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he Pelican Brief is a legal thriller – a thriller in which
much of the plot and action is based on elements
of the law and on courtroom practices. It was

written in 1992 by John Grisham. It was his third novel
and the second of his books to be made into a film. The
film was directed by Alan J Pakula and stars Julia Roberts
and Denzel Washington.

The Pelican Brief tells the story of Darby Shaw, a young
law student in the USA, who puts together a theory of why
two Supreme Court judges have been murdered. She
shows her theory to her lover, a professor in law. He then
shows it to an ex-colleague of his who now works for the
FBI. Awful things start happening to Darby and she
realizes that her theory has put her life in danger. She runs
away and eventually turns to the only person she can trust
– a newspaper reporter determined to find out the truth
and save Darby’s life.

John Grisham was born on 8th Febru a ry, 1955, in
Jonesboro, Arkansas (USA). After graduating in law from
Mississippi State University, he started a small law firm in
Southaven, Mississippi, where he practised both civil and
criminal law. In 1983, he was elected to the Mississippi
House of Representatives (the lower house in the US
parliament).

One day in court he overheard the testimony of a
twelve-year-old girl who had been raped. He started to
wonder what would have happened if the girl’s father had
killed the rapists ... and he started to write his first novel,
A Time to Kill, which deals with the very theme of a black
man in Mississippi who murders the rapists of his young
daughter. Grisham was working a 60–70 hour week at that
time and he could write only by getting up early and
writing before going to the office, and using the time
between court work to write. He finished the novel and
sent it to publishers, but it was rejected many times
before finally being published in 1989. Since then he has
published nine more books, all connected with the law in
some way. Six of them have been made into films.

Grisham soon became one of the world’s top-selling
novelists – there are now more than 60 million copies of

his books in print, in thirty languages. Despite this, he
gave up writing for a few months in 1996 to return to court
and honour a commitment he had made to the family of a
railroad worker killed at work. He represented the family in
court and won for them the biggest financial settlement of
his career.

The main theme – or at least setting – running through all
of John Grisham’s books is the law, and The Pelican Brief
is no exception. However, while the action in many of
Grisham’s books is mainly within a courtroom, it is not the
case in this one. The Pelican Brief is a classic ‘chase’
story of one person running from a larger force. The
connection with the law here is the fact that Darby Shaw
is a law student and she exposes the way in which the law
can be twisted by people who have the money and the
influence to do so.

In The Pelican Brief, as in most of Grisham’s books, is
the underlying theme of the small person against a big
organization, whether this is the government, the legal
establishment or big business. In this book, Darby Shaw,
an unimportant law student, first of all makes herself
noticed and puts herself in danger by threatening the
Presidential office and big business with her theory of why
two judges were killed. She soon has to use all her
resources to escape from several attempts to kill her. She
doesn’t know throughout most of the book (and neither
does the reader) who exactly she can trust, both in terms
of individuals and people in authority.

Another theme present here and in many of Grisham’s
other books is that of corruption in high office. Here the
c o rruption is in the Pre s i d e n t ’s office, although the
President himself is weak and stupid rather than corrupt.
We see that his attitude of ‘turning a blind eye’ (refusing to
acknowledge something which makes you uncomfortable
or which in some way will have a bad effect on you) allows
the corruption to continue and in the end can threaten the
lives and happiness of many people.

Finally, there is one theme in The Pelican Brief that is not
a common theme in Grisham’s books – that of the
environment. The ‘pelican brief’ refers to the document
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Darby Shaw writes when she tries to work out why the
two judges were murdered. The only link she can find is
that both of them would have been against an appeal by
a large oil company to drain and use a marsh area in
Louisiana which houses the few remaining brown pelicans
in the United States. The marsh area represents income to
the businessman who owns the oil company, and he is so
interested in creating more wealth for himself that he
doesn’t care about the environmental impact the work
would have. His lack of care for others and ruthlessness
goes as far as a disregard for human life. With this,
perhaps Grisham is suggesting that we all need to respect
our environment, or it is a short step to losing respect for
each other and for life itself.

The following teacher-led activities cover the same
sections of text as the exercises at the back of the reader,
and supplement those exercises. Supplementary exercises
covering shorter sections of the book can be found on the
photocopiable Student’s Activities pages of this Factsheet.
These are primarily for use with class readers but, with the
exception of discussion and pair/groupwork questions,
can also be used by students working by students working
alone in a self-access centre.

ACTIVITIES BEFORE READING THE BOOK
Ask if any students have either read a John Grisham book
or seen a film based on one. What kind of stories does he
write? Where do they take place? What kind of person is
usually the main character? Students discuss their
answers in pairs, then discuss as a class.

ACTIVITIES AFTER READING A SECTION

Chapters 1–3
1 Ask students to find clues in Chapter 1 that show us

Khamel is a professional killer and the murders are a
professional ‘job’.

