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Darkness had come to the town.  Strange things were 
happening in the dead of night.  Children would put a 
tooth under their pillow at bedtime, excitedly waiting 

for the tooth fairy to leave a coin.  In the morning they 
would wake up to find something unspeakable under 

there. A dead slug.  A live spider.  Hundreds and 
hundreds of earwigs creeping and crawling beneath 

their pillow.  Or worse.  Much worse…

Overview
for

teachers



Context

About the author
Hailing from Surrey, David Walliams was born as David Williams but had to change his surname 
when he joined the actors’ union, Equity, as there was already a David Williams.  He studied 
Drama at Bristol University and has worked in the world of entertainment ever since as an actor, 
presenter and a comedian. Walliams is perhaps best known for his Little Britain work with Matt 
Lucas and as a presenter on ITV’s Britain’s Got Talent.

In	2008	he	published	his	first	book,	The Boy in the Dress (based loosely on Anne Fine’s Bill’s 
New Frock) and has subsequently become the biggest UK children’s author to debut this century!  
Walliams says of his sixth book, the prize-winning Demon Dentist... ‘Demon Dentist is my very 
first	horror	story,	with	an	unspeakably	evil	villainess	at	its	centre.	I	hope	children	of	all	ages	will	
love the new book’s combination of chills, action and of course comedy.’

As well as entertaining the nation, Walliams has also dedicated his time to raising money for 
charity and has swum the English Channel and the River Thames for Sports Relief.  

What’s the story about?
After a scarring experience with Mr Erstwhile, the local dentist, when very young, twelve-year-
old	Alfie,	who	 lives	 in	abject	poverty	with	his	beloved	wheelchair-bound	ex-miner	 father,	has	
done everything he can to avoid dentists. As a result he is now in possession of (though not for 
much longer) a set of truly awful teeth.  

However,	Alfie’s	dental	avoidance	tactics	are	overthrown	with	the	appearance	of	two	characters:	
Miss Root, the town’s new creepy dentist who visits his school and tells the children to call her 
Mummy,	and	Winnie,	Alfie’s	well-meaning	though	rather	loud	new	social	worker.	Discovering	
the hidden dental appointment letters, Winnie is determined he shall visit the ‘nice’ new dentist 
who	has	come	to	town.		So	determined	is	she,	she	ends	up	chasing	him	for	fifty	pages	through	his	
school and around the town until he unwittingly ends up in Miss Root’s dental practice anyway. 
Kitted	out	with	dental	equipment	more	akin	to	medieval	torture	equipment,	she	straps	Alfie	to	the	
chair and extracts all of his teeth!

Not	wanting	to	worry	his	father,	Alfie	unburdens	his	troubles	upon	Raj,	the	friendly	newsagent	
owner,	who	generously	gives	Alfie	his	deceased	wife’s	old	false	teeth	to	wear.	Alfie	manages	to	
persuade Raj to be a part of his plan to try and capture whoever is responsible for usurping the 
tooth	fairy	and	leaving	horrific	objects	under	the	children’s	pillows	instead	of	money.	Raj	helps	by	
‘donating’	one	of	his	teeth	for	Alfie	to	pop	under	his	pillow,	but	worried	about	the	boy	confronting	
the	‘tooth	snatcher’	alone,	Raj	climbs	into	Alfie’s	bedroom.	Chaos	ensues	and	in	the	meantime	
an	eyeball	has	been	left	in	the	place	of	Raj’s	tooth	and	the	‘shadowy	figure’	of	the	tooth	snatcher	
(Miss	Root)	flies	out	of	the	room	from	under	Alfie’s	bed.
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Not believed by the police and still not wanting to tell his father in fear his fragile health would 
further	suffer,	Alfie,	his	girl	friend	Gabz	(a	friend	who	is	a	girl	and	not	his	girlfriend)	and	Winnie	
decide to trap Miss Root themselves. Unfortunately Gabz gets kidnapped by Miss Root and after 
a	bit	more	chasing,	Alfie	endangers	himself	when	he	enters	Miss	Root’s	grizzly	tooth	chamber	(or	
Cateethdral)	at	the	bottom	of	a	derelict	mine	shaft.		Alfie	is	taken	prisoner	himself,	so	it	is	up	to	his	
Dad	to	come	to	the	rescue,	which	he	does	but	at	a	cost.		Dad	defeats	Miss	Root	but	sacrifices	his	own	
life	in	the	process.		Although	Alfie	is	obviously	grief-stricken,	he	manages	to	find	happiness	once	
more when he is adopted by Winnie (who marries Raj) and Gabz becomes his girlfriend and not just 
a girl who is his friend.

