
 

Focus:  To improve you must give a perceptive and detailed response, including an 

evaluation of writer’s methods.  

THERAPY:  

Read the following extract and highlight any key words or short phrases that give you a 

particular impression or idea about Hortense. Annotate (make notes on) the text in the 

margins with your ideas. Consider the methods used by the writer.  Focus on the 

connotations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This extract tells the story of a Jamaican woman, Hortense, as she arrives in the UK 

in the 1940s to join her husband, Gilbert. 

 

Gilbert caught my elbow. ‘Come, Hortense,’ he said. ‘Come, let me show you 

around.’ 

 

I followed him up the first stairs and heard the landlady call, ‘what about the trunk, 

Gilbert? You can’t leave it where it is!’  

 

Gilbert looked over my shoulder to answer her, smiling: ‘Don’t worry, Queenie. Soon 

come, nah, man.’  

 

I had to grab the banister to pull myself up stair after stair. There was hardly any 

light. Just one bulb so dull it was hard to tell whether it was giving out light or 

sucking it in. At every turn on the stairs, there was another set of steep steps, looking 

like an empty bookshelf in front of me. I was groping like a blind man at times with 

nothing to light the way in front of me except the sound of Gilbert, still climbing 

ahead. ‘Hortense, nearly there,’ he called out, like Moses from on top of the 

mountain. I was panting by the time I reached the door where Gilbert stood 

grinning, saying: ‘Here we are!’  

ENGLISH LANGUAGE REVISION 

Focus Question: 

What impression does the writer create of Hortense in this extract?  

Connotations 

Remember, don’t just focus on the literal meanings – think about the 

connotations. These are ideas that are often connected with words – positive 

and negative impressions / themes we associate with them etc. This is 

important when you are highlighting and annotating! 



 

‘What a lot of stairs. Could you not find a place with fewer stairs?’  

 

We went into the room. Gilbert rushed to pull a blanket over the unmade bed. Still 

warm, I was sure. It was obvious to me he had just got out of it. I could smell gas. 

Gilbert waved his arms around as if showing me a lovely view. ‘This is the room,’ he 

said.  

 

All I saw were dark brown walls. A broken chair that rested one uneven leg on the 

Holy Bible. A window with a torn curtain and Gilbert’s suit – the double-breasted 

one – hanging from a rail on the wall. 

 

‘Well,’ I said, ‘show me the rest, then, Gilbert.’ The man just stared. ‘Show me the 

rest, nah. I am tired from the long journey.’ He scratched his head. ‘The other 

rooms, Gilbert. The ones you busy making so nice for me you forget to come to the 

dock.’ Gilbert spoke so softly I could hardly hear. He said, ‘But this is it.’ 

 

‘I am sorry?’ I said.  

 

‘This is it, Hortense. This is the room I am living.’ 

 

Three steps would take me to one side of this room. Four steps could take me to 

another. There was a sink in the corner, a rusty tap stuck out from the wall above it. 

There was a table with two chairs – one with its back broken – pushed up against 

the bed.  

 

‘Just this?’ I had to sit on the bed. My legs gave way. There was no bounce 

underneath me as I fell. ‘Just this? This is where you are living? Just this?’ 

 

The man sucked his teeth and flashed angry eyes in my face. ‘What you expect, 

woman? Yes, just this! What you expect? Everyone lives like this. There has been a 

war. Houses bombed. I know plenty people live worse than this. What you want? 

You should stay with your mamma if you want it nice. There been a war here. 

Everyone live like this!’ 

 

He looked down at me, his badly-buttoned chest heaving. The carpet was 

threadbare in a patch in the middle and there was a piece of bread lying on it. He 

sucked his teeth again and walked out the room. I heard him banging down the 

stairs. He left me alone.  

 

He left me alone to stare on just this.  

 

Challenge:  

How do I make my response more perceptive? 

To get the 9, remember to use SILO to develop your perceptive responses.  



 

Be SENSITIVE. Try to empathise with the character. How is she feeling? Why might she be 

feeling this way? How does the writer want us to feel about her? 

Example: The writer gives the impression that Hortense is wary of her surroundings. The 

suggestion that it was “so dark” she was “groping around like a blind man” implies that she 

was struggling to see, which must have been unnerving for her.  

 

Be INSIGHTFUL. Use your own life-experience to help you connect with the text. Try to unpick 

subtle ideas created through the writer’s choice of language.  

Example: We realise that Hortense is not very wealthy. The text mentions a “landlady” which 

suggests that she and her husband do not own their own home, giving the impression that 

they are not well-off. 

