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Overview
for
teachers

Context
About the author
“I don’t think it’s the task of the author of a book to tell the reader what it means. The meaning
of a story emerges in the meeting between the words on the page and the thoughts in the reader’s
mind.” Philip Pullman
A former schoolteacher and lecturer, Pullman was born in Norwich in 1946 and worked in
Oxford, where Northern Lights - the first novel in His Dark Materials trilogy - is partly set. His
father died when he was seven and his fondest memories from childhood were of his grandfather,
a member of the Church of England clergy. But Pullman felt no religious impulse and, when
he became the first pupil from his school to win a place at Oxford, concentrated his studies
on the poet John Milton. Although he began writing for adults, it is his children’s books for
which he is most famous. He won considerable success with his Sally Lockhart novels, set in
Victorian London, but his most well-known novels are The Dark Materials Trilogy: Northern
Lights (retitled The Golden Compass in the US, and subsequently filmed) was published in
1995, followed by The Subtle Knife (1997) and The Amber Spyglass (2000). The latter won the
Whitbread Prize 2001, making Pullman the first children’s author to do so.

What’s the story about?
Apparently orphaned, 12-year-old Lyra Belacqua lives among the scholars of Jordan College in
a parallel-universe version of Oxford. She is a willful, intelligent, curious and, for the most part,
an unsupervised child, with no manners and little knowledge of social niceties. Lyra, with her
daemon, Pantalaimon, does what she wants until one day she witnesses the return of her imperious
uncle, Lord Asriel, an “experimental theologian and explorer”, as he unveils ‘heretical’ secrets
to the academics in charge of the college regarding a matter called ‘Dust’. From this moment,
Lyra’s life becomes increasing fraught and dangerous as she investigates the mysteries to which
her uncle has opened her eyes. At the same time she tries to uncover the horrifying “Gobblers” who are suspected of kidnapping children from all over the country, including her friend Roger.
Unexpectedly, Lyra is taken to London by a mysterious benefactress, Mrs Coulter. Although Lyra
is initially beguiled by her mix of glamour and intellect, she soon realises that she is in danger
when she discovers that Mrs Coulter is in fact the mastermind behind the secret church-funded
organisation ‘The General Oblation Board’, (‘Gobblers’) and flees. Rescued and taken aboard
the boats of the canal-faring gyptians, she learns of the power of the truth-telling ‘Alethiometer’
and her true parentage: Lord Asriel is her father and the fear-invoking Mrs Coulter her mother.
Together the group embark on the first stage of a world-changing and life-changing voyage to
rescue the kidnapped children and to find out more about Dust.
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The journey takes her to the icy wastes of the north, a world of talking, armoured bears and flying witches.
In Bolvangar ‘intercision’, a heart-breaking and gruesome operation that separates the child from their
daemon, is performed by ‘The General Oblation Board’ in order to stop Dust settling on them. Lyra
herself is seized and taken to Bolvanger, but manages to escape freeing all the children - and Roger.
Together they journey to Svalbard where she is reunited with her father and learns of the secret of the
almost supernatural, but in reality ultra-scientific, presence the grown-ups call Dust. Lord Asriel needs a
burst of atomic-like particle energy (found in the process of intercision), to enter a new world within the
Northern Lights where he hopes to discover the origin of Dust. He sacrifices Roger in one of the most
harrowing scenes in the novel, made even more so by Lyra’s unwitting assistance. In an attempt to find
good within Dust, Lyra and her daemon follow Lord Asriel into the other world.

Themes to look out for
• Religious questions of grace,
free will and predetermination

• The adult world

• Original sin

• Innocence and experience
• Trust

• Beliefs and folklore

• Love

• The role of the Church

• Science versus belief

• Particle physics

• Ideas of good and evil

• Childhood

• Enlightenment

3

Literary techniques

Presentation of character is
achieved through
• What the character says
• What the character does
• What other characters say about them
• How other characters react to them
• How they are described in the narrative

The novel is tribal in its depiction of characters, each with their own set of beliefs, stories
and codes of conduct.

Characters
Daemons

All humans have a daemon - a personal talking animal which is the external, physical representation
of their soul. Children’s daemons can change their form to match mood, emotion and situation but
adults’ daemons’ forms are fixed.

