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Cambridge VCE English Units 3&4
New text resource: Life of Pi

Area of study 1: Reading and responding

Set texts: novels
Life of Pi (Yann Martel)

Overview


Piscine Molitor Patel is the narrator and main character of this unusual story that begins in Pondicherry, India. The son of a zoo keeper, Pi, as he comes to be known, has an extensive knowledge of the animals that inhabit his own backyard, as well as an interest in stories of all kinds and a fascination with the spiritual. He practices not only his native Hinduism, but also Christianity and Islam. When Pi is sixteen, his family - his mother, his father and brother, Ravi, emigrate from India to Canada. They set sail aboard a Japanese cargo ship, Tsimtsum, along with many of their zoo animals, bound for their new homes.


On the journey, the ship sinks and Pi finds himself alone in a life boat, adrift at sea. He soon discovers that he is not the only survivor, but shares his raft with an escaped hyena, an orangutan, a wounded zebra, and a 450 pound Bengal tiger, named Richard Parker. Although Pi is confronted with the dangers of these wild animals at sea, his extraordinary knowledge of animal behaviour, along with his faith and determination, allow him to survive, even after the other animals have fallen victim to the tiger’s predatory instincts.

For 227 days Pi and Richard Parker float aimlessly at sea. Pi is very aware that he needs to keep the tiger content and subservient to him. He lives in constant fear of attack, but manages to keep the tiger at bay with a supply of fish, turtles and rain water, and lessons in understanding the pecking order on the boat, that is, that Pi is the master of this wild, unpredictable beast. The harsh physical conditions begin to take their toll as Pi is subjected to the relentless beating of the sun, exposure to the elements and a general lack of hygiene. Although his plight is one of desperation, he manages to maintain his faith in God, and it is this hope and wonder at creation that provides him with the will to keep going.

Just as Pi is beginning to doubt any hope of rescue, and his body is deteriorating rapidly due to his poor diet, most evident through his loss of sight, another survivor from the wreck crosses his path. Although both Pi and the Frenchman are blind from their lack of nutrition, they make some confused exchanges, before Richard Parker devours the unsuspecting cannibal. The resourceful teenager, Pi, however, is not defeated by this tragedy, but uses it as a means of acquiring more supplies, and as a consequence, restores his sight.

After a short interlude on a low-lying island, Pi finally reaches the coast of Mexico and is saved by some locals. Richard Parker instantly flees to the jungle, and is never seen or heard of again. The Japanese authorities, who own the cargo ship, then come to interview Pi about his journey. Unsatisfied with his version of the ‘truth’, the interrogators press Pi into telling a second version of his tale. This story is far less rooted in the imagination, and far more conventional. As a result, the reader is left to ponder which version is in fact more ‘true’.

Characters

Pi Patel


It is important to note that this story is told from the point of view of the adult Pi. This presence is reinforced by Martel through the inclusion of his own observations as he interviews Pi Patel in Toronto as part of his research for the book. He notes that he ‘can’t be older than forty.’ He has an ‘expressive face’ and does not engage in ‘small talk.’ The reader is instantly aware, therefore, that Pi survives the ship wreck as he launches into his story. The adult Pi explains that he was ‘slowly brought back to life’ through academic study and religion. His double major in religious studies and zoology lead the reader neatly into an appreciation of the story of survival that is to follow. Pi is fascinated by animals and religion all his life and this is apparent as the narrative unfolds.


Piscine Molitor Patel is named after a swimming pool which is considered to be the ‘crowning aquatic glory of Paris’ by Mamaji, a family friend who has a passion for telling stories about swimming pools around the world. Pi notes that ‘I was named after a swimming pool. Quite peculiar considering my parents never took to water.’ When Pi is seven, he is taught to swim by Mamaji. This is a feat that no other Patel has ever achieved because Mamaji never got either of his parents ‘to go beyond wading up to their knees’ and Ravi ‘was just as unenthusiastic.’ Pi is the only ‘willing disciple’ who is successful in this instruction and it is the ‘talk’ of swimming that Father ‘loved’ Pi recalls. His unusual name is initially a great burden as he is teased constantly at school by his peers: ‘Where’s Pissing? I’ve got to go.’ One day, however, sick of the taunts, Pi bravely takes it upon himself to abbreviate Piscine, to Pi. He marks this day as a ‘new beginning’ as from here on he is known affectionately as Pi.


