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Life of Pi
by Yann Martel

Caution! It is likely that the following reading guide will reveal, or at least
allude to, key plot details. Therefore, if you haven’t yet read this book, but
are planning on doing so, you may wish to proceed with caution to avoid
spoiling your later enjoyment.

A Guide for Reading Groups

God, survival, and tiger behavior. It's hard to imagine a more invigorating
combination of discussion topics. We hope that the following questions will enrich
your reading of Pi's fantastic journey. After all, Pi didn't have to make his voyage
alone; neither should you. May this guide serve as a pleasant companion.

1. In his introductory note Yann Martel says, "This book was born as [ was
hungry." What sort of emotional nourishment might Life of Pi have fed to its
author?

2. Pondicherry is described as an anomaly, the former capital of what was once
French India. In terms of storytelling, what makes this town a appropriate
choice for Pi's upbringing?

3. Yann Martel recalls that many Pondicherry residents provided him with
stories, but he was most intrigued by this tale because Mr. Adirubasamy said
it would make him believe in God. Did Pi's tale alter your beliefs about God?

4. Early in the novel, we discover that the narrator majored in religious studies
and zoology, with particular interests in a sixteenth-century Kabbalist and the
admirable three-toed sloth, In subsequent chapters, he explains the ways in
which religions and zoos are both steeped in illusion. Discuss some of the
other ways in which these two fields find unlikely compatibility.

5. Yann Martel sprinkles the novel with italicized memories of the "real” Pi
Patel and wonders in his author's note whether fiction is "the selective
transforming of reality, the twisting of it to bring out its essence." If this is
so, what is the essence of P1?

6. Pi's full name, Piscine Molitor Patel, was inspired by a Parisian swimming
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pool that "the gods would have delighted to swim in." The shortened form
refers to the ratio of a circle's circumference divided by its diameter. Explore
the significance of Pi's unusual name.

One reviewer said the novel contains hints of The Old Man and the Sea, and
Pi himself measures his experience in relation to history's most famous
castaways. Considering that Pi's shipwreck is the first to focus on a boy and
his tiger, how does Life of Pi compares to other maritime novels and films?
How might the novel's flavor have been changed if Pi's sole surviving animal
were the zebra or Orange Juice? (We assume that if the hyena had been the
only surviving animal, Pi would not have lived to tell us his story.)

In chapter 23, Pi sparks a lively debate when all three of his spiritual advisors
try to claim him. At the heart of this confrontation is Pi's insistence that he
cannot accept an exclusively Hindu, Christian, or Muslim faith; he can only
be content with all three. What is Pi seeking that can solely be attained by
this apparent contradiction?

What do you make of Pi's assertion at the beginning of chapter 16 that we arc
all "in limbo, without religion, until some figure introduces us to God"? Do
you believe that Pi's piousness was a response to his father's atheism?
Among Yann Martel's gifts is a rich descriptive palette. Regarding religion,
he observes the green elements that represent Islam and the orange tones of
Hinduism. What color would Christianity be, according to Pi's perspective?
How do the human beings in your world reflect the animal behavior
observed by Pi? What do Pi's strategies for dealing with Richard Parker teach
us about confronting the fearsome creatures in our lives?

Besides the loss of his family and possessions, what else did Pi lose when the
Tsimtsum sank? What did he gain?

Nearly everyone experiences a turning point that represents the transition
from youth to adulthood, albeit seldom as traumatic as Pi's. What event
marks your coming of age?

How do Mr. Patel's zookeeping abilities compare to his parenting skills?
Discuss the scene in which his tries to teach his children a lesson in survival
by arranging for them to watch a tiger devour a goat. Did this in any way
prepare Pi for the most dangerous experience of his life?

Why did Pi at first try so hard to save Richard Parker?

Pi imagines that his brother would have teasingly called him Noah. How
does Pi's voyage compare to the biblical story of Noah, who was spared from
the flood while God washed away the sinners?

Is Life of Pi a tragedy, romance, or comedy?

Do you agree with Pi's opinion that a zoo is more like a suburb than a jail?
How did you react to Pi's interview by the Japanese transport ministers? Did
you ever believe that Pi's mother, along with a sailor and a cannibalistic
cook, had perhaps been in the lifeboat with him instead of the animals? How
does Yann Martel achieve such believability in his surprising plots?
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21. The opening scene occurs after Pi's ordeal has ended. Discussing his work in
the first chapter, Pi says that a necktie is a noose, and he mentions some of
the things that he misses about India (in spite of his love for Canada). Would
you say that this novel has a happy ending? How does the grown-up version
of Pi contrast with his little-boy scenes?

Copyright 2002 Harcourt Trade Publishers
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Interview

The following is an edited chat transcript with Yann Martel, which took place on October
2, 2002 at WrittenVoices.com.
Reproduced by permission of WrittenVoices.com

Becky : what was your inspiration in writing Life of Pi?
Yann Martel : Pi was inspired by two things: India, and a so-so review I read ten years
ago in the NY Times Review of Books.

Becky : what was the review?
Yann Martel : The review was by Updike of a Brazilian novel. He panned it, but the
premise (of a Jew in a lifeboat with a black panther in 1933) struck me.

Terri : had you visited India prior to deciding to write the book?
Yann Martel : Terri, I've been to India three times, each time with a backpack, dazzled by
it all.

Terri : but did you go after you'd decided to write the book?
Yann Martel ; Yes.I did research the second time I was there, and then went back to clear
up small details.

desigrrl : I love the book too, but I am confused. Why was your main character
Indian when you are not an Indian yourself?

Yann Martel : Desigrrl, Indian because India is a place where all stories are possible. You
forget that the imagination can take hold of anything and contemplate it and love it and
describe it.

Becky : Why the three religions in your book?

sam : Good question Becky. I have a similar one, why these 3??

Yann Martel : Becky, the three religions because I wanted to discuss faith, not organized
religion, so wanted to relativize organized religion by having Pi practice three. I would
have like PI to be a Jew, too, to practice Judaism, but there are two religions that are
explicitly incompatible: Christianity and Judaism. Where one begins, the other ends,
according to Christians, and where one endures, the other strays, according to Jews.

Terri: this one might be too personal but I was just wondering if you're a religious
person??

Yann Martel ; yes, I am, in a broad way, and riven with doubts, which is what keeps faith
alive, I believe

Terri : but you don't necessarily belong to a church or anything?
Yann Martel : Terri, I go to mass every Sunday, but love going to mosques too. Muslims
pray in a beautiful way.

sam : Why do you think people connect to this book at such a personal level?
Yann Martel : Sam, I think the book connects with people in two ways: 1, it's a great



yarn, 2, it goes deep, talks about spirituality in a real, serious, concrete way, untainted by
cynicism.

Terri : in reading the reviews, do you think people are "getting it"'?
Yann Martel : about getting it, not sure, but that's all right. In time, I hope they will. Most
people look for the proof of God IN the story, rather than in the fact that there IS a story.

amagmom : Mr. Martel, did you research people lost at sea? Have you heard of
Richard Van Pham lost at sea for 3 months was found roasting sea birds?

Yann Martel : yes, I just read about Van Pham. IN fact, in Canada, it was on the front
page of the paper, mentioning how it resembled my story.

Terri : how do you feel about the book being compared to The Old Man and the
Sea?

Yann Martel : people always seek to compare. They can take the new, but only if it is
somehow connected to the familiar. We need that in our lives, the mix of the new and the
old. But of course I'm flattered about the comparison with Old man and the sea.
Hemingway is a great writer.

john : Are you surprised by the books popularity? And the Booker short list?
Yann Martel : As for the Booker, it's wonderful, I'm ecstatic--and I hate being made to
feel like a racehorse, that I'm in competition with other writers.

Elvis Parsely : What was the inspiration for Richard Parker? There is a lot of
symbolism in the image of the tiger.

Yann Martel ; Elvis, I wanted an Indian animal. At first I had an adolescent Indian
elephant. But that was too comical. Then a rhino, but rhinos are herbivores and didn't see
how I could keep a herbivore alive for 227 days in the Pacific. So finally I settled on what
now seems the natural choice, a tiger.

Chris : Was your opinion of zoos different before you did the research?

desigrrl : Your research on the zoos was good. After reading your book, I started
thinking that zoos are not such bad places.

Becky : yes, your bk definitely made me look at Zoos in a new light

Terri : I have to admit that you certainly changed my mind on the whole zoo thing.
My husband is delighted that he can now take our son to one without feeling my
wrath. :)

Yann Martel : A zoo is not an ideal place for an animal--of course the best place for a
chimp is the wilds of Tanzania--but a good zoo is a decent, acceptable place. Animals are
far more flexible than we realize. IF they weren't, they wouldn't have survived. But my
opinion about zoos came after research. Initially I had the opinion that most people have,
that they are jails.

john : I guess you can say that if a zoo is a jail, then so is civilization a jail for
humans. Would we be better off still in the wild?
Yann Martel : John, a zoo is an artificial territory, an approximation. Civilization is our



natural territory.

john : What's so natural about sitting in an office all day and getting back and forth
to it in a large metal container?

Yann Martel : sitting in an office for TOO long is not natural, perhaps, so that's why we
should change it. I didn't say that out-and-out capitalism, which reduces humanity to
dollar figures, is natural.

john : So, Globalization is a zoo? And corporations, the IMF and the World Bank
the zoo keepers? I can buy that.

