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Teachers’ Notes 
 

Curriculum subject: English Literature 

Key Stage: 4 and 5 

Author / Text: Angela Carter, Wise Children 

Theme:  The show must go on 

Rationale 

In these activities students will focus on a wealth of drafting material and writer’s notebooks to 

reveal how Angela Carter created her final comic novel, Wise Children.  They will closely 

examine fascinating source documents and photographs which give an insight into the major 

themes in Carter’s writing. This will enable students to understand the processes involved in 

creating a convincing fictional world, and enhance the students’ own creative writing skills.  

 

Content 
Literary and historical sources from the site: 

 Manuscript notes and draft of Wise Children by Angela Carter (undated) 

 Typewritten and annotated drafts of Wise Children by Angela Carter, Chapter One 

(undated) 

 Notebook used by Angela Carter for Wise Children (undated) 

 Programme for the Ellen Terry jubilee celebration (1906)    

 Street atlas showing Shakespeare Road, Brixton (1908)  

 Cecil Beaton's Book of Beauty (1930) 

 
Recommended reading (short articles):  

 ‘What a joy it is to dance and sing!’: Angela Carter and Wise Children by Greg Buzwell 
 Twelfth Night and festive comedy by  Penny Gay 

 
Other material:  

 Ali Smith’s introduction to Wise Children (London: Vintage Books, Random House, 
2006) 
 

Key questions 

 What methods does Carter use in the construction of her novel? 

 What are the major themes in this work? 

 How does Carter use literary and historical sources to develop these major themes? 

  

http://www.bl.uk/shakespeare
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/manuscript-notes-and-draft-of-wise-children-by-angela-carter
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/typewritten-and-annotated-drafts-of-wise-children-by-angela-carter-chapter-one
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/typewritten-and-annotated-drafts-of-wise-children-by-angela-carter-chapter-one
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/notebook-used-by-angela-carter-for-wise-children
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/programme-for-the-ellen-terry-jubilee-celebration
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/street-atlas-showing-possible-inspiration-for-settings-in-wise-children
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/cecil-beatons-book-of-beauty
http://www.bl.uk/20th-century-literature/articles/what-a-joy-it-is-to-dance-and-sing-angela-carter-and-wise-children
http://www.bl.uk/shakespeare/articles/twelfth-night-and-festive-comedy
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Activities 
1) a) Read the first three pages of Wise Children, then look at the page of Carter’s 

notes headed Chapter One on folio 69r within Manuscript notes and draft of Wise 

Children by Angela Carter. Write down some of the major themes set up by Angela 

Carter in these pages.  

b) In her introduction to Wise Children (Vintage Books, 2006), Ali Smith celebrates 

the ‘indefatigable voice’ of the narrator, Dora Chance. But in early drafts of Wise 

Children, Carter uses the third person. By comparing the first pages of drafts two 

(folio 1r) and four (folio 67r) within Typewritten and annotated drafts of Wise 

Children by Angela Carter, Chapter One, analyse the difference created by the shift 

of narrative voice to the first person. 

c) Carter once wrote, ‘We carry our history on our tongues’ (‘Envoi: Bloomsday’, 

1982, collected in Expletives Deleted: Selected Writings (London: Vintage Classics, 

1993)). How do you understand this comment in relation to Wise Children?  

 

2) Families are at the heart of Wise Children. In her notes (see folio 13r) Carter records 

a change of description from ‘long comic novel’ to ‘comic family saga’. On page 11 

of Wise Children, Dora describes herself as ‘the chronicler of all the Hazards’. She 

also changes Grandma Chance from the biological grandmother of the twins, to 

someone who ‘raised us, not out of duty … but because of pure love’.  Now 

examine folio 11r of the notebook Carter used for Wise Children entitled ‘The 

Hazards Official Family Tree and lower down ‘the real family tree’. 

a) What do you notice about the names Carter uses to refer to her 

characters on this page?         

b) Compare this with the cast list of Shakespeare’s Much Ado about 

Nothing from the Programme for the Ellen Terry jubilee celebration (1906).  The 

renowned Victorian actress Ellen Terry was the inspiration for the character of 

Estella. Do you recognise any of the names of Terry’s family members, and can 

you think of any acting dynasties today? Read the label for this source and note 

how Carter draws on the past in her writing. 