Pi loves to learn and to ask the big questions about life. He admits that from the time he could remember ‘religion had been very close to [my] his heart.’ He shares these observations with Mr Kumar who visits the zoo and soon becomes his favourite teacher. He also looks for guidance and inspiration from another Mr Kumar who is a Sufi, ‘a Muslim mystic.’ He seeks out these mentors in a quest to understand more about his own spirituality and his place in the world. 

Pi eventually connects with three different faiths – his native Hinduism, Catholicism and Islam. He practices aspects of all three religions and finds it somewhat perplexing when he is confronted by the priest, the imam and the pandit at the seaside esplanade in front of his unsuspecting parents. When asked to choose one faith, Pi blurts out, ‘I just want to love God’ and this is enough to send all ‘three wise men’ in different directions. It is this depth of spirituality that equips Pi with the inner strength and resilience that is required of him once he finds himself lost at sea with a Bengal tiger as his only companion.


When it is announced that the family is moving to Canada Pi admits that this ‘meant absolutely nothing to’ him. His father endeavours to re-locate his animals to other zoos around the world, but many accompany the family as they board their boat destined for North America. Pi admits that he is ‘terribly excited’ by the move and that he is determined to make the ‘best of it.’ This concludes Part One of the narrative as Part Two begins with the stark, ‘The ship sank.’


Pi survives for 227 days at sea in a life raft. He tells his story with frankness and humour as he describes what it is like to be adrift with an escaped hyena, an orangutan, a wounded zebra, and a 450 pound Bengal tiger, named Richard Parker. He is clever, resourceful and calm in the face of potential tragedy, and he shares his thoughts on God, creation and what it means to be alive as he puts his astonishing knowledge of animal behaviour to practical use in order to prevent an attack by the increasingly hungry and agitated Richard Parker, who also survives the long and treacherous journey.


Although Pi experiences fear, he is able to understand it and to conquer it in order to remain alive. He thinks deeply about his predicament and he draws on all aspects of his character - common sense, knowledge and faith – to overcome the dangers he faces as a helpless victim of the forces of nature. Pi demonstrates great resolve as he uses the survival manual to his advantage. As he does this, he also acknowledges the ‘wealth and abundance’ of the sea, and finds ‘a little bit of hope’ in this. Although his hunger and thirst drive him to despair, he realises that he ‘wants to live’ and it is this attitude, no matter what he faces, that ultimately saves him from perishing at the hands of Richard Parker or the harshness of the elements that surround him.


It is upon his rescue in Mexico that the reader is overtly confronted about the fantastical nature of his story. When Pi is interviewed by the Japanese authorities about his ordeal, the two delegates fail to be impressed by his tale, that is, the very story that we have just read. They insist that Pi tell them the ‘real’ version of events. He recounts the tale, but this abridged version omits most of the details, and substitutes his Mother, the cook and the sailor for the animals that have occupied his original account. The Japanese men seem more satisfied with the second story, however, Pi poses his final and most telling questions to the men: 


“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 the animals or the story without the animals?”
DIY

1. What are the ways that Martel contrasts the adult Pi with that of the young boy and teenager Pi? 

2. Explore the significance and meaning of Pi’s full name, Piscine Molitor Patel, as well as the shortened version. 

3. Why do you think that Pi has such a strong faith in God?

4. When the ship sinks, Pi loses his family and everything he owns. What else does he lose?

5. What does Pi gain from his experiences at sea?

6. Why does Pi try so hard to save the tiger?

7. What strategies does Pi use to deal with Richard Parker? Where does he learn these skills?

8. Pi tells two versions of his story to the Japanese officials. Did you have any reason to doubt his tale up until this moment in the novel? Why? Why not?

