and how successfully the characters help to express these concerns.

Dramatic

The word ‘dramatic’ is often found in essay questions on the drama paper – an obvious thing to say, you may feel. But it is remarkable how many exam candidates forget that they are writing about a play: everything they say in their essays could apply just as well to a novel. Because of this, examiners often include the word ’dramatic’ to remind candidates that they have studied, probably watched, and are writing about - a play. Plays were written for performance and you need constantly to consider how an audience, including yourself, might be feeling or reacting at any given moment, as the drama unfolds. A play has action, gesture and dialogue; tension is created by characters in conflict; the tableau created on the stage in a scene includes those who do not speak as well as those who do.

If you are asked to consider dramatic significance, you will need to consider the importance of the speech or scene to the extract or play as a whole, its concerns and effects. Dramatic contribution means what the particular speech or scene adds to the concerns and effects of the scene or play as a whole. Dramatic effects include action, gesture, climax, characters in conflict, sudden changes of scene, surprises or denouement for the audience. Aspects of the language used can imply dramatic effects and are invaluable for the director of a play for theatre or film. (Literature is not the same subject as Theatre Studies, but in this respect they do have something in common.) Moreover, the very sound of the words spoken out loud by an actor has an effect on an audience different from the effect that reading a play text has on a reader.

Here are a few examples from Shakespeare to illustrate some of these points. Shakespeare’s plays have very few stage directions, so are particularly useful for showing how words and use of small properties work imaginatively to suggest dramatic effects.

Verse and prose: look at the use and interplay of verse and prose in the play you are studying. A scene can move from prose to verse as the scene becomes more formal or emotion becomes heightened. Look at the beginning of Act 1 Scene 1 of King Lear, or many of the scenes in the forest in As You Like It.

Imagining the scene: try to consider the effect of characters who are not speaking, but still present on the stage and contributing. Virgilia, Coriolanus’s wife, is a character who says little but has dramatic significance. Prospero and Ariel are frequently silent observers of the action in The Tempest. At the end of King Lear, all three of Lear’s daughters lie dead on the stage while other characters continue to speak.

Props are often symbols or visual clues to the meaning of the play: if a character is trying to hide a letter from another character in rather an obvious and ‘stagey’ way, it is often a way of highlighting an important point about theme or character – for example the way Edmund fabricates his story about his brother to their father in King Lear  illustrates sibling rivalry sharply and effectively; when a feast appears to attract characters in the Tempest and then disappears, it symbolises the transience of material things. The blood stained handkerchief in As You Like It is a reminder of the passion felt by Orlando for Rosalind, and her response reminds the audience that her play-acting conceals an equal passion.

To sum up: if the word ‘dramatic’ appears, remember to use your visual and auditory imagination and think of all those aspects connected with the text being a play, with all that implies.