Themes to look out for
• Sacrifice

• Love

• Poverty 

• Friendship
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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

Literary techniques

Characters
Alfie
Twelve-year-old	Alfie,	the	hero	of	the	story,	is	a	non-complaining,	pitiful	soul	who	has	a	rampant	
fear of the dentist and a huge love for his father, who he has been taking care of for most of his 
life.  He is a brave boy and is willing to take risks and shoulder the burden for those he cares about.  
However,	Walliams’	depiction	of	Alfie	treads	a	fine	line	between	comedy	and	pathos:		he	has	the	
worst teeth ever, wears the shortest trousers and has all his teeth taken out.  His home situation is so 
extreme – no gas, no electric, no biscuits and drinking tea from an egg cup – the reader doesn’t know 
whether to laugh or cry.  The middle ground is uncomfortable, perhaps deliberately so.  

Dad
Stricken with ill health due his work as a coal miner, Dad is wheelchair-bound and is no longer able 
to	financially	provide	for	his	son.		However,	he	is	not	a	man	to	feel	sorry	for	himself	or	for	the	reader	
to feel sorry for.   He is a proud man and while his pride is commendable, it is also the reason for his 
downfall, refusing as he did to acknowledge his illness and get help. However, forever affectionate, 
this	‘great	big	bear	of	a	man’	finds	joy	in	his	unerring	love	for	Alfie	and	in	the	magic	of	storytelling,	
for which he is blessed with a wonderful imagination.  

Miss Root
Lacking in any warmth or human emotion, Miss Root is an archetypal villain, chillingly portrayed. 
Her	breath	is	lifelessly	cold,	‘her	skin	as	pale	as	snow’	and	her	fingers	gnarled.		Everything	about	
Miss	Root	is	clinically	white	except	for	her	soulless	black	eyes.		A	sinister	figure,	she	is	introduced	
as evil, shadowy, a ‘someone’ or ‘something’ who snatches and sneaks and unsettlingly demands 
to be called ‘Mummy’ by all the children.  Like all cartoon villains and witches, she has a white cat 
called Fang who is equally as evil as its owner. 

Winnie
Loud,	brash	and	colourful,	Alfie’s	determined	social	worker	is	a	comic	figure	that	initially	grates	on	
Alfie’s	nerves	as	he	sees	her	as	an	unwelcome	intruder	into	their	lives.		However,	he	soon	realises	
that behind the colour and noise lies a kind-hearted, well-meaning woman who he eventually 
grows to love. 

Raj
Another	stock	comic	character,	slightly	inept	Raj	is	kind	and	generous	to	Alfie	even	to	the	extent	of	
giving him his deceased wife’s false teeth.  As he is not the clearest of thinkers, his good intentions 
are sometimes a catalyst for chaos.  

Gabz
Alfie’s	friend	who	is	a	girl,	but	not	his	girlfriend	-	the	running	joke	in	the	story	-	is	feisty,	savvy	
and sarcastic.  She refuses to follow the crowd and has a clear sense of right and wrong.  When the 
whole	school	laughs	at	Miss	Root’s	comments	about	Alfie’s	rotten	teeth,	she	(along	with	Texting	
Boy though he doesn’t really count) is the only child in the assembly to see the cruelty and does 
not join in.       
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Setting

Alfie’s home
In	 the	 depiction	 of	Alfie’s	 home,	Walliams	 once	 again	 treads	 a	 fine	 line	 between	 comedy	 and	
sympathy.	The	portrayal	of	their	poverty	is	extreme,	encapsulated	in	the	scene	where	Alfie	drinks	tea	
out of an eggcup which could either border on the comically ridiculous or the wretchedly poignant.  
Even though there is always a lack of the basic comforts – everything is ‘worn’ and ‘torn’ or cracked 
or	mouldy	–	in	Alfie’s	house	there	is	ample	warmth	between	the	two	characters	that	live	there.		