 

Look for LAYERS of meaning. There is nothing wrong with commenting on different possible 

inferences – in fact, this is a great idea! 

Example: When Hortense reveals that she had to “grab” the banister, the language here 

gives the impression that she may be irritated and acting in a slightly aggressive manner. 

However, the fact that she has to “pull” herself up implies that she is struggling to ascend so 

many steps. Furthermore, the phrasing “stair after stair” further implies that Hortense is feeling 

disappointed at her accommodation.  

 

Be OBSERVANT. Try to comment on the tiny details that other students may miss, yet create a 

particular impression or imply meaning.   

Example: Hortense comments that her husband speaks “like Moses from the top of the 

mountain,” from which readers may infer that she is a religious person and has knowledge of 

the Bible. Her sarcastic tone suggests that she is not impressed by Gilbert’s misguided sense 

of pride in his accommodation.   

 

Use the following word bank to help you demonstrative a perceptive and detailed response: 

SENSITIVE This encourages the reader to feel… 
We sympathise / warm to / understand / identify with… 

INSIGHTFUL This… implies / indicates / suggests / hints… 
The reader may infer / deduce / surmise / conclude / suppose  

LAYERS of meaning While this may imply that… it could also suggest… 
I can infer that… yet others may feel...  
Alternatively… 

OBSERVANT  Another subtle detail is... 
I notice that the writer… which suggests…  

 



___________________________________________________________________________ 

TEST: 

Question: What impression does the writer give of James’ parents, in this extract? 

 

1) Annotate the text focusing on the detailed and perceptive connotations of the 

writer’s methods. 

2) Answer the question above using the word bank to help you. 

 

Challenge: Focus on evaluating the more sophisticated methods used by the writer. For 

example, metaphor, juxtaposition, sibilance.  

 
"Yes, of course, if it's fine tomorrow," said Mrs Ramsay. "But you'll have to be up with the 

lark," she added. To her son these words conveyed an extraordinary joy, as if it were 

settled, the expedition were bound to take place, and the wonder to which he had 

looked forward, for years and years it seemed, was, after a night's darkness and a day's 

sail, within touch. Since he belonged, even at the age of six, to that great clan which 

cannot keep this feeling separate from that, but must let future prospects, with their joys 

and sorrows, cloud what is actually at hand, since to such people even in earliest 

childhood any turn in the wheel of sensation has the power to crystallise and transfix the 

moment upon which its gloom or radiance rests, James Ramsay, sitting on the floor cutting 

out pictures from the illustrated catalogue of the Army and Navy stores, endowed the 

picture of a refrigerator, as his mother spoke, with heavenly bliss. It was fringed with joy. 

The wheelbarrow, the lawnmower, the sound of poplar trees, leaves whitening before 

rain, rooks cawing, brooms knocking, dresses rustling—all these were so coloured and 

distinguished in his mind that he had already his private code, his secret language, 

though he appeared the image of stark and uncompromising severity, with his high 

forehead and his fierce blue eyes, impeccably candid and pure, frowning slightly at the 

sight of human frailty, so that his mother, watching him guide his scissors neatly round the 

refrigerator, imagined him all red and ermine on the Bench or directing a stern and 

momentous enterprise in some crisis of public affairs.  

 

"But," said his father, stopping in front of the drawing-room window, "it won't be fine."  

 

Had there been an axe handy, a poker, or any weapon that would have gashed a hole 

in his father's breast and killed him, there and then, James would have seized it. Such were 

the extremes of emotion that Mr Ramsay excited in his children's breasts by his mere 

presence; standing, as now, lean as a knife, narrow as the blade of one, grinning 

sarcastically, not only with the pleasure of disillusioning his son and casting ridicule upon 

his wife, who was ten thousand times better in every way than he was (James thought), 

but also with some secret conceit at his own accuracy of judgement. What he said was 

true. It was always true. He was incapable of untruth; never tampered with a fact; never 

altered a disagreeable word to suit the pleasure or convenience of any mortal being, 

least of all of his own children, who, sprung from his loins, should be aware from childhood 

that life is difficult; facts uncompromising; and the passage to that fabled land where our 

brightest hopes are extinguished, our frail barks founder in darkness (here Mr Ramsay 

would straighten his back and narrow his little blue eyes upon the horizon), one that 

needs, above all, courage, truth, and the power to endure. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

SELF REVIEW: Highlight in different colours: 

 Phrases linked to perception 

 Detailed analysis and exploration 

 Focus on evaluation of writer’s methods 