2 Ask the students to write a list of adjectives which they
think can describe Darby Shaw. Then, in pairs, they
explain some of the adjectives in their lists to their
partner.

Chapters 4–6
Put students into pairs or groups. Ask them to discuss
these questions: Why was Thomas Callahan killed? What
do you think will happen next? What will happen to
Darby? Who is behind the killings? Then discuss the
possibilities as a class.

Chapters 7–10
At the beginning of Chapter 9 Gray Grantham receives
another call from Garcia - with the same conversation.
Direct students to page 31 and to the other phone calls
from Garcia. In pairs, students invent and role play the
conversation between Garcia and Gray.

Chapters 11–14
Divide the class into groups: some groups should make

notes about why Mattiece wanted the marsh area, and the
other groups should make notes about why Green Rescue
objected. Then, each group should put forward their
arguments about the use of the land. Invite opinions from
the students – should the environment block ‘progress’?

Chapters 15–18
Put students into small groups. Ask them what has
happened to all of these people at the end of the story,
and what they imagine is going to happen to each of
them.

Darby Shaw,  Gray Grantham,  the President,  Fletcher
Coal,  Mattiece

Students can write this up as in exercise 26 at the back of
the book.

ACTIVITIES AFTER READING THE BOOK
(Students should do this after the final exercise on the
photocopiable pages.)

Divide the class into five groups. Give each group one of
these names: Darby Shaw, Gray Grantham, the President,
Denton Voyles, Victor Mattiece. Each group makes notes
on the story from the viewpoint of their character and how
that character feels about the events. Then ask students
to form groups of five – each group should contain all five
characters. Each student tells his/her story as he/she sees
it, and the others interrupt if they disagree.

It will be useful for your students to know the following new words.
They are practised in the ‘Before You Read’exercises at the back of
the book. (Definitions are based on those in the Longman Active
Study Dictionary.)

Chapters 1–3

pelican (n) a bird with a very large beak (mouth) that it uses for
catching fish

Constitution (n) a set of laws and principles that describes the power
and purpose of a government

environment (n) the land, water and air that people, animals and
plants live in

homosexual (n) someone who is sexually attracted to someone of
the same sex

investigate (v) to try to find out about something, especially a crime
or an accident

leak (n) secret information given to newspapers or television

liberal (adj) supporting changes in social, political or religious
systems that give people more freedom

Chapters 4–6
implausible (adj) not likely to be true

trace (v) to find out where a telephone call is made from

Chapters 7–10

client (n) someone who pays a person or organization for services or
advice

diskette (n) a small flat piece of plastic used for storing information
on a computer

Chapters 11–14

acre (n) a measurement of land

drill (v) to make a hole in something hard

marsh (n) an area of soft wet land

Chapters 15–18

mug (v) to attack somebody in a public place and take their money 
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1 Read the Introduction on page v of the book and
answer these questions.

(a) What is the Supreme Court in the United States?

(b) What happens to two of the Supreme Court
judges?

(c) Who is Darby Shaw?

(d) What does she do when she hears about the two
judges?

2 What kind of story do you think The Pelican Brief will
be?

CHAPTERS 1–3

Chapter 1
Answer true or false. Then discuss the reasons for your
answers in small groups.

(a) Khamel only kills people for political reasons.

(b) The Supreme Court judges are used to receiving
death threats.

(c) Rosenberg and Jensen both take the death threats
seriously.

(d) Rosenberg and Jensen have nothing in common.

(e) Jensen has a secret side to his life.

Chapters 2 & 3
1 Complete these sentences about events in Chapters

2 and 3.

(a) Voyles says that the two men are dead because
...

(b) Darby Shaw wants to become ...

(c) She thinks the two judges were killed because ...

(d) Thomas Callahan and Gavin Verheek have a lot
in common because ...

(e Darby feels disappointed when she sees the files
because ...

2 Discuss these questions in small groups.

(a) Why is the news of the murders good news for
the President?

(b) Why do the Ku Klux Klan want judges like
Rosenberg dead?

(c) Why does Voyles think that the rich individuals
are not really suspects?

CHAPTERS 4–6

Chapters 4 & 5
1 Read this paragraph about what happens in Chapters

4 and 5. Choose the correct phrases in italics.

Thomas went to see Darby after four days and she
gave him/threw away a copy of her theory. She

thought it was very valuable/worthless. Thomas
showed it to the President/someone in the FBI. Gray
Grantham is a reporter/cleaner on the Washington
Post. He had a phone call from a judge/lawyer who
said he knew something about the killings of
Rosenberg and Jensen. He was frightened and gave
Grantham his name/a false name. The FBI realized
that the killer was Khamel, which meant that someone
had waited a long time/paid a lot of money for the
murders. The FBI also had a copy of the Pelican Brief
- a book about birds/the document that Darby Shaw
had written.

