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unit     5
Manipulation

the BiG question
How do writers and composers manipulate us through texts?

Key learning ideas
 ● In short stories, we can be manipulated to feel a certain way about 

characters.

 ● In non-fiction, we can be manipulated to adopt the writer’s perspective 
on a topic.

 ● In visual texts, we can be manipulated to adopt new ideas and 
perspectives.

Knowledge, understanding and skills
Students will:

 ● understand how writers manipulate through narrative voice and dialogue

 ● explore how writers manipulate using tone and humour

 ● learn how composers manipulate using wordplay and visual images.
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Tuning in
1 Think: What does the word manipulation mean? Brainstorm your ideas then write a 

definition in a single sentence.
2 Reflect and share: Can you identify a character from a novel or short story that 

surprised you or made you laugh or cry? Why did this happen?
3 Write: Write down your thoughts about the following statement: ‘A successful visual 

image must shape the perceptions of the viewer to the point where they cannot 
resist changing their point of view.’

The power of a writer to manipulate a reader is very compelling. Fiction 
writers use various literary techniques to shape our views about the 
characters and situations they create. Developing an effective narrative 
voice and using dialogue are critical elements that position the reader to 
adopt a particular view. In non-fiction, writers can create tone and humour 
to manipulate our perceptions. Some composers of texts use combinations 
of image, text and wordplay that speak to our emotions. By skilfully using 
these techniques, composers can succeed in manipulating us to embrace 
new ideas and new ways of seeing the world.

See it my way . . .

My view . . .
Do you think some texts aim to deceive their audience in order to achieve their 
purpose? Can we be manipulated in positive ways or is manipulation always 
negative?

‘You are a manipulator.
I like to think of myself more 
as an outcome engineer.’
—  J.R. Ward, 
from Lover Eternal

‘No tears in the 
writer, no tears 
in the reader. 
No surprise in 
the writer, no 
surprise in the 
reader.’

— Robert Frost

‘A short story is like a kiss in 
the dark from a stranger.’

— Stephen King
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tHe fiction writer as Manipulator
How do fiction writers influence our responses to their 
narrative?
Roald Dahl (1916–1990) was a popular children’s author and writer of short stories for 
adults. In his short story ‘Lamb to the Slaughter’, we are introduced to the character 
of Mary Maloney. From the very first description of her house, Dahl’s narrative voice 
reveals a particular attitude toward the character. The language he uses to describe 
the house reflects his view of Mary herself. The extreme neatness appears to symbolise 
Mary’s dangerous desire for control. Thus Dahl’s attitude to Mary is shown to us 
through the way in which he describes the setting in which he places his character. 

An effective narrative voice enables the writer to subtly inform our decision to like 
or dislike a character. In his narrative about Mary and her husband, Dahl is letting us 
know his opinion of the characters, while at the same time manipulating ours.

As the creator of the story, Dahl has a considerable amount of power over how we 
feel at any given point in the tale. He manipulates our emotions by creating suspense, 
surprise, fear, curiosity and a whole range of other feelings as the narrative develops — 
and he makes it seem easy.

5.1

literacy link
types of narrators
First-person narrative and 
third-person narrative are 
the most common modes 
of storytelling. In a story, a 
narrator may be obvious or 
hidden — an unseen observer. 
An omniscient narrator exists 
outside the world of the text, 
as does the limited view  
third-person narrator. 

Think of three books you 
have read recently. What 
style of narration is featured 
in each? Which style (if they 
were different) worked best? 
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from Lamb to the Slaughter 
by Roald Dahl

Extract 1
The room was warm and clean, the curtains drawn, the two table lamps 
alight — hers and the one by the empty chair opposite. On the sideboard 
behind her, two tall glasses, soda water, whisky. Fresh ice cubes in the 
Thermos bucket.

Mary Maloney was waiting for her husband to come home from work.
Now and again she would glance up at the clock, but without anxiety, 

merely to please herself with the thought that each minute gone by 
made it nearer the time when he would come. There was a slow smiling 
air about her, and about everything she did. The drop of the head as she 
bent over her sewing was curiously tranquil. Her skin — for this was 
her sixth month with child — had acquired a wonderful translucent 
quality, the mouth was soft, and the eyes, with their new placid look, 
seemed larger, darker than before. When the clock said ten minutes to 
five, she began to listen, and a few moments later, punctually as always, 
she heard the tyres on the gravel outside, and the car door slamming, the 
footsteps passing the window, the key turning in the lock. She laid aside 
her sewing, stood up, and went forward to kiss him as he came in.

‘Hullo darling,’ she said.
‘Hullo,’ he answered.
She took his coat and hung it in the closet  .  .  .   She loved to luxuriate 

in the presence of this man, and to feel — almost as a sunbather feels 
the sun — that warm male glow that came out of him to her when they 
were alone together. She loved him for the way he sat loosely in a chair, 
for the way he came in a door, or moved slowly across the room with 
long strides. She loved the intent, far look in his eyes when they rested 
on her  .  .  .  

‘Tired darling?’

Description in orientation 
shows Mary’s attention to 
detail. (1–4)

Economical description of 
her simplistic behaviour and 
attitude (8–9)

She is pregnant. (10–11)

Implies a recent change in 
attitude (12)

Hyperbole (exaggeration) to 
show her depth of love for him 
(20–21)

This is ironic as he is not 
thinking of her in positive 
terms at all. (25)
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‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I’m tired.’ And as he spoke, he did an unusual thing. He 
lifted his glass and drained it in one swallow  .  .  .   He paused a moment, 
leaning forward in the chair, then he got up and went slowly over to 
fetch himself another.

‘I’ll get it!’ she cried, jumping up.
‘Sit down,’ he said  .  .  .  
‘Darling, shall I get your slippers?’
‘No.’. . .
‘I think it’s a shame,’ she said, ‘that when a policeman gets to be as 

senior as you, they keep him walking about on his feet all day long.’
He didn’t answer, so she bent her head again and went on with her 

sewing  .  .  .  
‘Darling,’ she said. ‘Would you like me to get you some cheese? I 

haven’t made any supper because it’s Thursday.’
‘No,’ he said.
‘If you’re too tired to eat out,’ she went on, ‘it’s still not too late. There’s 

plenty of meat and stuff in the freezer, and you can have it right here and 
not even move out of the chair.’

Her eyes waited on him for an answer, a smile, a little nod, but he 
made no sign.

‘Anyway,’ she went on, ‘I’ll get you some cheese and crackers first.’
‘I don’t want it,’ he said.
She moved uneasily in her chair, the large eyes still watching his face  .  .  .   

‘But darling, you must eat! I’ll fix it anyway, and then you can have it or 
not, as you like.’

She stood up and placed her sewing on the table by the lamp.
‘Sit down,’ he said. ‘Just for a minute, sit down.’
It wasn’t till then that she began to get frightened.
‘Go on,’ he said. ‘Sit down.’
She lowered herself back slowly into the chair, watching him all the 

time with those large, bewildered eyes. He had finished the second drink 
and was staring down into the glass, frowning.

‘Listen,’ he said. ‘I’ve got something to tell you.’
‘What is it, darling? What’s the matter?’  .  .  .  
‘This is going to be a bit of a shock to you, I’m afraid,’ he said. ‘But I’ve 

thought about it a good deal and I’ve decided the only thing to do is tell 
you right away. I hope you won’t blame me too much.’

And he told her. It didn’t take long, four or five minutes at most, and 
she sat very still through it all, watching him with a kind of dazed 
horror as he went further and further away from her with each word.

‘So there it is,’ he added. ‘And I know it’s kind of a bad time to be 
telling you, but there simply wasn’t any other way. Of course I’ll give you 
money and see you’re looked after. But there needn’t really be any fuss. I 
hope not anyway. It wouldn’t be very good for my job.’

