Stories of Ourselves

Exam Questions

2013

Either 

(a) Discuss two stories from the selection in detail, saying how far they present a pessimistic view of humanity.

Or 

(b) Comment closely on the writing of the following passage, paying particular attention to ways in which Lessing uses the narrator’s point of view.

The Landing

Our unmanned craft have been landing on their planet for centuries and have 

taken various shapes, been of varying substances. These landings were at long 

intervals until one year ago. These intervals were because, except for its unique 

destructiveness and belligerence, this species is not the most remarkable or 

interesting of those made available to our study by our Technological Revolution 

in its Space Phase. But 12 times recently, each during a period when their planet 

was at full light potential, we have landed craft, and each time close to the place in 

question. This was easy, because the terrain is semi-desert and lightly populated. 

We chose material for the craft that would manifest as their substance light – which 

is why we always used maximum their planet light as landing times. These craft 

were visible, if at all, as strong moonlight. The craft we were using on this present 

mission, the 13th in this series, is of higher concentration, since it is manned.

We landed as planned. The sky was clear, the light of their moon strong. We 

knew at once that we were visible, because a herd of their young was near, some 50 

or 60 of them, engaged in a mating ritual that involved fire, food and strong sound, 

and as we descended, they dispersed. Tapping their mind streams established that 

they believed our machine was extra-terrestrial but that they were indifferent – no, 

that is not an exact description, but remember, we are trying to describe a mind state 

that none of us could have believed was possible. It was not that they were indifferent 

to us but that indifference was generalised throughout their processes, felt by us as 

a block or a barrier. After the young creatures had gone, we surveyed the terrain 

and discovered that we were on high land rising to mountains, inland from the water 

mass on the edge of which stands the city. A group of older specimens arrived. We 

know now that they live nearby and are all some variety or other of agriculturalist. 

They stood quite close, watching the craft. An examination of their minds showed 

a different type of block. Even at that early stage, we were able to establish a 

difference in texture between their thought streams and those of the young, which 

we later understood amounted to this: the older ones felt a responsibility or a power 

to act, as members of society, while the young ones were excluded or had decided 

to exclude themselves. As this area of the planet turned into the sunlight, it was clear 

to us that our craft ceased to be visible, for two of these older creatures came so 

close we were afraid they would actually enter the concentration. But they showed 

an awareness of our presence by other symptoms – headache and nausea. They 

were angry because of this damage being done to them – which they could have 

alleviated by moving farther off; but at the same time, they were feeling pride. This 

reaction highlighted the differences between them and the young – the pride was 

because of what they thought we represented; for, unlike the young, they believed 

we were some kind of weapon, either of their own land mass or of a hostile one, but 

from their own planet.

2013

Either

(a) ‘These stories often deal with the problems facing civilisation.’

 In the light of this comment, discuss ways in which two stories from your selection 

explore these problems.

Or 

(b) Comment closely on ways in which Naipaul creates a sense of terror in the following passage.

I spent a lot of my time trying to make up tricks. The only one I could do was to 

put two match-heads together, light them, and make them stick. But my father knew 

that. But at last I found a trick that I was sure my father didn’t know. He never got to 

know about it because he died on the night I was to show it him.

It had been a day of great heat, and in the afternoon the sky had grown low and 

heavy and black. It felt almost chilly in the house, and my father was sitting wrapped 

up in the rocking chair. The rain began to fall drop by heavy drop, beating like a 

hundred fists on the roof. It grew dark and I lit the oil lamp, sticking a pin in the wick, 

to keep away bad spirits from the house.

My father suddenly stopped rocking and whispered, ‘Boy, they here tonight. 

Listen. Listen.’

We were both silent and I listened carefully, but my ears could catch nothing but 

the wind and the rain.

A window banged itself open. The wind whooshed in with heavy raindrops.

‘God!’ my father screamed.

I went to the window. It was a pitch black night, and the world was a wild and 

lonely place, with only the wind and the rain on the leaves. I had to fight to pull the 

window in, and before I could close it, I saw the sky light up with a crack of lightning.

I shut the window and waited for the thunder.

It sounded like a steamroller on the roof.

My father said, ‘Boy, don’t frighten. Say what I tell you to say.’

I went and sat at the foot of the rocking chair and I began to say, ‘Rama! Rama! 

Sita Rama!’

My father joined in. He was shivering with cold and fright.

Suddenly he shouted, ‘Boy, they here. They here. I hear them talking under the 

house. They could do what they like in all this noise and nobody could hear them.’

I said, ‘Don’t fraid, I have this cutlass here, and you have your gun.’

But my father wasn’t listening.

He said, ‘But it dark, man. It so dark. It so dark.’

I got up and went to the table for the oil lamp to bring it nearer. But just then 

there was an explosion of thunder so low it might have been just above the roof. It 

rolled and rumbled for a long long time. Then another window blew open and the oil 

lamp was blown out. The wind and the rain tore into the dark room.

My father screamed out once more, ‘Oh God, it dark.’

I was lost in the black world. I screamed until the thunder died away and the 

rain had become a drizzle. I forgot all about the trick I had prepared for my father: 

the soap I had rubbed into the palms of my hands until it had dried and disappeared.

The Enemy
Sample (a) Questions For Stories of Ourselves

· Compare ways in which two stories from the selection portray the relationships between children and the adults around them.
· Discuss different ways in which two stories present individual characters who feel out of touch with the world around them.
· Discuss ways in which two stories present characters’ responses to tragedies.
· Discuss ways in which two stories present different kinds of bravery.
· Discuss ways that two stories explore loss.
· ‘Being inside the mind of a character is a thrilling reading experience.’

Discuss the effects of first person narrative in two stories from your selection.

· Discuss the importance of the passage of time to two stories from your selection.