Miss Root’s dental practice
Everything in Miss Root’s dental practice is designed to inspire terror and is more akin to a prison 
than a dentist surgery.  Here a door shuts and a key turns, a ‘vast Anglepoise lamp’ casts a bright 
light	ready	to	interrogate	and	discomfort.			Alfie	is	made	vulnerable	by	the	tilted	back	position	of	the	
chair (not forgetting the fact that he is strapped in) and the many dried blood-encrusted dental tools 
are more akin to instruments of torture and designed to revolt.  The equipment all seems out of time 
and	out	of	step	with	Alfie’s	world	making	the	whole	experience	appear	horrifyingly	supernatural.		

Miss Root’s cavern
Like descending into hell, Miss Root’s lair lies at the bottom of a mine shaft and is a grotesque 
‘cateethdral’	of	teeth.		Like	a	hammy	Hammer	House	of	Horror	film	set,	everything	is	extreme	and	
designed	to	intimidate	and	unsettle:	the	throne	is	‘imposing’	and	fit	for	a	‘giant’,	the	walls	are	sharp	
and draw blood, there are goblets, chandeliers and ‘hundreds of candles’...and everything is made of 
children’s teeth.  The descriptions of shadows and the colour white link Miss Root to the place and, 
like herself, it is devoid of any soul.
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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

Narrative techniques
Told	in	the	third	person,	the	narrative	presents	Alfie’s	point	of	view	and	experiences	throughout	
the story and is inferentially sympathetic towards his and his father’s poverty-stricken situation.  
Mainly the narrator observes and describes, rather than directly commenting on, the many 
situations	Alfie	finds	himself	in.		The	only	interruptions	are	for	comedic	purposes	-	‘Made-up	
word Alert’ - or to explain - ‘Gurning is the ancient art of pulling stupid faces...’.          
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Structure

Though there is an obvious main horror/mystery plot involving the Demon Dentist and a poignant 
sub-plot	that	tenderly	depicts	Alfie	and	his	father’s	situation,	the	main	thrust	of	the	story	is	through	
its comedic set pieces that are included simply to make the audience laugh rather than further plot 
or character development.  Often the set pieces are a drawn-out continuation of an event, for 
example,	the	fifty	page	madcap	chase	when	Winnie	tries	to	get	Alfie	to	the	dentist.	At	other	times	
they are digressions that interrupt the story, for example Winnie’s jet-powered bottom scene or 
Alfie’s	many	bullet-pointed	excuses	for	not	visiting	the	dentist	that	range	from	the	plausible	to	
the comically ridiculous.  

In amongst the comedy, the author has set scenes where he builds up suspense and fear, preparing 
the	 reader	 for	 the	 horror	 that	 is	 the	Demon	Dentist	 or	Miss	Root.	 	 For	 example,	when	Alfie	
enters	Miss	Root’s	dental	practice,	it	is	the	sounds	of	a	door	shutting	‘slowly	and	firmly’	and	‘the	
sound of a key being turned’ that unsettle for it is not clear yet who is responsible and his being 
locked in makes him immediately vulnerable. The danger in the scene continues with Miss Root’s 
sinister	whispering	and	Alfie	being	able	to	see	his	‘own	death’	in	her	eyes.		Meanwhile,	to	add	
more horror, her cat, Fang, hisses and ‘snakes’ its way into the surgery and Miss Root’s dental 
equipment is ‘blood encrusted’.  Even though the extraction scene is akin to torture, the reader is 
encouraged	right	from	the	beginning	of	the	novel	not	to	take	the	horror	too	seriously:	‘Beware.	
This is a horror story. With quite a lot of made-up words.’ The juxtaposition of horror and comedy 
continues throughout. Whether you think he actually succeeds in melding the two genres is up to 
you, the reader.