Her first instinct was not to believe any of it, to reject it all. It occurred 
to her that perhaps he hadn’t even spoken, that she herself had imagined 
the whole thing. Maybe, if she went about her business and acted as 
though she hadn’t been listening, then later, when she sort of woke up 
again, she might find none of it had ever happened.

‘I’ll get the supper,’ she managed to whisper, and this time he didn’t 
stop her.

Exclamation mark emphasises 
her desire to please him. (32)

Short abrupt replies contrast 
with Mary’s eager-to-
please and loving attitude, 
and introduce the first 
complication. (33)

An economical means of 
showing, not telling, us about 
his occupation (36)

An adverb that foreshadows 
trouble (50)

Another emotive word to signal 
that trouble is on its way (55)

The husband’s dialogue is short 
and terse, contrasting with 
hers. (56)

Shows Mary is confused by her 
husband’s demeanour (58)

This short sentence marks 
the dramatic change in 
Mary’s mood and the next 
complication. (65)

Mary’s initial reactions to her 
husband’s revelations do little 
to prepare the reader for what 
happens next. (72–78)
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When she walked across the room she couldn’t feel her feet touching 
the floor. She couldn’t feel anything at all — except a slight nausea and 
a desire to vomit. Everything was automatic now — down the steps to 
the cellar, the light switch, the deep freeze, the hand inside the cabinet 
taking hold of the first object it met. She lifted it out, and looked at it. It 
was wrapped in paper, so she took off the paper and looked at it again.

A leg of lamb.
All right then, they would have lamb for supper. She carried it upstairs, 

holding the thin bone-end of it with both her hands, and as she went 
through the living-room, she saw him standing over by the window with 
his back to her, and she stopped.

‘For God’s sake,’ he said, hearing her, but not turning round. ‘Don’t 
make supper for me. I’m going out.’

At that point, Mary Maloney simply walked up behind him and 
without any pause she swung the big frozen leg of lamb high in the air 
and brought it down as hard as she could on the back of his head.

She might just as well have hit him with a steel club.
She stepped back a pace, waiting, and the funny thing was that he 

remained standing there for at least four or five seconds, gently swaying. 
Then he crashed to the carpet.

The violence of the crash, the noise, the small table overturning, 
helped bring her out of her shock. She came out slowly, feeling cold and 
surprised, and she stood for a while blinking at the body, still holding the 
ridiculous piece of meat tight with both hands.

Short sentence fragment 
changes the mood abruptly. 
(85)

Matter-of-fact narrative style 
compounds the horror of the 
event. (92–94)

The storytelling mode the 
author adopts is Mary’s 
simplistic voice. (96)

A further complication in the 
narrative arc (98)

The adjective emphasises the 
black humour. (102)

need to Know
irony a literary technique in 
which the surface meaning 
of words or texts is the 
opposite of that intended by 
the writer or creator, thereby 
creating unexpected humour. 
Irony may be bitter, tragic, 
suspenseful, moving, joyous or 
funny. Situations in stories can 
also be ironic. Coincidences, 
deliberately laid traps and 
deceit are elements of 
storylines that can create irony.

Activities . . .
understandinG the text
Getting started
 1 What are your first impressions of Mary? List at least five words you  

could use to describe her personality and appearance.
 2 What are your impressions of Patrick Maloney? List at least five words you could 

use to describe his personality and appearance. 
 3 Summarise in two–three sentences the plot of the story so far.
 4 Comment on the language used in the short story by completing these tasks:

a List ten important nouns that are used in the chapter.
b List ten adjectives used to appeal to the reader’s sense of sight.
c List five descriptive words used to appeal to the reader’s sense of touch.
d List three phrases that convey powerful emotions.

Working through
 5 Why do you think Roald Dahl introduces Mary before he introduces her 

husband, Patrick?
 6 How does Mary Maloney kill her husband?
 7 What things appear most important to Mary in her relationship with her 

husband? Use quotes from the extract in your answer.
 8 At what point in this extract did you as a reader realise something bad was 

going to happen? What told you this?

Going further
 9 Find two examples of irony in the extract.
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literature link
Dialogue is written conversation between characters or real people in a text. In his stories, Roald 
Dahl uses dialogue to reveal specific details about the characters. Dialogue can be distinctive 
because of the expressions used, the level of vocabulary and even the length of sentences. 

In his stories, Dahl’s characters often have interesting ‘voices’ or styles of speaking. In Extract 1, 
Mary, for example, has a restrained style of speech that implies she could lose control of her 
emotions at any moment, which adds suspense to the story. She also uses romantic language 
to reflect the way she takes refuge in the humdrum aspects of serving her husband’s daily 
needs. Patrick’s speech in Extract 1, in contrast, is terse, brief and direct. 

What does Dahl’s use of dialogue tell us about the relationship between Mary and 
Patrick Maloney?

analysinG and evaluatinG the text
Getting started
10 Why do you think Mary immediately sets about making supper when she is told 

the bad news? 
11 Why do you think Mary killed her husband?

Working through
12 Look at these phrases from the extract. Explain what each of them means 

literally, and then what Dahl is really saying about Mary.
a ‘There was a slow smiling air about her, and about everything she did.’
b ‘.  .  .  and the eyes, with their new placid look, seemed larger, darker than 

before.’
13 Think about the relationship between the author and the characters. What does 

Dahl appear to feel about Patrick Maloney? What specific words and phrases 
reveal the author’s feelings about Patrick?

14 Identify the precise type of narrative voice used in the story.
 ● Is it written in first, second or third person?
 ● Is the narrator omniscient (all-knowing) or limited in knowledge?
 ● Does the narrator intrude into the story directly or remain detached?
 ● Is the tense past, present or future?

 Explain what effect each of these narrative decisions has on the reader’s view of Mary.

Going further
15 How does Dahl use black humour in the last three paragraphs of the extract?

creatinG and respondinG to the text
Getting started
16 Imagine you live next door to the Maloneys. Write a description of the couple, 

based on your observations as a neighbour. Write lists of descriptive words and 
phrases for each character.

Working through
17 Rewrite lines 92–102 from the extract in a more dramatic, action-packed way. 

Going further
18 ‘If we have an opinion of a character, they start to exist in more  

detail within our imaginations.’
  Write a brief response in which you discuss this statement,  

based on what you have read so far.
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from Lamb to the Slaughter
by Roald Dahl

Extract 2
All right, she told herself. So I’ve killed him.

It was extraordinary, now, how clear her mind became all of a sudden. 
She began thinking very fast  .  .  .

She carried the meat into the kitchen, placed it in a pan, turned the 
oven on high, and shoved it inside. Then she washed her hands and ran 
upstairs to the bedroom. She sat down before the mirror, tidied her hair, 
touched up her lips and face  .  .  .  

Then she ran downstairs, took her coat, went out the back door, down 
the garden, into the street.

It wasn’t six o’clock yet and the lights were still on in the grocery shop.
‘Hullo Sam,’ she said brightly, smiling at the man behind the counter.
‘Why, good evening, Mrs. Maloney. How’re you?’
‘I want some potatoes please, Sam. Yes, and I think a can of peas.’
The man turned and reached up behind him on the shelf for the peas.
‘Patrick’s decided he’s tired and doesn’t want to eat out tonight,’ she 

told him. ‘We usually go out Thursdays, you know, and now he’s caught 
me without any vegetables in the house.’

‘Then how about meat, Mrs. Maloney?’
‘No, I’ve got meat, thanks. I got a nice leg of lamb, from the freezer.’
.  .  .  