Yann Martel : We think we live in a global village. We don't. The world is a big and
beautiful and incredibly varied place. It can only be known locally, with your two feet on
the ground. We should stick to our own gardens, as Voltaire said.

sam : About globalization, I thought the animals in the boat represented qualities of
either companies or countries. Was I reaching?

Yann Martel : Sam, the animals might embody certain traits. We think of tigers as being
ferocious, etc. But to my mind, it was the other way around: the humans embodied
certain animal traits.

So tell me, someone out there, is something about the book you DIDN'T like, that wasn't
convincing, etc.

amagmonm : I did not like that the Mom Died! That hurt.

Becky : I wish more could have lived too but I don't think it would have made the
story better

Yann Martel : Amagmom, yes, that was hard. But I wanted a story so horrifying that
people would choose the first one, After all, in both stories, the mother dies. So why not
choose the better story, I say.

amagmom : Having the mother die did make it more personal as opposed to just
crew he did not feel attached to. I also did not understand why the ship sank.
Yann Martel : The ship sinking was for me symbolic of the things, the accidents, that
happen to us in life, inexplicably.

Steve Red : What complaints have you heard about the book that really bothered
you, Mr. Martel?

Yann Martel : Steve Red, no reviews have really bothered me. Some people didn't engage
themselves in it as much as others, but that's normal. Not every book speaks to everyone.

Chris : Any tips for aspiring writers?
Yann Martel : Chris, just do it. Get it down on the page. Work hard. And then let go. Ask
yourself why you want to write. You have to be clear about that.

mikey : I'm curious, what are your working on now and where will the story take
place.



Yann Martel : Mikey, next project is an allegory of the Holocaust featuring a monkey and
a donkey. Tt will be set on a country (with trees, rivers, etc) that is also a shirt.

It sounds grim, but I want to create a portable metaphor for the Holocaust that we might
apply in other circumstances, such as Rwanda.

amagmom : Where did you get the jacket cover, it's great. It is what drew me to the
book. Why doesn't the jacket tell more of the story? I read about it on the internet
and then saw it at the bookstore. But when I suggest to others, they read jacket and
then put it down

Yann Martel : Amagmom, yes I love the cover too. It's the British one, actually.

Elvis Parsely : Do you think Pi represents a part of everyone, or perhaps an ideal
part.
Yann Martel : I always have sympathetic narrators, who will be easy for readers to slip
into.

janice : Whenever [ mention the title people immediately think it has to do with
mathematics. There was no intent on your part for that, was there?

Yann Martel : I chose the name Pi because it's an irrational number (one with no
discernable pattern). Yet scientists use this irrational number to come to a "rational”
understanding of the universe. To me, religion is a bit like that, "irrational" yet with it we
come together we come to a sound understanding of the universe.

Martel : thank you , everyone, for being here, It's wonderful to speak with readers.
That's what a book is, a meeting of minds.
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Life of Pi: a novel
Yann Martel

Author: Martel, Yann

Possessing encyciopedia-like intelligence, unusual zookeeper's son Pi Patel sets sail for America,
but when the ship sinks, he escapes on a life boat and is lost at sea with a dwindling number of
animals until only he and a hungry Bengal tiger remain.

New York: Harcourt, ¢2001, xii, 319 p.

Popularity: H¥ 57
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Subject Headings:
Survival (after airplane accidents, shipwrecks, etc.)
Human/animal relations
Storytelling
Teenage boys
Ocean travel
Zoo animals
Orphans
Tigers
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Reviews for this Title:

Booklist Review: Pi Patel, a young man from India, tells how he was shipwrecked and stranded in a lifeboat with a Bengal
tiger for 227 days. This outlandish story is only the core of a deceptively complex three-part novel about, ultimately,
memory as a narrative and about how we choose truths. Unlike other authors who use shifting chronologies and unreliable
narrators, Martel frequently achieves something deeper than technical gimmickry. Pi, regardless of what actually happened
to him, earns our trust as a narrator and a character, and makes good, in his way, on the promise in the last sentence of
part ong--that is, just before the tiger saga--"This story has a happy ending.” If Martel’s strange, touching novel seems a
fable without quite 2 moral, or a parable without quite a metaphor, it still succeeds on its own terms. Oh, the promise in
the entertaining “Author’s Note” that this is a “story that will make you believe in God” is perhaps excessive, but there is
much in it that verifies Martel's talent and humanist vision,

(Reviewed May 15, 2002} ~- Will Hickman

Publishers Weekly Review: /* Starred Review */ A fabulous romp through an imagination by turns ecstatic, cunning,
despairing and resilient, this novel is an impressive achievement—"a story that will make you believe in God," as one
character says. The peripatetic Pi (né the much-taunted Piscine) Patel spends a beguiling boyhood in Pondicherry, India, as
the son of a zookeeper. Growing up beside the wild beasts, Pi gathers an encyclopedic knowledge of the animal world. His
curious mind also makes the leap from his native Hinduism to Christianity and Islam, all three of which he practices with
joyous abandon. In his 16th year, Pi sets sail with his family and some of their menagerie to start a new life in Canada.
Halfway to Midway Island, the ship sinks into the Pacific, leaving Pi stranded on a life raft with a hyena, an orangutan, an
injured zebra and a 450-pound Bengal tiger named Richard Parker. After the beast dispatches the others, Pi is left to
survive for 227 days with his large feline companion on the 26-foot-long raft, using all his knowledge, wits and faith to
keep himself alive. The scenes flow together effortlessly, and the sharp observations of the young narrator keep the tale
brisk and engaging. Martel's potentially unbelievable plot line soon demolishes the reader's defenses, cleverly set up by
events of young Pi's life that almost naturally lead to his biggest ordeal. This richly patterned work, Martel's second novel,
won Canada's 2001 Hugh MacLennan Prize for Fiction. In it, Martel displays the clever voice and tremendous storytelling
skilis of an emerging master. (June)
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— Staff (Reviewed April 8, 2002) (Publishers Weekly, vol 249, issue 14, p200)

Library Journal Review: /* Starred Review */ Named for a swimming pool in Paris—the Piscine Molitor—"Pi" Patel
begins this extraordinary tale as a teenager in India, where his father is a zoo keeper. Deciding to immigrate to Canada, his
father sells off most of the zoo animals, electing to bring a few along with the family on their voyage to their new home.
But after only a few days out at sea, their rickety vessel encounters a storm. After crew members toss Pi overboard into
one of the lifeboats, the ship capsizes. Not long after, to his horror, Pi is joined by Richard Parker, an acquaintance who
manages to hoist himself onto the lifeboat from the roiling sea. You would think anyone in Pi's dire straits would welcome
the company, but Richard Parker happens to be a 450-pound Bengal tiger. It is hard to imagine a fate more desperate than
pi's: "I was alone and orphaned, in the middle of the Pacific, hanging on to an oar, an adult tiger in front of me, sharks
beneath me, a storm raging about me." At first Pi plots to kill Richard Parker. Then he becomes convinced that the tiger's
survival is absolutely essential to his own. In this harrowing yet inspiring tale, Martel demonstrates skills so well honed that
the story appears to tell itself without drawing attention to the writing. This second novel by the Spanish-born, award-
winning author of Self, who now lives in Canada, is highly recommended for all fiction as well as animal and adventure
collections. —Edward Cone, New York (Reviewed June 15, 2002) (Library Journal, vol 127, issue 11, p95)

Kirkus Reviews A fable about the consolatory and strengthening powers of religion flounders about somewhere inside this
unconventionat coming-of-age tate, which was shortlisted for Canada's Governor General's Award. The story is told in
retrospect by Piscine Molitor Patel (named for a swimming pool, thereafter fortuitously nicknamed "Pi"), years after he was
shipwrecked when his parents, who owned a zoo in India, were attempting to emigrate, with their menagerie, to Canada.
During 227 days at sea spent in a lifeboat with a hyena, an orangutan, a zebra, and a 450-pound Bengal tiger (mostly with
the latter, which had efficiently slaughtered its fellow beasts), Pi found serenity and courage in his faith: a frequently
reiterated amalgam of Muslim, Hindu, and Christian beliefs. The story of his later life, education, and mission rounds out,
but dees not improve upon, the alternately suspenseful and whimsical account of Pi's ordeal at sea—which offers the best
reason for reading this otherwise preachy and somewhat redundant story of his Life.

(Kirkus Reviews, May 1, 2002)
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Life of Pi
by
Yann Martel
(New York: Harcourt, 2001)

Author:

Yann Martel was born in Spain in 1963. His parents served as diplomats and traveled the world, with Martel
growing up in such places as Alaska, Costa Rica, France, and Mexico. In addition to his work as a diplomat,
Martel's father was also a poet and writer whose work helped launch Yann inte his own career writing novels.

Martell eventually attended Trent University, where he studied philosophy and began to write. By age 27 he
had taken up writing as his full-time job, earning his living from it and traveling when able. He has spent
time in Iran, Turkey, Ecuador, Peru, and India, including a six month stint in scuthern India while doing
research for the novel that would become Life of Pi.

His writing includes a collection of short stories, The Facts Behind Helsinki Roccamatios and Other Stories, as
well as a novel called Self, neither of which created any critical or popular interest and which Martel himself
has described as "bad".

