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The narrator and an astronomer called Ogilvy observe strange 
activity around the planet Mars. In due course, a meteor landing 
on Horsell Common, near Woking, turns out to be a cylinder. The 
narrator believes it to be empty, but it attracts crowds of people.
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A tentacled Martian emerges from the cylinder and one man is 
killed. A peace delegation, including Ogilvy, approach but they 
too are all killed by the Martian’s heat ray. The crowd, including 
the narrator, flee for their lives.   
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Exhausted, the narrator returns home to his wife and life goes on 
as normal. More ‘meteorites’ fall and the army are called in, but 
the soldiers are complacent. The narrator’s town is attacked, so 
he and his wife flee to Leatherhead in a borrowed horse and cart. 
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3 The narrator attempts to return the horse and cart. On the 
way, he sees huge Martian tripods (travelling machines) and 
fire-ravaged countryside. He encounters the artilleryman, sole 
survivor of his unit. They witness a slow evacuation of people. 
At Weybridge, one of the tripods is shot down but the town is 
destroyed. The narrator is joined by a traumatised survivor - the 
curate.
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The narrator’s brother describes the Martian’s Black Smoke 
weapon and the panic and lawlessness in London. The brother 
meets Mrs Elphinstone and her sister-in-law and they narrowly 
escape to Belgium, following the destruction of a Martian and a 
navy ship. Meanwhile, the narrator and the curate hide.
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5 We learn more details about the invaders, including their need 
to feed on human blood. The curate goes completely mad with 
terror and the narrator knocks him out. The Martians take the 
curate, but the narrator survives. Many days later, he notices a red 
weed has taken over the countryside and risks going out.

B
oo

k 
2

C
h

ap
te

rs
 6

-1
0 The red weed is (temporarily) everywhere. The narrator 

reencounters the artilleryman - now a fantasist, planning an 
underground civilisation of humans. Walking through the 
devastation, the narrator finds the Martians are dead – killed by 
simple bacteria. Despite the odds, the narrator is reunited with 
his wife and he muses on the lessons learned by the invasion.

The 
Narrator

The novel is mainly told from the 
narrator’s perspective. He has an 
unspecified name and job but is 
interested in astronomy and seems 
to have a knowledge of science. As 
well as describing the events, the 
narrator articulates his thoughts on the 
invasion. 

The 
Martians

Inhabitants of the planet Mars, they 
invade Earth because their own planet 
is dying. Technologically superior, they 
are aggressive and show no mercy. 

Ogilvy 
An astronomer who is one of the 
first to take notice of the meteors. 
He is killed as part of the peace party 
approaching the cylinder.

Henderson
A journalist and friend of Ogilvy. He 
tries to warn the general public of the 
danger, but his death prevents this 
from happening.

Narrator’s 
wife

She is mainly referenced by the 
narrator’s concern for her. She is 
separated from her husband for most 
of the novel, but they are eventually 
reunited.

The 
Artillery-
man

The artilleryman’s military training 
proves useful in avoiding the Martians. 
In Book 2, he is completely changed 
into an undisciplined, deluded 
dreamer.

The Curate

Severely affected by events, the curate 
is selfish and lacks discipline. He is 
knocked out by the narrator and 
taken by the Martians. He seems to 
represents the notion of organised 
religion.

Narrator’s 
brother

A sensible, practical and moral 
character. He recounts the events from 
a London perspective.

The Elphin-
stones

Mrs. Elphinstone, is primarily 
concerned for her husband. Her 
sister-in-law, Ms. Elphinstone is more 
practical, wielding a gun and saving 
the life of the narrator’s brother, with 
whom they both escape to Europe.

Science Fiction

Narrative

First Person
Symbolism
Foreshadowing

Allegory

Metaphor

Simile

Irony

Written by H.G. Wells and published 
in 1897. Credited as one of the 
first true ‘science fiction’ stories 
(known contemporarily as ‘science 
romance’).