Lyra Belacqua

Lyra is a troublesome, adventurous, clever, curious, rebellious – and instantly likable – 12-yearold. Honest, self-doubting and moral, she will never follow blindly and has no fear of disobeying
adult authority. At times she is frightened by her numerous travails and the consequences of her
rebelliousness, but this makes her more realistic to us and establishes beyond all doubt her genuine
heroism. Her other quality is innocence – Lyra has no scrap of cynicism or malice which makes
her open-hearted but also occasionally vulnerable to the unscrupulous scheming of others. Lyra
is a loyal friend and ally. Her closeness to Pantalaimon, her friend Roger, Iorek Byrnison, her
allies among the gyptians and other races and creatures she encounters on her way makes her both
sympathetic and engaging.
Lyra is also important because she is able to read the alethiometer given to her by the Master of
Jordan College. It is an instrument that can tell her things no one else knows because it is attuned
to the Dust – an allegorical representation of the “Dark Matter” our own world’s physicists believe
makes up much of the mass of our universe. This instrument – the “golden compass” in the title of
the filmed version and the American editions of the book – is inextricably tied in with her destiny.
In the over-arching allegorical framework of the book, Lyra represents Eve or a second Eve. Her
tasting the forbidden fruit of knowledge that her quest for the Dust stands for is seen by Pullman as
an act of supreme heroism that will restore free will to the world. The full extent of this is revealed
in the second and third books, as is Lyra’s Adam.
Lyra’s daemon is called Pantalaimon.
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Mrs Marisa Coulter

Revealed early on as Lyra’s mother, Mrs Coulter is, for most of the trilogy (and all of this book), an elegant,
glamorous, bewitching figure of almost total evil. She masterminds the awful kidnapping of the children carried
out by the General Oblation Board (the Gobblers) and stands in adamant opposition to any plan to restore free
will to the world and reduce its ignorance. Mrs Coulter is a figure of terror to all the children in the book. Her
affection for Lyra is not immediately apparent in this volume, but her suppressed passion for her former lover,
Lord Asriel, is vividly depicted towards the end. Her daemon is an unnamed golden monkey, equally nasty and
terrifying.

Lord Asriel

Introduced as Lyra’s uncle, the powerful and supremely gifted Asriel is in fact her father. The lurid and violent
account of how Lord Asriel and Mrs Coulter parted and left their daughter’s upbringing to the Scholars of
Jordan College is one of the earliest secrets revealed to Lyra on her voyages. Lyra hero-worships Lord Asriel
but nevertheless he is often a cold and brutally unaffectionate figure to her. His morality is also ambiguous and
his scheme for bridging the worlds at the book’s conclusion involves the sacrifice of a child. Intellectually and
philosophically formidable, Lord Asriel intimidates the reader almost as much as he does the Scholars and his
enemies. He spends much of the book imprisoned as Lyra speeds to help him. He has also performed experiments
on children as part of his scientific/theological campaign. His daemon is the snow leopard Stelmaria.
In the book’s allegorical background, Lord Asriel represents Satan or at least the Satan of Milton’s Paradise
Lost, a fallen angel who plots to overthrow God. In almost every other story, especially one aimed at this age
group, he would be the villain. Here, despite his obvious complexity and moral ambiguities, he is portrayed as
something of a hero.

Iorek Byrnison

A noble-born polar bear who becomes very close to Lyra and, thanks to her intervention, gains the throne of his
people, the Panserbjorn. When we first meet him, Iorek is a taciturn, angry, drunken outcast whose armour has
been stolen. As a bear’s armour is seen as its soul (in a similar way to the way in which the human characters
regard their daemons) so Lyra’s ingenuity in reuniting Iorek with his makes him a crucial and loyal ally. He
joins Lyra’s search for the Dust children and takes her as far as possible towards her fateful encounter with Lord
Asriel before the book’s dramatic conclusion. Because of her clever persuasiveness in organising the combat
which sees him rise to the throne, Iorek calls Lyra “Lyra Silvertongue”.

Serafina Pekkala

A witch who forms a friendship with Lyra and seems to know about her destiny. She is queen of a clan
of witches. Witch society is entirely female although the witches frequently fall in love with human men.
Because of the witches’ extended lifespans, however (Serafina Pekkala claims to have lived for around 300
years and still appears to be a youthful woman), the relatively short duration of the men’s lives can often lead to
heartbreak for them. Serafina had a previous relationship with the gyptian Farder Coram, now a very old man,
after he saved her life. The couple had a child, whose life tragically ended. Serafina’s daemon, Kaisa, is a snow
goose and, in a unique ability only possessed by witches, can travel long distances away from her.

Lord John Faa

The ruler of the gyptians, a race who closely resemble the gypsies of our own world, Faa is an intelligent,
principled man who seeks to bring peace between his people and other races, despite the discrimination the
gyptians often suffer. He calls the “Roping” - a huge meeting of all the gyptian people - which decides to mount
the mission to the North to rescue the children kidnapped by the Gobblers. His daemon is an unnamed crow.

