
Welcome to English Literature! 

In this booklet, you will find some helpful websites, along 
with some key information, that will help you to prepare for 
your English Literature course.  

The English Literature GCSE includes: 

Paper 1: 

- Macbeth by William Shakespeare 
- A Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens 

Paper 2: 

An Inspector Calls by J.B Priestley* 

*You have studied this in HT6 of Y9, so this section will 
help you revise the content you already know! 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Paper 1 Recommended Reading List: 

 

Charles Dickens’ ‘A Christmas Carol’ 

 

Weblink to the resource: Context - A Christmas Carol - Edexcel English Literature 
GCSE 

 

 

https://pmt.physicsandmathstutor.com/download/English-Literature/GCSE/Notes/Edexcel/A-Christmas-Carol/Context%20-%20A%20Christmas%20Carol%20-%20Edexcel%20English%20Literature%20GCSE.pdf
https://pmt.physicsandmathstutor.com/download/English-Literature/GCSE/Notes/Edexcel/A-Christmas-Carol/Context%20-%20A%20Christmas%20Carol%20-%20Edexcel%20English%20Literature%20GCSE.pdf


 



 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Paper 1, William Shakespeare’s ‘Macbeth’ 

Weblink to full text: Context - Macbeth - AQA English Literature GCSE 

 

 

https://pmt.physicsandmathstutor.com/download/English-Literature/GCSE/Notes/AQA/Macbeth/Context%20-%20Macbeth%20-%20AQA%20English%20Literature%20GCSE.pdf


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



An Inspector Calls revisions 

Extracts from An introduction to An Inspector Calls – Part 1 

Priestley’s play revolves around a central mystery, the death of a young woman, but whereas 

a traditional detective story involves the narrowing down of suspects from several to one, 

An Inspector Calls inverts this process as, one by one, nearly all the characters in the play 

are found to be guilty. In this way, Priestley makes his larger point that society is guilty of 

neglecting and abusing its most vulnerable members. A just society, he states through his 

mysterious Inspector, is one that respects and exercises social responsibility. Social 

responsibility is the idea that a society’s poorer members should be helped by those who 

have more than them. Priestley was a socialist, and his political beliefs are woven through his 

work. There are many different types and degrees of socialism, but a general definition is as 

follows: an ideal socialist society is one that is egalitarian – in other words, its citizens have 

equal rights and the same opportunities are available to everybody; resources are shared 

out fairly, and the means of production (the facilities and resources for producing goods) 

are communally owned. Therefore, socialism stands in opposition to a capitalist society, 

such as ours, where trade and industry is mostly controlled by private owners, and these 

individuals or companies keep the profits made by their businesses, rather than distributing 

them evenly between the workers whose labour produced them.  

An Inspector Calls is a three-act play with one setting: the dining room of ‘a fairly large 

suburban house belonging to a fairly prosperous manufacturer’. The year is 1912, and we 

are in the home of the Birling family in the fictional industrial city of Brumley in the North 

Midlands. In the dining room five people are finishing their dinner: four members of the 

Birling family and one guest. Arthur Birling is a factory owner; his wife Sibyl is on the 

committee of a charity, and is usually scolding someone for a social mistake. Their adult 

children are Sheila and Eric, and their guest is Gerald Croft, Sheila’s fiancé, who is from a 

wealthier manufacturing family than the Birlings. One other person is present: Edna the 

maid, who is going back and forth to the sideboard with dirty plates and glasses. Priestley’s 

description of the set at the beginning of the play script stresses the solidity of the Birlings’ 

dining room: ‘It is a solidly built room, with good solid furniture of the period’. But a later 

section of this scene-setting – on the walls are ‘imposing but tasteless pictures and 

engravings’, and the ‘general effect is substantial and comfortable and old-fashioned but not 

cosy and homelike’ – suggests that although the Birling’s have wealth and social standing, 

they are not loving to one another or compassionate to others. The setting of the play in a 

single room also suggests their self-absorption, and disconnectedness from the wider world 

 

Extracts from An introduction to An Inspector Calls – Part 2 

Priestley has some fun using this opening section to show how wrong Arthur Birling’s 

opinions are, thus positioning the play as anti-capitalist. He does this through the use of 

dramatic irony, having Arthur state opinions that the audience, with the advantage of 

hindsight, knows to be incorrect. He goes on to describe an ocean liner that is clearly meant 



to be the Titanic (which sank in April 1912) as ‘unsinkable, absolutely unsinkable’, and 

suggests that in time, ‘let’s say, in the forties’, ‘all these Capital versus Labour agitations and 

all these silly little war scares’ will be long forgotten. In fact, as audiences in 1945 would 

have been keenly aware, the period between 1912 and 1945 saw a huge number of strikes, 

including the monumental General Strike of 1926, and not one but two global conflicts, the 

second of which had only recently ended. Dramatic irony is rarely a subtle technique, but 

Priestley’s use of it is exceptionally blunt. This could be considered clumsy, but it underlines 

the fact that An Inspector Calls is a play with a point to make, and a character whose sole 

job is to make it.  

When Inspector Goole arrives everything changes. He tells the Birlings and Gerald that a 

young woman, Eva Smith, has committed suicide by drinking disinfectant, and he has 

questions about the case. Over the course of the next two acts he will lay responsibility for 

Eva Smith’s death at the feet of each of the Birlings and Gerald Croft, showing how their 

indifference to social responsibility has contributed to the death of this young woman. Or is 

it young women? He shows each person an identifying photograph of the dead woman one 

by one, leading Gerald to later suspect they were all shown photographs of different 

women.  