 

3) Look at the street atlas showing Shakespeare Road, Brixton in 1908. Carter lived 

near Brixton in South London, and may have used this road as inspiration for Bard 

Road in the novel.  She also writes detailed notes that set the scene for the interior 

of the twins’ home (see folio 70r). Using a similar technique, write five sentences 

describing a fictitious room which gives clues to the character of the room’s absent 

occupants. 

 

4) In her notebook for Wise Children Carter writes the proverb, ‘It’s a wise child that 

knows its own father’. Consider the treatment of legitimacy and illegitimacy in the 

novel and discuss how appropriate the title is. 

 

Extension activities 

 Cecil Beaton was a leading society photographer whose character is woven into the 

narrative of Wise Children.  When Nora is talking about the photograph of the sisters 

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/manuscript-notes-and-draft-of-wise-children-by-angela-carter
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/manuscript-notes-and-draft-of-wise-children-by-angela-carter
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/typewritten-and-annotated-drafts-of-wise-children-by-angela-carter-chapter-one
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/typewritten-and-annotated-drafts-of-wise-children-by-angela-carter-chapter-one
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/manuscript-notes-and-draft-of-wise-children-by-angela-carter
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/programme-for-the-ellen-terry-jubilee-celebration
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/street-atlas-showing-possible-inspiration-for-settings-in-wise-children
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/manuscript-notes-and-draft-of-wise-children-by-angela-carter
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/notebook-used-by-angela-carter-for-wise-children
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in Grandma’s drawer, she says, ‘He’d done us up as painted dolls’.  Examine Beaton’s 

photograph of the Ruthven twins in Cecil Beaton's Book of Beauty.  How does this 

compare with your own image of Nora and Dora? How does Carter explore the gap 

between the glamour and reality of life in show business?  

 

 Carter’s notebook for Wise Children shows that she originally envisaged the novel with 

seven chapters, ‘[Shakespeare’s] acts being 7 ages’ (see folio 66r). This was later revised 

to five chapters that reflect the five acts in a Shakespeare play.  Find the quotation from 

the Shakespearean actress, Ellen Terry, amongst Carter’s scribbled sums within the 

Manuscript notes and draft of Wise Children. Use these two to begin a list of all the 

links to Shakespeare in the novel. 

 

 As well as fathers and daughters, Shakespeare also uses the theatrical device of identical 

twins in plays such as Twelfth Night.  Read Penny Gay’s article on Twelfth Night and 

festive comedy. Make notes on Shakespeare’s comic use of disguise, confusion 

between twins, misrule and topsy-turvy. Compare Carter’s use of similar devices in her 

novel.   

 

 In the second draft of Wise Children, Carter adds the phrase, ‘Once upon a time’, to 

the second paragraph of the novel. What effect does this have on establishing the tone 

of the novel?  

This significant phrase is noticeably absent from the opening of all the tales in Carter’s 

short story collection, The Bloody Chamber, although these stories have strong links to 

established fairy tales.  Why might Carter have chosen to do this?  

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/cecil-beatons-book-of-beauty
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/notebook-used-by-angela-carter-for-wise-children
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/manuscript-notes-and-draft-of-wise-children-by-angela-carter
http://www.bl.uk/shakespeare/articles/twelfth-night-and-festive-comedy
http://www.bl.uk/shakespeare/articles/twelfth-night-and-festive-comedy
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/typewritten-and-annotated-drafts-of-wise-children-by-angela-carter-chapter-one