This abrupt phrase clarifies that 
Mary fully understands what 
she has done. (1)

The narrative arc of the story 
continues. (3–9)

The false brightness of her 
speech reveals that she is 
planning to hide her crime. (11)

Sam’s dialogue with Mary 
reveals that he suspects 
nothing. (12)

The reader can now see Mary 
as a cool, calculating killer 
determined to cover her crime. 
(19,26)

Manipulating through dialogue
An important feature of ‘Lamb to the Slaughter’ is Roald Dahl’s choice of words 
(diction) in the dialogue between Mary and Patrick. In the extract below, between 
Mary and the police officers, her dialogue is very manipulative, as she feigns distress 
and vulnerability. Before you read, refresh your memory of the story so far by looking 
back over the previous extract. At this point in your reading, how do you think the 
story will end?
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In her thoughts, she adopts the 
politely conversational tone she 
intends to use with the police. 
(30–38)

A strong visual image (45–46)

Punctuation provides an 
illustration of Mary’s effort to 
adopt a falsely frightened tone. 
(52)

These two lines enable the 
writer to telescope time in the 
narrative. (57,58)

The ‘new line for a new speaker’ 
rule reduces the need to 
identify each speaker. (63,64)

Dahl carefully maintains Mary’s 
naive, simplistic tone. (71)

‘.  .  .  You want these Idaho potatoes?’
‘Oh yes, that’ll be fine. Two of those.’
‘Anything else?’ The grocer cocked his head on one side, looking at 

her pleasantly  .  .  .’ How about a nice big slice of cheesecake? I know he 
likes that.’

‘Perfect,’ she said. ‘He loves it.’
And when it was all wrapped and she had paid, she put on her brightest 

smile and said, ‘Thank you, Sam. Goodnight.’
‘Goodnight, Mrs Maloney. And thank you.’
And now, she told herself as she hurried back, all she was doing 

now, she was returning home to her husband and he was waiting for 
his supper; and she must cook it good, and make it as tasty as possible 
because the poor man was tired; and if, when she entered the house, she 
happened to find anything unusual, or tragic, or terrible, then naturally it 
would be a shock and she’d become frantic with grief and horror. Mind 
you, she wasn’t expecting to find anything. She was just going home with 
the vegetables. Mrs Patrick Maloney going home with the vegetables on 
Thursday evening to cook supper for her husband.

That’s the way, she told herself. Do everything right and natural. Keep 
things absolutely natural and there’ll be no need for any acting at all.

Therefore, when she entered the kitchen by the back door, she was 
humming a little tune to herself and smiling.

‘Patrick!’ she called. ‘How are you, darling?’
She put the parcel down on the table and went through into the 

living-room; and when she saw him lying there on the floor with his legs 
doubled up and one arm twisted back underneath his body, it really was 
rather a shock. All the old love and longing for him welled up inside her, 
and she ran over to him, knelt down beside him, and began to cry her 
heart out. It was easy. No acting was necessary.

A few minutes later she got up and went to the phone. She knew 
the number of the police station, and when the man at the other end 
answered, she cried to him, ‘Quick! Come quick! Patrick’s dead!’

‘Who’s speaking?’
‘Mrs Maloney. Mrs Patrick Maloney.’
‘You mean Patrick Maloney’s dead?’
‘I think so,’ she sobbed. ‘He’s lying on the floor and I think he’s dead.’
‘Be right over,’ the man said.
The car came very quickly, and when she opened the front door, two 

policemen walked in. She knew them both — she knew nearly all the 
men at that precinct — and she fell right into Jack Noonan’s arms, 
weeping hysterically. He put her gently into a chair, then went over to 
join the other one, who was called O’Malley, kneeling by the body.

‘Is he dead?’ she cried.
‘I’m afraid he is. What happened?’
Briefly, she told her story about going out to the grocer and coming 

back to find him on the floor. While she was talking, crying and talking, 
Noonan discovered a small patch of congealed blood on the dead man’s 
head  .  .  .  

Soon, other men began to come into the house. First a doctor, then 
two detectives  .  .  .  Later, a police photographer arrived and took pictures, 
and a man who knew about fingerprints. There was a great deal of 
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whispering and muttering beside the corpse, and the detectives kept 
asking her a lot of questions. But they always treated her kindly. She 
told her story again, this time right from the beginning, when Patrick 
had come in, and she was sewing, and he was tired, so tired he hadn’t 
wanted to go out for supper. She told how she’d put the meat in the oven 
— ‘it’s there now, cooking’ — and how she’d slipped out to the grocer for 
vegetables, and come back to find him lying on the floor.

‘Which grocer?’ one of the detectives asked.
She told him, and he turned and whispered something to the other 

detective who immediately went outside into the street.
In fifteen minutes he was back with a page of notes, and there was more 

whispering, and through her sobbing she heard a few of the whispered 
phrases — ‘.  .  .  acted quite normal  .  .  .  very cheerful  .  .  .  wanted to give 
him a good supper  .  .  .  peas  .  .  .  cheesecake  .  .  .  impossible that she  .  .  .’

.  .  .  The two detectives remained, and so did the two policemen. They 
were exceptionally nice to her, and Jack Noonan asked if she wouldn’t 
rather go somewhere else, to her sister’s house perhaps, or to his own 
wife who would take care of her and put her up for the night.

No, she said. She didn’t feel she could move even a yard at the 
moment  .  .  .  

So they left her there while they went about their business, searching 
the house  .  .  .  Her husband, he told her, had been killed by a blow on the 
back of the head administered with a heavy blunt instrument, almost 
certainly a large piece of metal. They were looking for the weapon. The 
murderer may have taken it with him, but on the other hand he may 
have thrown it away or hidden it somewhere on the premises.

‘It’s the old story,’ he said. ‘Get the weapon, and you’ve got the man.’
Later, one of the detectives came up and sat beside her. Did she 

know, he asked, of anything in the house that could’ve been used as the 
weapon? Would she mind having a look around to see if anything was 
missing — a very big spanner, for example, or a heavy metal vase  .  .  .  

The search went on. She knew that there were other policemen in 
the garden all around the house  .  .  .  It began to get late, nearly nine she 
noticed by the clock on the mantle. The four men searching the rooms 
seemed to be growing weary, a trifle exasperated.

‘Jack,’ she said, the next time Sergeant Noonan went by. ‘Would you 
mind giving me a drink?’

‘Sure I’ll give you a drink. You mean this whisky?’
‘Yes, please. But just a small one. It might make me feel better.’
He handed her the glass.
‘Why don’t you have one yourself,’ she said. ‘You must be awfully tired. 

Please do. You’ve been very good to me.’
‘Well,’ he answered. ‘It’s not strictly allowed, but I might take just a 

drop to keep me going.’
One by one the others came in and were persuaded to take a little nip 

of whisky. They stood around rather awkwardly with the drinks in their 
hands, uncomfortable in her presence, trying to say consoling things to 
her. Sergeant Noonan wandered into the kitchen, came out quickly and 
said, ‘Look, Mrs. Maloney. You know that oven of yours is still on, and 
the meat still inside.’

‘Oh dear me!’ she cried. ‘So it is!’
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Interjections of dialogue add 
realism and interest to the 
narrative. (77)

Dahl repeats, in indirect 
speech, the policeman’s 
colloquial tone. (89)

Further indirect speech to 
indicate a reporting style of 
narrative (90)

The reader appreciates the 
irony of this conclusion made 
by the police. (94–95)

The key statement is contained 
in a short sentence, for impact. 
(95)

Indicates a stereotypical 
assumption that the killer is a 
male. (96)

The author signals to us that 
Mary is growing bolder, using 
the sergeant’s first name. (107)
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‘I better turn it off for you, hadn’t I?’
‘Will you do that, Jack? Thank you so much.’
When the sergeant returned the second time, she looked at him with 

her large, dark tearful eyes. ‘Jack Noonan,’ she said.
‘Yes?’
‘Would you do me a small favour — you and these others?’
‘We can try, Mrs. Maloney.’
‘Well,’ she said. ‘Here you all are, and good friends of dear Patrick’s 

too, and helping to catch the man who killed him. You must be terribly 
hungry by now because it’s long past your supper time, and I know 
Patrick would never forgive me, God bless his soul, if I allowed you to 
remain in his house without offering you decent hospitality. Why don’t 
you eat up that lamb that’s in the oven. It’ll be cooked just right by now.’

