Birdsong
Part Four
Study Booklet

· Before reading Part Four, what do you want to find out?

Chapter 1:  Part Four
Comment on how the writer has presented the effects of the war in this chapter.

	· How the soldiers appear now

· What keeps them fighting

· Alcoholism and smoking

· Shaking

· Aged

· Wet in the trenches

· Weir’s reunion with his parents and how the writer has demonstrated the awkwardness of this, the contrast and the silencing of Weir, how his parents cannot begin to empathise with their son, their reaction to his request for a beer


Under the cover of a fading twilight, Stephen Wraysford narrowed his eyes against the drizzle.  The men in front were invisible beneath the bulk of their  clothes and the quantities of kit they were carrying.  They looked as though they were bound for an expedition to the pole, explorers to the furthest regions.  Stephen wondered what force impelled him as his legs moved forward once more.

It had been raining for three weeks, drizzling, then surging into a steady downpour, then lifting for an hour or so until the clouds came in again over the low horizon of Flanders in its winter light.  The men’s coats were saturated, each fibre of wool gorged on water, and their weight added twenty pounds to what they carried.  They had marched up from their billets into the rear area and already the skin on their backs was rubbed raw by the movement of the webbing beneath their load.  Repetitive marching songs and chants brought them to the support lines, but then as darkness fell they saw it was another three miles to the front.  Slowly the songs and conversations died as each one concentrated on lifting his feet from the mud that began to suck at them.

	Link:

Dulce et Decorum Est by Wilfred Owen

Bent double, like old beggars under sacks,

Knock-kneed, coughing like hags, we cursed through sludge…

· Read Verse 1 of Dulce and compare Owen’s description to that of Faulks


Chapter 2:  Part Four
What do you think that Stephen and Weir think (and what do you think) when Ellis the new officer says:

‘We are fighting for our country…That’s what we are fighting for isn’t it?  That’s why we tolerate it when we see those brave men suffer and die.  We know they’ve done it for a good cause’

· How is the name of the cigarettes:  Golden Future that the young boy was smoking ironic?

· Why end this chapter with a letter from Jack to his wife?

Chapter 3:  Part Four  
‘They took canaries down into the tunnels to check for gas, the canary would die if there was gas.  Stephen thinks:

Anything was bearable provided he did not come too close to that bird’
· What is the significance of Stephen being frightened of birds?

· How does Stephen’s fear of birds alter their symbolism in this text, or does it?

Chapter 4:  Part Four
· When you read this chapter how important was the first part of the novel?  Why is it so crucial to have included part one when you are reading this chapter?

· How effective is this chapter?  

Chapter 5:  Part Four
· How are the memories of his affair with Isabelle sustaining Stephen?

· What do you think of Isabelle and her story?

· How has the affair affected Isabelle?

· Is the reader supposed to view Isabelle in a sympathetic light or a patronizing light?

· What do you think of her decision not to tell Stephen about his daughter?

· How does Isabelle’s revelation that she is in love with a German create tension and suspense?

Chapter 6:  Part Four
· What do you think about the Germans who had surrendered and who were shot, the officer turning a blind eye?

Despite his open hatred of the Germans because of what he had seen them do to his own men and despite Isabelle’s relationship with a German soldier, Stephen still says:

It sounds strange but we have degraded human life so far that we must leave some space for dignity to grow again.  As it may, one day.  Not for you or me but for our children.

· What impression do you get of Stephen from this statement of his?

· How is this statement ironic?  (WW2/his own child)

· Why might many of the soldiers have a great void in their soul?

Chapter 7:  Part Four
· Read through some of the memoirs of real soldiers from the first world war, how are they similar to the soldiers’ experiences in the novel?  How are they different to the description of the soldiers’ experiences in the novel?

· How accurately, in your opinion has Faulks captured the war in Birdsong?

· How is the description of the soldiers having a bath distinctly a male voice?