It was in preparing for a new novel to follow Self that Martel traveled to India, but he found that his new
project simply fizzled out and it was there that he remembered an intriguing premise he had once come
across In the review of a book by the Brazilian writer Moacyr Scliar: a small boy trapped in a lifeboat with a
black panther. The idea felt so right for a book that Martel abandoned his previous project and spent the next
months interviewing zookeepers and animal experts in Southern India and in reading survival stories and
religious texts. The result was his second novel, Life of Pi, which appeared in 2001 and became a runaway
bestseller of a novel. The book managed to win the Booker Prize and then became entangled in a debate over
inspiration and plagiarism [http://books.guardian.co.uk/bookerprize2002/story/0,12350,836092,00.htmil]
that only helped to turn Martel into a literary celebrity.

He currently lives in Berlin, where his parents reside, both of whom are now literary translators and are
currently translating Life of Pi into French,

Summary:

Piscine Molitor Patel, the son of an Indian zookeeper in Pondicherry, narrates the strange story of his life to
the nove!'s narrator. Now living in Canada, he begins his narrative back in India when as a child he developed
his peculiar religious convictions -~ peculiar because Piscine ("Pi" as he becomes known) decides to embrace
Christianity, Hinduism, and Islam at the same time. His frustrated parents don't know what to make of Pi's
unorthodox devotion to three religions, but Pi himself sees no contradiction between his sets of beliefs,

When the family zoo falls on hard times, Pi's father decides to move the family to Canada in search of a new
life. They travel on a Japanese cargo ship, along with many of their animals, and begin the long journey
across the Pacific. The ship does not make it far beyond the Philippines, though, before encountering a strong
storm. In mysterious circumstances the animals are released from their cages and the ship ruptures and
begins to founder. Pi scrambles for safety, but when the confusion fades, he finds himself alone in a life raft
with a zebra, a hyena, an orangutan, and Richard Parker -- a full-grown male Bengal tiger.

Pi's narrative of his life now takes on the familiar outlines of the "lost at sea" story, except for the presence
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of the animals on the raft and Pi's own interest in discussing faith and God and his philosophy of life while
attempting to fend off dehydration and a tiger. In fairly short order all the animals except Richard Parker are
dead and life on the raft settles into uneasy co-existence between Pi and the tiger. They enter a daily rhythm
of subsistence, searching for fish and water, sleeping during the heat of the day, letting the raft drift along
with the ocean currents. Richard Parker, a constant source of terror, becomes also the only companion Pi has
for many months, and the animal ferocity of the tiger inspires Pi with a desire to live even as he faces despair
at being rescued.

Pi's narrative grows increasingly fantastic as it progresses, reaching at last a point of pure fantasy. The last
bit that he narrates is of his washing ashore on a Mexican beach and of Richard Parker's disappearance into
the wilderness. The narrator takes over the story again at this point, inserting the results of his own research
into what really happened on Pi's journey, casting doubt on everything Pi has narrated about his fantastic
journey, but in such a way that the trip takes on a new horror and beauty and power -- and says even more
about Pi's favorite theme, the love of God.

Questions:

While answers are provided, there is no presumption that you have been given the last word. Readers bring
their own personalities to the books that they are examining. What is obvious and compelling to one reader
may be invisible to the next. The questions that have been selected provide one reasonable access to the
text; the answers are intended to give you examples of what a reflective reader might think. The variety of
possible answers is one of the reasons we find book discussions such a rewarding activity.

Why does it matter that the story opens in Pondicherry, India?

The narrator tells us a few facts about Pondicherry in his "Author's Note" without making a big deal of them.
“In population and size it is an inconsequent part of India -- by comparison, Prince Edward Island is a giant
within Canada," he tells us, and it was "once the capital of that most modest of colonial empires, French
India." The French, never able to hold much territory on the subcontinent, nevertheless clung to their port of
Pondicherry for almost three hundred years, leaving only in 1954. They left behind "nice white buildings,
broad streets at right angles to each other, street names such as rue de la Marine and rue Saint-Louis, and
kepis, caps, for the policemen” (p. iX-x).

Pondicherry is an anomaly in India, a tiny outpost surrounded by the rest of the country that presses in
around it, though it manages to preserve self-rule. Much like Pi himself, the city is distinct, idiosyncratic, a
standout anomaly. It's peculiarly appropriate that Pi should grow up in such a place and that he should come
to adopt such a strange and paradoxical set of religious beliefs.

As Pi says of the town, and specifically of his father's zoo, "to me, it was paradise on earth” (p. 14). Itis a
limited place, but one that Pi comes to love greatly, and it only after he is forced to leave this earthly
paradise that his troubles begin and he is forced to confront the question of whether he believes all the
things he learned in his childhood. It is only after leaving Pondicherry and spending almost a year aboard a
life boat that Pi discovers the true depth of his faith in God and lives out a story that, as his friend Mr,
Adirubasamy says, "will make you believe in God" (p. x).

What does the zoo of Pi's childhood teach him about animals and humans?

Though the book's story is ostensibly about the shipwreck and raft journey that Pi makes, over one hundred
pages of the tale are first devoted to Pi's early life and upbringing in Pondicherry. His father, a zookeeper,
forces his children to learn much about animals and to respect their wildness and sheer power. The lessons Pi
learns here are valuable, even necessary, to his shipwreck experience, but they extend beyond simple
survival training.

After reading the novel's concluding section, we're forced to reconsider all that came before and to read the
presence of animals in the story in a different way. Some of the clues as to how we ought to do this are
present in the opening parts of the story, as Pi's lessons about animals turn out to have sharp relevance to
his own beliefs about life, God, and storytelling.
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In looking around at his father's zoo, Pi reflects on the fact that zoos have fallen into disfavor in parts of the
world. "I know zoos are no longer in people's good graces. Religion faces the same problem. Certain illusions
about freedom plague them both" (p. 19). He makes the explicit connection here between the zoo and

religion, arguing that both have lost favor because people have come to see them as means of domination
and control.

Pi wants to reverse this way of thinking. He argues that a good zoo can be as comfortable to an animal as a
house may be for a person (p. 18), and that animals can be most free, can be most themselves, when they
aren't as worried about finding food or avolding predators. The confining nature of the zoo can actually free
the animals up to be more at peace. It does this not by duplicating the conditions of the wild, but of providing
the basic elements an animal requires. "It is not so much a question of constructing an imitation of conditions
in the wild as of getting to the essence of these conditions," Pi says (p. 40).

These are the same qualities that religion comes to play in Pi's own life: the restrictions and disciplines and
doctrines that surround the believer can be the very structures that provide comfort. The idea that unlimited
options and utter autonomy of action is the truest kind of freedom is one of the "illusions" that Pi speaks of
when he talks about religion. "I have heard nearly as much nonsense about zoos as [ have about God and
religion," he says. "Well-meaning but misinformed peopled think animals in the wild are 'happy' because they
are 'free' (p. 15).

People who don't respect any religion may come to view all religion as a limitaticn on freedom, but Pi uses
his own early knowledge of animals and zoos to argue that a greater freedom may exist where the essentials
of life are truly provided for. In his case, those are found within three religions at once.

What is the significance of Pi's hame?

Pi's curious name is more than simply interesting -- it illustrates in miniature one of the novel's central
themes, that of rational explanation versus non-rational faith claims. Pi's given name is Piscine, and he opens
his story by explaining the picturesque origins of his name. He was named, he tells us, after a swimming pool
that his father's friend Francis Adirubasamy loved dearly, the Piscine Molitor in Paris. Everything about the

anecdote is charming, quirky, and faintly ridiculous. It's a name that symbolizes the picturesque approach to
life.

Significantly, the name is shortened only once Pi enters school, where such a unigue name has trouble being
fitted into the "system.” Teachers routinely mispronounce it and Pi's classmates prove even worse, mocking
him cruelly, until at last he shortens his name to Pi out of desperation to avoid further humiliation. Pi, the
Greek letter that has come to stand for a mathematical fraction used in geometry, a discipline with order,
precision, and elegance -- but little of the picturesque.

Does all this matter? Consider what Pi himself says on the issue of names near the beginning of the novel. "It
is true that those we meet can change us, sometimes so profoundly that we are not the same afterwards,
even unto our names. Witness Simon who is called Peter, Matthew also known as Levi, Nathaniel who Is also
Bartholomew, Judas, not Iscariot, who took the name Thaddeus, Simeon who went by Niger, Saul who
became Paul" (p. 20).

Names are powerful things, but in Pi's case, the mathematical promise of his name is never fulfilled. Though
he listens constantly to teachers such as Mr. Kumar who espouse a purely scientific and materialistic view of
life, Pi moves to the other extreme. He embraces not one, but three religions, to the consternation of his
parents. And the story that he narrates about his time in the life raft, that improbable, impassible, but
beautiful tale -- it is as though Pi is reclaiming through that story his own true birthright as Piscine Molitor.
His story contains the same elements of individual quirkiness and beauty that brought his own name into
being, and raises the same question as his name once did: which approach to life is better? Which approach
is truer?

What lessons about faith does Pi adopt from his three religious traditions?