But who is the Inspector? In the play’s penultimate twist, he is revealed not to be a police 

inspector at all, yet, as Eric states, ‘He was our Police Inspector, all right’. Details about him 

are scant. He says he is newly posted to Brumley, and he is impervious to Arthur Birling’s 

threats about his close relationship with the chief constable ‘I don’t play golf’, he tells Birling. 

‘I didn’t suppose you did’, the industrialist replies: a brief exchange that makes a clear point 

about class, and the battle between egalitarianism and privilege. Beyond these sparse 

biographical details, the Inspector seems less like a person and more like a moral force, one 

which mercilessly pursues the wrongs committed by the Birlings and Gerald, demanding that 

they face up to the consequences of their actions. His investigation culminates in a speech 

that is a direct expression of Priestley’s own view of how a just society should operate, and 

is the exact antithesis of the speech Arthur Birling made in Act 1. 

 

Extracts from An introduction to An Inspector Calls – Part 3 Throughout the course of the 

Inspector’s investigation, and the testimony of Gerald and each of the Birlings, the 

supposedly respectable city of Brumley is revealed to be a place of deep class divisions and 

hypocrisy. As Arthur Birling’s behaviour towards Eva makes clear, it is a place where factory 

owners exploit their workers as a matter of course – part of his ‘a man has to look after 

himself’ philosophy. Eric accuses his father of hypocrisy for sacking the dead girl after she 

asked for higher wages, because the Birling firm always seeks to sell their products at the 

highest possible prices. This exploitation is not limited to the factories. In the testimony of 

Gerald, and later Eric, the Palace Theatre emerges as a place where prostitutes gather, and 

where the supposedly great and good of the town go to meet them. When Gerald first met 

Eva, as he describes it, she was trapped in a corner by ‘Old Joe Meggarty, half-drunk and 

goggle-eyed’. Sibyl Birling, scandalised, asks ‘surely you don’t mean Alderman Meggarty?’ An 



unsurprised Sheila tells her mother ‘horrible old Meggarty’ has a reputation for groping 

young women: the younger characters are either more knowledgeable or frank about the 

dark secrets of the city, whereas the older Birlings live in a dream world of respectability, or 

hypocritically turn a blind eye to any disreputable behaviour by supposedly respectable 

people.  

The play begins with the characters’ corrupt, unpleasant natures safely hidden away (a 

respectable group in a respectable home, enjoying that most respectable event, an 

engagement party); it ends with naked displays of hypocrisy. When it is confirmed that 

Goole is not really a policeman, Arthur, Sibyl and Gerald immediately regain an unjustified 

sense of outrage. ‘Then look at the way he talked to me’, Arthur Birling complains. ‘He must 

have known I was an ex-Lord Mayor and a magistrate and so forth’. Once it is confirmed, in 

the play’s penultimate twist, that there is no suicide lying on a mortuary slab, they forget the 

immoral, uncharitable behaviour they were recently accused of – things, remember, that 

they undoubtedly did – and begin talking about getting away with things. Only Sheila and Eric 

recognise and resist this hypocritical behaviour. ‘I suppose we’re all nice people now!’ Sheila 

remarks sarcastically. Earlier she broke off her engagement to Gerald, telling him ‘You and I 

aren’t the same people who sat down to dinner here’. Likewise, Eric angrily accuses his 

father of ‘beginning to pretend now that nothing’s really happened at all’. Priestley’s vision is 

cautiously optimistic insofar as the youngest characters are changed by the Inspector’s visit, 

while the older Birlings and Gerald appear to be too set in their beliefs to change them.  

The play leaves open the question of whether Eva Smith is a real woman (who sometimes 

uses different names, including Daisy Renton), or multiple people the Inspector pretends are 

one. There is no right answer here, and in terms of Priestley’s message it is beside the point: 

because his socialist principles demand that everyone should be treated the same, in his 

opinion abusing one working-class woman is equivalent to abusing all working-class women. 

Eva Smith is, therefore, not an individual victim, but a universal one. This helps explain the 

effectiveness of the play’s final twist. Having discovered that Inspector Goole is not a real 

policeman, and that there is no dead woman called Eva Smith at the Brumley morgue, a 

phone call announces that a woman has killed herself, and an inspector is on his way to 

question the Birlings. The invented story Inspector Goole related has now come true. This 

seems a bizarre coincidence with which to end the play, but if we consider An Inspector 

Calls as a moral fable, and not as naturalistic theatre, it begins to seem much more like a 

logical, even inevitable, conclusion. The characters have been confronted with the error of 

their ways; some have repented, some have not. Now is the time for judgement, and for the 

watching audience to ask themselves, according to Priestley’s design, are any of these people 

like me 

 

1. What is the significance of the furniture in the room? How does it reflect the Birlings and 

their personality?  



2. The article states the play is a ‘battle between egalitarianism and privilege’. What does 

this mean? (Hint: The definition of ‘egalitarian’ can be found in the first section of the article)  

 

 

 

3. The article describes the Inspector as a ‘moral force’. What are they saying about the 

Inspector?  

 

 

 

4. The article says the Inspector’s final speech is the ‘very antithesis’ of Mr. Birling’s speech 

at the beginning of the play. ‘Antithesis’ means opposite. Explain how the Inspector’s speech 

is the antithesis of Mr. Birling’s speech. Re-read the speeches to help you.  

 

 

 

5. The article says Eva Smith is not an ‘individual victim but a universal one’. What does this 

mean? (Use the third section of the article to help you)  

 

 

 

6. The article states ‘An Inspector Calls’ is a ‘moral fable’. What does this mean? 

 

 

 7. The article ends by saying some characters have ‘repented’. If you have ‘repented’, what 

have you done? 


