Homework Questions for Jack Maggs, part 1 (pp. 1-175): Please choose just TWO of the questions below to answer as homework, but be prepared to discuss all of them.

1. What parallels do you see between Jack Maggs’ return to London and Odysseus’ return to Ithaca? What are some significant differences?

2. This novel features several characters who have risen in the world but hide dark, painful, and in some cases shameful pasts. While some are presented as innocent victims, we are led to see others as justly ashamed. Which of these characters do you find the most sympathetic (that is, who claims your sympathies and respect most strongly)? Why? Which character do you find the least sympathetic? Why?

3. On page 100 Carey says this of Tobias Oates: “The writer was stumbling through the dark of the convict’s past, groping in shadows, describing what was often a mirror held up to his own turbulent and fearful soul.” From what we learn in this first section, what parallels can we see in the lives and personalities of these seemingly very different characters?

4. Eliza Doolittle and Mercy Larkin were born into approximately the same London (give or take a few decades) and ended up in the same precarious social class by their teens. What does Carey’s franker portrayal of London’s lower class environment add to our understanding of Eliza’s choices? Aside from the effects of their environment, how are their personalities similar? Different?
5. We get the story of Jack Maggs’ childhood not from the narrator but from Maggs himself. How is that story shaped by this point of view, and by the fact that its intended audience is Pip? What does he hope to achieve with the tale?

6. Certain objects in this story take on a symbolic significance all out of keeping with their practical utility. For example, consider the emphasis given to silver table service (teapots and silverware and such). What is the meaning of these items to Maggs? To Percy? To Silas?

7. Tobias Oates is revered by many characters and considered a literary prodigy, destined for greatness (as was Dickens, his model). However, he is also insecure about his social status, as was Dickens. Consider how Carey depicts this paradox, especially in the dinner parties Oates attends. What is he saying about social distinctions in this society (and, perhaps, in all societies)? How is Carey manipulating the readers’ feelings in these scenes?

8. There are certain incongruities in the relationship between Mercy and Percy, and other incongruities in the feelings that begin to develop between Mercy and Maggs. What draws her to each of these very different men? What draws them to her? Which relationship makes more sense, as you see it? [Note: your opinion of this may change by the end of the story, but focus on this first section.]