Farder Coram

Coram is a wise and well-trusted adviser to John Faa and has a colourful past, about which we are only told
scraps. He travelled to the North many years before the events of the book and rescued Serafina Pekkala after
witnessing an attack on her by a bird, believed to be another witch’s daemon. He shot the creature and he and
the witch fell in love. The couple had a son, but the child died from a disease and Serafina returned to her
people. She still appears youthful but Coram is a very aged man. The couple still love each other despite their
long decades apart. Farder Coram’s daemon is a beautiful cat, Sophonax.
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Setting

The setting can
• Be a backdrop to the action
• Reflect characters’ experiences
• Symbolise ideas the author wishes to convey
• Have its own culture and values
• Cause conflict and distress

The novel features a warped version of our
world in which each location directly relates
to a real one, but may or not share the real-world
equivalent’s name. All the invented names have
genuine roots in the places’ real cultural and historical
life. Each world reflects a stage in Lyra’s development as
a person.

Brytain
0xford

In many ways like “our” version, Lyra’s Oxford is a closed world of childish delights, dominated by
the eminent Jordan College, which has been her home for most of her life. Hers is an inward-looking
world inside a world, with the outer world holding both mystery and terror. The foreign nature, and
fear, of anything outside, is hinted at by one of the chapter titles, “The Idea of North”. Everything
Lyra has ever known, hated and loved is contained here, in the land of her innocence, an innocence
destroyed by the events that are soon to overwhelm her. Oxford “was Lyra’s world and her delight”.

London
London, capital of Brytain, is presented as a place of corruption and deceit, with which little Lyra
is intoxicated even before Mrs Coulter’s zeppelin lands her there. “What Mrs Coulter was saying
seemed to be accompanied by a scent of grown-upness, something disturbing but enticing at the same
time: it was the smell of glamour.” At first, the beauty, the shopping, the luxury are almost too much
for Lyra but it’s not long before she sees beyond this and her contentedness soon turns to anxiety and,
fearing Mrs Coulter and her motives, she is forced to flee.

Fens
On the houseboat of Ma Costa her emotions take the opposite journey. The kindliness, care and love
she encounters soon overtake her initial fear that she is to be punished for an earlier prank. In Ma
Costa she encounters a deliberate maternal contrast to the icy figure of Mrs Coulter – indeed, Ma
Costa has been more of a mother to her than Mrs Coulter ever has. In Oxford, the gyptians were
described as a natural enemy of Lyra’s but her acceptance by them and their moral authority changes
her mind and is a key staging point in the progress of her growth.
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The North
Trollesund
Trollesund, Lyra’s first foreign destination is where she sees the Northern Lights for the first time
and the scene of her meeting with Iorek Byrnison. It is also the gateway to the North, where the
rest of her adventures will unfold. It seems like a typical if old-fashioned Arctic port, albeit one
with talking bears and a Witch-Consul. Here, Lyra learns of her power to negotiate with adults and
other intelligent creatures, an extension of her unrefined dodging and conniving back in Oxford and
another sign that she is growing and changing all the time.

Bolvangar
The hideous sterility and evil of Bolvangar Station, combining the inhumanity of the worst excesses
of both experimental science and repressive religion, is by far the coldest place in the book, even
though the temperatures get lower elsewhere. The trance-like behaviour of the mentally-altered
adults, coupled with the near-hysterical fear of the children, and the horror of the caged daemons,
reaches a screaming peak in the nightmare of the cutting room and its silver guillotine. It is here
that Lyra becomes truly heroic as she leads the resistance against the outrages being committed on
everything she knows and loves about the world.

