‘Curious Incident’ Booklet

Choose ONE of the following essay questions. 
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1. What are the factors that shape the character Christopher’s life in the novel The Curious Incident of the Dog In The Night-time by Mark Haddon? What lessons does he learn about his world?
a. You might discuss a couple of EVENTS in the book that change Christopher’s understanding.
e.g. Finding the dog, finding out who killed it.
Each EVENT you pick will mean you can explore an IDEA/THEME!
E.g. EVENT = The dog dying. THEME/IDEA = God and religion, or Justice.

b. You might also look at some of the stylistic features used: the prime number chapters, some of the text choices, etc.

“Christopher, upon coming across the box of truths and confronting his father (EVENT), comes to question his understanding of truth (IDEA). This is evident when…”

OTHER CHOICES FOR A QUESTION:

2. Christopher states at the end of the novel: “And I know I can do this because I went to London on my own, and because I solved the mystery of Who Killed Wellington? And I found my mother and I was brave and I wrote a book and that means I can do anything.” (p268) 
Does Christopher truly change over the period of his investigation? 
(again, you might refer to the below ideas).
Do you think that the consequences of the novel are realistic?

3. How does the structure of The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time reflect the disability of the protagonist, Christopher? Is it a believable representation of disability?  Can you empathise with the character Christopher?
4. ‘Readers either love or hate the character of Christopher’ what is your view of this statement and what techniques does Haddon use to influence your response?
‘A’ Tips:

· Plan out which quotes fit best.

Ku1 
Knowledge and understanding of ideas and perspectives in texts.

· How does Christopher’s  world view or understanding of an idea change? You might choose one area or a couple. E.g. Truth, Order

An1 
Analysis of ideas, perspectives, and/or aspects of culture represented in texts. 

· Analyse how it changes / what impact this has on Christopher, his understanding, his actions, his beliefs, how these changes impact on his life and those around him.

Ap2 
Use of evidence from texts to develop and support a response.

· Be sure to use quotations / events / analysis of specific technical features  as evidence to prove your point!

THEME/IDEA Notes:

Instead of looking at realistic or unrealistic, you might identify some ideas/themes from the book and explaining how Christopher’s understanding changes regarding this idea…

Some choices:

· The autistic world vs. the non-autistic world: shared traits; differing traits

· Diversity: being different; being “other”; what makes us similar to or different from others; inclusion into a group vs. exclusion from a group; disabilities – how  you define such a thing and what sets you apart from others

· Education: how we learn; what we teach 

· Perception: how we see the world around us; what shapes our perceptions

· Family: parents; parenting; children; separations; divorces; reconciliations; functional vs. dysfunctional families

· Growth and change: what makes us grow and change; why we stay the same

· Emotions: the things we feel, why we feel them, and how we express them

· Journeys: the places – literal, figurative – that we go to; the paths that we take to get there

· Epistemology: what we know, and how we know what we know; means of knowing ourselves and the world

· Communication: methods of communicating with others; what we communicate, what we withhold, and why

· Truth and Reality: what is real or true, or not, to you or to others, and what shapes our notion of truth and reality; the degree to which truth and reality are distinct things.

· Good and Evil:  what is good in Christopher’s world? And what is evil? Does he have a concept of good and evil? What is right or wrong to him, and why? How do Christopher’s morals differ from your own?

· Coping: getting by in this world; what we do to survive

· Philosophies of life and living

· Version of reality

· Isolation

· Order and logic

· Fear

· Language and understanding

· Lies and deceit

· Love

· Freedom and confirnement

· Identity

· Truth

http://www.gradesaver.com/the-curious-incident-of-the-dog-in-the-night-time/study-guide/themes
Sparknotes will help too.
The written word

Everything in The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time is seen through the eyes of Christopher, the fifteen-year-old genius narrator with Asperger’s syndrome. All events are processed through his remarkable mind. Very early on we are made aware that the novel Christopher starts writing is the novel we have in our hands. For that reason we always feel close to Christopher: we are not only looking out on the world from his perspective but we are literally positioned in his shoes, holding the very novel that he is holding as he writes. We are effectively written into his story. For this reason we become more and more tuned into the way in which Christopher views the world. The emotional outbursts of those around Christopher are told in a matter-of-fact way that makes episodes of rage somehow distant and often even more chilling. We are let into his world in a way that other characters in the novel seem not to have access. Haddon endows us with the necessary equipment (this novel) to be able to understand Christopher and to share his life and as a result we are introduced into the world of this young man in a way that no other character in the novel can fully do. It is a gift that Haddon has given us and it is a testament to the power of writing and communicating. 