2 Chapter 5 ends: ‘But the President preferred not to
know the various ways in which money came in,
especially when they weren’t always perfectly legal.’
What does this mean? What does it tell us about the
President?

Chapter 6
1 Match the beginning and ending of these sentences.

(a) If Thomas hadn’t drunk so much in the
restaurant,

(b) If they hadn’t had an argument,

(c) If Darby had been in the car,

(d) If Thomas hadn’t given the Pelican Brief to Gavin, 

(i) she would have died too.

(ii) he and Darby wouldn’t have had an argument.

(iii) there wouldn’t have been a bomb in the car.

(iv) Darby would have been in the car with Thomas.

2 There are already quite a lot of people in this story.
Write the name of the correct person next to the
description below.

Darby Shaw,  Thomas Callahan,  Gray Grantham,
Khamel,  Denton Voyles,  Garcia,  Fletcher Coal,
Rosenberg and Jensen

(a) These two people are Supreme Court judges
who are murdered.

(b) This person is the murderer of the two judges.

(c) This person works for the President of the United
States.

(d) This person is the head of the FBI.

(e) This person is a young law student, who wrote
the Pelican Brief.

(f) This person is a law teacher who dies in a car
explosion.

(g) This person is a reporter on an important
newspaper.

(h) This person is a lawyer who thinks he has some
information about the murders of the Supreme
Court judges.
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3 Discuss these questions in small groups.

(a) What do we know so far about the Pelican Brief?

(b) How do we know that it’s an important theory?

(c) How do you think Darby is feeling at the end of
Chapter 6?

(d) Gray Grantham is an important character in the
story? How do you think he becomes important?

CHAPTERS 7–10

Chapters 7 & 8
Explain why these people do the following things.

Why ...

(a) is the President worried about the Pelican Brief?

(b) does Darby hide her hair under a hat?

(c) is Darby worried about the man at the front desk in
the Sheraton Hotel?

(d) does Darby stay in New Orleans?

(e) does Gavin tell her to stay in small hotels and pay
cash?

(f) does Gavin go to New Orleans?

(g) is Gavin angry when Darby doesn’t call him?

Chapters 9 & 10
1 Why are these things important in Chapters 9 and 10?

(a) the thin-faced man at Thomas’s funeral

(b) Darby’s long legs

(c) the fact that Gavin has visited student bars

(d) the microphone in the telephone

2 Khamel comes to New Orleans. Put his actions in the
correct order, 1–10.

(a) He turns off the lights in Gavin’s room.

(b) He receives a phone call about Darby Shaw.

(c) He leaves Gavin’s hotel.

(d) He arrives in New Orleans by boat.

(e) He puts a microphone in the telephone.

(f) He kills Gavin when he comes out of the shower.

(g) He goes to a hotel in New Orleans.

(h) He takes the microphone out of the telephone.

(i) He listens to the call between Darby and Gavin.

(j) He goes to Gavin’s hotel and hides in his room.

CHAPTERS 11–14

Chapters 11 & 12
1 What happens in each of these places? Why are the

places important?

(a) Riverwalk, New Orleans

(b) Chicago Airport

(c) St Moritz Hotel, New York

(d) the marshes in the Mississippi River

2 Answer these questions.

(a) Why does Darby think that Khamel is Gavin?

(b) Who kills Khamel and saves Darby, do you think?

(c) How can Voyles destroy the President?

(d) Why were Rosenberg and Jensen killed?

Chapters 13 & 14
1 Who does each of these things? Choose from these

people.

Darby,  Gray,  Fletcher Coal,  Darby and Gray together

(a) tries to find Garcia’s real name in the library

(b) employs Matthew Barr to talk to Mattiece

(c) goes to Washington

(d) tells Smith Keen where he is staying

(e) leaves his hotel because someone has found him
there

(f) rings the Georgetown law school and asks about
some students

(g) finds some students and asks them about Garcia

(h) finds out Garcia’s real name

2 Use the information from Exercise 1 to write the story
of Chapters 13 and 14. You will have to add some
more information.

CHAPTERS 15–18

Chapters 15 & 16
Answer these questions, then discuss them with another

student.

(a) What happens to Barr?

(b) What kind of person is Mattiece, do you think?

(c) How does Darby find out that Garcia is dead?

(d) Who is Edwin Sneller and who does he work for?

(e) What did Garcia find out? Why was he killed?

(f) What do Gray and Smith Keen decide to do?

Chapters 17 & 18
Answer these questions.

(a) In Chapter 17, Gray phones three people. What does
he say to each of them?

(b) Why does Voyles want Coal’s name to appear in the
newspaper story?

(c) Who shot Khamel? Why?

Discuss these questions in small groups. 

(a) Do you think this is happy or sad story? Why?

(b) Do you think Darby acted sensibly? What would you
have done in her position?
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