Svalbard
Lord Asriel’s ice prison is Lyra’s final destination in Northern Lights. It is a place of natural,
scientific and theological wonders that dazzle, but it also where she discovers the full truth about
her parents through her realisation about a planned act of such brutal violence that her heroism is
called into action yet again. This is also where she sees a bridge to another world, another universe
- and another book.
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Structure
Structure is the order or pattern in which a novel
is put together and should
• Maintain the interest of the reader
• Move the action from one episode to the next
• Arouse a reader’s interest in character or situation
• Create a moment of crisis
• Create expectation or surprise
Northern Lights is, in many ways, a bizarre story with complex themes but, just as its language
is straightforward so is the determinedly conventional linear fashion of its storytelling.
Pullman nevertheless maintains a ferocious pace, partly by the relentless sequencing of the
eventful narrative, and partly by continually leaving the reader wanting to find out what
happens next. Chapters end with dramatic declarations, almost like the ends of stories in
themselves, for example in Chapter 8 Lyra declares: “We will go,” she said to Pantalaimon.
“Let ’em try to stop us. We will!”. Other chapters end with ominous suspense, “…something
was following the trail of sledges, swinging lightly from branch to branch of the closeclustering pine trees, and it put him uneasily in mind of a monkey” (Chapter 11).
In order to heighten the dramatic impact of the plaintive ending, Roger’s death at the hands
of Lord Asriel, Pullman uses foreshadowing. Earlier in the novel he describes in detail the
heart-wrenching desperation felt by the powerless children when they are forcibly separated
from their daemons by adults. Lyra gets to see the awful consequences of a separated
human in the lonely, wretched figure of Tony Makarios in Chapters 12 and 13, ‘Her first
impulse was to turn and run, or to be sick. A human being with no daemon was like someone
without a face, or with their ribs laid open and their heart torn out; something unnatural and
uncanny that belonged to the world of night-ghasts, not the waking world of sense’. She also
partly experiences this herself when an aborted attempt of intercision is performed on her at
Bolvanger. Add the idea of the reader as helpless voyeur to the mix and Pullman pulls off
one of the most moving scenes in any novel.

Narrative techniques

The novel is written in the third person, but it is Lyra who provides the main point of view
on the action. She is by far the most developed character and our gateway into the story; we
share her fear, excitement, joy, despair and fatigue. When she is taken in and intrigued, so
are we and when she is a helpless voyeur, so are we. She is an example of how one detailed
piece of characterisation can unlock even the most plot-driven narrative. The novel is tightly
plotted and, even though the characters are vividly and attractively drawn, Pullman values
plot structure over detailed characterisation. Many of the characters, much as we like them,
serve symbolic roles in the story; the one exception being Lyra.
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Language
With its precise and meticulous use of language, the novel has an authoritative, somewhat formal
style, which both instills confidence in the reader but also has a confidential tone which allows us
to trust its descriptions and judgment. This is crucial, particularly when Pullman uses unnerving
defamiliarisation techniques – the use of unfamiliar phrases to describe everyday objects and
concepts in the world of the book. He uses words and phrases like “anbaric lights” to describe electric
lights, “photogram” for photograph or “chocolatl” for chocolate as well as the words to describe
larger concepts. The worlds of science and religion are confused, as befits a world totally run by
the “Magisterium” (Pullman’s all-powerful Church, most probably based on the Roman Catholic
Church), with the outer reaches of physics being called “experimental theology”. Many names of
countries are also altered with archaic or historic names being preferred. A sense of unease is also
created by his use of pronouns to initially introduce people, or never introducing them at all so that
they remain shadowy figures.
This is a world in which talking, armoured bears declare war on each other, where witches populate
the skies, where people’s souls are externalised as talking animals. Because Pullman describes these
outlandish events using calm, precise, orderly language he persuades us to believe in them, take them
seriously and get involved. The imagery is at turns violent and gruesome; a decapitated head is
displayed and described and a bear has his lower jaw knocked away revealing a blooded throat. It is
also poetic and beautiful particularly when describing the natural landscape and the Northern Lights.
Pullman’s frequent use of complex sentences reflects the intricate ideas within the novel and demands
careful and close reading from the reader, not least because Pullman sometimes does not spell things
out in detail. The opening paragraph of Chapter 1, for example, is well over 100 words long and
contains just four sentences, each wholly descriptive, but it hits us with a strange phrase right at
the very start: “Lyra and her daemon moved through the darkening Hall, taking care to keep to one
side, out of sight of the kitchen”. The concept of the daemon is introduced in the fourth word but no
explanation is given. We just have to pick this up as we go. This way of writing, leaving spaces for the
reader’s imagination to fill, is probably why Pullman’s universe comes to life so vividly for readers
young and old all over the world. The phrase “darkening Hall” – with its ominous capital H – invokes
an unfamiliar world, which may hide dangerous mysteries.
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Special feature
Levels of meaning
Simple level

On a simple level, Northern Lights is about a girl who goes and rescues her friend Roger and
uncle/father, meeting complications on the way. It can be enjoyed without any reference to the
subtext or exploration of ideas since the plot is fast-moving, with an array of new locations,
characters and dramatic incident to keep the reader gripped - all conveyed in an even, calm,
formal style.

Complex level
At another level, Northern Lights can be read as an exploration of ideas, a presentation of beliefs,
a Paradise Lost for children.