The way in which Christopher uncovers perhaps the greatest secret of the novel is no accident – there is a reason why he finds out that his mother is alive by reading letters from her. Christopher uncovers the truth by reading. Through reading his mother's letters he is able to digest the information in his own way and in his own time. This is exactly what Haddon gifts us with: Christopher’s narrative is so simple and yet uncovers a world of complex truths. His logic and matter-of-fact attitude allow us to see the world fresh. The unique perspective of Christopher’s logic colors everything in the narrative. Mark Haddon is writing a story about Christopher writing a story, and Christopher is writing a story that forces us to re-write our own stories.

God, order and stability

Christopher tells us in Chapter 199 that 'people believe in God because the world is very complicated and they think it is very unlikely that anything as complicated as a flying squirrel or the human eye or a brain could happen by chance. But they should think logically and if they thought logically they would see that they can only ask this question because it has already happened and they exist.'

Christopher's sense of stability and order comes from understanding science and logic - he does not feel comforted by holding on to the idea that there is a greater power controlling what we do and what will happen. In Christopher's world, if there were a greater power controlling things then he would not have the free will that he is confident he has. This endows Christopher, and each character, with their own individuality.

Christopher's sense of order is constructed by himself and not dictated to him. For instance when Christopher sees lots of red cars in a row, he knows it is going to be a good day. He explains in Chapter 47 that 'Mr Jeavons, the psychologist at the school, once asked me why 4 red cars in a row made it a Good Day, and 3 red cars in a row made it a Quite Good Day, and 5 red cars in a row made it a Super Good Day and why 4 yellow cars in a row made it a Black Day, which is a day when I don't speak to anyone and sit on my own reading books and don't eat my lunch...I said that I liked things to be in a nice order...And I said that some people who worked in an office came out of their house in the morning and saw that the sun was shining and it made them feel happy, or they saw that it was raining and it made them feel sad [but]...in an office the weather didn't have anything to do with whether they had a good day or a bad day.'

Christopher acknowledges that he needs order in his life and acknowledges that the order we each chose for ourselves is comforting but not logical.

Autism, language and communication

Although the word is not mentioned in the novel, Christopher does suffer from Asperger's syndrome, which is an autistic spectrum disorder. This means that Christopher expresses himself in a simple and straightforward way and cannot understand commonly accepted modes of signaling. For instance, he says 'I find people confusing. This is for two main reasons. The first main reason is that people do a lot of talking without using any words...The second main reason is that people often talk using metaphors.' Christopher does not accept the typical 'signals' that people use to communicate, for instance 'raising an eyebrow' which Siobhan explains to him 'can mean 'I want to do sex with you' and it can also mean 'I think that what you just said was very stupid.'

The fact that Christopher has a form of autism allows Haddon to take away the baggage that language has adopted over the years and to strip it bare once again to a pure form; we have to interact directly with the words that are spoken and not with the implications of these words according to the society we live in. In this way, Christopher's account allows us to see the world in a new and fresh light without taking anything for granted. He says himself 'My name...means carrying Christ...Mother used to say that it meant Christopher was a nice name because it was a story about being kind and helpful, but I do not want my name to mean a story about being kind and helpful. I want my name to mean me.' Christopher's father fans out his fingers and touches Christopher 'and it means that he loves me' . 

Christopher does not like to be hugged. He does not understand what different facial expressions are. He needs to relate directly and individually to language; through his writing, language is reborn in less encumbered way. Most of us would understand what 'I laughed my socks off' meant but few of us would know where the expression originated, and so we have lost the impact of the metaphor because we don't know why it is used in this way. Christopher forces us to reassess our relationship with language so that it speaks directly to us and so that the only tool we use to communicate is a direct reflection of what we think and feel, not a borrowed or inherited means of expression.