Rather than concerning himself with reconciling Hinduism, Islam, and Christianity, Pi embraces them in a way
that emphasizes the "faith" each one requires of its adherents. Whether this is a tenable system is another
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question, but it does allow Pi to explore the guestion of "faith" in general without descending into the
specifics doctrines of various religions. His conclusions about faith are shaped by his differing worship
experiences, but also by the time spent on the raft. His conclusion? Faith takes real work; it isn't something
that simply happens on its own,

Pi grows up surrounded by skeptics and doubters in Pondicherry, among them his teacher Mr. Kumar, who
routinely tells him, "There are no grounds for going beyond a scientific explanation of reality and no sound
reason for believing anything but our sense experience. A clear intellect, close attention to detail and a little
scientific knowledge will expose religion as superstitious bosh. God does not exist" {p. 27). But despite his
own growing religious awareness, Pi doesn't find atheists like Mr. Kumar to be the real enemies of faith. They
have done the intellectual and emotional work of coming to a philosophy of life that they can embrace and
live through.

The true enemy of faith is those who do little work, who neither doubt nor believe. "It is not atheists who get
stuck in my craw, but agnostics," says Pi. "Doubt is useful for a while. We must all pass through the garden
of Gethsemane. ... Bust we must move on. To chocse doubt as a philosophy of life is akin to choosing
immobility as a means of transportation” (p. 28). This agnostic attitude, one that believes that no choices are
necessary or that they may be endlessly deferred, most frustrates Pi.

Faith is not the sort of thing that one will simple stumble across, but something that must be sought.
Ultimately, people may decide that it cannot be found, but the looking is an act that Pi believes each
individual must engage in. The narrator of the book makes the same point as he describes a visit to Pi's
home. He says, finally paying attention to the house for the first time, "This house is more than a box full of
icons. They were there all along, but I hadn't seen them because [ wasn't looking for them” (p. 80). As Pi
tells the Japanese investigators at the story's end, "And so it goes with God" (p. 317). One has to look, has
to look consciously and with real attention, before faith in God can even be a possibility. Those who remain
content in their half-doubt will never see.

In a way, Pi's story makes the claim that one has to believe first in order to come to fuller belief. If one is
already sure that God does not exist, one won't lock for signs of his presence. As Saint Augustine once said,
"Faith seeks understanding,” not vice versa, and Pi illustrates the openness of spirit towards the possible
wonders of life that can at last find a solid faith of its own.

What does Richard Parker teach Pi?

Pi learns his most enduring lessons while alone in the life boat with an adult Bengal tiger, and many of those
lessons come as a direct result of having Richard Parker on the boat for the entire voyage. The tiger is
something that Pi speaks of with near-constancy. He cannot forget him, cannot ignore him, and cannot stop
coming up with schemes to tame him. But for all the ways that Pi attempts to control the situation, he faces
up to the fact that he has little contro! at all over Richard Parker, who holds Pi's life in his claws and teeth.

Richard Parker is a constant source of fear to Pi, who comes to realize how deeply fear is opposed to life. "I
must say a word about fear," he says. "It is life's only true opponent. Only fear can defeat life. It is a clever,
treacherous adversary, how well I know. It has no decency, respects no law or convention, shows no mercy.
It goes for your weakest spot, which it finds with unerring ease" {p. 161).

Pi's greatest mental achievement is the discovery of how to overcome this numbing fear -- name it for what
it is. "You must fight hard to shine the light of words upon it. Because if you don't, if your fear becomes a
wordless darkness that you avoid, perhaps even manage to forget, you open yourself to further attacks of
fear because you never truly fought the opponent who defeated you"” (p. 162). Only then can you begin to
face up to the fear, to do battie with it.

Fear tells Pi that certain things -- like being mauled by a Bengal tiger -- cannot be handled. It says that pain
and terror will be "too much" for him, But Pi discovers that the whispers of fear are only lies. When he is hit
across the face and blinded for the moment, his fear tells him that Richard Parker has at last decided to finish
him off. Pi imagines the approach of his own death. "I was to have my face ctawed off -~ this was the
gruesome way I was to die. The pain was so severe I felt nothing. Blessed be shock. Blessed be that part of
us that protects us from too much pain and sorrow. At the heart of life is a fuse box" {p. 180}, But in the
moment of his greatest fear, Pi learns that the body has hidden systems and resources he had not suspected,
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ways of keeping him alive and ways of dealing with pain. He also learns, when at last he opens his eyes, that
what had struck him was not Richard Parker after all, but a flying fish.

Tasting his greatest fear and finding it to be bearable, Pi comes at last to learn a kind of peace from the very
animal who so terrified him earlier. "It was Richard Parker who calmed me down. It Is the irony of this story
that the one who scared me witless to start with was the very same who brought me peace, purpose, I dare
say even wholeness” (p. 162). Richard Parker becomes his ward, his charge -- Pi feeds him and trains him
and the two become, in a way, companions on the journey.

Why does the episode with the algae island and the meerkats border on the
unbelievable?

Pi's journey across the Pacific often has a magicat and dreamlike quality about it, but in its first stages it
retains an internal credibility. Once we have accepted the Bengal tiger and the Indian boy in the lifeboat,
their journey unfolds as a typical survival story -- for a while. The longer the journey progresses, the
stranger it becomes. The episode with the blind Frenchman begins to make readers question whether Pi is
slipping into hallucinations or whether he is manufacturing the entire tale. And then, at the moment that the
episode with the Frenchman ends, Pi tells us, "I made an exceptional botanical discovery. But there will be
many who disbelieve the following episode” (p. 256).

His time among the meerkats on the island of algae becomes so incredible that it is difficult to believe at all,
even with all the odd events that he has experienced on the voyage so far. The island is not such a strange
place that it coufd not exist, but it makes a supremely unlikely tale, one that requires a great deal of faith to
believe. And this is precisely the point. As Pi's journey lasts longer and longer, it grows increasingly fantastic
and forces the reader at last to decide whether or not to accept the narrative or to reject everything that has
been read so far. It is with the algae island that credulity is pushed to the point where a choice must be
made, and it is the same choice that Pi struggles with throughout his journey: to believe in a God that he
cannot see as he fioats alone through the ocean or to give up his faith altogether.

The episode on the island also shows Pi how deeply evil and suffering are woven into the fabric of life. This
most idyllic of locations, with plenty of food and water and gentle inhabitants, is actually a deathtrap, a
seething island of acid and poison. With the discovery (by unraveling a "fruit") that the island had already
killed another human, Pi finally pushes off from this dangerous Eden that cannot sustain him. In having his
hopes of salvation dashed so bitterly by his new knowledge, Pi sinks into his lowest depression. But it is in
this low point, "in the throes of unremitting suffering,” that he turns again to God (p. 284).

"When we reached land" are his next words, a testament to the sustaining power of faith and of God's
provision. Pi's own resources are stretched to their limits before he collapses at last into a total trust in Ged's
providential care, and the way he arranges his narrative forces readers to make a similar choice. With their
credulity strained to the breaking point and a more "rational" narrative of the journey available at the novel's
end, readers must decide whether or not to make their own leap of faith and embrace Pi's criginal story
about his journey.

What should we make of the novel's conclusion?

Pi's story ends with the narrator's introducing himself once again, telling us how he tracked down the
Japanese investigators of the shipwreck and discovered the strange end to Pi's tale. After his arrival on a
Mexican beach, Pi ends up in an infirmary, where the two investigators arrive to question him about the
wreck and find that Pi's strange story -- the story we have just been reading -- strains their credulity to the
breaking point. When Pi finishes his narrative, one of the men says directly,

"I'm sorry to say it so bluntly, we don’t mean to hurt your feelings, but you don't really expect
us to believe you, do you? Carnivorous trees? A fish-eating algae that produces fresh water?
Tree-dwelling aquatic rodents? These things don't exist." "Only because you've never seen
them." "That's right. We believe what we see.” (p. 294}.

Pi's entire narrative thus becomes one more example of the opposed views of life found in the book, the
rational and the picturesque, the skeptical and the faithful. He challenges the two Japanese investigators to
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believe his tale, throwing its impossibility in their faces, then pointing out how impossible most things in life -
- even life itself -- sounds. "Love is hard to believe, ask any lover. Life is hard to believe, ask any scientist.
God is hard to believe, ask any believer. What Is your problem with hard to believe?" (p. 297).

Pi drives home the point to that humans already believe many difficult, non-intuitive, extraordinary things.
Clearly, belief in a story cannot simply be a matter of that story's making sense. He goes on to argue that
the investigators don't simply want a story that's easier to believe, but they want a story that will not
challenge their view of the world. They want a story that fits within the schema they have already
established. "I know what you want," Pi tells them. "You want a story that won't surprise you. That will
confirm what you already know. That won't make you see higher or further or differently. You want a flat
story. An immobile story. You want a dry, yeastless factuality” (p. 302).

And then he offers up a different tale, one that explains all the same events, but this one filled with humans
instead of animals, and far more terrible deeds. He then quizzes the investigators,

"So tell me, since it makes no factual difference to you and you can't prove the question either
way, which story do you prefer? Which is the better story, the story with animals or the story
without animals?" Mr. Okamoto: "That's an interesting guestions...” Mr. Chiba: "The story with
animals.” Mr. Okamoto: "Yes. The story with animals is the better story." Pi Patei: "Thank you.
And so it goes with God" (p. 317}.

Pi never does tell us which story was the "factual” one, though we may well have a good idea. He's more
concerned instead with getting his interrogators to see that his fantastic narrative is, in the ways that truly
matter, the "truer" story. Yes, it is improbable, but it's also far more beautiful that the "realistic” version of
the story, and it tells us more about faith and God and the wonder of being alive, That it is also astonishingly
difficult to believe is almost beside the point, for God and the world are both difficult to believe in as well. Pi
wants to open the men up to the possibility of seeing the world in a different way, one apart from the facts
and ugliness and boredom of normal life. They want the facts, but Pi wants to give them the meaning of what
happened.

