
Life of Pi
Contextual Questions

Chapter’s 1-10



Author’s Note
• The ‘author’ makes a journey to India in search of inspiration for 

a new novel after the failure of his second novel. 

• He meets Francis Adirubasamy who tells him that he has a story 
that “will make you believe in God”. The story is about Piscine 
Patel, whom the author finds in Canada. 

• This line engages the reader’s attention and introduces some of 
the major themes of the novel – religion and faith, belief, heart 
versus reason and the nature of storytelling. 

• The foreword with acknowledgements is a mixture of fact and 
fiction which is a device the real author (Martel) uses to get the 
reader to believe that an entirely fictitious story is a true story



Author’s Note



Author’s Note

• This merging of fact and fiction also relates to Pi’s own survival 
adventure which, at the end, could be seen as a merging of fact and 
fiction. 



Author’s Note: Contextual Questions

1. What is suggested by the author’s comment about fiction being 
“the selective transforming of reality? The twisting of it to bring out 
its essence”?

2. Why did the author go to India?

3. Why does the author mail his manuscript for the book about 
Portugal to a made-up address in Siberia? 

4. Who first tells the author about Mr. Patel’s story? How many 
storytellers does this make in the book so far? 

5. What is most significant about the story that the author hears?



AUTHOR’S NOTE
EXTRACT A







Author’s Note: Extract A Contextual 
Questions
1. Place this passage in context by describing where the Author/narrator is and why he is there. (3) 

2. a) State the Auhtor/narrator’s line of work. (1)

b) What does the widening of Mr Adirubasamy’s eyes suggest to the Author/narrator

about his listener’s opinion of his profession? (2)

c) Is the Author/narrator’s interpretation of Mr Adirubasamy’s opinion of his profession

correct? Give a reason for your answer. (3)

3. Compare the Author/narrator’s religious beliefs to those of Mr Adirubasamy. Support your

answer by quoting from the passage. (4)

4. The Author/narrator refers to Christianity (“two thousand years ago”) and Islam (“seventh

century/Arabia”) as though they are two entirely separate belief systems. How does this

contrast to Pi’s beliefs depicted in the novel as a whole? (2)



Author’s Note: Extract A Contextual 
Questions
5. Using what you know about Mr Adirubasamy’s role in Pi’s life,      
explain why it is fitting that he be the one to lead the Author/narrator   
to Pi. (3)

6. “Once upon a time there was a zoo…” Explain how this statement 
introduces the novel’s important theme of storytelling and the 
listener/reader’s belief in these stories. (4)

7. What is the outcome of this encounter between the Author/narrator 
and Mr Adirubasamy? (2)

8. Why do you think the Author/narrator has included this encounter in 
the Author’s note? (1)



PART 1
TORONTO AND PONDICHERRY



CHAPTER 1-3 OVERVIEW

• In Chapter one, Pi begins to tell his story. He is a graduate of Zoology 
and Religious Studies. The topic of his thesis at university “The thyroid 
gland of the three-toed sloth” sounds scientific but Pi admits that he 
chose the sloth because of its soothing, spiritually calming nature and 
because it reminded him of God. This highlights the link between 
religious faith and science. Pi’s fascination with both subjects is 
sustained as the novel unfolds. 

• He expresses his sadness that Richard Parker (whose identity we do 
not yet know) leaves and does not say goodbye to him. This creates 
suspense and curiosity in the reader. The reader is surprised later on
to discover that Richard Parker is a tiger. This also relates to the 
theme of zoomorphism.



CHAPTER 1-3 OVERVIEW

• It is revealed that Pi knows a lot about animal behaviour, which makes his 
story in Part Two believable. 

• Chapter two presents the fictitious author’s description of Pi. The short, 
truncated sentences (stylistic device) create a factual tone. Hence, this 
mimics the factual style of a researcher. 

• In Chapter three, we discover the role of Mamaji (Francis Adirubusamy) in 
naming Pi - Piscine Molitor - after Adirubasamy’s favourite swimming pool 
in Paris. Pi is the only swimmer in the family, owing to the coaching of 
Mamaji. This is important for later events as it explains why Pi is the only 
surviving member of his family when the ship sinks. This technique in 
writing is known as foreshadowing as it prepares the reader for what is 
about to happen. It also links to the theme of the nature of storytelling as 
Martel ‘sets up’ the story for us.



CHAPTER 1: CONTEXTUAL QUESTIONS

1. What is suggested by the fact that the Author’s note was set in italics, and 
Chapter 1 is set in normal text?

2. Who do we assume is the speaker of Chapter 1? What suggests this?

3. Why did the person speaking in Chapter 1 choose to study the sloth?

4. What we can infer about Mr. Patel from his tone?

5. What is significant about the cities Mr. Patel says he would like to visit?

6. What were Mr. Patel’s two majors in college? What connection does he 
make between the

two? How do they foreshadow what is likely to come later in the novel?