‘Wouldn’t dream of it,’ Sergeant Noonan said.
‘Please,’ she begged. ‘Please eat it. Personally I couldn’t touch a thing, 

certainly not what’s been in the house when he was here  .  .  .  It’d be a 
favour to me if you’d eat it up. Then you can go on with your work again 
afterwards.’

There was a good deal of hesitating among the four policemen, but 
they were clearly hungry, and in the end they were persuaded to go 
into the kitchen and help themselves. The woman stayed where she 
was, listening to them through the open door, and she could hear them 
speaking among themselves, their voices thick and sloppy because their 
mouths were full of meat.

‘Have some more, Charlie?’
‘No. Better not finish it.’
‘She wants us to finish it. She said so. Be doing her a favour.’
‘Okay then. Give me some more.’
‘That’s the hell of a big club the guy must’ve used to hit poor Patrick,’ 

one of them was saying. ‘The doc says his skull was smashed all to pieces 
just like from a sledge-hammer.’

‘That’s why it ought to be easy to find.’
‘Exactly what I say.’
‘Whoever done it, they’re not going to be carrying a thing like that 

around with them longer than they need.’
One of them belched.
‘Personally, I think it’s right here on the premises.’
‘Probably right under our very noses. What you think, Jack?’
And in the other room, Mary Maloney began to giggle.

Mary is using her wiles on the 
police. (126,128)

The climax is foreshadowed in 
Mary’s request to the police. 
(134–135)

An example of dramatic 
irony: the reader is aware of 
a crucial piece of information 
unavailable to most of the 
characters. (149,160)

The last line echoes the 
beginning of the story, unifying 
it neatly. (161)

125

130

135

140

145

150

155

160

SAMPLE
 E

VALU
ATIO

N O
NLY



 UnIT 5  Manipulation 137

need to Know
dramatic irony a literary 
technique in which the reader 
knows something that a 
character or characters do 
not. Consequently, when 
the unaware character 
makes innocent comments, 
the reader is amused. 

literature link
the basis of characters
Authors often base their 
characters on real people. 
Sometimes they use a 
combination of the best or 
worst qualities of people 
they know and then combine 
them to make one character. 
Other times, authors think of 
a real person and describe 
them exactly. This allows 
them to realistically portray 
how a certain person may 
speak, walk, look, relate to 
others, and react to various 
situations.

Do you think Roald Dahl 
may have based some 
of his characters on real 
people? Explain your 
reasoning.

Activities . . .

understandinG the text
Getting started
 1 What is dialogue? Copy out an example from the extracts.
 2 Recount in point form what has happened in the story before Extract 2. Add 

more points to show what happens in Extract 2.

Working through
 3 What steps does Mary take to cover up her involvement in the crime before the 

police arrive? What does this tell you about her character?

analysinG the text
Getting started
 4 Even though we don’t understand her personality very well at first, we 

soon discover some important things about Mary, from five main sources. 
Unscramble the words in brackets below to complete the cloze passage and 
identify these sources of information.

One important source of information about Mary is what she _________ (yass). 

Mary’s choice of _____________ (sword) tells us about her personality and 

reveals her thoughts and ____________ (nomiteso). Another important source 

is the way she ________________(speronds) to various situations. Her decisions 

and _____________ (ioncats) influence our attitude toward her and help us 

evaluate her nature. A third important information source is the way in which 

she ____________ (lateers) to others. Mary’s ______________ (tensailorship) 

help us decide whether she is a ___________ (dogo) or bad person. A fourth 

way in which we learn about Mary is what other _______________ (haccraters) 

say to her and about her. The _________ (cemmonts) of other characters, 

such as her husband, the police officers and the shopkeeper, influence our 

thinking about her personality, motives and status. Most powerful of all 

is the direct narrative, in which the ____________ (hatour) tells us 

about her. Roald Dahl offers some insights to us that help form our 

_______________ (spinooni) of Mary.

Working through
 5 Looking back over the two parts of the story, what do you think is the climax of 

the story? Explain why.
 6 In the text, Roald Dahl doesn’t use Mary’s husband’s first name until after he has 

been killed. How does Mary refer to her husband when speaking to him directly? 
What is the effect created by this technique?

 7 How does Mary’s way of speaking differ from Sergeant noonan’s?
 8 Think about these characters and describe the ‘voice’ of each one: Sergeant Jack 

noonan, Detective O’Malley, Sam the grocer.
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 9 Choose a passage of dialogue from the story and copy out six to ten lines. In 
your own words, summarise what was said and what was revealed about each 
character. Explain what the lines spoken by the first character tell us about their 
relationship with the second character.

Going further
10 Writers may use dialogue to help relate the events of a story. This technique 

enables them to tell us what happens rather than showing us through direct 
description. Which parts of the story are written in this way?

11 If you were making a film based on this short story, who would you cast in each 
role? Explain your reasoning.

Role Actor Reasons for selection

Mary Maloney

Patrick Maloney

Sgt Jack noonan

Detective O’Malley

Sam the grocer

12 The story has been given the title ‘Lamb to the Slaughter’. This phrase is an 
allusion to another text as well as a pun. Use the internet to find out its original 
source. Explain the meaning of the pun.

creatinG responses to the text
Getting started
13 Imagine the police eventually begin to suspect Mary Maloney of her husband’s 

murder. Write a short dialogue (conversation) between two of these characters, 
in which they discuss their views of Mary Maloney.

Working through
14 Imagine you are Mary Maloney. You’re writing in your diary late that night, 

after the detectives have left the house. Write a personal diary entry about 
your feelings. Think about the style of narrative voice that is most appropriate. 
Include your thoughts on each of the following:

 ● your plans
 ● your fears
 ● your feelings about being a widow.

 Before you write your final copy, rough out a draft or plan. Use point form notes 
to jot down what you would like to put in your diary.

15 Re-read lines 65–8 on page 130. Write the exact words Mary’s husband might 
have said to her.

Going further
16 Discuss this statement with a partner, and then create a mindmap that illustrates 

it: ‘Dialogue can help to build a specific emotional mood and increase,  
or provide a break from, suspense.’

17 Write an essay in which you discuss the various examples of irony  
in the story, including, and going beyond, the events relating to  
the murder weapon.
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Wordsmith . . .

usinG dialoGue to Maintain reader interest
The modern suspense story is complex, but should never get so bogged down in 
detail that the reader loses interest. One way in which a writer can keep a story 
flowing, even while delivering crucial information, is by using dialogue.

Look at how the following passage from the spy story Sleeper by Luke J. Jackson uses 
dialogue. 

Sitting back, Sara realises how quiet the house is. Usually, one of the staff would have 
offered Sara a cup of tea or coffee by now. But, apart from them, the kitchen is empty. 

‘Is everything okay?’ she asks.
Staring at her hands, Apona seems to have lost some of her usual confidence. ‘It’s  .  .  .  I 

can’t believe  .  .  .’ Shaking her head, she attempts to smile, but her bottom lip trembles 
and she has to look away. ‘It’s nothing for you to worry about, Sara. But I’m — I will have 
to stay here today. In case  .  .  .  my father needs me.’

‘Did something happen?’ Sara asks. ‘Is everything okay?’
‘Yes,’ Apona says. ‘Everybody’s fine. It’s nothing like that. Last night  .  .  .’
‘What is it?’ Sara asks.
When her friend looks at her, her eyes fill with tears. ‘Something’s 

missing  .  .  .  something to do with my dad’s new project. Something important.’

There is information in this passage about the thing that has gone missing from 
Apona’s father’s study, but the information does not come across as rushed or forced. 

In a later episode in the novel, Sara is trying to solve the mystery of who she is and 
what she has been trained to do by talking to another character, Laurent. 

‘What is this?’ Sara asks.
‘It’s a section of a personnel file,’ Laurent says. ‘Your personnel file, Sara.’
Suddenly Sara’s temples are pounding. Looking down, she sees the glass of mineral 

water in front of her and sips it gratefully. She’s about to tell Laurent he’s mistaken when 
he speaks again.

