Pre-AP Ninth Grade

Reading lesson—A Tale of Two Cities

Determining character through syntax

A close reading skill that freshmen should develop is the ability to analyze the syntax and grammar of a passage to learn what the author is saying about a character.  Authors use many techniques for character development—direct comment about that character, the actions of the character that reveal traits and beliefs, the words of the character, and others.  An author’s arsenal is words, of course, and the way the author chooses to combine and structure the words in the sentence can offer a revealing look at both the nature of the character and the skills of the writer.  Questions for students will follow the paragraph below and also comments for teachers to use to supplement their own observations and insights.

This paragraph comes from Book the First, chapter 4, “The Preparation.”  The paragraph offers a description of Mr. Lorry.


Very orderly and methodical he looked, with a hand on each knee, and a loud watch ticking a sonorous sermon under his flapped waistcoat, as though it pitted its gravity and longevity against the levity and evanescence of the brisk fire.  He had a good leg, and was a little vain of it, for his brown stockings fitted sleek and close, and were of a fine texture; his shoes and buckles, too, though plain, were trim.  He wore an odd little sleek crisp flaxen wig, setting very close to his head: which wig, it is to be presumed, was made of hair, but which looked far more as though it were spun from filaments of silk or glass.  His linen, though not of a fineness in accordance with his stockings, was as white as the specks of sail that glinted in the sunlight far at sea.  A face, habitually suppressed and quieted, was still lighted up under the quaint wig by a pair of moist bright eyes that it must have cost their owner, in years gone by, some pains to drill to the composed and reserved expression of Tellson’s Bank.

1. In sentence #1, what is the effect of beginning with the predicate adjectives?

These words emphasize Mr. Lorry’s most outstanding traits, traits that are echoed throughout this passage.

2. The first sentence itself is “orderly and methodical” by its very structure (syntax).  How does Dickens mirror Mr. Lorry’s character in the syntax of this sentence?

Balance and order are provided by the parallel nouns—

· “gravity and longevity” of the watch

· “levity and evanescence of the fire”

     Balance and order are provided by the long prepositional phrase with compound            

     objects--

· “with a hand”

· “and a loud watch”

3. In sentence #3 “He wore…” what is the effect of the five adjectives preceding the direct object?

The “odd little sleek crisp flaxen wig” fits close to Mr. Lorry’s head.  These short and simple words in a series give the effect of Mr. Lorry’s own hair shape and structure.

4. The last sentence contains two pairs of parallel adjectives that reiterate both the character of Mr. Lorry and the syntactical structure of this paragraph.  They offer a rephrasing of the first words of the paragraph: “orderly and methodical.”

· “suppressed and quieted”

· “composed and reserved”