7. What can we infer about the narrator so far?



CHAPTER 2: CONTEXTUAL QUESTIONS

1. What do the language and format of this chapter establish for the 
reader? 

2. What is significant about the details the fictional author chooses to 
reveal about Mr. Patel? 



CHAPTER 3: CONTEXTUAL QUESTIONS

1. What might the origin of Patel’s name foreshadow?

2. What significant trait did the narrator and Mamaji share?

3. Who is the man Patel calls Mamaji, who teaches Patel how to swim? 
How have we already met him?

4. What does the name “Mamaji” mean?

5. What distinction does Mr. Patel make between the ocean and the 
swimming pool? What is the significance of this distinction? 

6. In this chapter, we finally learn the full name of our narrator. What is 
it and how did he get it?



CHAPTER 3: CONTEXTUAL QUESTIONS

7. What is significant about the narrator’s name?

8. What did Piscine’s father do for a living?



CHAPTER 4: OVERVIEW

• The key focus of this chapter is Pi’s argument that zoo animals are 
“happy” and “free” compared to wild animals. According to Pi, 
animals in captivity have a structure and a support system that meets 
their needs and do not need to be driven by “fear and urgent 
necessity”. For this reason, zoo animals who are released voluntarily 
go back to their confined habitat.

• This prepares us for Part Two where we again realise how 
knowledgeable Pi is when it comes to animal behaviour. His argument 
about how happy animals are in captivity foreshadows Chapter 94 
when he imagines Richard Parker in “the free confinement of a 
jungle”. Note how irony is used here.



CHAPTER 4: OVERVIEW

• The theme of Religion and Faith is presented in this chapter and it 
explains why humans need faith/religious belief as it offers assistance 
to deal with life’s ordeals.



CHAPTER 4: CONTEXTUAL QUESTIONS

1. What did Piscine’s father do before he became a zookeeper? What comment does Piscine

make about the transition from hotel owner to zookeeper?

2. How does Pi feel about growing up in a zoo? In terms of the Bildungsroman narrative, what

might the zoo symbolize?

3. What is Piscine implying when he says that the only “relentless imperatives” felt by animals is

avoiding enemies and securing food and water?

4. What is Piscine implying when he says that “a house is compressed territory, where our basic

needs can be fulfilled close by and safely”?

5. Does Piscine believe animals are better off in the wild or in a zoo?

6. What comparison does the adult Piscine make between the impulse to “free” animals and

invading a person’s home and “freeing” him? Why is this comparison significant?

7. What does Pi mean when he says that “certain illusions about freedom plague” both zoos and

religion?



CHAPTER 5-6: OVERVIEW

• Chapter five highlights the importance of naming. The name of 
someone links closely to the theme of identity. The symbolic meaning 
of Pi’s name is important to the theme of order / reason or logic / 
rationality as it captures the complicated nature of the universe. Life 
is not simple. This idea also foreshadows the unbelievable events of 
Part Two. Martel is stretching the reader’s imagination to embrace 
these unbelievable events as truth. 



CHAPTER 5-6: OVERVIEW

• “And so, in that Greek letter that looks like a shack with a corrugated 
tin roof, in that elusive, irrational number with which scientists try to 
understand the universe, I found my refuge.” 

• In addition, names have important religious meaning in all cultures. In 
Islam and Christianity, many references are made to names and 
identity. In Hinduism, an important event is the naming of the child. 
When Pi orders a pizza over the phone and he is asked for his name, 
he answers, “I am who I am”, which is how God replied to Moses. Pi 
also lists several followers of Jesus who were known by more than 
one name to show how life changes can lead to name changes. He 
also compares his teasing to Muhammad’s persecution in Mecca.



CHAPTER 5-6: OVERVIEW

• Pi accomplishes a personal victory in this chapter. Consider the 
embarrassment or humiliation children feel when they are teased. We 
experience this personal victory with Pi as he cleverly “trains” his 
teachers and classmates to change his name from “pissing” to “Pi”. 
This helps us to connect with the hero as well. It further shows us Pi’s 
intelligence and ability to understand human and animal nature. “A 
new beginning. I repeated the stunt with every teacher. Repetition is 
important in the training not only of animals but also of humans.



CHAPTER 5-6: OVERVIEW

• This idea is explained in the theory of classical conditioning in 
psychology. It also foreshadows Pi’s ability to understand Richard 
Parker later in the novel.