‘The night of Apona’s birthday, a message was transmitted from the Singals’ house. It 
was handwritten.’

‘Until tonight, I couldn’t even tell you what Mr Singal does. Why would I want to spy on him?’
‘What you want has nothing to do with it,’ Laurent says.
‘If I’d done this I’d have some memory of it,’ Sara protests.
‘You do,’ Laurent says, ‘technically speaking. But it’s buried deep … so deep that you 

don’t even know it’s there. So deep you could pass a lie detector test, if you had to.’

In this dialogue exchange, the reader’s interest is maintained by the interaction 
between the two characters. Laurent is in control of the dialogue and has information 
Sara needs. Her responses show her confusion and reluctance to accept what he is 
revealing.
1  Complete the following dialogue exchange between Sara and Laurent, making sure 
Laurent continues to reveal information about Sara’s past.

‘I don’t understand. What are you telling me?’

‘ ’

‘But … how? Who?’

‘ ’

‘How do I know you’re speaking the truth?’

‘ .’
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My view . . .
Do you understand the ways in which readers can be manipulated by particular 
narrative voices? Do you have a better understanding of the uses of dialogue in a 
narrative to influence our views of characters? What type of narrative voice most 
appeals to you as a means of manipulating readers?

The first step to writing good dialogue is to recognise that real people rarely speak 
‘correctly’. A normal conversation will be filled with broken sentences and questions, 
and peppered with contractions and colloquial language. Look at the conversation 
below. By contrast to the dialogues on page 139, the speakers sound very formal and, 
as a result, their argument sounds awkward and unconvincing.

Placing her hands on her hips, Terri asked, ‘Steve, where are you going?’
‘I am going out, Terri,’ Steve answered. ‘Is that acceptable to you?’
‘You were meant to do your chores before you left the house today. You promised 

Mother you would do them.’
‘And I will do them, Terri,’ Steve insisted. ‘I will do them as soon as I return. You must trust me.’

A further element of good dialogue is not only what is said, but how the writer 
further indicates the tone through description of the body language of the speakers.

Look at the following examples:
 • ‘Don’t tell me what to do!’ Steve said, his fists clenched. (Tone: angry, confrontational)
 • ‘I don’t know what to do for the best,’ Terri said, her shoulders drooping. (Tone: confused, 

indecisive)
 • ‘It’s for your own good. Please,’ said Terri, her hands outstretched towards Steve. (Tone: 

pleading, bargaining)
 • ‘Is that what you really think?’ said Steve, raising an eyebrow. (Tone: questioning, 

disbelieving)
2  What does the description of the speaker’s body language suggest about the tone in 
the following examples?

a ‘Please don’t,’ Terri whispered, turning her back. 
b ‘How can I trust you after this?’ said Terri, her eyes flashing.
c  ‘You won’t believe me anyway,’ said Steve, his back straightening and his mouth 

tightening into a grim line.
d  ‘I just don’t want you to go,’ said Terri, a nerve twitching uncontrollably above her eye.
e ‘That’s it, then,’ said Terri, slumping into the chair, her head in her hands.

over to you …

1 Keeping the same basic lines of dialogue, rewrite the formal conversation above in a 
more realistic way, having the characters interrupt each other and use slang where 
appropriate.

2 now imagine that the scenario above was part of a suspense story. Terri is older 
than her brother, and feels protective of him. She does not want to tell him that 
she thinks the house is being watched. Steve knows the house is being watched, 
and had been intending to find out who was doing the watching when his sister 
called him back. Keeping the same lines of dialogue you wrote for question 1, add 
descriptions of body language and of the way things are said. Try to reflect the 
sister’s concern for her brother as well as both characters’ frustration with each other.SAMPLE
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1

5

10

from Down Under
by Bill Bryson
[Australia] is the home of the largest living thing on earth, the Great 
Barrier Reef, and of the most famous and striking monolith, Ayers Rock 
(or Uluru to use its now official, more respectful Aboriginal name). It 
has more things that will kill you than anywhere else. Of the world’s ten 
most poisonous snakes, all are Australian. Five of its creatures — the 
funnel web spider, box jellyfish, blue-ringed octopus, paralysis tick and 
stonefish — are the most lethal of their type in the world  .  .  .  

No one knows, incidentally, why Australia’s spiders are so extravagantly 
toxic; capturing small insects and injecting them with enough poison to 
drop a horse would appear to be the most literal case of overkill. Still, 
it does mean that everyone gives them lots of space. But all of these are 
as nothing compared with the delicate and diaphanous box jellyfish, the 
most poisonous creature on earth. We will hear more of the unspeakable 

This blunt, informal statement 
introduces the topic. (3–4)

A high modality word used to 
persuade (5)

A superlative adverb is typical 
of persuasive language. (7)

Instead of choosing very or 
extremely to describe how toxic 
the spiders are, Bryson selects 
extravagantly, which means 
‘lavishly or wastefully’.  (8)

A strong visual image (9–10)

Alliteration, for emphasis (12)

tHe non-fiction writer as 
Manipulator

How do non-fiction writers influence our perceptions?
When reading non-fiction texts, readers often take their cues from the author’s 
tone. Tone may be described as the way in which something is said, which conveys 
the writer’s emotion or attitude to the subject of their writing. When we describe 
the particular tone in which an author writes, it is useful to use words that describe 
emotional tone of voice or how someone sounds; for example, angry, sarcastic, 
annoyed, amused. 

In non-fiction, readers can be persuaded to form similar attitudes to those of the 
author. Tone and humour are two techniques by which an author can influence a 
reader’s perceptions and feelings about 
an issue, topic or event being described. 
In the extracts below from humorist and 
travel writer, Bill Bryson, the audience 
is positioned to see Australia as a land 
of hostile fauna lying in wait for the 
unsuspecting tourist. 

Bryson relies on dark humour and an 
irreverent tone to create a non-fiction style 
that both informs and entertains.

5.2
need to Know
high modality a high 
degree of certainty, truth or 
correctness

superlative an adjective or 
adverb that expresses the 
highest degree of comparison 
— best, highest, most deadly

alliteration repetition of a 
consonant at the start of words 
positioned close together 
in a phrase or sentence 

SAMPLE
 E

VALU
ATIO

N O
NLY



142 English is … Year 10

15
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30

35

horrors of this little bag of lethality when we get to the tropics, but let 
me offer here just one small story.

In 1992, a young man in Cairns, ignoring all the warning signs, went 
swimming in the Pacific waters at a place called Holloways Beach. He 
swam and dived, taunting his friends on the beach for their prudent 
cowardice, and then began to scream with an inhuman sound. It is 
said that there is no pain to compare with it. The young man staggered 
from the water, covered in livid whip-like stripes wherever the jellyfish’s 
tentacles had brushed across him, and collapsed in quivering shock. Soon 
afterwards emergency crews arrived, inflated him with morphine, and 
took him away for treatment. And here’s the thing. Even unconscious 
and sedated he was still screaming  .  .  .  

[Australians] spend half of any conversation insisting that the 
country’s dangers are vastly overrated and that there’s nothing to worry 
about, and the other half telling you how six months ago their Uncle 
Bob was driving to Mudgee when a tiger snake slid out from under the 
dashboard and bit him on the groin, but that it’s okay now because he’s 
off the life support machine and they’ve discovered he can communicate 
with eye blinks.

This is a country where even the fluffiest of caterpillars can lay you 
out with a toxic nip, where seashells will not just sting you but actually 
sometimes go for you  .  .  .  If you are not stung or pronged to death in some 
unexpected manner, you may be fatally chomped by sharks or crocodiles, 
or carried helplessly out to sea by irresistible currents, or left to stagger 
to an unhappy death in the baking outback. It’s a tough place.