Language
As well as the frequent language typical of ‘toilet humour’ beloved by children - ‘fart’, 
‘Knickergate’ and Winnie’s ‘bottom burp’, Walliams’ more imaginative hyperbolic similes add to 
the comic value of the story.  For example, while Winnie eats a coffee revel (notoriously the worst 
sweet	in	the	history	of	sweets),	her	face	looks	‘...as	if	a	deadly	poisonous	jellyfish	had	swum	into	
her mouth’. Her ensuing reaction, ‘COFFEE!!! NNNNNNOOooooooooo!!!!’ typically shows 
how Walliams incorporates onomatopoeia and plays with the font size to add a humorous brio to 
the story. It’s pantomime in book form.
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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
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Special feature
Comedy

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Walliams’ utilises many traditional comic forms in The Demon Dentist	including:

Black comedy:  Humour through horror and other disturbing subjects.  The ‘extraction scene’ 
in the story is quintessential black comedy.  

Humour through understatement:  After the reader has read the excruciating ‘extraction 
scene’,	the	author	begins	the	next	chapter	with	a	deliberate	understatement	when	Alfie’s	Dad	
asks	him	how	it	went	at	the	dentist,	‘Did	you	have	a	filling?’

Character comedy: Winnie and Raj are the two comic characters in the story.  Although they 
are good people, the reader is nevertheless encouraged to laugh at them rather than with them.  

Cringe comedy: This a comedy of embarrassment where people do things that make you want 
to	squirm.		Winnie’s	lack	of	social	grace	at	Alfie’s	house	could	fit	the	bill	as	could	Knickergate	
and	Raj	offering	Alfie	his	deceased	wife’s	teeth.		

Farce:	Comedy	of	exaggeration.	The	madcap	chase	of	Alfie	by	Winnie	et	al	is	a	good	example.	
The drama teacher’s misunderstanding adding another layer of humour to the scene.  

Misunderstandings: The drama teacher during the chase and Winnie’s pronunciation of ‘teet’ 
and	‘griffit’.		

Toilet humour: Humour associated with bodily functions – Winnie’s bottom burps, for example, 
and the colloquial ‘pee’.  

Sarcasm: Humour of insult shown through the character Gabz.

Puns: Playing with sounds of words.  Walliams rarely ventures into this realm except for 
describing Miss Root’s teeth covered underground cavern as a ‘cateethdral’.

 

The origins of the term ‘Comedy’ 
are from Ancient Greece!



Activities
for

children
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Ideas for getting started
Engaging with the world of the novel

Before reading

Social and 
historical context

Find out what you can about miners and the illnesses they can 
get through their work.  

Find out about the different forms of comedy that exist in 
literature and film.  Can you think of anything you have read or 

seen that would fit into the different forms?  What kind of comedy 
appeals to you most?
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Debate
What do you find funny?  Why do some people find some 

things funny and other things not?
What do you find scary?  

What, in your opinion, makes a good children’s horror story?  What would be 
too much for you?

Can a horror story ever be comic?  Why do you say that?
What, if anything, scares you about the dentist? 

What in your opinion makes a good friend?
How important are stories and storytelling?

Facts
What is the definition of comedy?

What ten facts can you find about the author?  
Which fact was your favourite and why?

What facts can you find about the illustrator, 
Tony Ross?

Pictures 
and objects

Explore a picture of a dentist’s chair, a dentist’s white jacket and a 
selection of dental equipment then create a comic scene that includes 

these objects.

Examine a picture of an evil white cat, a skeleton and a mine shaft and 
think about how these objects might link together in a story.

Watch examples of different types of comedy, for example farce, slapstick 
or deadpan delivery and talk about what is funny about each one.