9. Which is ‘the better story’? Explain.

10.  Does it matter if Pi has made up the first version? Why? Why not?

Richard Parker


Throughout his journey, Pi has a sole companion, a 450 pound Royal Bengal tiger, named Richard Parker. From the outset, Pi is very aware of the potential danger of sharing a boat with a wild animal. Even though Richard Parker had been reared in the zoo, Pi is all too aware of his predatory instincts, and he does not once forget the imminent danger that lurks in the other section of the boat. Pi is able to use his knowledge of animal training to assert dominance over Richard Parker as he is able to use cues and commands to keep the tiger in a submissive position.

Martel presents Richard Parker as a real animal. He is in no way humanised and he acts as if he would if living in the wild. Richard Parker reacts to his hunger, his thirst, his territory and his own fear, just as he would in the depths of a jungle. He swims for the life boat in search of safety and kills both the hyena and the blind French cook out of instinct, and it is obvious to Pi that he would also kill him, if given the opportunity. 


Although Richard Parker represents danger and fear to Pi, it is the nature of this unlikely companion that drives Pi to stay alive. Even though there are times when Pi considers giving up in his quest for survival, the presence of the tiger gives him the motivation to keep going. Richard Parker becomes an important ‘other’ in the life of Pi on the boat. Even though he cannot respond to Pi, he acts as a sounding board, and also as a focus for survival. It is his training of Richard Parker that provides Pi with a reason to live. The tiger is a distraction for Pi as it helps him pass the time on the boat. When Pi finally arrives on the shores of Mexico, and Richard Parker moves off into the jungle without so much as a backward glance, Pi acknowledges how grateful he is to him, and expresses his thanks for helping to keep him alive.


Apart from a literal interpretation, Richard Parker also functions as a symbol in the novel. He represents the animalistic instincts that exist within human nature, and in this case, specifically, that of Pi. As Pi responds to his own starvation and thirst, he finds himself behaving in ways that mimic that of a wild animal. Although he is a vegetarian, he tears birds apart and stuffs them in his mouth, just as a tiger would, and he even uses the blind French cook’s flesh as bait and tries it himself, as he is driven towards barbaric behaviour in order to survive.


It is only when the Japanese investigators press Pi for another version of his fanciful story that the reader begins to question the authenticity of the first version. Is Richard Parker really a representation of Pi who is driven to these extreme lengths in order to survive?

DIY

11. Why is it significant that the tiger is given a human name?

12. Why do you think Martel allows the tiger to survive in the boat instead of one of the other animals?

13. List all the things that Pi does on the boat that reflect his animalistic instincts.

Santosh Patel (Father)


Before becoming the ‘founder, owner and director’ of the Pondicherry Zoo, Father runs a large hotel in Madras. Like Pi, he shares an ‘abiding interest’ in animals and this leads him into the zoo business. Although the reader does not get to know Father in great detail, Pi paints him as a man with many who is frank and straight forward, even somewhat eccentric. After all, he names his son after a swimming pool and he is very direct about his view of visitors to his zoo, ‘DO YOU KNOW WHICH IS THE MOST DANGEROUS ANIMAL IN THE ZOO?’ is the sign that greets his guests. An arrow then points to a small curtain which when pulled open reveals a mirror.

Father uses a similar approach to the way he teaches his sons about the dangers of the tiger. Not only is the prospect of one of his brutally honest lessons unnerving for Ravi and Pi, but Mother, who is normally ‘so unruffled’, was ‘worried’ and ‘even upset’ at what her husband intends to do. Father allows the boys to witness a tiger attacking a goat before their eyes. Pi describes the experience as scaring the ‘living vegetarian daylights’ out of him. His Mother is ‘incensed’ as she believes that the boys will be ‘scarred for life.’ Father goes on to list the other dangers lurking behind the friendly facades of the other wild animals in the zoo, and this is enough to ensure that Ravi and Pi will never forget the lesson for as long as they live.


Unlike Pi, Father does not have a ‘religious bone’ in his body. He is more interested in his business at the zoo, rather than contemplating the spiritual aspects of life, as his son does on a regular basis. Father is puzzled by Pi and his profound interest in religion and he prefers to avoid discussion on the issue, even after the meeting with the three religious men on the esplanade. When Pi later asks Father if he can be baptised, he refers his son to his wife for permission. He cannot understand how he has produced a son who thinks that he is the ‘reincarnation of Sri Ramakrishna.’ Pi describes his Father as ‘sick with worry’ about the politics at that time in India, and the business affairs of his zoo. He is perplexed by Pi and his attraction to religion, but he is too busy to intervene, although he does look on ‘stonily’ as Pi is finally baptised.