Wells had a great interest in science 
and was a biologist. He wrote 
about many social topics of the day 
and was often critical about the 
controlling power of capitalism, the 
crown and religion.

Wells was a committed advocate of 
Darwin’s Theory of Evolution and 
dismissed religious ideas in favour of 
science.

The British Empire was at its height, 
alongside other world powers. Less 
powerful countries were invaded 
and subjugated. Indigenous 
populations were slaughtered (e.g. 
the Tasmanians were completely 
erased).

War was a threat amongst the 
European superpowers of Britain, 
France and Prussia. Invasion of 
Britain was feared. 

Industrialisation and technological 
advancements were vast. There was 
widespread belief in the superiority 
of British manufacturing and goods, 
but also had a big environmental 
impact.

A consequence of greater mobility 
of people around the world was the 
spreading of diseases and viruses 
as well as invasive species running 
wild and taking over habitats and 
ecosystems. 

The role of women in society was 
limited. Females were expected 
to be passive and were generally 
viewed as inferior to men.

The novel has been adapted many 
times across different media. It 
continues to be relevant in many 
different countries and eras. 
Allegedly, the Orson Wells 1938 radio 
version convinced and terrified 
many listeners in America. 

Nature Destruction  Fear

Change War Society

The novel is divided into 
two books, dealing with 
the rise and fall of the 
Martians’ domination. 

The narrative is told 
through the first-person 
viewpoint of the narrator.  

The events are 
narrated in hindsight 
– they happened six 
years previously. This 
allows the narrator to 
sometimes discuss 
details learned after the 
events of the novel.

Plot

WAR OF THE WORLDS
Characters Context
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Read, understand and respond to texts. Students should be 
able to:
• use textual references, and quotations, to support and 

illustrate interpretations.
• maintain a critical style and develop an informed personal 

response.

A
O

2 Analyse the language, form and structure used by a writer 
to create meanings and effects, using relevant subject 
terminology where appropriate.

A
O

3 Show understanding of the contexts in which the text was 
written.

AO1, AO2 and AO3 are equally weighted for this question
Assessment Objectives

Structure
and Form

Themes

 □ Support points 
with reference  
to characters 
and events and 
refer back to the 
question set.

 □ The provided 
extract can be 
useful for language 
analysis (AO2).

 □ Remember to 
integrate points 
of context into 
discussion of the 
characters, events 
and themes.

Tips

Vocabulary



Exemplar response 

Wells writes the novel through the viewpoint of the narrator. Wells was critical of aspects of 
the late Victorian society in which he lived. However, we do see a range of people’s reactions, 
albeit, through the eyes of the narrator.
         The first reaction of people (including the narrator) is that of curiosity. A “crowd of 
twenty people” gather to see the phenomenon, and boys were “dangling their feet” and 
“throwing stones”. Even in the extract, despite the danger, the narrator and the curate 
experience “eagerness” and a “heart throbbing” excitement at seen the Martians. This shows 
how initially, the reaction is one of security and complacence and reflects the way Britain 
thought itself superior to anyone or anything at the time. This is seen also in the army who 
are also unconcerned what they are facing but are destroyed “utterly”. Again, the British might 
was thought dominant and Wells is pointing out how it feels to be a subjugated country or an 
attacked indigenous people (like the Tasmanians who were wiped out by the British invasion 
of their island). 
            When the first Martian emerges, humans react peacefully. Ogilvy and Henderson are 
part of a party of men with a “white flag” but the Martians are merciless and destroy them 
with their “heat ray”. Again, this shows the mercilessness of the British empire. There is “panic” 
and “two women and a little boy” are crushed to death. This reaction foreshadows what is to 
come in the rest of the novel (including the narrator’s brother later describing the lawlessness 
and panic in London). 
          The Artilleryman is another way Wells shows the reaction to the invasion. He is 
traumatized at his unit being killed and he is lucky to escape with his life. His reaction is 
important as it emphasizes how pathetic the military response to the might of the Martians is. 
They are like “ants” to humans and Wells uses this to show how fragile society is, even though 
we think it is indestructible. The Artilleryman meets a lieutenant, but his superior does not 
believe his stories of “bows and arrows against lightning”. This shows how critical Wells was 
of the most powerful institutions in society and how slow they were to change. Later on, the 
Artilleryman is shown to be completely changed – his military precision and training gone. 
Instead he is rambling, drinking alcohol and deluded. This reaction might show how people 
can change position in society quickly.
        Similarly, the curate is symbolic of the church. He is annoying, selfish and fragile and 
Wells uses his reaction to criticise a belief in God. We see this in the extract, when the narrator 
says he “hates” the curate’s “rigidity of mind “ and “helpless exclamation” and “muttering 
monologue”. The alliteration underlines the contempt felt for the man and his beliefs. Indeed, 
the final words in the extract shows Wells’ utter contempt for religion through the reactions of 
the curate – “ weak, void of pride, timorous, hateful” The listing technique underlines this. 
      Overall, Wells shows a range of emotions to expose the brutality and fragility of his own 
society and the story is an allegory of this as well as the cruelty of economic expansion.