Stopping places

Things to discuss
Character: How	much	do	you	learn	about	Alfie?		How	do	you	feel	about	Alfie?		Did	
your	opinion	of	him	change	at	any	time	during	the	first	two	chapters?
How is Dad presented?  Look at what the author tells you about him.  How do you 
think the author feels about Dad?  How do you feel about him?
How	would	you	describe	Alfie	and	his	Dad’s	relationship?
How is the dentist presented in Chapter 1?  How far is he like your own dentist?  What 
did	you	find	most	funny	about	him?
In what ways is Miss Veal, the dentist’s receptionist in Chapter 1, presented?  Look 
at the adjectives to physically describe her?  What do they have in common?  What 
other words can you think of that have a similar meaning?  How humorous a character 
is she?

Ideas: Look at the storytelling scene in Chapter 2.  What do you think Walliams’ view 
is about storytelling?  What makes you say this? 
What power do stories have?  What happens to you when you read or listen to a story?  

Humour:  What does Walliams do to make the tooth-pulling dentist scene in Chapter 
1 so comical?  What was the funniest thing in this scene for you?  What did you like 
most about this scene? 

Language:  Look at the dentist scene in Chapter 1.  What language does Walliams use 
to add to make the scene so humourous?

Structure:	In	what	ways	does	the	prologue	fit	with	what	you	have	read	so	far?		What	
do you think the prologue is preparing you for?  How did you feel after reading the 
prologue?  

Story: What kind of story do you think this is going to be?  Why do you say that? 
From what you have read so far, what are your expectations of this story?
At the very beginning of the book, Walliams warns that ‘This is a horror story.’  What 
has he written to make you believe him?  How horrible a horror story do you think it 
will be?  Why do you say that?
It is a humorous story, but was there anything you read that made you feel sad?  What 
was it?  Why did it make you feel sad?
How successful an opening to a story was this section?  Why do you say that?

1 Read to the end of Chapter 2 Believe
Focus on...
• Opening of the story

Developing understanding of narrative and literary techniques

During reading

2 Read to the end of Chapter 5 
Special Sweeties
Focus on...
• Initial impressions of Ms Root
• Presentation of danger

Things to discuss
Character:	 	In	what	ways	is	Ms	Root	presented?		Look	at	the	first	word	associated	with	her	
appearance.  What does it suggest about her? What does she say or do that make you feel 
uncomfortable? What do her black eyes suggest about her? She is dressed all in white. What 
does that suggest about her? What do you think when she asks the children to call her ‘mummy’? 
How	does	it	make	you	feel	towards	her?		In	what	ways	is	she	a	creepy	character?	Alfie	doesn’t	
trust her. Do you? Why or why not?
What	more	do	you	learn	about	Alfie	in	this	section?		Look	at	the	adjectives	used	to	describe	his	
clothes at the beginning of Chapter 3.  What do they suggest about him?  In what ways does the 
description	influence	the	way	you	feel	towards	Alfie?		
How is Gabz presented?  What role do you think she might play in the story?

Structure: At what points in this section did you begin to feel that Ms Root was a dangerous 
character? How else does Walliams create a sense of uncertainty and danger around Ms Root?

Tone: How would you describe the tone of the story so far?

Story: What do you think could happen next?

Things to do...
What do you think are Miss Root’s motives? Either pretend you are Miss Root or make a Miss 
Root puppet. Perform a soliloquy that shows what is really on her mind!

Create	life-size	drawings	of	Gabz,	Alfie,	Miss	Root	and	Dad	and,	using	post-it	notes,	write	
down words or phrases that describe their characteristics.  Think of your own words, but 
support ideas with words and phrases from the novel.
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Things to do...
Write	 your	 own	 short	 dentist	 scenes.	 	 Make	 one	 humorous	 and	 one	 horrific.	What	 are	 the	
differences in language between the two scenes?  Use some of the adjectives Walliams uses in 
Chapter 1 to help you if you wish or why not go one step further and use synonyms instead?  
Think about the presentation of your dentist, how he or she works, how the person in the chair 
reacts.   

Prepare	a	speech	to	persuade	Alfie	to	visit	the	dentist	again.		Think	about	using	emotive	words	
and phrases.
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Things to discuss
Character:	What	effect	does	it	have	on	you,	hearing	Winnie	before	you	see	her?
Look at the adjectives used to describe Winnie. What do they have in common and what do they 
suggest	about	her?		What	does	the	way	she	speaks	suggest	about	her?		Why	do	you	think	Alfie	
doesn’t like her?  Do you like her?  Why or why not?
What do you think of the way Walliams portrays PC Plank in Chapter 10?

