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Writing a 

Critical Evaluation of Literature
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Don’t be put off by the heading for this unit of work; it is just the English teacher’s way of describing an essay about a text you’ve read. Unlike book reviews, however, this will be a lot more focussed and look in depth at one aspect of the novel. 

What your essay must do is show

a knowledge of the text

and

a personal response to the text.
Of course, it also helps if it answers the question you’ve been asked!

This is a vital skill for your English work throughout your time at this school , so you are going to complete it slowly to make sure that you understand and develop the necessary skills.

Structuring a 

Critical Evaluation of Literature

The most important thing to remember when structuring a C.E.L. is that you are answering a question and this must be the overriding concern as you determine the shape of your essay. However, all C.E.L.s can be divided into three sections:

1) the introduction

2) the body of the essay

3) the conclusion

These are not equal in length, but are equally important when producing a C.E.L.

The next pages will take you through the structures required by each of these sections. Be sure that you are clear in your mind about how they are structured and also why they are structured in this way. Just ask if you don’t understand: that’s why your teacher is there!
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Structuring your Paragraphs

Each of the different sections in your C.E.L. will, by necessity, have a different structure. There are also some layout conventions you should adhere to, and these are also included here. 

1) Structuring your introduction

Your introductory section comes in two paragraphs. The first of these must contain the following information:

a) the name of the text

b) the name of the author

c) what your essay is going to be about (i.e. the question and how you are going to answer it)

The way in which you lay this information out is up to you, but remember, first impressions do count so don’t just rush through this.

In your second paragraph you should provide a short summary of what happens in the text in case your reader is not familiar with it. Don’t be tempted to make this any longer than about 75 – 100 words as you get little credit for it.

Below is an introduction taken from an essay written by a pupil at this school. Look at it carefully and see if you can identify all of the aspects noted above.

   While most children would be able to name you at least five of Roald Dahl’s novels, most would not know that he also produced a plethora of short stories aimed at an adult audience but accessible to teenagers and above. One such story is “Lamb to the Slaughter” and it is my intention to show the extent to which it can be seen as an excellent example of the short story genre.

   Mary Maloney is at home alone, heavily pregnant and awaiting her husband’s return from work. However, he tells her that their marriage is over and he is leaving. Numb by this news, she removes a leg of lamb from the freezer and then finds herself hitting him with such force that she kills this man she loves. Mary then sets up an alibi for herself and proceeds to trick the police, even managing to get then to consume the murder weapon.

2) Structuring the Body

This must be planned thoroughly before you start to write as it will be the longest and most complex section of your essay. Since this is one of the first C.E.L.s that you have done, your teacher will help you with this. There is, however, a standard form you can use for each paragraph.

a) topic sentence

b) quotation

c) analysis

d) personal response

Topic sentence: this should make it clear to your reader exactly what the paragraph is going to be about. It may also include a word or phrase of linkage to make it clear that your essay is working to a planned structure.

Quotation: back up the point you are making in your topic sentence with a carefully copied section of text. All quotations should be placed in inverted commas. Lengthy quotations should be set out apart from the main body of the paragraph.

Analysis: explain clearly how this quotation furthers your answering of the essay question.

Personal response: what do you feel about this point that you have made.

Again, here is an example of such a paragraph taken from a  pupil’s essay. Can you identify all four parts?

Another catalyst in Sylvie’s ultimate rebellion was her relationship with the elder sister, Lucille. It was the younger sister Ruth, who noted,

I was content with Sylvie, so it was a surprise to me when I realised that Lucille had begun to regard other people with the calm, horizontal look of settled purpose with which, from a slowly sinking boat, she might have regarded a not-to-distant shore.

While Sylvie and Ruth’s bond grows stronger, Lucille is beginning to slip away. She does not share the same outlook as them and desperately needs the security afforded by conformity. She must be like everyone else; she cannot stand alone. Despite her efforts to build a strong relationship with Lucille, Sylvie fails and this removes one of the reasons for her attempting to conform at least in part. This is one of my favourite images in the novel, conveying as it does so succinctly, Lucille’s desire to be far from Sylvie and her way of living. 

3) Structuring the Conclusion

This is the shortest section of your essay, but don’t underestimate its importance. Your reader – and therefore your marker – will leave your essay with the impression you give them in your final paragraph: make it a goody!

· what has your essay shown?

· what are your personal conclusions with regards to the task you have been set?

Here is a conclusion for you to consider. What sort of impression does it leave you with?

Abigail Williams cannot bear total responsibility for the ultimate destruction of the Salem community. There are far more older wiser leaders whose actions had they been more swift, could have brought an immediate halt before the innocent lost their lives. I have come to realise, that it is too easy to find someone to blame who does not conform to the expected social rules, but that is not always the right thing to do. For me Abigail Williams is a not a villain to pilloried, but rather a victim to be pitied.

Now it is time for you to attempt a C.E.L. 


“A memorable character lives with you always.”

From a novel you have read, select one such character and show how the writer ensures that he or she is not easily forgotten.

There are many memorable characters in this novel. However, this question only allows you to concentrate on one of them. He may not be the most likeable of people,  but Otis Gardiner a.k.a. Philip Gaddarn is a perfect character for the purposes of such a C.E.L. Therefore now that we know our task and also the focus for the essay, it is time to plan out a structure for its body.

If we have been asked to write about what makes this man so unforgettable, we have to think about what we remember of him. With your partner, make a list of everything you can remember of Gardiner/Gaddarn. You may want to flick through your answers to the Keeping Track questions to refresh your memory. 