Why is it significant that the novel contains exactly 100 chapters?

Pi comments to the narrator, near the end of his strange tale, that he believes in the "harmeny of order,"
then goes on to say, "Where we can, we must give things a meaningful shape. For example -- I wonder --
could you tell my jumbled story in exactly one hundred chapters, not one more, not one less? I'll tell you,
that's one thing I hate about my nickname, the way that number runs on forever. It's important in life to

conclude things properly. Only then can you let go" (p. 285).

What is most interesting about this comment is that it is so at odds with the story Pi has just told. His tale
has no neat conclusions, no well-crafted goodbyes. In fact, the two partings that mean the most to him take
place without Pi's even speaking a word. His family vanishes in the wreckage of the ship without a chance to
speak to one another. Richard Parker, symbolic of the natural world and its cruelly beautiful ways, leaps over
Pi's head and onto the Mexican beach, never looking back and showing no affection for the boy with whom he
has shared a raft for all that time.

Pi's interest in telling his tale seems, in part, an attempt to provide order and structure to an unstructured,
chaotic tragedy, to give it form and meaning. And this is precisely what the narrator wonders about in the
"Author's note" at the novel's beginning. He asks, "That's what fiction is about, isn't it, the selective
transforming of reality? The twisting of it to bring out its essence?" {p. viii). These comments go to the very
heart of story-telling, they ask about its purpose and utility. They are the same issues Pi raises with the
shipping investigators, though they seem not to understand.

Pi's story, in the hands of the narrator, does come out exactly at 100 chapters, a nice round number that
rarely occurs in the messiness of reality. It's a concrete example of Pi's own powerful belief that order exists
in the universe but that it must be sought out before we will see it. The goal of storytelling, both for Pi and
the narrator, is not to narrate real events in chronological order but to get at the deeper truths beneath a
story's events, That a story can change the way people view reality is illustrated in the novel's final line,
where the report of the shipping investigators concludes, "Very few castaways can claim to have survived so
long at sea as Mr. Patel, and none in the company of an adult Bengal tiger" (p. 319).
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Pi Patel is an unusual boy. The son of a zookeeper, he
has an encyclopedic knowledge of animal behavior, a
fervent love of stories, and practices not only his native
Hinduism, but also Christianity and Islam. When Pi is
sixteen, his family emigrates from India to North
America aboard a Japanese cargo ship, along with their
z00 animals bound for new homes.

The ship sinks. Pi finds himself alone in a lifeboat, his
only companions a hyena, an orangutan, a wounded
zebra, and Richard Parker, a 450-pound Bengal tiger.
Soon the tiger has dispatched all but Pi, whose fear,
knowledge, and cunning allow him to coexist with
Richard Parker for 227 days lost at sea. When they
finally reach the coast of Mexico, Richard Parker flees
to the jungle, never to be seen again. The Japanese
authorities who interrogate Pi refuse to believe his
story and press him to tell them "the truth." After
hours of coercion, Pi tells a second story, a story much
less fantastical, much more conventional-but is it more
true?

Life of Pi is at once a realistic, rousing adventure and
a meta-tale of survival that explores the redemptive
power of storytelling and the transformative nature of
fiction. It's a story, as one character puts it, to make
you believe in God.
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Reviews for this Title:

Booklist Review: Pi Patel, a young man from India, tells how he was shipwrecked and
stranded in a lifeboat with a Bengal tiger for 227 days. This cutiandish story is only the core
of a deceptively complex three-part novel about, ultimately, memory as a narrative and about
how we choose truths. Unlike other authors who use shifting chronologies and unreliable
narrators, Martel frequently achieves something deeper than technical gimmickry. Pi,
regardless of what actually happened to him, earns our trust as a narrator and a character,
and makes good, in his way, on the promise in the last sentence of part one--that is, just
before the tiger saga--"This story has a happy ending.” If Martel’s strange, touching novel
seems a fable without quite a moral, or a parable without quite a metaphor, it still succeeds
on its own terms. Ch, the promise in the entertaining “Author’s Note” that this is a “story that
will make you believe in God” is perhaps excessive, but there is much in it that verifies
Martel’s talent and humanist vision.

(Reviewed May 15, 2002) -- Will Hickman

Publishers Weekly Review: /* Starred Review */ A fabulous romp through an
imagination by turns ecstatic, cunning, despairing and resilient, this novel is an impressive
achievement—"a story that will make you believe in God," as one character says. The
peripatetic Pi (né the much-taunted Piscine) Patel spends a beguiling boyhood in Pondicherry,
India, as the son of a zookeeper. Growing up beside the wild beasts, Pi gathers an
encyclopedic knowledge of the animal world. His curious mind also makes the leap from his
native Hinduism to Christianity and Islam, all three of which he practices with joyous
abandon. In his 16th year, Pi sets sail with his family and some of their menagerie to start a
new life in Canada. Halfway to Midway Island, the ship sinks into the Pacific, leaving Pi
stranded on a life raft with a hyena, an orangutan, an injured zebra and a 450-pound Bengal
tiger named Richard Parker. After the beast dispatches the others, Piis left to survive for 227
days with his large feline companion on the 26-foot-long raft, using alil his knowledge, wits
and faith to keep himself alive. The scenes flow together effortlessly, and the sharp
ohservations of the young narrator keep the tale brisk and engaging. Marte!'s potentially
unbelievable plot line soon demolishes the reader's defenses, cleverly set up by events of
young Pi's life that almost naturally lead to his biggest ordeal. This richly patterned work,
Martel's second novel, won Canada's 2001 Hugh Mackennan Prize for Fiction. In it, Martel
displays the clever voice and tremendous storytelling skills of an emerging master. (June)

— Staff (Reviewed April 8, 2002) (Publishers Weekly, vol 249, issue 14, p200)

Library Journal Review: /* Starred Review */ Named for a swimming pool in Paris—the
Piscine Molitor—"Pi" Patel begins this extraordinary tale as a teenager in India, where his
father is a zoo keeper, Deciding to immigrate to Canada, his father sells off most of the zoo
animais, electing to bring a few along with the family on their voyage to their new home. But
after only a few days out at sea, their rickety vessel encounters a storm. After crew members
toss Pi overboard into one of the lifeboats, the ship capsizes. Not long after, to his harror, Piis
joined by Richard Parker, an acquaintance who manages to hoist himself onto the lifeboat
from the roiling sea. You would think anyone in Pi's dire straits would welcome the company,
but Richard Parker happens to be a 450-pound Bengal tiger. It is hard to imagine a fate more
desperate than Pi's: "I was alone and orphaned, in the middle of the Pacific, hanging on to an
oar, an adult tiger in front of me, sharks beneath me, a storm raging about me." At first Pi
plots to kill Richard Parker. Then he becomes convinced that the tiger's survival is absolutely
essential to his own. In this harrowing vet inspiring tale, Martel demonstrates skills so well
honed that the story appears to tell itself without drawing attention to the writing. This second
novel by the Spanish-born, award-winning author of Seff, who now lives in Canada, is highly
recommended for all fiction as well as animal and adventure collections.—Edward Cone, New
York (Reviewed June 15, 2002) (Library Journal, vol 127, issue 11, p95)

Kirkus Reviews A fable about the consolatory and strengthening powers of religion flounders
about somewhere inside this unconventional coming-of-age tale, which was shortlisted for
Canada's Governor General's Award. The story is told in retrospect by Piscine Molitor Patel
(named for a swimming pool, thereafter fortuitously nicknamed "Pi"), years after he was
shipwrecked when his parents, who owned a zoo in India, were attempting to emigrate, with
their menagerie, to Canada. During 227 days at sea spent in a lifeboat with a hyena, an
orangutan, a zebra, and a 450-pound Bengal tiger (mostly with the latter, which had
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efficiently slaughtered its fellow beasts), Pi found serenity and courage in his faith: a
frequently reiterated amalgam of Muslim, Hindu, and Christian beliefs. The story of his later
life, education, and mission rounds out, but does not improve upon, the alternately
suspenseful and whimsical account of Pi's ordeal at sea—which offers the best reason for
reading this otherwise preachy and somewhat redundant story of his Life.

(Kirkus Reviews, May 1, 2002)
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By Yann Martel. Harcourt, 319 pp., $25.00.

CANADIAN WRITER Yann Martel, winner of the 2002 Booker Prize, sets up his delightful story with a clever
"author's note" in which an elderly man in Pondicherry, India, tells the author, "l have a story that will make you
believe in God." With little fanfare, he hooks the reader into a postmodern novel, with stories within the story,
questions about the veracity of the story or storyteller, and an ending that teaches a lesson about belief.

Narrator and protagonist Piscine Patel, who shortens his name to Pi after being teased about the pronunciation
of his first name (rhymes with hissing), grows up near the Pondicherry Zoo, which his father has founded,
owned and directed. Pi offers fascinating facts and insights into zoo animals, which become especially pertinent
in the story's second part.

In an arresting narrative voice Pi writes, "I was fourteen years old--and a contented Hindu--when | met Jesus
Christ on a holiday."” The boy ends up becoming not only a Christian but a Muslim as well, while remaining a
Hindu. His three religious instructors meet with his parents to protest such audacity and soon get into an
argument among themselves. Finally his father, who is not religious, says, "I suppose that's what we're all trying
to do--love God."