Setting:	 How	 is	Alfie’s	 home	 presented?	 	What	 clues	 does	Walliams	 include	 to	 show	 their	
poverty?		How	does	Alfie’s	home	circumstances	influence	the	way	you	feel	about	him	and	his	
dad?		What	difference	would	it	make	to	the	story,	and	your	reaction	to	the	story,	if	Alfie	and	his	
father	weren’t	portrayed	as	being	poor?		What	do	you	think	of	other	people’s	reactions	to	Alfie’s	
poverty at the end of Chapter 7?
Do	you	find	the	presentation	of	Alfie’s	poverty	sad	or	humorous?		Why	do	you	say	that?

Structure: How does Walliams create a sense of fear at the beginning of Chapter 9, Tell No One 
when	Alfie	enters	the	boiler	room?

Story:	What	did	you	find	funny	in	this	section?	
Which was the saddest part in this section for you?
How well do you think Walliams manages to balance humour and pity?
What would you like to see happen next?
If you were to introduce a new character in the section, who might it be?

Things to do...
Introduce a new character to the story, perhaps someone who is the opposite of Winnie.  Look up 
the antonyms to some of the words used to describe Winnie and use those in your presentation 
of the character if you wish.   
Write your own suspenseful entrance to a room.  How does it compare to Walliams’ efforts 
– better or worse?
Add Winnie to your life-size drawings.  How does she compare to the other characters you have 
seen so far in the story?

4 Read to the end of Chapter 16 
A Beckoning Hand
Focus on...
• Presentation of the chase

Read to the end of Chapter 12 
Counterplan
Focus on...
• Presentation of Winnie
• Presentation of Alfie’s house and 
 circumstances
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Things to discuss
Character:	What	does	the	chase	scene	reveal	about	both	Alfie	and	Winnie?
What	effect	does	Miss	Root	have	on	Alfie?		What	does	his	reaction	suggest	
about her?

Setting:  How does the setting of the chase scene add to the humour of the 
piece?  What did you like most about this scene?

Language: In what ways does Walliams create a sense of pace in this 
section?  

Look at the verb choices, comparative adjectives, similes and onomatopoeia.

Look at the similes the author uses in this section?  How humorous are they 
to you?  Which do you think is the funniest simile?  

Structure: What did you think about the way this section ended?  Is it what 
you expected?
At what point at the end did you realise that the owner of the ‘long thin hand’ 
was Miss Root?  
What did you like about the way she was slowly revealed?  How did it make 
you feel about her as you read it?  What difference would it have made if you 
had been told it was Miss Root right from the very beginning?  

Humour: Walliams uses similes for humour in this section.  What else did 
he do to make the story funny?

Story:	What	do	you	think	will	happen	to	Alfie	now?

Things to do...
At	the	centre	of	this	comic	novel	is	Alfie.		Discuss	how	much	of	a	comic	
character he really is?  Who is the funniest character you have met so far in 
the story?
How many words can you think of to describe the chase scene?  Collect 
as	many	as	you	can	and	as	a	class	display	them.		Choose	five	of	the	words	
from the display and put them in an order of which, in your opinion, best 
describes the scene.
Write the next chapter of the novel. Make sure it links with what you have 
read previously. 
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5 Read to the end of Chapter 21 
Flying Tooth
Focus on...
• The build-up of horror
• The presentation of Raj

Things to discuss
Character: How far do you get to know what the characters are thinking about?  Is there 
anything more you would like to know about them?
What are your impressions of Raj?

Setting:  What does Raj’s shop tell you about Raj the man?