Exploration of ideas
1: Sin: What does ‘sinful’ mean exactly? Is the idea of sin prohibiting or freeing?
Pullman creates two very ambiguous figures in the characters of the Master of Jordan College
and Lord Asriel and uses them to explore ideas behind the church, religion, religious belief, free
will, science and ‘sinful’ behaviour. At the beginning of the novel Lyra, and the reader, witness
the Master attempting to murder Lord Asriel. Our moral code of conduct urges us to be horrified
at this action and yet it is revealed later that the Master was doing what he thought was for the
‘greater good’, protecting a religious belief and the moral fabric that it weaves into people’s lives,
but wilfully keeping them ignorant therefore denying them free will. So does this make him good
or evil? Sinful or not? The reader also has no idea at the beginning who Lord Asriel is. As we
find out more, does it influence our opinion about the correctness of the Master’s actions? If so,
what does that say about the nature of our own belief system?
Lord Asriel’s behaviour is similar to the Master’s in some ways. In his scientific obsession to
discover the source of Dust and destroy it, thereby destroying all that is destructive and miserable
in all humans, he commits a despicable act. Does this, then, make him a despicable person? Is
it the act that is despicable or the way he approaches the act - guiltless and without compassion
for the anguished terror in the innocent little boy? Lord Asriel defies the church and rejoices
in ‘breaking out’, to learn and satisfy his thirst for knowledge, yet he is portrayed as arrogant
character who will stop at nothing to fulfil his plans. Where is the sin in his actions?
Are their behaviours ultimately selfless, selfish or sinful? There are no answers. It is up to you.
What do you believe and how much flexibility do your beliefs have?
According to the Bible, Eve’s downfall was giving in to temptation, picking the apple from
the tree of knowledge. Knowledge for her was a sin and she was punished for it. However, in
Pullman’s Northern Lights he introduces another idea regarding sin and knowledge. Is Roger
sinful, rejecting the opportunity to have knowledge, preferring instead ignorance and the comforts
of the present? He is severely punished for it. Would things have been different for Roger if he
had chosen enlightenment and known about his future?
We will never know.
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2. Dust: It is not until the end of the novel that interpretations of Dust are revealed and the reader
is enlightened by Lord Asriel. The Magisterium believe it to be ‘physical evidence for original sin’,
but Lord Asriel uses scientific proof to assert that they are particles that are attracted to humans,
especially as they go through puberty and become an adult. It is the ‘physical proof that something
happened when innocence changed into experience’ putting forward the idea that humans, and their
‘sinful’ natures are a scientific phenomenon, rather than a divine one.
3. Extremes of belief: These are considered dangerous in Northern Lights. Pullman shows how the
excesses of science parallel those of the religion in the novel with the horrifying scientific experiments
carried out in Bolvanger (reminiscent of the experiments carried out in Nazi concentration camps
during World War Two).
4. Paradise Lost for Children: Paradise Lost is an epic poem written by John Milton, a 17th
century poet. It tells the story of Satan’s expulsion from heaven, as well as Adam and Eve’s fall
from grace. Satan is depicted as an intelligent, attractive, heroic figure heading the fight against the
omnipotent authority, God, on the battleground of earth with humans as pawns. Pullman stated that
he wanted to write a ‘Paradise Lost’ for children and in his symbolic scheme Mrs Coulter represents
the inflexible position of the orthodoxy of the church, Lord Asriel is the charismatic Satan and Lyra
is Eve. In Northern Lights, Lyra’s heroic Eve sees knowledge and Dust as nothing to be ashamed
or repentant of, but a potential force for good, to be embraced and of her own free will crosses the
bridge into the other world to find out more.
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Activities
for
children

Before reading

Debate

Ideas for getting started
Engaging with the world of the novel

Paradise lost
John Milton’s epic poem, ‘Paradise Lost’, is a clear central influence
on ‘Northern Lights’. Find out about the main narrative events and
characters in the poem: the roles of Adam and Eve, God and Satan and
consider how the portrayal of Satan might have influenced Pullman’s
creation, Lord Asriel.
Find out about the biblical story of Adam and Eve. Do you
believe it or is it simply a moral story?

Influences
Philip Pullman attended and uses Oxford University as one
of the settings in the novel. What do you know about this university?
Find out about the Roman Catholic Church, its history, beliefs and
evolution. What other religions sprung from it and why?
Find out what you can about another influence on
Pullman, William Blake’s ‘Songs of Innocence
and Experience’.

What does the word ‘childhood’ mean to you? What are the positive and
negative things about growing up?
Is there such a thing as ‘God’? What does the word ‘God’ mean to you? Is there
such a thing as the devil? What is sin? How important are beliefs? What are
your beliefs and how did you come to have them? Why are there so many different
religions in the world?
Is there such a thing as heaven and hell? If so, what are they and how do you
imagine them? Does everyone have good and evil within them?

