The Cone Gatherers

Opening of the Novel

Why is the opening of the novel significant?

The opening of the “The Cone Gatherers” is significant as it introduces us to the characters, the plot, the setting and, most importantly, the themes of the text.  During these first pages all of the major factors of the text are hinted at helping us to understand much of what comes after.

Themes

The opening chapter of the novel helps us to grasp the major themes of the text.  We are introduced to the far-reaching influence of the war, the issue of class, the battle between good and evil and the concept of suffering.

War

The war is never far from the thoughts of the characters in the novel.  Within the opening paragraph we are alerted to its all-pervasive influence.  In amongst the tranquillity of the wood “a destroyer…steamed seawards” and “roaring louder than waterfalls, aeroplanes had shot down from the sky over the wood”.  From this point on in chapter one repeated references are made to the war taking place around the characters.  Even in this place, far from the battlefields, the influence of the war is powerful.  Look for other references in chapter 1.

Class

The issue of class which is so important within the text is also introduced to us within the first chapter.  On pages 1,3,4, 8, and 10 references are made to Neil’s bitterness at their insignificance to Lady Runcie Campbell and to her power and influence over their lives.  

Good and Evil

Jenkins’ interest in good and evil is also brought to our attention in the opening chapter.  He does this through various means.

Setting

One way is through setting.  The opening paragraph of the text describes the wood as a place of tranquillity, fertility and beauty.  Jenkins is drawing a parallel between the wood and the Garden of Eden in order to suggest the thematic concerns of the novel (Eden being the site of the original battle between the good and evil in mankind).  The references to the war also remind us of good and evil.  Numerous references to the war and the atrocities committed in it crop up in the opening chapter to suggest that the battle between good and evil exists in all mankind; in the wood between Calum and Duror and in the world at large between the Allies and the Axis.

Characterisation

This battle between good and evil is also suggested through characterisation in chapter 1.  Calum, we quickly realise, is the essence of all that is good and pure in humanity.  He is kind, pure, innocent and full of love.  Find quotations which show this goodness in his character.  His goodness is also suggested through his actions in chapter 1 – where?  Set in opposition to Calum is Duror, who we immediately see as the incarnation of evil.  He is the gamekeeper and, hence, deals in death.  What other hints are there of the evil which exists in Duror in this first chapter?  

The conflict which exists between these two characters which is outlined in the opening chapter makes us aware of the battle between the opposing forces of good and evil in the text.  What is suggested about the battle through the presentation of Calum and Duror?

Jenkins uses symbolism to suggest each of these characters to us.  Calum he links to the animal kingdom (look for examples) to suggest his innocence and lack of concern with dark side of human nature.  Duror is linked to the image of the tree.  This suggests the strength and upright nature he once had.  It also, ironically, is suggestive of a reaching towards God.  Duror, of course, lacks faith and this is part of the reason why he fails to cope with his burden.  The tree image also suggests inflexibility in his nature and this inability to adjust also, in part, causes his mental deterioration.  Look for examples.

Imagery/ word choice

The battle between good and evil is also suggested through imagery and word choice in the opening chapter.  There are a number of references to religion, worship, the Bible, etc.  Jenkins is using these to suggest this is a novel which is looking at moral questions i.e. good and evil.  Look for examples of these images or words in chapter 1.

Answering a question on the opening of the text

· Outline what we learn in the opening of the text – what does it introduce us to/what is its function?

· Explain, in detail, how the opening introduces us to each of the concerns of the novel by close reference to the text