Structure: What does Walliams do to build up a sense of tension and horror in Chapter 17?  
What was the most frightening part of this chapter for you? Why? 
Did	you	find	any	of	Chapter	17	funny?		Which	parts?
Do you think the writer meant the scene to be scary or funny, or both?  Why do you say that?
Look	at	Chapter	18	again.		How	did	Walliams	prepare	you	for	the	fact	that	Alfie	had	had	all	his	
teeth taken out?  At what point in this chapter did you guess he had no teeth?  How shocked 
were you by this?  In what way did it affect the way you felt about the characters and the 
writer, if at all?  

Language:  Look at the words used to describe the tooth-pulling scene in Chapter 17. 
What	do	you	notice	about	them?		Which	words	did	you	find	the	most	terrifying?

Story: Was there anything that surprised you in this section of the story?  
What caught your attention most in this section?

Things to do...
Draw each of the characters you have met so far and create thought bubbles showing what each 
is thinking at this point in the story.  What are their hopes and fears?  What might they want to 
see happen next?
Authors sometimes use a setting to tell you more about the person who lives there.  Think of a 
character you might write about in your own story and think about a place they might work or 
live.		Write	a	short	description	of	this	setting	and	try	to	make	it	reflect	the	qualities	of	the	person	
as	much	as	you	can.		Consider	how	easy	or	difficult	it	is	to	do	that.				
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6 Read to the end of Chapter 31 
Swinging a Cat
Focus on...
• The different types of humour
• Creating a sense of fear and dread

Things to discuss
Character:	 In	Chapter	30,	Miss	Root	 is	described	as	growling	and	sneering	when	she	
speaks?  What do these descriptions suggest about her?  Do you think they are good words 
to use?  Why?  What other words might you use to describe the way she speaks?  What do 
your words suggest about her?

Setting:  How does the author use setting at the beginning of Chapter 28 to create a sense 
of dread?

Humour: Look at the opening sentence of Chapter 22, A Gigantic Trifle.		Did	you	find	it	
funny?  What made it a funny sentence?
In Chapter 23, Jet-Powered Bottom,	both	Alfie	and	his	father	found	Winnie’s	bottom	burps	
hilarious.  What did you think of this scene?  How funny was it to you?  What made it 
funny/not funny?
Which was the funniest scene in this section for you? What was it you liked so much?
What different types of humour does the author weave into this section?  Which did you 
like most?

Structure:	At	what	point	did	you	begin	to	think	that	Alfie’s	plan	may	not	work	out	the	
way he had hoped?  What makes you say that?  Did the author prepare you in any way?
What techniques does the author use to build up a sense of fear and anticipation in Chapter 
26 Thick Brown Slime?  At what point, if any, did you feel most scared?
There are sad moments in between the comedy in this section.  Why do you think the 
author has done this? Find an example and discuss how their placement affects you and 
how	it	makes	you	feel	about	Alfie	and	his	father’s	situation.
How would you describe the dentist scene in Chapters 30 and 31?  Funny or scary or both?  

Language:  Highlight the similes in this section.  Which do you think is the funniest? 
Why? Which simile was the most imaginative? Which simile did you like most?
Look at the language in the dentist scene in Chapters 30 and 31.  Which words suggest a 
sense of chaos?
In Chapter 30, the author describes Miss Root’s drill as letting ‘out a high pitched scream 
as	it	spun.’		How	does	the	personification	of	this	object	make	the	drill	appear?

Story: How do you see the story ending?

Things to do...
Walliams	uses	personification	to	make	Miss	Root’s	drill	appear	more	frenzied 
and dangerous.  Personify the other objects in this scene.
What impact does it have?
Write a paragraph that builds up a sense of dread.
What funny similes can you think of? 
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7 Read to the end of the story
Focus on...
• The conclusion of the story

Things to discuss
Character: Which character were you most interested in?  Why?
Which was the funniest character for you?  Why?
Did any of the characters remind you of anyone you know, have seen or read about?
Why do you think Texting Boy was included in the story?

Setting:  What are your impressions of Miss Root’s cave?
The author rarely describes setting in the story. Did this matter? Did you imagine the 
varying	places	anyway	-	school,	newsagents,	mine,	Alfie’s	house,	Miss	Root’s	dental	
practice?  How did you imagine them?

Humour: Was there anything else you found funny in this section?