Pictures
and objects
Explore photographic images of the Aurora and describe what you see. How
does it make you feel? Does it remind you of anything you have ever seen before?
Look at pictures of some of the Colleges at Oxford University and describe what
it would be like to spend time there as a child.
Provide a selection of Philip Pullman’s illustrations from the chapter opening
and ask pupils to decide what the story might be about.
Explore a selection of symbols from the alethiometer and try to
‘read’ the truth within them.

Facts

What facts can you find out about Philip Pullman’s
childhood and early life? Is there anything in his family
background that could have influenced him when he sat down to
write about Lyra and her adventures?
What is a myth? What is a legend? What is folklore? What
religions exist in the world? What can you find out about them?
What are the Northern Lights?
What does a Roman Catholic believe?
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During reading

Stopping places

1

Developing understanding of narrative and literary techniques

Read to the end of Chapter 1
The Decanter Of Tokay
Focus on...

• First impressions of the novel

Things to discuss
Themes: What do you think some of the themes of the novel might be?
Character: What’s your initial impression of Lyra?
What is a daemon? Why does the author include them in the novel?
Narrative: How do you think the narrator feels about
a) Lyra b) Lord Asriel and c) the Master?
What emotions do you feel reading about Lyra hiding and spying on the adults?
Language: What type of adjectives does the writer use to describe Lyra’s Oxford?
What about the adjectives and terms used to describe seemingly everyday objects
in the world of the novel? Why does Pullman do this? What is he trying to convey?
Plot: What’s your response to the first chapter? Is it a novel you think you will enjoy?
Humour: Did any parts of the first chapter make you smile or laugh? Why? Was it
something said, a situation or a character’s actions?

You could...
Chronicle the characters you have met so far and make a note of their daemons.
What are the characteristics associated with each daemon and how do they reflect the
person? Keep adding to the list as you read through the novel.
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2

Read to the end of Chapter 5
The Cocktail Party
Focus on...
• The presentation of Mrs Coulter and Lyra’s
changing impressions of her
• The narrator’s style
• The descriptions of Mrs Coulter’s London flat
and how it is different to Lyra’s Oxford.

Things to discuss
Character: What kind of information does the writer provide about Mrs Coulter?
Do you learn anything of her motivation? Is she evil or are her motivations
merely hidden from us?
What do you think about Lyra’s behaviour in London? Do you think her decision
to escape is the correct one in the circumstances?
What do you think of the Master now? Has your opinion of him changed?
Narrative: What do you think of the narrator?
What do you think of the people and events we witness in London, and how do
you respond to Lyra’s reactions to them?
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What do you think is the narrator’s reaction to the place, events and people in
London and how is this different from his attitude towards the place and people
in Lyra’s Oxford?
How does he convey his views?

Read to the end of Chapter 7 John Faa
Focus on...
• The description of life aboard the gyptians’ boats
• The contrast in settings
• The presentation of the gyptians’ behaviour and
morals and how it compares to the characters met
in London and Oxford.

Things to discuss
Character: How is Ma Costa presented? What do you think of the way she lives
her life? How would you describe her relationship with Lyra?
How did you feel when we discovered the identities of Lyra’s parents? Were you
surprised? How is Ma Costa different from Mrs Coulter? How is this shown and
is it important?
Setting: The author constantly changes settings in this novel – why do you think
he does this? What do you think of the ways he describes the different places?
Structure: By now we are 130 pages into the story – what can we already tell
about the book’s structure? Why is the story being told in this way?
What do we expect to happen next?

You could...
List the themes that have arisen in the novel so far and put them in order of
importance, explaining your decisions. What is the nature of the threat facing
Lyra? What is at stake? What is it all about?
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4

Read to the end of Chapter 10
The Consul and the Bear
Focus on...

• The ever-widening world of the novel’s universe
• Use of language to create mood and pace
• The theme of friendship and loyalty

Things to discuss
Character: Chapter 10 is the first time we meet the armoured bear Iorek Byrnison.
How does the author prepare us for this meeting?
What were you expecting of Iorek before Lyra finally met him?
How did your expectations match the actual meeting? What do you expect to happen
next? Can we trust Iorek?
Is Iorek a good or bad character? Explain why you think this.
What is your impression of the Witch-Consul?
Should the gyptians and Lyra trust him? What do you think of his impressions of
Lyra’s importance? What do you think her destiny might be?
Who does Lyra trust and why?
Setting: This world is obviously very different to ours – why do you think the story
is set in such a world and how does it help the author convey his ideas?
We are now in another very different setting – how is Lyra changing as she proceeds
on her journey?
Narrative: Much of Chapter 10 is taken up with the meeting between Lyra and
her friends and Martin Lanselius, the Witch-Consul. What do we learn in this
conversation about the dangers facing our characters and about Lyra herself?
Language and structure: How quickly is the action unfolding? How does the
language convey this?
Theme: What do you think this book is about? What helped you come to that
decision?