‘War of the Worlds’ Sample Exam Question

Commentary 
This is an assured and confident 
response. It brings in a range of detail 
to support discussion and makes 
references from across the text, often 
moving from the specific to general. 
It uses the extract to bring in AO2 
points and skillfully integrates it into 
discussion of the wider novel. The 
context points are integrated into every 

paragraph and don’t feel forced or 
‘bolted on’. The essay is well structured 
with a clear focus to every paragraph 
and uses a confident academic style. 

War of the Worlds

You are advised to spend about 45 minutes on this question. 

You should use the extract below and your knowledge of the whole novel to answer 
the question.

Write about some of the ways people react to the Martian invasion. How are these 
reactions presented at different points in the novel?
 
In your response you should:
• refer to the extract and the novel as a whole
• show your understanding of characters and events in the novel 
• refer to the contexts of the novel.            [40]

 The arrival of a second fighting-machine drove us from our peephole into the 
scullery, for we feared that from his elevation the Martian might see down upon us 
behind our barrier. At a later date we began to feel less in danger of their eyes, for to an 
eye in the dazzle of the sunlight outside our refuge must have been blank blackness, 
but at first the slightest sugesstion of approach drove us into the scullery in heart-
throbbing retreat. Yet terrible as was the danger we incurred, the attraction of peeping  
was for both of us irresistible. And I recall now with sort of wonder that, in spite of the 
infinite danger in which we were between starvation and a still more terrible death, we 
could yet struggle bitterly for that horrible privilege of sight. We would race across the 
kitchen in a grotesque way between eagerness and the dread of making a noise, and 
strike each other, and thrust and kick, within few inches of exposure.
 The fact is that we had absolutely incompitable dispositions and habits 
of thought and action, and our danger and isolation only accentuated the 
incompatibility. At Halliford I had already come to hate the curate’s trick of helpless 
exclamation, his stupid rigidity of mind. His endless muttering monolgue vitiated every 
effort I made to think out a line of action, and drove me at times, thus pent up and 
intensified, almost to the verge of craziness. He was lacking restraint as a silly woman. 
He would weep for hours together, and I verily believe that to the very end this spoiled 
child of life thought his weak tears in some way efficacious. And I would sit in the 
darkness unable to keep my mind off him by reason of his importunities. He ate more 
than I did, and it was in vain I pointed out that our only chance of life was to stop in 
the house until the Martians had done with their pit, that in that long patience a time 
might presently come when we should need food. He ate and drank impulsively in 
heavy meals in long intervals. He slept little.
 As the days wore on, his utter carelessness of any consideration so intensified 
our distress and danger that I had, much as I loathed doing it, to resort to threats, and 
last to blows. That brought him to reason for a time. But he was one of those weak 
creatures, void of pride, timorous, anaemic, hateful souls, full of shifty cunning, who 
face neither God nor man, who face not even themselves.