Chapter 8:  Part Four
It was the first letter he had received since the war started
	Comments:




She was an outcast in her parents’ family and in the town
	Comments:




When he looked into his reserves of strength he found that he could bear this thought.  He told himself that the feeling they had had for each other still existed, but that it existed at a different time
	Comments:




It doesn’t matter.  It’s only death
	Comments:




‘There’ll be rum’, said Stephen

Weir’s eyes opened in interest
	Comments:




They could never be prepared to look at death in the crude form that awaited them
	Comments:




On Weir’s collar a large rat, trailing something red down his back.  A crow disturbed, lifting its black body up suddenly, battering the air with its big wings.  Coker, Barlow shaking their heads under the assault of risen flies coming up, transforming black skin of corpses into green by their absence.

	Comment on Faulks’ use of animals (especially birds) and nature in both the extract above and the novel so far…

Note:  the points raised here could form part of a mini assignment


	Link:  the war poetry of Edward Thomas uses nature 


…a rat emerged from the abdomen; it levered and flopped fatly over the ribs, glutted with pleasure.  Not men, but flies and flesh, thought Stephen.  Brennan anxiously stripping a torso with no head. He clasped it with both hands, dragged legless up from the crater, his fingers vanishing into buttered green flesh.  It was his brother.
	Tasks on the extract above:

1. Comment on the use of onomatopoeia in this extract.

2. Comment on the use of alliteration in this extract.

3. Comment on the use of ‘buttered green flesh’.
4. Comment on the short, sharp final sentence


	Link

What passing bells for these who die as cattle?  (Anthem for Doomed Youth by Wilfred Owen)




Chapter 9:  Part Four
‘The lean, expressionless creatures who stepped ashore were not the men with gleaming kit and plump smiles who had been played aboard by he regimental bands’

	Discuss:

· How the war has affected the young soldiers

· How those at home react to the soldiers

· Why has Faulks used an ellipses when the lady on the train asks Stephen if he is going home:  No.  No, I…don’t think so.  What was Stephen going to say?
· When Stephen goes to buy some shirts why is the shop assistant so keen to get rid of him?
· Stephen buys a newspaper from Piccadilly:  ‘where he bought a newspaper.  There had been a financial scandal and an accident at a factory in Manchester.  There was no news of the war on the front page, though later, next to the readers’ letters, was a report on the fifth army manoeuvres and warm praise for the tactical expertise of its commander’.  Comment on this
At the end of this chapter, Stephen finds some kind of peace.  At one with nature instead of it being in perverse opposition to war and to humanity.  Birds are peaceful, neither frightening nor out of place.



Chapter 10:  Part Four
	Comments on the relationship between Stephen and Jeanne and Stephen’s reluctance to return to the war:




Chapter 11:  Part Four
	This chapter is pivotal in a presentation of the war


Brainstorm the attack (the soldiers, the generals who had planned the attack, the enemy, Stephen…).  Discuss the results of the brainstorm.
Chapter 12:  Part Four

‘the day he arrived Stephen had the unpleasant duty of writing to Ellis’ mother…It was a summer day with blackbirds and thrushes at play in the garden of the house’
Discuss how the birds are used in the extract above

Chapter 13:  Part Four

Why is Stephen’s reaction to Weir’s death so extreme?

‘I’m going to recommend you for an MC…Would you like that?’ (Gray to Stephen)
‘No…You can’t give tin stars to people when there are men who gave their lives’

	Discuss the exchange above between Stephen and Gray:




How is Gray’s advice:  ‘Then do it for our children’ deeply ironic?

Do you think Stephen’s whole attitude would have differed if he had known that he had a daughter?

Why do you think Jeanne is so adamant that Stephen must survive?

Why is Stephen against the idea of going to the water gardens?  What does this reveal about him?

Why does what happened to Stephen at the end of Chapter 9 indicative that there is a God?  

How does the ending to Part Four make you feel?  Why is it a good place to end this section?