You could...
Discuss the way Iorek is presented. A talking bear character could very well be
ridiculous and make the book look absurd. Does this happen? Does Iorek seem daft
or intimidating? How does the writer convey the impression?
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Read to the end of Chapter 15
The Daemon-Cages
Focus on...

• The presentation of Bolvanger
• Foreshadowing of events

Things to discuss
Character: How did you feel about Tony Makarios? What did the writer do
to make you feel this way?
Setting: How is Bolvanger presented? What do you learn about it? How
does it compare to the other settings you have come across so far?
Why are the adults at Bolvanger only referred to as ‘them’, ‘he’, ‘the man’
or ‘the figure’? Why aren’t they given names? How does it make you feel
about the place?
What is going on there?
Does anything make you feel uncomfortable about the ‘Experimental
Station’?
Structure: Something horrible is going to happen in the next chapter. What
hints has the writer included to suggest such an idea?
How did the writer make you feel pity for the daemons? Was there anything
you read in the novel beforehand that helped?
Language: At the beginning of Chapter 14, Lyra is suddenly ‘assaulted’.
How does the author convey this impression? What verbs and pronouns are
used to show that it was being done to her against her will? How did you
respond to this section?
Ideas: Do you have any idea what Dust is? Why do you think it has not been
explained fully? Why might it be so important?
Does anyone have any choice in what happens to them at Bolvanger? Why
do you think that is?
Prediction: What do you think is going to happen to Lyra?

You could...
Discuss what impressions of science and scientists are being created. How
does it compare to the presentation of those working for the church or part of
organised religion. Are there any similarities?
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Read to the end of Chapter 20 À Outrance
Focus on...

• The presentation of Mrs Coulter
• Presentation of the Witches, in particular
Serafina Pekkala
• Impressions of Iorfur Raknison and his aspirations
• The descriptions of Svalbard
• Ideas and beliefs

Things to discuss

Character: Why does Lyra fear Mrs Coulter so much? What more do you
learn about her? Which of the five techniques in presentation of character (see
‘Character’ within the Literary Techniques section of the Teacher’s Overview)
is used mostly for Mrs Coulter? What might be the reasons for this?
She has obviously sanctioned the intercision operations so were you surprised
when she rescued Lyra? What do her actions tell you about her? Do you feel
any differently towards her as a result?
What are your impressions of the Witches? And Serafina Pekkala? What might
her role in the novel be? Why do you think they know so much about Lyra’s
destiny and fate? Do you believe in destiny?
How far is Iofur a figure of ridicule? What might he symbolise?
Setting: What does Iofur’s castle reveal about him?
Why do you think the city in the sky is so desirable?
Language: This is an action-packed section. Choose your favourite sequence
and explain how the language helps to convey the action.
Ideas: What are Iofur’s aspirations? Are they taken seriously by others? What
ideas are put forward in this section of the novel? Which ones do you agree
or disagree with?
Plot: How did you feel when Iorek defeated Iofur? What might his victory
symbolise?

You could...
List all the tribes that have been mentioned in the novel so far and note what
their ideas and beliefs are. How do they compare? How are these ideas and
beliefs treated by the author? How important do you think ideas and beliefs are
in the novel? What evidence do you have for your opinion?
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Read to the end of the novel
Focus on...