Detective story

The novel is set up as a detective story from the outset. Christopher wants to work out who killed Mrs. Shears’ dog, Wellington. He sets out to find out about The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-time but instead finds out much more about his own life and family. The title represents what Christopher hopes to find out but within the title itself is another world of mystery that is uncovered as we go through the novel.

This detective novel is multi-layered. Christopher believes he is in control of his narrative and of the investigation because he believes he is an outsider who will go ‘inside’ this story, investigate, and find out the truth. In actual fact, as Christopher starts to write and to find out more information, the narrative runs away with itself and it is no longer Christopher who is in control. As he documents his findings, we realize that in actual fact Christopher is not an outside to this investigation at all: the mystery lies in his own house. Christopher calls his novel a ‘murder mystery novel’ but he will not have known how poignant a description that is. Wellington’s murderer is of course Ed, his father, but Ed could also be accused of another murder: that of his mother. Although not really dead, Ed murdered Christopher’s mother when he lied and told his son that she had died. When we realize this, Ed’s explanation that she had ‘a problem with her heart’ becomes all the more unsettling. 

This is not the only ‘detecting’ that goes on in the novel. At the outset, Christopher’s view of the world and his reaction to it may seem unusual. However, Christopher’s consistent logic and mathematical reason educate the reader, and as we read the novel we go on a journey and learn more and more about Christopher. By the end we empathize more with Christopher than we do with his parents, or Mr. Shears. We understand his impulses and there is security in his inability to tell a lie. As we have followed him on this journey of investigation, we have uncovered much more than just who killed Wellington: we have learned all about a very gifted boy who has Asperger's syndrome. This surely must alter what we usually take for granted about our own perspective on life.

Tragedy

It is interesting to think of this novel in terms of a 'tragedy'. After all, in his search for truth, Christopher uncovers a mystery that not only implicates him and his family but also causes a major shift in his family: he moves out and lives with his mother. 

The structure of the novel could be compared to that of a tragedy. but it does not end in misery. By the end of the novel, Christopher has made the journey to the other side and essentially brought his mother back from the dead. It is almost as though Christopher, by adhering strictly to his own criteria of behavior, has escaped the trap of literature and has escaped the tragedy. As Polonius says in Hamlet, 'to thine own self be true/And it must follow, as the night the day/Thou canst not then be false to any man.' Unlike Hamlet, Macbeth, Lear or Othello, Christopher lives his life by his own standards, is not poisoned by what other people think, does not shy away from what he thinks is right, does not try to get ahead by being unfair and does not regard his own status at all. It is perhaps for this reason that despite the horrifying information he uncovers about his family, he is able to rise out of the misery and redeem all of the characters in the novel.

Science and Art

Christopher writes the novel because he wants to record his experience of ‘detecting’. He adheres to his own rules about structure and form and only occasionally nods to more typical ways of writing – for instance when Siobhan tells him to include more description in his writing. When he decides to include more description, he does so in a way that interests him, for instance when he describes the sky. Christopher breaks the mold and instinctively expresses what comes to him as he writes. Haddon of course has constructed a very tight narrative in order for it to feel as instinctive and fresh as it does.

Haddon’s mathematical structure in The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-time is carefully constructed. Haddon knew that in order to be able to communicate the thoughts of a boy like Christopher he must find a realistic reason for him to write a book. And so Christopher is made to love detective novels. Haddon sets up an almost scientific set of circumstances in order to enable him to create this work of art. 

This is mirrored throughout the novel – Christopher wants to be a scientist and is actually a novelist. Christopher believes in logic and in science and interestingly it is his imagination that takes him on this ‘detecting’ journey that enables him to uncover more than he could ever have thought possible. He would never have imagined the twist that takes place, and yet it is his imagination as he is searching for Wellington’s killer that brings him to the realization. Of course it is Haddon’s imagination that constructs such a mathematically brilliant structure, which means that when we discover that Christopher’s mother is indeed alive, it is a huge shock.