A conversational, friendly 
tone. Anecdotes can be very 
persuasive because they sound 
like a real person’s experience.  
(14–15)

Almost an oxymoron  — 
being a coward is not usually 
considered to be prudent or 
admirable. (18–19)

A strong visual image (21)

Hyperbole — deliberate 
exaggeration (24–25)

Bryson uses contrasting tone 
to great effect, employing a 
more serious tone in the first 
part (vastly overrated/nothing 
to worry about) and a mock-
terrified tone in the second 
part (Uncle Bob/Mudgee/tiger 
snake/off life support). (26–32)

A colloquialism more often 
associated with ferocious dogs. 
A seashell that ‘goes for you’ 
therefore sounds ridiculous, 
and helps to create the writer’s 
horrified but amused tone. (35)

An extremely long sentence 
is used to exaggerate all the 
possible ways in which to die in 
Australia (35–38)

An understatement used for 
comedic effect and to drive the 
point home. (38)
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need to Know
oxymoron a figure of 
speech that combines 
contradictory terms, such 
as living dead, organised 
chaos, deafening silence

Activities . . .
understandinG the text
Getting started
 1 Which aspects of this text did you find funny? Discuss your thoughts  

with a partner.
 2 What is the purpose of this text? How do you know?
 3 The text contains names of dangerous species. Make a list of those mentioned.

Working through
 4 List some words that describe the tone of the extract. (Hint: Think about the 

writer’s attitude toward dangerous creatures.)
 5 Find two examples of alliteration in the text. What effect does this technique 

have on the reader? Refer specifically to the two examples you have selected.
 6 Explain the meaning of the pun ‘the most literal case of overkill’.
 7 In point form, summarise the key facts presented in the anecdote about the 

young man in Cairns.

Going further
 8 The use of facts can sometimes be informative and other times persuasive. The 

difference in this text is made by the use of humour. Does the humour add to or 
subtract from the power of the facts presented? Explain your opinion.

analysinG and evaluatinG the text
Getting started
 9 Of what type of language is the phrase ‘And here’s the thing’ an example?
10 Why is the fluffy caterpillar image funny?

Working through
11 a Circle all the emotions that are mentioned or implied in this text:

fear anger hatred jealousy surprise joy excitement

sadness worry grief horror disbelief shock anticipation

b How does Bryson manage to compose a humorous article out of these 
negative feelings?

12 The anecdote is told in order to set up the false tale about a fictional ‘Uncle Bob’. 
What techniques used to tell the ‘Uncle Bob tale’ create a humorous tone?

Going further
13 Do you think that Bill Bryson is an Australian? Why or why not?

creatinG responses to the text
Getting started
14 Do you think it is true that Australians downplay the dangers presented by our 

dangerous creatures? Discuss your ideas and experiences with a partner.

Working through
15 What visual images occur to you when you read the last paragraph of this text? 

Comment on whether or not you find them funny. Can you explain why?

Going further
16 Write a list of quotations in which you identify all the instances of hyperbole in 

the text. Then write a paragraph explaining the overall effect of this technique in 
producing a particular tone.
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Similar views; different tones
Bill Bryson’s point of view about Australia’s many dangers is shared by many other 
travel writers and commentators. However, styles vary widely among creators of texts. 
As you read the following extract from an online article, think about the ways in which 
it is similar to and different from the previous text by Bill Bryson.

1

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

 High modality 
to establish an 
authoritative voice (1)

Summarises the topic of 
the article (1–4)

Emotive word 
emphasises hidden 
dangers. (3)

This statement 
undermines the 
persuasive power of 
the text, by implying 
that sharks are found 
in other parts of the 
world. (8)

The writer’s tone is 
authoritative and 
cautionary. (12,18–19)

A sub-heading helps to 
break up the text into 
sections. (20)

Dot points help to break 
up the structure so 
text is less dense and 
important information 
can be identified easily.
(25–28)

Second sub-
heading (29)

The writer’s tone is 
learned — that of an 
adviser. (30)

from Dangerous Creatures
by Larry Rivera
There is not a doubt that Australia is one of the safest countries to visit 
— but it is also true that there are dangerous creatures and this is a place 
where danger lurks not only where it can reasonably be expected, but also 
in quite unexpected places  .  .  .  

Three of Australia’s dangerous creatures we normally hear about exist 
in or near water. These are sharks, crocodiles and the jellyfish  .  .  .  

Real danger comes from the great white shark which frequents the 
Southern Ocean, but you’ll find sharks in most seas, and occasionally 
they do come close to the beach where you may be having a swim. 

Chances are, if you only go to beaches where there are people around, 
you won’t come face to face with a shark. 

So go to known beaches and do swim between the flags — this is an 
area where surf lifesavers keep an eye on the water and the people who 
swim in it  .   

If you go for a swim, the other danger is being caught in a rip, [although] 
marked off areas are generally safe.

If you go to a relatively deserted beach, you can risk being laughed at if 
you ask the locals about shark danger. Better to be laughed at, of course, 
than to be foolhardy.
Other dangers
Watch out for the blue-ringed octopus (Octopus maculosus). 

This is a small octopus found in eastern Australia and marked by blue 
to purple banding. It has a highly venomous bite. 

Also watch out for:
•	  Snakes, when you’re traveling through bush or undergrowth. There 

are several poisonous species.
•	 Barrier Reef cone shells.
•	 Stonefish, which look like a flat piece of rock on the sea bed.

Avoiding attacks
To avoid bites and other assorted attacks, it’s best when outdoors to always 
be fully clothed without any bare skin showing or open to attack  .  .  .  

When you consider the list of nasties you may meet on a visit to 
Australia, it may look like there’s quite some danger in traveling in the 
country. This is extremely far from the truth, especially if you only stay in 
cities and towns. 

The point is, it’s always best to know what and where dangers may exist 
and how best to avoid them. 

When you’re in Sydney, visit the Sydney Aquarium to see how 
dangerous sea creatures look.
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The cartoon below presents another humorous view on Australia’s dangerous 
creatures.

literacy link
representing places through symbols in visual texts
Cartoons are generally humorous in tone, 
although they often have an underlying 
more serious purpose. The use of symbols is a 
common feature of cartoons because these are 
shortcuts to making meaning. In the cartoon 
above, the kangaroo and emu are symbols 
of Australia and are found on the national 
coat of arms. Thus they are used to represent 

Australia. In the same way, the eagle is 
used to represent the US and the lion Great 
Britain in visual texts about these nations.

Can you think of symbols that are used 
to represent other places? What symbols 
in visual texts might represent France, 
New Zealand or China?
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Activities . . .
understandinG the text
Getting started
 1 What is the purpose of (a) the article and (b) the cartoon? Is it different to Bill 

Bryson’s purpose?
 2 Do the writer of the article and the cartoonist feel that Australia is a safe place to 

visit? Explain how you know.

Working through
 3 What do you think the word foolhardy (used in the article) means? Explain how 

the context provides clues.
 4 What play on words is used in the title of the cartoon?

Going further
 5 Does this article writer appear to be an Australian? Explain your reply.

analysinG and evaluatinG the text
Getting started
 6 Is the audience the same for all three texts? How do you know?

Working through
 7 Create your own annotations for lines 10–19 from the article. Label at least one 

example of each of the following features:

Colloquial language Commands Definitions Generalisations

 8 Do you feel that the inclusion of the scientific name of the blue-ringed octopus 
(Octopus maculosus) is justified in the article? Explain your response.

 9 Which text, the article or the cartoon, is the most persuasive? Justify your opinion.

Going further
10 Compare Bill Bryson’s writing style with the approach of the cartoonist and 

the serious travel writer. Which one of the three does the best job? Write two 
paragraphs in which you justify your response.

creatinG responses to the text
Getting started
11 Choose one of the three texts and write three sentences explaining what you 

have learned from it. Which text provides the most information?

Working through
12 Create a mindmap in which you summarise the advice provided in the article for 

tourists interested in avoiding Australia’s dangers. Think about how you could 
label your mindmap to make it informative, yet convey the information in a 
humorous tone.

