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Getting the most from this guide

This guide is designed to help you work towards getting the best possible grade in your English examination. It contains a wealth of useful information, not only on the novel The Cone-Gatherers itself but also on improving your exam techniques. Using this guide to accompany your study of the novel will help you to greater success in your English examination.

This guide uses the Canongate 2012 edition of The Cone-Gatherers by Robin Jenkins, ISBN: 978-0-85786-235-8. All page numbers align with this edition.

It is important that you use this guide throughout your reading and revision – in fact, Chapter 2: Context will help you get to grips with the novel before you even begin to read it.

As you read the novel, referring to Chapter 3: Study and revision will enhance your understanding of literary features such as plot, structure, characterisation, theme and language.

When you have finished reading the novel, the guidance and advice given in Chapter 4: Approaching the Critical Reading paper will support your revision as well as strengthening your understanding of the text. You may be aware that The Cone-Gatherers is one of the ‘crossover’ texts in the English Critical Reading paper: this means that it is an option in National 5 and Higher Scottish text sections of the examination paper. Candidates at both levels may decide to use this novel in their responses to the critical essay section of the examination paper. This section of the guide is helpfully divided into National 5 and Higher pages, giving detailed advice on how to deal with the Scottish text and critical essay sections for each level.

The following features have been used throughout this guide to help you gain the most from your study of the novel:
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Target your thinking

You will see this feature at the start of every chapter or main section. It contains questions that provide a focus for what you will learn in that chapter.
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Build critical skills

This feature appears throughout the guide. It will help you to analyse and explore aspects of the novel in greater depth.
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Key quotation

This feature will draw your attention to quotations that are important in conveying key aspects of the text.
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Glossary

This feature highlights and defines key words used in the novel and in this guide.
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Exam tip

Top tips to help you maximise your chances of success in the exam.
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REVIEW YOUR LEARNING

You will see this feature at the end of each chapter. It contains questions that will help you to firm up your knowledge of the novel and/or your understanding of exam techniques.
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1 Introduction

Preparing to study The Cone-Gatherers

There are many different ways of studying the novel and each individual will have a preferred way of approaching a piece of literature. Some will read the text in its entirety before attempting to reflect on its themes, characters and all of the aspects that make it a piece of memorable literature. Others will work through the novel chapter by chapter in the classroom, making notes and discussing particular aspects of the text. Whatever way you read and study the novel, it is important to remember one thing: you must gain an in-depth knowledge and understanding of the text and develop your analytical skills in order to do well in the examination.

Using this guide as a companion to your study of The Cone-Gatherers will undoubtedly help you to acquire the depth of knowledge and understanding needed to successfully answer the Scottish text questions and write effective critical essays. It is also worth remembering that basic study techniques – such as highlighting, making notes, creating mind-maps, etc. – are useful in reinforcing your knowledge of a text. It goes without saying that this guide is meant to support your reading of the novel, not replace it. It is important to develop your own thoughts and feelings about the novel as you read it, rather than just memorising the information given in this guide.

The world in which The Cone-Gatherers is set is very different from that of the present day. The novel is a work of fiction with characters and events generated in the imagination of its author, Robin Jenkins. The novel draws upon various influences in Jenkins’ life – in particular his experiences as a conscientious objector during the Second World War – and it is important to have a knowledge of these influences to fully appreciate the text. In this guide, the Context chapter will provide you with information about Jenkins’ life and ideas; the historical, social and cultural influences prevalent at the time of the Second World War; and how this background may have shaped the novel. This section can be read before you begin reading the novel and will also be helpful during your revision.

Study and revision

As your reading of the novel progresses, you can refer to this guide’s notes on several literary features. The Study and revision chapter is divided into four sections: 3.1 Plot and structure, 3.2 Characterisation, 3.3 Themes and 3.4 Language features and analysis. Each section can be read in tandem with the novel or when revising, allowing you to enhance your understanding of these aspects of the text. For example, the section on characterisation contains detailed notes on the main characters; in the plot and structure section, you will find useful synopses of each chapter as well as commentary on key events.

When you have finished reading the novel, Chapter 4: Approaching the Critical Reading paper will provide you with lots of guidance on how to apply your knowledge of the novel in an examination context. This section of the guide will help you with all aspects of revision: it contains everything you need to know about the tasks you will face in the Critical Reading examination paper.

For Scottish text questions, there is specific guidance on successfully decoding and answering the different types of questions you will encounter in the examination. Sample answers to questions are provided and these will give you a clear idea of the level of response needed for success. There are also examination-style questions that give you an opportunity to practise your skills and show off your knowledge of the text.

For critical essay revision, there is detailed guidance on how to ‘read’ and choose suitable questions, as well as advice on planning and writing effective essays on the novel. Again, there are practice essay questions and samples that will help you to produce your best work.

Some final advice

As you can see, there is a great deal of useful guidance in this book. However, the most important thing to remember is that it is your knowledge and understanding of the novel that are being tested. It is therefore important to think carefully about the novel and come up with your own ideas, rather than memorising and rewriting details from this guide. You need to demonstrate that you have engaged with the text and that you can appreciate Jenkins’ craftsmanship. This means that it is always useful to ask yourself questions about the novel as you are reading: you might ask why a character acts in a certain way or how the setting influences a particular event. If you do this, there is no doubt that you will enjoy the novel much more and will be able to answer examination questions much more effectively.
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