THE DEFINITION OF A HORSE
COMPREHENSION

1. The story takes place in a classroom, at Coketown school
2. The classroom is completely white (without decorations and pictures) and the boys and girls are sitting in two separate groups (l. 49-51)

3. Mr. G. is speaking to the children and to an imaginary public and he is introducing himself as “a man of facts and realities” (l. 1)
4. He speaks to a new student, Sissy, calling her “girl number 20”

5. He objects to her name, which must be Cecilia (l. 25-26) because he doesn’t like nicknames. According to Mr. G., nicknames are not real names, they are used with friends and family, they are signs of affection and they are usually funny, creative and informal and Mr. G. hates creativity, informality and feelings. That’s why he orders Sissy to use her official name (Cecilia). Moreover, he doesn’t like her father’s job because he works in a circus (l. 29-41), which is connected with imagination, magic and fantasy, all things that Mr. G. hates. Therefore, he doesn't consider it a respectable job and he decides to give a more respectable definition of this job (a veterinary in line 40) 

6. Mr. G. asks Sissy the definition of a horse (l. 40-41). Of course, Sissy knows horses (she has seen a lot of horses in her life), but she doesn’t know the exact definition Mr. G. gave to the students because she is new in this school. For this reason, Mr. G. says that she doesn’t know horses (l. 43-45) until Bitzer gives the scientific definition. Only then, according to Mr G., she knows what a horse is (l. 67)
7. Bitzer is another student

8. He is remarkable because he is colourless (l. 60-66)

9. He provides a “perfect” scientific definition of a horse using very difficult words, too difficult for his age, which he has learned by heart
ANALYSIS

3.

1. Mr. G. always uses a rule, a pair of scales and a multiplication table (l. 4) to measure everything (l. 5), so everything is based on facts and numbers for him. Everything must be measurable; if it isn't, it doesn't exist or it isn’t important. 
He is compared to a cannon loaded with facts (l. 16) to say that he is cold and dangerous like a weapon. Moreover, he is compared to an apparatus (l. 17) to say that he is as cold as a machine. 

The key word that Dickens uses to describe him is "square" (it is repeated 3 times in lines 21 and 47) that gives the idea of extreme rationality and rigidity.    

2. The description of Mr. G. creates a bad, unpleasant and threatening impression and represents him as a cold man without feelings who wants to destroy the children's freedom and imagination. 
3. He represents rationality and he refuses everything that is connected with creativity, fantasy and imagination.  
4.

1. Mr. G. calls his students “pitchers” (l. 14), so he considers them containers that must be filled with facts and numbers. For Mr. G. they are like objects. 
2. He calls Sissy by number (“girl number 20” l. 21 and 43) even after he has learned her name. This suggests again that he considers her an object, not a person.

3. The students are very passive and they have no personality

4. Sissy and Bitzer are 2 opposite characters: B. is Mr. Gradgrind's good student. He has no personality and he only wants to please the teacher, so he repeats what he has learned by heart. S. represents the world of imagination and fantasy and she has a stronger personality. She replies to Mr. G's comments about her name and her father's job, even if she is shy and scared because Mr. G. is a powerful and severe man and the headmaster of the school. The difference between the two kids is also physical: S. is beautiful, she has dark hair and dark eyes, while B. has very light hair, skin and eyes and he is colourless. His lack of personality is reflected by his lack of colours. The sun (l. 53-56) makes Sissy more beautiful and it makes B. more colourless. 
5. The main theme of the extract is a criticism of the Victorian education based on “object lessons” because in this kind of education there is no place for experience and imagination. The children only learn abstract definitions by heart without understanding them. 