Love and relationships

Christopher's inability to express his feelings of love and closeness in a typical manner can feel alienating. If you did not understand Christopher you might not believe he was capable of feelings of love in the way in which most people understand. However, Christopher once again teaches us the importance of reassessing our own definitions. Even though he does not like to be hugged by his father and even though he shows no obvious signs of missing his mother, Haddon manages to construct a world in which we are genuinely touched by Christopher's honesty about his feelings. Remembering his mother, he explains that she smelt nice which is such a specific memory that it conjures up a whole image of Christopher being physically close to his mother and feeling comforted by her familiar smell. 

The big mistake that Christopher's father makes is to hide the information from Christopher that his mother is leaving them because he wants to 'protect' his son. Presumably worrying that Christopher will feel rejected, he hides this vital information from him. Christopher's response to this, however, is not as one might expect - when he eventually finds his mother he is not angry that she left him. His relationships are conducted differently than ours.

Christopher shows that he is more caring that most people who express their love in the usual ways. When he notices that Toby is missing, he puts his own life in danger in order to save him. 

Once again, Christopher makes us reassess how we view relationships. Since the traditional marital relationships of the novel are not very successful, it is clear that the way in which the rest of us deal with love and relationships is not necessarily ideal.

Q1 Suggested Structure

What are the factors that shape the character Christopher’s life in the novel The Curious Incident of the Dog In The Night-time by Mark Haddon? What lessons does he learn about his world?
Introduction

· Introduce text and author

· Small plot summary
· Introduce the idea of autism/disability/his perception differing from the world

· Mention the 2-3 IDEAS you have chosen and hint at ‘major events’ that shift Christopher’s understanding.
Body

· Maybe Discuss Disability if that was not stronger earlier in Introduction.
· How does it shift his perepective? How is he different from others? 

· Does anything/text from the book help prove this? I.e. the prime number chapters.

· Body 1: Choose a MAJOR EVENT that impacts on Christopher.

· What happened?

· What was Christopher’s understanding of this idea before this event? (quote?)

· What was Christopher’s understanding of this idea after the event? (quote?)

· How has Christopher changed? His understanding? His view stayed the same or changed? Has the whole world changed or just his segment of the world?


· Body 2: Choose a MAJOR EVENT that impacts on Christopher.

· What happened?

· What was Christopher’s understanding of this idea before this event? (quote?)

· What was Christopher’s understanding of this idea after the event? (quote?)

· How has Christopher changed? His understanding? His view stayed the same or changed? Has the whole world changed or just his segment of the world?


· Body 3: Choices, choices…

· You might choose a third event and idea if the previous two are low on word count.

· You might evaluate which event had a larger impact on Christopher.

Conclusion

· State final opinion about Chris changing

· State opinion on what the lessons he learns are.
· Finish strong: to what extent is the book effective, etc…
Q2 Suggested Structure

Christopher states at the end of the novel: “And I know I can do this because I went to London on my own, and because I solved the mystery of Who Killed Wellington? And I found my mother and I was brave and I wrote a book and that means I can do anything.” (pg268) 
Does Christopher truly change over the period of his investigation? Do you think that the consequences of the novel are realistic?
Introduction

· Introduce text and author

· Introduce disability link to Christopher

· Are the consequences realistic or unrealistic?

· Does Christopher change?

Body

· Discuss Disability

· Discuss consequences

· Nearly missing maths exam

· Finding out his dad killed Wellington

· Found out his mum is still alive

· He went to London

· Lost his rat

· Had to talk with strangers

· Had to overcome fears

· Found the letters from his mum

· Form an opinion if consequences are realistic

· For opinion whether he changes

· Discuss through consequence paragraphs

· Back up your opinion with quotes

Conclusion

· State final opinion about Chris changing

· State opinion on how realistic the consequences are 

· Leave with final statement to keep reader thinking and so they believe you.

Q4 Suggested Structure

 Readers either love or hate the character of Christopher. What is your view of this statement and what techniques does Haddon use to influence your response?

INTRODUCTION

· Introduce text and author

· Form opinion - which side taken - love/hate 

· Discuss disability

· Discuss techniques Haddon used to make the viewer form an opinion on Christopher

BODY

· Points on why you love/hate Christopher

· Techniques that Haddon uses to persuade your view on him

· Techniques such as lack of expression, use of pictures, diagrams etc

· Use quotes to back up

CONCLUSION

· Recap main ideas

· Non re-writing intro

· State opinion

· State techniques

· Sum up