Most of your ideas can probably be fitted under these headings:

a) When we first meet him

b) His jobs

c) His relationship with his son

d) His relationships with others

e) His reinvention

f) The slave trade

g) The end of the novel

Our next task is to come up with suitable quotations which will show why each of the points above help to make Gardiner/Gaddarn memorable.

a) When we first meet Otis Gardiner

The first description of him (pages 7-8):

“Otis Gardiner, pots man, Jack-of-all-trades and smooth tongued entrepreneur, ranted non-stop. It was a side of Otis that not everyone saw; he could be so attractive, so charming, so sweetly spoken. A young man still, he had wide, appealing, brown eyes and shoulder length red-brown hair drawn back to show off his broad, handsome brow. He could barter the hind legs off a donkey – especially if the donkey was a lady. By flirting with the wives, bantering with the gentlemen, demonstrating magic tricks to little children, he could persuade a customer to part with twice as much money as they should, all the while making them think they had themselves a bargain.”

What does he look like?

What is he doing?

Why do these things make him instantly memorable?

b) His jobs

· pots man (page 11) – “ ‘Pots, pots, pans and pots, griddles and ladles, kettles and skillets, mugs and jugs, knives, forks and spoons, farming tools, all Cornish tin and Newcastle iron,’ Otis sang out in his trader’s patter.”

· Charity man (page 11) – “It was true that a lucrative part of his father’s business was to collect abandoned, orphaned and unwanted children – many from local churches and poorhouses – and take them to the ever increasing number of mills that were springing up throughout the country. Otis called the children ‘brats’ – as if like rats, they were really vermin – but he made money out of them.”

· Coram man (page 150) – “ ‘Look caring,’ he muttered, ‘till we’re on the other side.’”

(page 95) – “Now that Otis was known as a Coram man, desperate women pleaded with him to take their babies to London where, it was heard, they would be well cared for at the Coram Hospital. They paid him what he asked for; some gave him everything they had, such was their desire to know that their babies would be cared for by the finest institution in the land.”

What is the reality?

· (pages 17-18) - “ ‘Get the spade. There’s a  good ditch  just here. We’ll dig them in.” …Nothing too deep or careful. There was lots of water. Just dig a hole deep enough to submerge the bundles. Foxes would do the rest. He wouldn’t have bothered burying them had he not taken money for them and given undertakings.”

· (page 29) – “If it weren’t for the fact that there was money to be made in this area, Otis wouldn’t have touched snivelling brats with a barge pole.”

Why do his jobs make him memorable?

c) His relationship with his son

(page 7) - “Why was I so cursed with a son like you?”
(page 7) – “Why I didn’t ditch you is more than I can say. Thank your lucky starts that blood is thicker than water.”
(page 10) – “Otis liked to have his ‘idiot’ son up next to him during certain transactions. It gave him an air of being a devoted and caring father; a man you could trust and entrust with secrets.” 

(page 293) – “The higher he rose through society, the more he was convinced he would kill him rather than lose all he had achieved.”

(page 294) – “…he should have disposed of at birth, but hadn’t, for some strange reason he had never been able to understand in himself.”

(page 311) – “This idiot son threatened his very existence and all the fortune and status he had achieved. Kill him and be done, he’s barely human anyway, a voice inside goaded him.”

(page 311) – “ ‘Take this one to America,’ he pointed at Meshak, ‘but do what you like with the other two.’

What is surprising about this relationship?

How does this relationship make Otis more memorable?

d) His relationships with others

Mrs Lynch (page 101) – “Otis smiled. Yes, he could see that Mrs lynch was good at listening and probably overhearing too. He was sure she displayed understanding and that, above all, she understood the frailties of others…He could see how well it would be to keep in with Mrs Lynch.”

Sarah Wood (page 122) – “Otis and Sarah Wood had an understanding. He kept alive the babies from well-to-do families which he had picked up on his journeys, and on whom he would lean from time to time for money and more money.”

What do these relationships have in common? 

What do they reveal about Otis?

Why do they make him memorable?

e) His reinvention
In the second part of the novel Otis Gardiner becomes Philip Gaddarn. 

(page 129) – “It’s time, he thought, that I looked like a gentleman trader rather than a peddler.”
(page 228) – “He went to great lengths to be more well known for his good works than his business dealings, and was working hard to get his knighthood.”

Why do you think it is important that the reader does not immediately know who Philip Gaddarn really is? 

Who discovers it in the novel and how do they react?

Why does this make his memorable?

f) Slavery

Why would Philip Gaddarn’s involvement with slavery be so memorable?

(page 246) – “ ‘E’s selling Coram children for slaves and lots of others too.’”
(page 293) – “…he was expecting a batch of Coram girls, ostensibly for positions with good families in New England and Virginia, but who were in fact destined for the harems of North Africa and Arabia.”

Why did Coram exist?

What sort of start in life had Coram children had?

Did you think that slavery went in this direction?

What were your ideas and attitudes to slavery?

How does this affect our response to Philip Gaddarn?

g) The end of the novel

What happens to Otis Gardiner/Philip Gaddarn at the end of the novel?

(page 312) – “Philip Gaddarn vanished just as Otis Gardiner had.”
(page 318) – “…the shadow of Otis Gardiner still lingered and encircled the world like a menacing whirlwind, whose terror had never been harnessed, and who had never been caught to face justice.”

Why does such an ending for Otis Gardiner make him more memorable/frightening/threatening?

Writing Your C.E.L.
Your planning is over – it’s time to write your C.E.L. Go back to pages 4-6 in this unit and make sure that you follow their advice.

If you get stuck, ask your teacher for help.
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