• How the novel ends
• Your response to the novel as a whole

Things to discuss

Character: Do you approve of Lyra?
If you had the chance to find out what happened to one of the characters after the
novel finished, which one would you choose?
Is there a ‘type’ of character in the novel the author wants you to dislike?
What is Lyra’s childhood in Oxford like before the events of the story get under
way? Is it enjoyable and/or enviable? What does she know about the wider world
outside Oxford before she hears Lord Asriel’s presentation to the Scholars? Is she
innocent or ignorant at this point? And how do the distressing adventures she has
affect her personality? Does she grow and change as a result? If so, how?
How did you feel when Lord Asriel was preparing to sacrifice Roger and his daemon?
Was there anything you had read previously that contributed to heightening the
emotion you felt?
Who was your most/least favourite character?
The Story: Did you enjoy reading the novel? What did you think of the ending?
What do you think of Lord Asriel now? Do you think he would have sacrificed
Lyra, his own daughter?
Does Northern Lights remind you of any other novels you have read? How are
they similar? How do they differ? Do other books remind you of it because of their
themes or because of their characters, settings and structure?
What more would you like to know about the story?
Is Northern Lights an appropriate title for the novel? Why do you think it was
chosen? In the United States it was changed to The Golden Compass. Is this better?
What would you have called it?
Setting: How many settings are there? Which setting is used most? Why? Are
there any conflicts within or between the settings?
How closely does the Oxford University of the novel resemble the real Oxford
University?
How are the Northern Lights presented?
Language: What words are associated with each character and what does it reveal
about them?
Pullman’s language is very calm and detailed. What effect does this have on the
reader? Does it affect the pace of the story? Do you notice any other stylistic
trademarks of the writer? Why are they used and what effects do they create?
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Narrative: What did you think of the narrator? Who did the narrator side with? Did you side with
the same characters? How important was the narrator to the story telling?
How might the story have been different if it had been told by one of the character’s point of view?
Structure: Are there any patterns in the way the book is structured? What seems to be more
important - plot or character or both? Why?
Where do contrasts exist in the novel? Why has the writer done this? How do these contrasts
make you feel about Lyra and her situation?
Did you suspect that Roger was to be sacrificed? What clues did Pullman put into the novel to
suggest this was going to happen?
Theme: How does Lyra and Roger’s carefree life in Oxford compare to your own childhood?
If you had Lyra’s childhood, would you want to it end? Should childhood’s priorities be allowed
to last forever or is it good that people change as they get older?
What themes does the novel have in common with Paradise Lost?
Is Dust a good or bad thing in your opinion?
Who is good and who is evil in the novel?
What might the alethiometer represent? Why can Lyra read it without instruction?
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After reading

Puppet theatre

Create & imagine

Developing a personal response to the novel

Create a fictional talking animal character of your own and write a short story
in which your animal appears.You might look at the way Iorek is described
in the novel for ideas. You could turn your story into a piece of drama to be
presented as a puppet theatre for children. Decide if you want one of your
puppets as a narrator or see if there are other ways in which you could include
the narration into a character’s dialogue. Perhaps even create the theatre the
puppet play is to be performed in.

Eve and the apple
Use some of the ideas from the novel and further research
to write an article or speech outlining the different ideas
people have surrounding Eve’s temptation. Add your own
opinions and conclusion.

Daemon finder

A court of enquiry
Imagine you are on a court of enquiry, trying Lord
Asriel for the murder of Roger. Pick out arguments
for and against his actions and decide whether he is
to be punished or not.

Discuss the daemons attached to some of the characters in
Northern Lights and how well they suit one another. Make
a list of 5 famous people and make up a daemon, with an
appropriate name, to suit their personality. Compare your
choices with others in the class. What might your own
daemon be?

Friend or foe?

This activity could be completed on paper or acted out in a circle. Place Lyra,
or a symbol to represent Lyra, in the centre of a circle. Take it in turns to place
tokens or physically represent different characters from the story, deciding
where they would stand in distance from her depending on how trusted they
are. Remember this might change at different points in the story. How close
would her parents stand? Be prepared to give detail from the novel to support
your decision-making and positioning of characters.

24

25

Memorable quotes
‘ That’s the duty of the old,’ said the Librarian, ‘to be anxious on behalf of
the young. And the duty of the young is to scorn the anxiety of the old.’
‘Don’t stay out late, or the gobblers’ll get you!’
‘Why do daemons have to settle?’ Lyra said. ‘I want Pantalaimon to be
able to change for ever. So does he.’
The other girls went on talking, but Lyra and Pantalaimon nestled down
deep in the bed and tried to get warm, knowing that for hundreds of
miles all around her little bed there was nothing but fear.
If you want my service, the price is this: get me back my armour. Do
that, and I shall serve you in our campaign, either until I am dead or
until you have a victory.
Her first impulse was to turn and run, or to be sick. A human being
with no daemon was like someone without a face, or with their ribs laid
open and their heart torn out: something unnatural and uncanny that
belonged to the world of night-ghasts, not the waking world of sense.
She had struggled all this way to bring something to Lord Asriel,
thinking she knew what he wanted; and it wasn’t the alethiometer at all.
What he wanted was a child.

So Lyra and her daemon turned away from
the world they were born in, and looked
towards the sun, and walked into the sky.

‘Like the best sort of dream, Northern Lights takes you to a
fantastic world you don’t want to wake up from.’
The Telegraph
‘It contains one of the best villains in all literature.’
Terry Jones
‘A scorching thriller.’
The Guardian
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