While this may sound simplistic and naive, it fits with two of the book's themes: that all life is interdependent,
and that we live and breathe via belief. Elsewhere Pi claims atheists as "[his] brothers and sisters of a different
faith. ... they go as far as the legs of reason will carry them--and then they leap."

The bulk of the book concerns the 227 days Pi spends adrift in the Pacific Ocean after the Japanese freighter
carrying his family and many zoo animals sinks. He is the lone human survivor on a 26-foot lifeboat, which he
shares with a wounded zebra, a spotted hyena, a seasick orangutan and a 450-pound Bengal tiger named
Richard Parker. Soon only Pi and the tiger remain, and Pi must find a way to survive not only hunger, the
elements and shark-infested waters but also the constant fear that Richard Parker will make him his lunch.

Martel carries off this section with aplomb. He combines dramatic episodes, scientific knowledge, well-written
hallucinatory passages, humer and gruesome detail to move the story along. Since the entire book is told in
flashback, we know how things will turn out, yet the suspense still grips us.

The writing here is deceptively simple. Martel lets the winsome narrative voice and the intriguing plot carry us,
all the while winking as he tosses out thoughts on the kinds of metaphysical guestions humans have pondered
for centuries. The story may not make us believe in God, but it certainly helps us enjoy asking whether we
should.

Reviewed by Gordon Houser, a writer and editor living in Newton, Kansas.
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The ship sinks. Pi finds himself alone in a lifeboat, his
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Soon the tiger has dispatched all but Pi, whose fear,
knowledge, and cunning allow him to coexist with
Richard Parker for 227 days lost at sea. When they
finally reach the coast of Mexico, Richard Parker flees
to the jungle, never to be seen again. The Japanese
authorities who interrogate Pi refuse to believe his
story and press him to tell them "the truth." After
hours of coercion, Pi tells a second story, a story much
less fantastical, much more conventional-but is it more
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Winner of the 2002 Man Booker Prize for Fiction

Pi Patel is an unusual boy. The son of a zookeeper, he has an encyclopedic
knowledge of animal behavior, a fervent love of stories, and practices not
only his native Hinduism, but also Christianity and Islam. When Pi is sixteen,
his family emigrates from India to North America aboard a Japanese cargo
ship, along with their zoo animals bound for new homes.

The ship sinks. Pi finds himself alone in a lifeboat, his only companions a
hyena, an orangutan, a wounded zebra, and Richard Parker, a 450-pound
Bengal tiger. Soon the tiger has dispatched all but Pi, whose fear, knowledge,
and cunning allow him to coexist with Richard Parker for 227 days lost at sea.
When they finally reach the coast of Mexico, Richard Parker flees to the
jungle, never to be seen again. The Japanese authorities who interrogate Pi
refuse to believe his story and press him to tell them "the truth." After hours
of coercion, Pi tells a secand stery, a story much less fantastical, much more
conventional-but is it more true?

Life of Pi is at once a realistic, rousing adventure and a meta-tale of survival
that explores the redemptive power of storytelling and the transformative
nature of fiction. It's a story, as one character puts it, to make you believe in
God.
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Liscussion Questions

God, survival, and tiger behavior. It's hard to imagine a more invigorating
combination of discussion topics. We hope that the following questions will
enrich your reading of Pi's fantastic journey. After all, Pi didn't have to make
his voyage alone; neither should you. May this guide serve as a pleasant
companion..

1. In his introductory note Yann Martel says, "This book was born as I was
hungry." What sort of emotional nourishment might Life of Pi have fed to its
author?

2. Pondicherry is described as an anomaly, the former capital of what was
once French India. In terms of storytelling, what makes this town a
appropriate choice for Pi's upbringing?

3. Yann Martel recalls that many Pondicherry residents provided him with
stories, but he was most Intrigued by this tale because Mr. Adirubasamy sald
it would make him believe in God. Did Pi's tale alter your beliefs about God?

4, Early in the novel, we discover that the narrator majored in religious
studies and zoology, with particular interests in a sixteenth-century Kabbalist
and the admirable three-toed sloth. In subsequent chapters, he explains the
ways in which religions and zoos are both steeped in illusion. Discuss some of
the other ways in which these two fields find unlikely compatibility.

5. Yann Martel sprinkles the novel with italicized memories of the "real” Pi
Patel and wonders in his author's note whether fiction is "the selective
transforming of reality, the twisting of it to bring out its essence.” If this is
so, what is the essence of Pi?

6. Pi's full name, Piscine Molitor Patel, was inspired by a Parisian swimming
pool that "the gods would have delighted to swim in." The shortened form
refers to the ratio of a circle's circumference divided by its diameter. Explore
the significance of Pi's unusual name,

7. One reviewer said the novel contains hints of The Old Man and the Sea,

and Pi himself measures his experience in relation to history's most famous
castaways. Considering that Pi's shipwreck is the first to focus on a boy and
his tiger, how does Life of Pi compares to other maritime novels and films?

8. How might the novel's flavor have been changed if Pi's sole surviving
animal were the zebra or Orange Juice? (We assume that if the hyena had
been the only surviving animal, Pi would not have lived to tell us his story.)

9. In chapter 23, Pi sparks a lively debate when all three of his spiritual
advisors try to claim him. At the heart of this confrontation is Pi's insistence
that he cannot accept an exclusively Hindu, Christian, or Muslim faith; he can
only be content with all three. What is Pi seeking that can solely be attained
by this apparent contradiction?
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10. What do you make of Pi's assertion at the beginning of chapter 16 that
we are all "in limbo, without religion, until some figure introduces us to God"?
Do you believe that Pi's plousness was a response to his father's atheism?

11. Among Yann Martel's gifts is a rich descriptive palette. Regarding
religion, he observes the green elements that represent Islam and the orange
tones of Hinduism. What color would Christianity be, according to Pi's
perspective?

12. How do the human beings in your world reflect the animal behavior
observed by Pi? What do Pi's strategies for dealing with Richard Parker teach
us about confronting the fearsome creatures in our lives?

13. Besides the loss of his family and possessions, what else did Pi lose when
the Tsimtsum sank? What did he gain?

14. Nearly everyone experiences a turning point that represents the
transition from youth to adulthood, albeit seldom as traumatic as Pi's. What
event marks your coming of age?

15. How do Mr. Patel's zookeeping abilities compare to his parenting skills?
Discuss the scene in which his tries to teach his children a lesson in survival
by arranging for them to watch a tiger devour a goat. Did this in any way
prepare Pi for the most dangerous experience of his life?

16. Why did Pi at first try so hard to save Richard Parker?

17. Pi imagines that his brother would have teasingly cailed him Noah. How
does Pi's voyage compare to the biblical story of Noah, who was spared from
the flood while God washed away the sinners?

18. Is Life of Pi a tragedy, romance, or comedy?

19. Do you agree with Pi's opinion that a zoo is more like a suburb than a
jail?

20. How did you react to Pi's interview by the Japanese transport ministers?
Did you ever believe that Pi's mother, along with a sailor and a cannibalistic
cook, had perhaps been in the lifeboat with him instead of the animals? How
does Yann Martel achieve such believability in his surprising plots?

21. The opening scene occurs after Pi's ordeal has ended. Discussing his
work in the first chapter, Pi says that a necktie is a noose, and he mentions
some of the things that he misses about India (in spite of his love for
Canada). Would you say that this novel has a happy ending? How does the
grown-up version of Pi contrast with his little-boy scenes?

top of the page

Critical Praise

“Let me tell you a secret: the name of the greatest living
writer of the generation born in the sixties is Yann Martel.”
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—L'Humanité

"A story to make you believe in the soul-sustaining power of
fiction and its human creators, and in the original power of
storytellers like Martel."

—Los Angeles Times Book Review

“If this century produces a classic work of survival literature,
Martel is surely a contender.”
—The Nation

“Beautifully fantastical and spirited."”
—Salon

"Martel displays the clever voice and tremendous storytelling
skills of an emerging master."
—Publishers Weekly

"[Life of Pi] could renew your faith in the ability of novelists
to invest even the most outrageous scenario with plausible
life."

—The New York Times Book Review

"Audacious, exhilarating . . . wonderful. The book's middle
section might be the most gripping 200 pages in recent
Canadian fiction. It also stands up against some of Martel's
more obvious influences: Edgar Allen Poe's The Narrative of
Arthur Gordon Pym, the novels of H. G. Wells, certain
stretches of Moby Dick.”

—Quill & Quire
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Adolescent mariner. (Life of Pi}{Book Review) Cobb, Gerald T.
Full Text: COPYRIGHT 2003 Ali rights reserved. americamagazine.org

Life of Pi

By Yann Martel Harcourt. 336p $25 (hardcover) $14 (paperback) ISBN 0151008116 (hc); 0156027321 (pbk)

Yann Martel won Britain's most prestigious literary award, the Man Booker Prize, for Life of Pi, a book that
reinvents the lost-at-sea novel in quite striking terms. Martel himself has been storm-tossed in a controversy
about whether he inappropriately employed the premise of a 1981 story by Moacyr Scliar. In an "Author's Noteg"
he credits the Brazilian author for "the spark of life," but he insists that the novel itself is an original work. And
what an ingenious text it is; readers will find Martel's novel gripping and unforgettable.