13 Imagine you have been assigned to develop a tourist brochure that encourages 
people from other countries to book a holiday to far north Queensland or 
the northern Territory. How could you use tone and humour to minimise the 
perception of danger?

Going further
14 Conduct an internet search for a text that describes Australia from an entirely 

different point of view from those expressed in the texts we  have studied. (Hint: 
The most likely source for a text that understates the dangers to be found in 
Australia would probably be an Australian tourism site.)
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Wordsmith . . .

perfectinG tHe witty one-liner
Oscar Wilde and Groucho Marx were famous for their witty one-liners or quips, which 
they often used to respond to people they did not like or who had criticised their 
performances. Likewise, Australian writer Kathy Lette is today famous for what she 
calls her ‘black belt in tongue-fu’. Below are some examples of famous one-liners.

‘I’ve had a perfectly wonderful evening. But this wasn’t it.’ — Groucho Marx

‘Every time I look at you I get a fierce desire to be lonesome.’ — Oscar Levant

‘Some cause happiness wherever they go, some whenever they go.’ — Oscar Wilde

‘He is simply a shiver looking for a spine to run up.’ — Paul Keating

‘I like long walks, particularly when they are taken by people who annoy me.’ — Fred 
Allen

Match the beginning of a one-liner in the first column with an ending in the second 
column.

Column 1 Column 2

His mother should have thrown him away that I fell asleep halfway through her name.

You think optimism where is it currently located?

She is so boring and none of the vices that I admire.

I want to reach your mind — is an eye disease.

He has all the virtues I dislike and kept the stork.

over to you …

1 Think up an ending for these one-liners. The first one is done for you but you can 
come up with an alternative.
a Start every day with a smile and get it over with.
b Watching cricket is like  ________________________________________________
c Your performance blew me away;  _______________________________________
d I would have read your story but  ________________________________________
e I wish you well _______________________________________________________
f Your face reminds me of a dream ________________________________________

2 Design a greeting card with any of the one-liners on this page or one of your own 
from question 1. The first part of the one-liner should appear on the front of the card 
with an appropriate illustration, and the rest of the one-liner should appear inside 
the card to finish the ‘greeting’.

My view . . .
What effect does a humorous tone have on you as a reader? Are you more likely 
to enjoy reading and learn more from an informative text or a persuasive text 
that includes humour? 

Use the One-liners 
weblink in your 
eBookPLUS to read 
more witty one-liners.
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tHe visual artist as Manipulator
How can visual images and plays upon words manipulate us?
Manipulation involves positioning responders to receive a particular message. In this 
sense, manipulation is a skilful means of ensuring that a work has maximum impact. 

In order to manipulate audiences, conceptual artists rely upon the impact of the 
ideas and emotions behind their works, rather than simply upon content. The visual 
images stir emotive responses, creating an overall impact that is felt rather than just 
observed with the eye.

Indigenous Australian conceptual artist Vernon Ah Kee, for example, creates visual 
artworks that include text and graphics. Ah Kee exhibits accomplished pencil drawings 
and simple texts side by side. The texts are billboard-sized prints on PVC — a type 
of plastic. The text is short and full of emotive concepts, delivered in simple, punchy 
language.

In his work, Ah Kee focuses on themes of Indigenous Australians’ segregation and 
dislocation from mainstream culture and on their historical displacement from their 
land (Country). Ah Kee rejects traditional imagery drawn from the Australian landscape 
in favour of emotive images built from a combination of graphics, text and objects.

Vernon Ah Kee is interested in expanding 
society’s ideas of Aboriginal art beyond what he 
calls the decorative painted works associated with 
the Stone Age. In his pencil sketches of his ancestors 
and presently living relatives, Ah Kee focuses on 
portraying his ideas about empowerment. He aims 
to present his grandparents and great-grandparents 
as beautiful, heroic and full of dignity rather than as 
victims of oppression. This is certainly the message 
conveyed by the intense gaze he captures in the 
image below. His ancestors’ faces were first captured 
in photographs taken for administration records by 
officials who removed Indigenous people from their 
country and forced them to live on government-
managed reserves. Ah Kee’s great-grandparents 
were shot and killed in 1938. 

5.3

Vernon Ah Kee is descended from 
the Kuku Yalandji, Waanji, Yidindji 
and Gugu Yimithirr peoples. 

lanGuaGe link
spelling words of 
Greek or latin origin
When we talk about any 
text, we can talk about our 
feelings and responses 
in everyday language. 
However, sometimes 
we need to use more 
technical or subject-specific 
language, words that 
may be difficult to spell. 
If we heard a visual text 
described as ‘polychromatic’ 
or ’achromatic’ , spelling 
those words correctly  is 
made easier if we know the 
Greek root chrom meaning 
‘colour’. Similarly, if we spoke 
of the ‘aesthetic’ qualities 
of a visual text, it helps to 
know that ae is a digraph 
for the long e sound as in 
‘sheep’. This digraph used to 
be linked in ancient Greek 
but became separated in 
English words. In American 
spelling, ‘ae’ has been 
replaced by ‘e’, so aesthetic 
becomes esthetic.

Can you think of any other 
words that use the Greek 
root chrom or the digraph 
ae?

Through emphasising their eyes, the artist is able to 
capture an intensity in the subject’s gaze.

Making the images larger than life lends the people 
a sense of grandeur traditionally seen only in official 
portraits of political leaders and royalty.

The exclusion of the subject’s body and any 
background focus our attention tightly on the unique 
characteristics of the individual being portrayed. This 
presents a stark contrast to the historical tendency 
to view Indigenous Australians as a vaguely defined 
group, rather than as individual people with unique 
identities.
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Look at the text works below, and read the annotations and explanatory notes 
provided. As you consider the works, think about the ways the visual appearance of the 
text and the double meanings of the actual words work together to make meaning.

In this text work, the message of the words extend 
beyond their literal meanings.

A symbolic message is delivered through the use of 
the two contrasting colours. By using red and black, 
Ah Kee is presenting the idea of segregation and 
exclusion based on differences in skin colour.

The use of red also symbolises the violently racist 
treatment of his people.

To provide a contrast with the simple, clear 
appearance of the text, Ah Kee deliberately runs 
words together.

Ah Kee uses 1960s style advertising typography — 
a sans-serif typeface in bold, lowercase letters. By 
adopting this familiar, mainstream media style of 
text, Ah Kee is using the language of his people’s 
oppressors to enable Aboriginal voices to be heard.

Black and grey are used to maximise the visual impact 
of the wordplay.

Ah Kee plays with the layout of the language.

He also breaks the normal rules of English grammar 
and punctuation.

The text work includes a dictionary-style definition of 
the word ostracism, which is the subject of the pun 
featured in the main text.

The ‘mythunderstanding’ pun suggests that the 
current view of the historical experiences of 
Aborigines is a myth — a romantic fiction that has 
become accepted only because it has been so often 
repeated.

By setting the key phrase against tiny, background 
text, the artist indicates that there is an important 
overall message to be gained from popular 
media texts, and this message stands out  
from the ‘background noise’ of false  
reporting, misinterpretation and  
popular opinion.
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Activities . . .

understandinG the texts
Getting started
 1 What are your impressions of the pencil sketch on page 148? Discuss your 

reaction with a partner.
 2 What is unusual about the pencil sketch, in comparison to photographs of 

Indigenous Australians of past times that you may have seen?
 3 Have you seen text works before? What is your view of the use of text as a means 

of conveying emotions?

Working through
 4 What message is most evident in Ah Kee’s exhibition of the works as a whole?
 5 Considering the four featured text works together, which colours dominate 

them?
 6 There are two meanings to be drawn from the text work ‘I am humiliated’. What 

is the literal message?
 7 In the same piece, a pictogram (word puzzle) expresses another message. What 

is the message?
 8 What play on words is used in the ‘austracism’ text work? Explain the double 

meaning.

analysinG and evaluatinG the texts
Getting started
 9 Use point form notes to describe the literal and figurative meanings of all four 

text works. To do this, you will need to understand the plays on words or puns 
Ah Kee has constructed. Use the following table to complete your response. 
Look back over your answers to previous questions in this section to identify the 
multiple meanings.