Structure:	How	satisfying	was	the	ending	for	you?		How	far	did	it	fit	with	the	rest	of	
the novel? 
How did you feel about Dad’s death? Why do you think Walliam’s chose to kill him 
off? What would you have done?  Why do you say that?
Did	you	ever	think	Alfie	or	Gabz	were	ever	in	any	real	danger	from	Miss	Root?		Why	
or why not?  What did the author do to make you think that?
Which part of the story had the most pace for you?  Did it ever drag?  Did you skip 
pages?

Narrator:  What did the narrator think about the characters in the story?  Which 
ones did you think the narrator liked and disliked? 

Story:  What do you think this story was about?
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After reading

Create & imagine
Developing a personal response to the novel

Alternative ending
How else could the story have ended?  

Imagine you are the author and re-write the 
ending.  How does your ending compare with 

the original?     

Casting director
Many of David Walliams books are now being turned 
into	films.		If	you	were	the	casting	director	of	Demon 
Dentist: The Movie, who would you cast as the main 

characters and why?  Collect photos of your actors and 
actresses and explain what qualities you think they 
would bring to the role and why the director should 

choose them over everyone else. 

Film your own 
comic chase scene 

Chase	scenes	have	long	been	used	in	literature	and	film	
to provide comic relief.  Think about a chase scene you 
could	film	in	your	school.		Who	will	you	have	chasing	

who and why?  What music would you put to your chase 
scene to make it even funnier?  

2322

Villains!
Miss Root is in many ways an archetypal villainess. 

Compare her with other villains from books you have 
read	or	films	you	have	watched.		How	are	they	similar	

and how are they different? Now create your own 
villainess.  What would she look like, what might she 

say or do and how might others react to her?     



Memorable quotes

That fateful afternoon the boy vowed that he would never 
ever go to the dentist ’s again. To this day he never had.

When Alfie’s shaking legs finally propelled him to the 
front of the hall, he looked into the dentist ’s eyes for the 
first time.  Miss Root’s eyes were black. Blacker than oil. 
Blacker than coal.  Blacker than the blackest black.

‘Call me mummy...’

‘Come on, children. Don’t be scared.  Come and help 
yourselves to Mummy’s special sweeties…’

The boy hated Maths, but Double Maths, even Triple Maths, 
Quadruple Maths or Infinity Maths would be preferable to 
going to have his teeth poked, prodded or even pulled out.  

‘Plank to base. I require urgent backup.  Repeat.  Urgent 
backup.  Am knackered. Repeat. Knackered.  And can you 
pick me up a bag of ready salted crisps on the way? Repeat.  
Ready salted crisps.  Urgent. Over.’

Looking up at her, the first thing he noticed were her huge 
gleaming white teeth.  As big as the ivory keys on a grand 
piano.  Next he noticed her eyes.  Those eyes.  Those black 
eyes.  Those eyes so black, that it seemed if you gazed into 
them too deeply, you would see your own death. 

There was her trolley again, this time crowded with a 
staggering array of dental tools.  Many were rusted, with 
old blackened wooden handles.  Some had flecks of blood 
encrusted on them. They looked more like things you would 
find in a museum of medieval torture than a modern dental 
surgery. 

‘Just for the record, she is not my girlfriend…’

‘I covet them.  Like diamonds or rubies.  I have collected 
them for centuries.  For all over the world.  Moving on 
from place to place. Now I have settled here, and will not 
rest until every single child’s tooth in the town is mine!’

   



Sandwiched between Winnie and Raj, and with the warm 
summer wind blowing on his face, Alfie couldn’t help but 

smile.  The day his father died, Alfie though any chance he 
had of ever being happy again had died too.  However, as they 
zoomed through the town and off into the distance, he closed 

his eyes. He wanted to catch this feeling.  Happiness.  

In his head, Alfie could hear Dad’s voice. 

“All you have to do is close your eyes, and believe…” 



‘Walliams is a natural wit.’ 

Evening Standard

‘Well-written, funny, touching.’ 

Observer

‘A delight….a new Roald Dahl.’ 

The Times
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