At a coffeenouse in Pondicherry, India, the author is approached by an elderly man who says, "l have a story
that will make you believe in God." He directs the author to Mr. Piscine Molitor Patel (Pi for short) in Toronto,
who narrates most of the novel. The grown Pi takes us back to a time when he was 16 years of age (Pi is the
16th letter in the Greek alphabet), growing up in an eccentric and loving family, presided over by his father, who
gave up a career as hotelier to become a zookeeper. Pi notes, "My alarm clock during childhood was a pride of
lions."

The boy owes his name to a fabled swimming pool in Paris, and although his peers nickname him "Pissing," the
connotation of fish-like adaptability is a consoling prognostication of the piscine skills he will need later during
227 days adrift at sea. His name also has a mathematical connotation as the never-quite-finished calculation of
the relationship of a circle's circumference to its diameter, which is suggestive of the relationship between linear
journey and cyclical pattern. On one level, Pi's narrative concerns a voyage from India to the coast of Mexico,
but it is also caught up in the diurnal cyclical patterns of life at sea, and the cycle of doubt and faith.

The youthful Pi has a strong penchant for religious faith. Initially steeped in Hinduism, he encounters
Christianity at age 14 and asks to be baptized. Subsequently he also embraces Islam. He intends to follow all
three faiths simultaneously, but the strategy backfires when a priest, imam and holy man happen to meet him
and his parents all at the same time.

Pi offers fresh and moving descriptions of these great faiths: “If Hinduism flows placidly like the Ganges, then
Christianity bustles like Toronto at rush hour. It is a religion as swift as a swallow, as urgent as an ambulance.”
Islam is "a beautiful religion of brotherhood and devotion." Since according to Pi, "the presence of God is the
finest of rewards," his triple religious affiliation provides him three ways to experience that consoling presence.
At various dire moments, he is thus able to offer a compound ecumenical prayer-salutation: "Jesus, Mary,
Muhammad and Vishnu!"

The decision of Pi's family to move to Canada, taking with them a number of the zoao's animals, sets the stage
for the novel's crisis, the sinking of their ship at sea. Pi is set adrift in a lifeboat with a Bengal tiger named
Richard Parker. The reader's first impulse is to want Richard Parker to possess Disneyesque charm and
geniality, but Martel makes a compelling case that the threats of sea and tiger can be present in the same
confined space with the boy. The lifeboat serves as a simultaneously claustrophobic and expansive setting, a
stage that is by turns a circus ring, a killing field and a place of prayer.

When dubious government investigators later question Pi's account of his horrific ordeals at sea, he retorts:
"Tigers exist, lifeboats exist, oceans exist. Because the three have never come together in your narrow, limited
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experience, you refuse to believe that they might." The investigators lack Pi's openness, and he admonishes
them: "You want a story that won't surprise you, that will conform to what you already know, that won't make
you see higher or further or differently. You want a flat story. An immobile story. You want dry, yeastless
factuality.” Life of Pi is anything but yeastiess. A surprise twist at the end of the novel offers an entirely different

interpretation of Pi's story. What really happened in the lifeboat, and what stories can we tolerate as possibly
true?

Martel takes his place among such literary figures as Hopkins, Shelley and Byron, who have treated shipwrecks
as paradigmatic crises in human meaning. One who is set adrift finds himself or herself exposed to the worst
(and occasionally to the best) of nature and human nature. Consider Stephen Crane's story "The Open Boat," in
which the situation of being adrift confronts one with what Crane, himself the survivor of a shipwreck, called "the
unconcern of the universe." Survivors of shipwrecks become interpreters of man's everyday condition and
ultimate fate. Like the Ancient Mariner, the adolescent mariner Pi has an important

tale to tell.

Martel's novel is extremely well written, reflective when it needs to be reflective, thrilling when it needs to
convey adventure on the high seas and ultimately more than engrossing in its generous blend of zoology and
theology. It has moved the imaginations of such a large readership that the tourism director of Pondicherry,
India, is currently promoting the idea of building a zoo to correspond with early scenes in the novel.

For the rest of us, the point is not whether there is a zoo in Pondicherry, but rather whether this is, indeed, a
story to strengthen one's faith. There are two distinct and quite different ways to understand the novel's
conclusion. Martel offers the choice of interpretation as a gift to the reader.

Gerald T. Cobb, S.J., is chair of the English department at Seattle University.

Document Number: A99770725

© 2007 by The Gale Group, Inc.
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"Sidelights”

Yann Martel, Canadian author of fiction, "is being hailed as a remarkable voice," wrote Rosemary Goring in the Glasgow Herald,
"the harbinger of a fresh wave of literary invention from a nation already famous for its fiction." Following in the footsteps of
Margaret Atwood, Robertson Davies, and Alice Munro, Martel has earned international repute for his fiction, in particular the
award-winning 2001 title, Life of Pi: A Novel. Born in Spain to Canadian parents, Martel grew up and has lived all over the world,
including Alaska, Costa Rica, France, Mexico, Iran, Turkey, India, and Canada. His father was a diplomat and poet from the
province of Quebec, one-time winner of the Governor General's Award for poetry. Martel, who began to write after studying
philosophy at college, once told CA: "l write because it's the only way | know how to create, and to create is to live."

Martel's short story, "The Facts behind the Helsinki Roccamatios,” first appeared in the Malahat Review and won the 1991
Journey Prize for the best Canadian short story. Two years later, Martel published that story along with three others as The
Facts behind the Helsinki Roccamatios and Other Stories, in a collection that deait with the final hours of a condemned man, an
AIDS patient's imaginary life, and the debut of an amazing and rather bizarre symphony. A reviewer for Quill and Quire felt that
while the title story is a "good" tale, another of the stories collected in the book, "The Time 1 Heard the Private Donald J. Rankin
String Concerto with One Discordant Violin, by the American Composer John Morton," is an even "better story, and one that
more clearly says, This is something new.” The same reviewer further compared Martel to writers such as Paul Theroux, Bruce
Chatwin, Paul Auster, and Allan Gurganus. "Martel . . . writes in a way that makes a lot of other fiction look like, well, like fiction."

In 1996, Martel published his first novel, Seff, the fictional autobiography of a young author and fraveler who suddently finds he
has changed genders. The Quill and Quire reviewer praised the "candid, intelligent, likable, life-embracing, protean, chatty,
smug, and mischievous" narrator of that work, which views the events of thirty years through a mirthful and perceptive prism.
Similarly, a contributor to the Toronto Globe and Mail felt that Martel "wonderfully represents the child's universe in a seamless
whole," calling his novel a "penetrating, funny, original and absolutely delightful exploration.”

With his 2001 novel, Life of Pi, Martel continued his growth as a writer in 2 mixture of animal tall-tale and high-seas adventure
that had critics comparing him to Joseph Conrad and Salman Rushdie. The narrator, Piscine Molitor Patel, known as Pi, is now
a middle-aged man living in Canada. But as a youth, he lived in the Indian city of Pondicherry where his father ran the zoo. The
young boy developed an encyclopedic knowledge of animal behavior, loved stories, and learned to practice three religions:
Hinduism, Christianity, and Islam. When he was sixteen, Pi's parents decided to immigrate to Canada, taking along part of the
menagerie with them in a Japanese cargo ship. However, when the ship sank during a storm, there were only six survivors
inhabiting a lone lifeboat on that vastness of the Pacific: Pi, a rat, a female orangutan, a zebra with a broken leg, a hyena, and a
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four-hundred-fifty pound Bengal tiger named Richard Parker.

Life of Pjis the recounting of the fight for survival that ensued, in which Martel, via Pi, takes the reader into the food-chain
politics aboard the lifeboat. The hyena manages to devour the few flies that have been buzzing around the beat, but that does
not quite stave off hunger. Thereafter the hyena makes a meal of the zebra and orangutan, in that order. The Bengal tiger then
eats the hyena, and makes eyes at the young human cargo. To keep himself alive, Pi feeds the tiger the rat, but he recognizes
that the only way he will be able to survive in the long term is by somehow living with the tiger. He trains Richard Parker, feeds,
marks out separate territories on the boat with his urine, and comes to love the tiger. When they finally land in Mexico over two
hundred days later, Pi is half blind, and the tiger runs off into the jungle. Because the authorities there do not believe Pi's
fantastic tale, Pi tells a version with no animals involved, and suggests that they believe the better of the two stories.