Text work Literal meaning Figurative meaning

iamhumiliated

hellothere

austracism

mythunderstanding

Working through
10 In what ways does the pencil sketch manipulate viewers? Identify some key 

features that position us to understand the artist’s point of view.
11 Why might Vernon Ah Kee be uniquely placed to capture the personality of the 

portrait subject?
12 In the text works, how have the rules associated with traditional Australian 

English been manipulated to convey Ah Kee’s ideas? List your ideas in point 
form.

13 Could the confronting messages of some of these text works create a public 
backlash against Indigenous Australians in your view? If so, how might this be 
avoided?

14 What is the effect of using lowercase letters in the text works?

Use the Vernon Ah 
Kee weblink in your 
eBookPLUS to see visual 
and text works by Vernon  
Ah Kee.
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15 In what ways are some of the text works’ messages appealing to mainstream 
Australian society?

16 Comment on the use of informal language in the text works. How does it add to, 
or detract from, the message, in your opinion?

Going further
17 For many years, Australian authorities refused to acknowledge Indigenous 

Australians as fully human. One of the only mentions of Aboriginal people in the 
Constitution before 1967 was ‘In reckoning the numbers of the people of the 
Commonwealth, or of a State or other part of the Commonwealth, aboriginal 
natives shall not be counted.’  Take a survey of the class to find out how many 
people were aware of this fact. Does the answer surprise you?

18 Do you believe that text as a visual artwork is a legitimate medium of artistic 
expression? Discuss your ideas with a partner.

creatinG responses to the texts
Getting started
19 Choose one of the works and write a paragraph detailing your emotional 

response to what has been presented.

Working through
20 In what different ways does Ah Kee use visual images to speak to our emotions 

through the text works and the portrait?
21 Do you feel that Ah Kee achieves his aim of presenting Indigenous art in a new 

light? Explain your answer.

Going further
22 ‘What makes Ah Kee unique is that he has mastered the language of his 

oppressors.’ Discuss this statement, making particular reference to both the 
emotive and textual features of his work.

23 What suggestions for emotive images could you make that might  
manipulate viewers to see the need for a more inclusive society?  
Create a collage of your selected images. Use a variety of  
sources.

lanGuaGe link
inclusive language
Language is a powerful tool that can be used 
to include or exclude. The use of language 
that categorises or stereotypes people 
according to gender, age, race or ethnicity, 
or sexual orientation is discriminatory and 
should be avoided. Using inclusive language 
may take a conscious effort on your part 
as a writer, but it ensures messages and 
information are conveyed fairly. Australia’s 
population comprises people from diverse 
ethnic, cultural and racial backgrounds, for 
example, and unnecessary, irrelevant or 

insulting references to a person’s ethnic 
origins should be avoided. This can mean 
removing unpleasant slang terms that 
stereotype people, such as ‘whingeing 
Pom’ (British people) or ‘Abos’ (Indigenous 
Australians). 

Think of some of the ways that language 
can discriminate against elderly people 
and people of a certain religion or sexual 
orientation. What alternatives could be 
used to avoid this? 

Interactivity: 
You be the writer: 
Inclusive language 
Searchlight ID: int-3060
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Wordsmith . . .

How punctuation MaKes MeaninG 
Many text creators such as poets and artists like Vernon Ah Kee make little or 
creative use of punctuation. However, in most texts, punctuation is critical for clarity 
of meaning. Read the following letters and see the difference in meaning that 
punctuation can make.

My view . . .
How do you feel about visual images that manipulate us to form or adopt certain 
views about social issues? Is it legitimate to create visual texts that manipulate 
viewers on an emotional level? Discuss your ideas.

Dear John,

I want a man who knows what love is all about. You are generous, kind, thoughtful. 
People who are not like you admit to being useless and inferior. You have ruined 
me for other men. I yearn for you. I have no feelings whatsoever when we’re apart. 
I can be forever happy — will you let me be yours? 

Gloria

Dear John,

I want a man who knows what love is. All about you are generous, kind, thoughtful 
people who are not like you. Admit to being useless and inferior. You have ruined 
me. For other men, I yearn. For you, I have no feelings whatsoever. When we’re 
apart, I can be forever happy. Will you let me be?

Yours,

Gloria

Punctuate the following sentences to alter the meaning or make their meaning clear.
a In the morning, the sun was shining when we met. It was raining. 
b  I bought some fish meat and vegetables at the market. Stalls near the town square is 

where you’ll find the best markets.

over to you …

Rewrite the following paragraph, paying special attention to the placement of commas 
and full stops.
Salt a simple ingredient we all take for granted is threatening the livelihood of the 
people. On the land, it is rising out of the ground. Destroying our farms, experts believe 
that the problem is tied up. With current farming practices quite unsuited to our dry 
climate, we persist in clearing the land, replacing natural vegetation. And planting  
crops that ultimately cause salinity, this is an urgent problem for farmers suggesting  
the need for education, learning about sustainable farming practices is part of the 
solution to the problem.
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coMpose and create
productive focus: writing and creating 

Analyse a short story
Choose a short story to read, and analyse it by completing the following tasks. Note: 
The story you select must contain more than one character and some dialogue.

 ● In your own words, describe the style of storytelling present in the text you have chosen.
 ● Does the narrator use past, present or future tense?
 ● Describe the effect this style of storytelling had on you. For example, did it make you 

feel included and present in the action? Was it clear and easy to understand or was it 
confusing? Did it maintain your attention or did you find yourself losing interest?

 ● Explain how the writer manipulated you, the reader, through the use of dialogue, to 
form a particular view of the main character. Explain your view of the main character 
in detail.

 ● Aim to write 350–400 words in all.

Some key points to remember
 ● Make notes under headings such as ‘narrative style’ and ‘Use of dialogue’ after you 

have read the story you are going to analyse.
 ● Don’t retell the story — ‘analyse’ means to examine in detail in order to discover the 

separate parts that make up the whole.
 ● Use quotations from the short story to support your analysis.
 ● Write in the third person.

1

Use the assessment 
criteria rubric to guide 
you through your task.
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Short response to a humorous article
Look in newspapers and magazines (print and online) to find a humorous article on a 
topic or issue. Writers, bloggers and columnists such as Danny Katz, James Valentine, 
Mia Freedman, Philip Adams, Benjamin Law and Annabel Crabb often write on serious 
matters, but adopt a humorous tone. You could even make use of a comedy routine 
from a comedian such as Ahn Do, Magda Szubanski, Adam Hills or Julia Morris as the 
basis for your response.

For your chosen article, discuss in 400–500 words how the writer has made use of 
humour and tone to convey their more serious message. 

Some key points to remember
 ● Choose an article of around 400 words. If your chosen article is longer, concentrate 

on an extract from it of around 400 words.
 ● Make notes under headings after you have read the article.
 ● Use quotations from the article to support your discussion.
 ● Write in the third person.
 ● Provide full source details of your article and include a copy of it with your response. 

2

? Self-evaluation . . .
1 What new writing strategies have you developed during this unit?
2 What thinking strategies did you use throughout this unit; for example, 

comparing, interpreting, analysing, evaluation?
3 Did you use technology effectively to help you learn? In what ways?

Worksheet 5.1
doc-10136

Worksheet 5.2
doc-10137

Worksheet 5.3
doc-10138

INDIVIDUAL pAthwAys 

Use the assessment 
criteria rubric to guide 
you through your task.

The man flu is no joke

Why you should avoid coffee shops

Personal hygiene is not to be sniffed at

My life as a Facebook fiend

Beware backpackers bearing gifts
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