DIY

14. What kind of father is Santosh Patel?

15. Compare the way that Father looks after his animals in the zoo with the way he raises his sons.

16. Carefully read ‘Part One Chapter Eight’ when Father teaches his sons a lesson about survival. Is this an appropriate way to teach children about danger? Why? Why not?

17. In what ways does the episode with the tiger and the goat prepare Pi for his journey in the boat with Richard Parker?

18. Why do you think Pi is so religious considering that his Father is as ‘secular as ice cream’?

Cultural, historical and social setting

Pondicherry, India 1970s


The story is initially set in the 1970s in the small city of Pondicherry in the south east of India. This is a particularly turbulent time in the history of India as Prime Minister Indira Gandhi, or ‘Mrs Gandhi’ as Father refers to her, is leading the country and there continues to be political and religious tensions that divide the nation. 


After her landslide victory in the 1971 elections, Gandhi is granted a five year term. She enforces strict control over many aspects of Indian life such as birth control and becomes increasingly unpopular as a leader. In 1975, she is convicted of a minor election infringement during the 1971 campaign, but she does not resign. Instead, Gandhi declares a state of national emergency which causes the country to slip further into chaos, and signals her demise in 1977.


This is the political backdrop to the story of Life of Pi. These events do not necessarily affect the Patel family on a daily basis, but Father is always concerned about the economic state of his country. Although initially he believes that ‘India is on the cusp of becoming a truly modern and advanced nation’ but ‘Mrs Gandhi finally got the best of father.’ Her ‘dictatorial takeover of the nation’ is the straw that breaks the camel’s back for Father. When the ‘New India’ is ‘split into pieces’, Father decides that ‘long term, politics is bad for business’ and that the family will move to Canada.
Toronto, Canada – present day


Throughout Part One of the novel, Martel intersperses sections of text that describe his meetings with the adult Pi in Toronto, Canada. This clearly indicates to the reader that Pi does survive the encounter that he is about to relay to him. He weaves in observations, in his role as interviewer, that allude to Pi’s survival and the legacy of his 227 days afloat. ‘I notice…his cupboards are jam-packed…A reserve of food to last the siege of Leningrad.’ As interviewer, Martel also describes Pi’s house and he creates a real sense of his Indian past, ‘We are in India’ but also of his adult life as a Canadian. After showing him his wedding photos, the author notes, ‘A Hindu wedding with Canada prominently on the edges.’
The Pacific Ocean


Most of the narrative is set in the Pacific Ocean as Pi struggles for survival in the company of the tiger for 227 days. He does land on an ‘exceptional botanical discovery’ at one point, and then in Mexico, but for the most part, the setting of his tale is that of the wide, vast sea. This is significant because it is in the isolation of this setting where he is at the mercy of nature: the waves, the clouds, the storms, the sun, the sharks and the all-encompassing ocean, but he is also able to recognize the beauty that surrounds him with the sunsets and the horizon. It is during his immense ‘suffering’ aboard the life boat that Pi learns the most about himself. He is faced with death but somehow through sheer determination, he decides to ‘fight to the very end’ and this, coupled with a profound belief in God, inspires him to live.

DIY

19. Why do you think Martel sets most of the story in the middle of the ocean?

20. How important is the setting to the messages that Martel wishes to convey to the reader?

Themes

The power of storytelling

From the time he is very young, Pi enjoys listening to stories. He is transfixed by the stories of Mamaji and his tales about swimming. Pi delights in the descriptions of the swimming pools from around the world, and even though he dislikes his own name, he is fascinated by the way Mamaji transports him to the ‘pool the gods would have delighted to swim in.’ He even uses a story of his own to justify the shortening of his own name Piscine to Pi with reference to the mathematical symbol, 3.14.


