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Discovering Literature: 20th century 

Teachers’ Notes 

Curriculum subject 

English Literature 

Key Stage 

4 

Author or text  

George Orwell, Animal Farm 

Theme 

Protest and allegory 

Rationale 

George Orwell’s 1945 novel Animal Farm is a powerful denunciation of 
Stalinist Russia and a critique of power, selfishness and greed. Initially 
rejected by a number of publishers, it is now regarded as one of the 20th 
century’s most important and influential novels.  

This series of activities is designed to provide students with an 
understanding of some of the key concepts they will need to explore the 
novel, including Orwell’s own political views and the figures represented 
by the different characters in the text. Students are also encouraged to 
consider why Orwell might have decided to make his protest against 
communism in the form of an allegory, before going on to create their 
own allegory about a different political situation.  

http://www.bl.uk/20th-century-literature
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Content 

Primary sources from the website 

• Trailer for film version of Animal Farm by Halas and Batchelor  
(1954) 

• ‘The Freedom of the Press’, George Orwell’s proposed preface to 
Animal Farm (1945) 

• Letter from T S Eliot (Faber) to George Orwell rejecting Animal 
Farm (13 July 1944) 

• Review of Animal Farm by Kingsley Martin, from the New Statesman 
and Nation (September 1945) 

Recommended reading from the website 

• An introduction to Animal Farm by John Sutherland 

External links 

• BBC ‘In Context’ clips on Animal Farm  

• Martin Chilton, ‘How the CIA brought Animal Farm to the screen’, 
Daily Telegraph, 16 January 2016  

• Jené Gutierrez’s article on Ralph Steadman’s illustrations for his 
1996 edition of Animal Farm 

Key questions 

• What is an allegory? What is anthropomorphism?  

• What was George Orwell protesting about in Animal Farm? 

• Why did George Orwell write his protest in the form of an allegory? 

• How easy was it for him to get his message heard? 

Activities 

1. Ask students to find definitions of the words ‘allegory’ and 
‘anthropomorphism’. Give some examples of stories that use these 
techniques, such as Aesop’s Fables, the Chronicles of Narnia, Winnie-
the-Pooh, Charlotte’s Web and Fantastic Mr Fox. Students could think 
of further examples. What do these techniques allow writers to do? 

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/1954-film-version-of-animal-farm-by-halas-and-batchelor
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/orwells-proposed-introduction-to-animal-farm
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/letter-from-t-s-eliot-faber-to-george-orwell-rejecting-animal-farm-13-july-1944
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/review-of-animal-farm-by-kingsley-martin-from-the-new-statesman-and-nation
http://www.bl.uk/20th-century-literature/articles/an-introduction-to-animal-farm
http://www.bbc.co.uk/education/clips/zcwygk7
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/books/authors/how-cia-brought-animal-farm-to-the-screen/
http://beautifuldecay.com/2014/04/30/ralph-steadmans-rare-illustrations-george-orwells-animal-farm/
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2. Students should then research the political context of Animal Farm. 
They could begin by watching the BBC ‘In Context’ clips to give them a 
sense of how the novel explores communism and Stalinism. They could 
then work in groups to prepare a poster or short presentation on one 
of the following: 

• Karl Marx  

• Tsar Nicholas II of Russia 

• The Russian Revolution 

• Vladimir Lenin 

• Joseph Stalin 

3. Once they have shared their findings with the class, students should 
then use a range of sources to find out about George Orwell’s political 
views. What did he think of communism? 

4. Show the trailer for Halas and Batchelor’s 1954 film of Animal Farm. 
Students could research key characters and find out which historical 
figures they represent. Ask them to consider why Orwell might have 
chosen to write his protest against communism as an allegory.  

5. Students could then read extracts from Orwell’s ‘The Freedom of the 
Press’, his proposed preface to Animal Farm. What light does this shed 
on his decision to write in the form of an allegory? 

6. Working in pairs, students should go on to read T S Eliot’s letter 
rejecting Animal Farm when it was submitted to Faber and Faber 
(1944) and Kingsley Martin’s review of Animal Farm for New 
Statesman and Nation (1945). What light do these sources shed on the 
difficulties Orwell experienced in getting his message heard and 
understood? Might similar difficulties face other writers who try to use 
allegory and anthropomorphism to express their political views? 

7. Students could then work in groups to create an allegory for a different 
political situation or series of historical events, producing a short film 
or illustrated story. Could they use allegory to explore an issue 
relevant to their school or local area? 

Extension activities 

• Once they have read the novel, students could compare the images 
used in Halas and Batchelor’s film with those created by Ralph 
Steadman for his illustrated version of Animal Farm (1995), as 
discussed in Jené Gutierrez’s article. Which images seem to them to 
be most effective in capturing the nature of particular characters?  

http://www.bbc.co.uk/education/clips/zcwygk7
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/1954-film-version-of-animal-farm-by-halas-and-batchelor
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/orwells-proposed-introduction-to-animal-farm
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/letter-from-t-s-eliot-faber-to-george-orwell-rejecting-animal-farm-13-july-1944
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/review-of-animal-farm-by-kingsley-martin-from-the-new-statesman-and-nation
http://beautifuldecay.com/2014/04/30/ralph-steadmans-rare-illustrations-george-orwells-animal-farm/
http://beautifuldecay.com/2014/04/30/ralph-steadmans-rare-illustrations-george-orwells-animal-farm/
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• Able students could read Martin Chilton’s article to explore the CIA’s 
role in bringing Animal Farm to the screen. Why might the CIA have 
wanted to fund the making of a film version of Animal Farm? 

• Students who are talented artists could try creating their own 
versions of the characters, justifying their interpretations. 

• Students could also read a range of other allegorical texts and 
consider how their authors use allegory to convey particular 
messages. 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/books/authors/how-cia-brought-animal-farm-to-the-screen/
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