Martel's blending of fantasy and nautical lore in Life of Pi prompted a reviewer for the Toronto Globe and Mail to note that the
"whole fantastic voyage carries hints of [Ernest Hemingway's] Ofd Man and the Sea and the magic realism of [Jorge] Amado
and [Gabriel Garcia] Marquez and the absurdity of [Samuel] Beckelt." "Ever aware of cliches, and using them to his advantage,
Pi is Martel's triumph,” the same reviewer further commented. "He is understated and ironic, utterly believable and pure." Similar
words of praise greeted the book’s English publication around the world. "If Canadian writer Yann Martel were a preacher, he'd
be charismatic, funny and convert all the nonbelievers,” wrote Nation's Charlotte Innes. Innes commented on the postmodernist
elements of the story: “multiple narrators, a playful fairytale quality. . ., realistically presented events that may be hallucinations
or simply made up," even the duplicate ending at the end of the novel and the symbolism of Pi's name, as "the irrational number
with which scientists try to understand the universe.” Thus the author presents his readers with a "sea of questions and
confusion,"” yet Innes felt that Martel "makes one laugh so much, and at times feel so awed and chilled, that even thrashing
around in bewilderment or disagreement one can't help but be captured by his prose.” Book's Paul Evans called Life of Pia
“work of wonder," while Bookiist's William Hickman called it a "strange, touching novel" that “frequently achieves something
deeper than technical gimmickry." In a Publishers Weekly review a contributor described Martel's second novel as a "fabulous
romp through an imagination by turns ecstatic, cunning, despairing, and resilient,” and an “impressive achievement." The same
reviewer felt that Martel "displays the clever voice and tremendous storytefling skills of an emerging master." Los Angeles Times
reviewer Francie Lin appreciated the "lightness and humor that gives it the quality of a fairy tale,” and New Yorx Times Book
Review contributor Gary Krist thought Life of Pi "could renew your faith in the ability of novelists to invest even the most
outrageous scenario with plausible life."

Reception of the novel in Britain was equally positive. Novelist Margaret Atwood, writing in the London Sunday Times,
commented, "It's fresh, originat, smart, devious, and crammed with absorbing lore.” Through this novel, Atwood noted, "[o]ur
customary picture of life is torn apart and through the rent in the canvas we see the real world. And it's a world of wonders, and
there are tigers in it." London Times reviewer Glyn Brown felt the story was "so magical, so playful, so harrowing and
astonishing that it will make you believe imagination might be the first step [in believing in God]." Allan Massie, writing in the
Edinburgh Scotsman, observed, "The story is engaging, Pi's resourcefulness both pleasing and amusing." Massie further noted,
"wWhat makes this novel so delightful is its light-heartedness." And for Justine Jordan, writing in the London Guardian, the novel
was "not so much. . .an allegory or magical-realist fable, but. . .an edge-of-seat adventure." New Internationalist reviewer Peter
Whittaker called it an "astonishingly original nove!," and William Skidelsky in the New Statesman also praised the "compelling”
storytelling.

For Jane Shilling, writing in the London Sunday Telegraph, however, the novel was "flawed" by what she found to be the
unbalanced structure of the book, yet she still found it a "fascinating novel--though as with some jewels, the flaws are arguably
part of the charm."” Toby Clements also had reservations in the London Daify Telegraph, feeling that Life of Pi "never really
comes alive in the emotional sense. It is more a novel of proposition and conjecture, a series of narrative questions and
solutions." Yet Clements added, "Despite this, Life of Pi is a hilarious novel, full of clever tricks, amusing asides and grand
originality.”

Critical acclaim also met the Australian publication of Life of Pi, with Rebekah Scott noting in the Brisbane Courier-Maif that the
novel is "strange, but it draws a gleaming confidence from its strangeness.” Francesca Cann found Martel's to be an "involving
narrative,” in a Melbourne Herald Sun review, and Michelle de Krester, writing in the Weekend Australian, felt that "what is

enchanting about this novel is not the sweep of its intellectual concerns but the intensity of its imagination. Martel is a natural.”

Awards committees agreed with these reviewers, and Life of Pi catapulted Martel's name into the first rank of international
authors, earning him a short-list position on England's prestigious Booker Prize list, as well as a similar honor on Canada’s list
for Governor General's Literary Award for fiction, and the 2001 Hugh MacLennan Prize for Fiction.

PERSONAL INFORMATION

Family: Born June 25, 1963, in Salamanca, Spain; son of Emile (a civil servant) and Nicole (a civil servant; maiden name,
Perron) Martel. Education: Attended Trent University, 1981-84 and 1986-87; Concordia University, B.A., 1985. Politics: "Social
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_ politics: left wing. Economic politics: confused. Overall politics: moderately nationalist--don't want to be an American.” Hobbies
and other interests: Writing, yoga, volunteering in a palliative care unit. Memberships: PEN Canada. Addresses: Home:
Montreal, Quebec, Canada. Agent: c/o Author Mail, Harcourt Brace and Co., 15 East 26th St., New York, NY 10010.

AWARDS

Journey Prize for the best short story in Canada, 1991, for "The Facts behind the Helsinki Roccamatios”; National Magazine
Award for best short story, 1992, for "The Time | Heard the Private Donald J. Rankin String Concerto with One Discordant
Violin, by the American Composer John Morton®; story selected for 1991-92 Pushcart Prize XVI Anthology, Best of the Small
Presses; Air Canada Award, Canadian Authors Association, 1993, for “Bright Young New Thing"; short-listed, First Novel
Award, Chapters/Books in Canada, 1997, for Self; short-listed, Governor General's Literary Award for fiction, 2001, Hugh
MaclLennan Prize for Fiction, 2001, and Booker Prize, 2002, all for Life of Pi: A Novel.

CAREER

Author. "Odd jobs at odd places at odd times." Has worked as library worker, tree planter, dishwasher, security guard, and
parking lot attendant.

WRITINGS BY THE AUTHOR:

e The Facts behind the Helsinki Roccamatios and Other Stories, Knopf Canada (Toronto, Ontario, Canada), 1993,
Harcourt (New York, NY}, 2004.

e Seff, Faber and Faber (London, England}, 1996.

e Life of Pi: A Novel, Knopf Canada (Toronto, Ontario, Canada), 2001; Harcourt (New York, NY), 2001.

MEDIA ADAPTATIONS

Fox Studios bought film rights to Martel's novel Life of Pi and assigned screenwriter Dean Gorgaris to the project.

WORKS IN PROGRESS

A novel about a donkey and a monkey traveling across a landscape that is actually a shirt worn during the Holocaust by a Jew.

FURTHER READINGS ABOUT THE AUTHOR:
PERIODICALS

¢ Book, July-August, 2002, Paul Evans, review of Life of Pi: A Novel, p. 78.
e Booklist, May 15, 2002, William Hickman, review of Life of Pi, p. 1576.

o Books in Canada, May, 1993, review of The Facts behind the Helsinki Roccamatios and Other Stories, p. 40; June, 1997,
review of Seff, p. 4.

e Canadian Forum, June, 1993, Merna Summers, review of The Facts behind the Helsinki Roccamatios and Other Sfories,
pp. 41-42; November, 1996, Christine Hamelin, "Self and Other, " pp. 43-44.

e Courier-Maif (Brisbane, Australia), September 28, 2002, Rebekah Scott, "Zen and the Art of Believing the Unbelievable, "
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review of Life of Pi, p. M5,
Daily Telegraph (London, England), June 1, 2002, Toby Clements, "The Tiger Who Went to Sea, " review of Life of Pi, .

Evening Standard (London, England), September 30, 2002, Alexander Linklater, "All at Sea--The Boy and the Tiger, "
review of Life of Pi, p. 49.

Financial Times {London, England), September 25, 2002, Tony Thorncroft, "Novel Lead for Canada as Booker Begins
New Chapter, " review of Life of Pi, p. 6.

Globe and Maif (Toronto, Canada), September 8, 2001, review of Life of Pi, p. D6; September 22,2001, review of Life of
Pi, p. D13; November 24, 2001, review of Life of Pi, p. D14.

Guardian (London, England), May 25, 2002, Justine Jordan, "Animal Magnetism, * review of Life of Ai, p. 10.

Harper's, June, 2002, Pico lyer, "The Last Refuge: The Promise of New Canadian Fiction, " review of Life of Pi, pp. 77-
80.

Herafd {Glasgow, Scotland), June 1, 2002, Rosemary Goring, "Life Is a Voyage with This Star Sailor, " review of Life of
Pi,p. 14

Herald Sun {Melbourne, Australia), August 10, 2002, Francesca Cann, "Pi Charts His Destiny, " review of Life of Fi, p.
Wa30.

independent (London, England), June 22, 2002, Judith Palmer, "The Tiger's Tale, " review of Life of Pi, p. 26, September
25, 2002, Boyd Tonkin, "The Finalists by Boyd Tonkin, Literary Editor, " p. 5.

Independent Sunday (London, England), July 7, 2002, Robin Buss, "Adrift on the Open Sea, with Only a Tiger for
Company, " review of Life of Pi, p. 14.

Kirkus Reviews, May 1, 2002, review of Life of Fi, p. 613.

Knight Ridder/Tribune News Service, June 5, 2002, Charles Matthews, review of Life of Pi, p. K146,
Library Journal, June 15, 2002, Edward Come, review of Life of i, p. 95.

Los Angeles Times, June 16, 2002, Francie Lin, "Floating on Faith, " review of Life of Pi, p. BRY.

Nation, August 19, 2002, Charlotte Innes, "Robinson Crusoe, Move Over, " review of Life of Pi, pp. 25-28.
New Internationalist, August, 2002, Peter Whittaker, review of Life of Pi, p. 33.

New Statesman, July 29, 2002, William Skidelsky, "Nove! Thoughts, " p. 39.

New Yorker, August 5, 2002, review of Life of Pi, p. 77.

New York Times Book Review, July 7, 2002, Gary Krist, “Taming the Tiger, " review of Life of Pi, p. 5.

Observer {London, England), May 23, 1993, review of The Facts behind the Helsinki Roccamatios and Other Stories, p.
71; May 26, 2002, Tim Adams, review of Life of Pi, p. 15.

Publishers Weekly, April 8, 2002, review of Life of Pi, p. 200.
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