It is in the religious figure heads that Pi seeks out later in his adolescence,  that provide him with stories that attract him to three very different forms of worship. He finds beauty in the stories of Lord Krishna and the rites and rituals of Hinduism. He finds Father Martin’s story of Catholicism ‘downright weird’ but nonetheless inspiring, and the ‘guttural eruptions and long flowing vowels’ of Islam ‘like a beautiful brook.’ It is the transformative power of the words that Pi finds so alluring, and this is then reflected in his own story, that is told to the interviewer, as he shares his tale of survival that in fact becomes the novel itself. 


At the conclusion of the novel, the reader is presented with the notion that the first version of the story that Pi has told is not necessarily ‘true.’ He then goes on to tell the Japanese investigators a second version, one that presents the ‘straight facts.’ He then gives an account that is stripped back and more ‘realistic’ and the reader is left to ponder which account they in fact believe. This again highlights the power of the story. Is it that the harsh reality of Pi’s experience is too painful to recount? Or is the first version the one that really took place? Either way the power of the story is able to protect both Pi and the reader from details that would otherwise be too unpalatable, so the reader is left to ask, does it really matter which one is true in the end?

Survival


The story told by the adult Pi of his survival is one of faith, common sense, practicality and sheer determination. He uses his belief in God as a powerful, guiding force as he prays and believes that ‘so long as God is with me, I will not die.’ He also uses his knowledge of animal behaviour to keep Richard Parker beneath him in the pecking order, and he uses his common sense to search for the survival kit inside the locker on the life raft. It is here that he finds enough supplies of food to last 93 days and water to last 124 days. He works out how to use the rain catchers, how to catch fish and turtles, how to erect a shelter to protect him from the elements, as well as how to ration his food for a prolonged period of time. Even when he feels utterly exhausted and defeated, and that he cannot possibly endure any more suffering, he decides that his ‘inability to let go’ will ensure his survival.

All along the reader is aware that in order to survive, Pi must compromise his own beliefs along the way. This is clearly shown when he is forced to abandon vegetarianism when his hunger drives him to not only eat the flesh of birds, but also to try human flesh, after the cook has been killed by Richard Parker. It is through his need to survive that Pi is pushed to behave in ways that go against his own values and principles.

The nature of religion


In the ‘Author’s Note’ that opens the novel, an old Indian man tells the narrator, ‘I have a story that will make you believe in God.’ From there the story unfolds, and both the young boy and the adult Pi, reveal a deep faith and spirituality. Even when Pi is faced with his biology teacher, Mr Satish Kumar, who states unashamedly that he does not ‘believe in religion’, Pi confidently replies, ‘Religion will save us.’ Pi is only a young boy at the time, and his fascination with religion only strengthens as he moves into adolescence.

Pi searches for meaning in his life. He is attracted to the colour, rite and ritual associated with his native Hinduism. He is also, however, drawn to Catholicism and Islam for similar reasons. He finds no problem with worshipping in three different religious traditions, and he clearly continues this after his period as a cast away, which is revealed by the descriptions of his house by the narrator, as containing ‘a framed picture of Ganesha…a wooden cross…and a black-robed Kaaba.’


When Pi is faced with his solitary existence aboard the life boat, he turns to religion to guide and sustain him. His realization at the positive power of belief enables him to deepen his spirituality and his connection with the universe while at sea. His time afloat allows him to reflect on the bigger questions of life and to appreciate the miracle of his survival.

Animal behaviour


By growing up in a zoo, Pi acquires a vast knowledge about animals. He shares many stories about the ways that both tame and wild animals need to be handled by humans. He understands that animals are creatures of habit that have needs that must be met; that is, to be sheltered, fed and watered. Not once does he ascribe human qualities or emotions to the animals, instead he is careful to point out that ‘an animal is an animal.’ He realizes that no matter how innocent they make look, animals ‘lie in ambush’ to all unsuspecting humans. His Father goes to great lengths to reinforce this when he uses the devouring of the goat by the tiger as an example of this. Father does not want his sons to be lulled into a false sense of security with these potentially wild beasts, so he instills a fear into both Ravi and Pi, about their capacity to turn on humans, in his brutal lesson.

Pi sees zoo keeping as a science. He understands the instincts that drive animals to behave in particular ways, and he uses this philosophy when he finds himself confined on a boat with a 450 pound Bengal tiger. Pi never drops his guard with Richard Parker, and it is his extraordinary understanding of the pecking order within the animal kingdom that contributes to his survival.

Text structures and features

The narrators


The ‘Author’s Note’ that precedes Part One of the novel presents the point of view of the author, Yann Martel, as he explains how he came to write the story about Pi Patel, that we are about to read. Interspersed between the accounts given by Pi in Part One are observations made by the narrator as he interviews Pi for the story.


Pi tells his story in Parts One and Two from first person point of view. He begins after his tale after his recovery from his ordeal at sea and moves into an account of his childhood and adolescence that leads up to the sinking of the Japanese cargo ship. 


Once he is at sea, the first person point of view is maintained for the vast majority of the story. As readers we are privy to his thoughts, feelings and experiences as he struggles for survival on the life boat with Richard Parker as his only companion.


The final section of the book, Part Three, is written mainly as a transcript of the interview between Pi and the two Japanese officials who interview him about the sinking of the ship. There are comments from the narrator that are inserted both before and after the transcript.

The flashback structure


The narrative jumps back and forth in time, however, the reader is given signals to mark this, as italics is used to represent the perspective of the narrator as he comments on the adult Pi as he re-tells his story.

The use of fact and fiction


The story is framed by the opening chapters when the adult Pi tells the author about his early childhood and the sinking of the ship that changes his life forever. This technique distances the reader from the truth as we do not know whether to believe all of what Pi tells us or which pieces are in fact ‘real’. Martel uses this as a deliberate technique to move the reader towards an understanding that a story told with imagination is far more powerful than just a series of facts.
DIY

21. Go to: www.youtube.com
22. Follow the links to: Yann Martel – Life of Pi – author interview

23. Watch interview.

24. Take notes on Martel’s comments about ‘implausible’ and ‘impossible’.

25. Do you think this is an accurate description of the story of Life of Pi?

Genre

Life of Pi is an allegory or fable. This means that the author, Yann Martel, uses the literal story of Pi in the boat as a symbol. As readers we can enjoy the tale of survival by Pi, but there is a deeper underlying meaning to the narrative. Martel aims to teach his readers about abstract concepts such as: faith, human instincts and truth. This is achieved by using a human, such as Pi, and an animal, such as Richard Parker, to represent different aspects of the human psyche.

Different readings

Is this story real?


Every reader comes to this story with a different set of values, ideas and expectations, and this will have an impact on the way that it is read. Some readers will be happy to accept the first version of the story as true and to be swept away by the imagination of the tale. They may reject any suggestion that the author is playing tricks on them, and reveals a very different ‘truth’ at the end. Other readers will find the first version fantastical and far-fetched. They may be searching for the underlying meaning once they realise that Pi offers another interpretation of events. In the end, it does not matter which version you accept because Martel is showing us that story telling is powerful and that we are all entitled to our own ‘truth.’

Which is the better story?


At the end of his interview with the Japanese officials, Pi asks them, ‘Which is the better story, the story with animals or the story without animals?’ They both exclaim without hesitation, ‘The story with animals.’ This is the point. Even though neither man was willing to accept the first account of Pi’s survival as truth, both men recognise the power of the better story. They acknowledge that the tale of Pi and Richard Parker is far more interesting than the brutal truth that is relayed to them in the short, factual account. This is what Martel has hoped for the reader all along that it is the telling of the story that is important, not necessarily the reflection of the truth. He asserts through this that it is better to value imagination than to be reduced to the cold, hard facts, and that somehow this saves us from ourselves and our pain.

DIY - Text response topics

26. ‘Pi survives his ordeal because of his belief in God.’ Discuss.

27. ‘Life of Pi is a novel about imagination.’ To what extent to do you agree?

28. ‘How does the structure of Life of Pi help the reader to distinguish between truth and fiction?’ Discuss.

29. ‘Why is it significant that it is a tiger that survives the journey with Pi? Discuss.

30. ‘In what ways is Pi as a boy different to the adult Pi who narrates the story?’
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