• Chapter 6 extends the concept of foreshadowing as the fictitious 
author describes the adult Pi’s heavily-stocked cupboards. This 
arouses interest / curiosity about Pi. Consider why he does this.



CHAPTER 5: CONTEXTUAL QUESTIONS

1. What might be significant about the name Pi chooses for himself?

2. What does Pi mean at the end of this chapter when he says, “in that 
elusive, irrational number

with which scientists try to understand the universe, I found refuge.”

3. What personal characteristics does Pi exhibit in choosing to change 
his own name?



CHAPTER 5
EXTRACT B







Chapter 5: Extract B Contextual Questions

1. Describe the “stunt” to which Pi is referring. (3)

2. “Repetition is important in the training of animals but also of humans.”

a) State the reason Pi knows so much about the training of animals. (1)

b) Explain fully how his knowledge of training animals later saves Pi’s life. (3)

c) In your view, is Pi suggesting that humans and animals are similar in some 
respects? Substantiate your response. (2)

3. a) What does Pi mean by “commonly named boy” in the context of the 
setting of this section of the novel? (2)

b) State why Pi is not a “commonly named boy” with reference to his full 
name.” (2)



Chapter 5: Extract B Contextual Questions

4. “the details of my rebirth” Why did Pi feel that this “rebirth” was 
necessary? (3)

5. “we are a nation of aspiring engineers” Explain why Pi makes this 
statement. (2)

6. Identify the reason that Ravi is described as a “local god”. (1)

7. What does Ravi’s conversation with Pi reveal about his relationship 
with Pi? (3)

8. Pi is described as an “irrational number with which scientists try to 
understand the universe”. Critically discuss why this statement can be 
said to be paradoxical. (3)



CHAPTER 6: CONTEXTUAL QUESTIONS

1. What does the author’s description of Patel’s kitchen suggest?



CHAPTER 7: OVERVIEW

• In this chapter, Pi describes his favourite biology teacher - Mr Satish 
Kumar - as having a geometric build befitting of his logical and 
scientific character. Mr Kumar is interested in the biology of animals 
which displays his scientific background. Take note of how the other 
Mr Kumar (the Muslim mystic) explains the existence of animals later 
on. 

• Although Pi has strong religious beliefs, he is able to accept Mr
Kumar’s views of the universe and his atheism. Pi accepts atheism but 
not agnosticism. He explains: “To choose doubt as a philosophy of life 
is akin to choosing immobility as a means of transportation.” 



CHAPTER 7: OVERVIEW

• Pi believes that having doubt prevents one from experiencing life or 
taking a leap of faith. He respects Mr Kumar’s ability to take a position 
in explaining the world, politics, animals and human existence. This 
relates to the theme of reason. 

• “It was my first clue that atheists are my brothers and sisters of a 
different faith and every word they speak speaks of faith. Like me, 
they go as far as the legs of reason will carry them – and they leap.”

• Note how Pi defines ‘faith’ as believing in something. Evaluate how 
this relates to religious faith.



CHAPTER 7: CONTEXTUAL QUESTIONS

1. What language and imagery does Pi use to describe Mr. Kumar? Why 
is it significant?

2. Why does Mr. Kumar love the zoo?

3. What does the zoo represent to Mr. Kumar?

4. Why does Mr. Kumar not believe in God?

5. Why doesn’t Pi argue with Mr. Kumar about the existence of God?

6. How are atheists like believers, according to Pi?

7. What problem does Pi have with agnostics?



CHAPTER 8: OVERVIEW

• The concept of anthropomorphism is explained by Pi’s father’s 
declaring that the “most dangerous animal in the zoo” is a human 
being. Pi explains that by anthropomorphising animals, humans 
respond to them as if they are also human beings. This is dangerous 
as we may disrespect the animals and they may respond violently or 
aggressively in return. 

• “I learned the lesson that an animal is an animal, essentially and 
practically removed from us, twice: once with Father and once with 
Richard Parker.” 



CHAPTER 8: OVERVIEW

• At this stage of the novel, we are still unaware, as the reader that 
Richard Parker is a tiger. However, Pi’s experience with this tiger 
foreshadows his understanding of Richard Parker later on. We see 
that Pi already possesses immense knowledge about animals and 
animal behaviour. The theme of the nature of storytelling is explored 
as Martel deliberately elaborates on Pi’s knowledge of animals so that 
Part Two is authentic and believable. We call this technique a plot 
device as it assists with the development of the plot and ties the story 
together as we read on. 



CHAPTER 8: OVERVIEW

• The incident with Mahisha, the tiger, lends insight to the character 
traits of Pi’s family. Father appears to be concerned about equipping 
his sons with life skills. He is a worrier by nature. We see this later 
when he decides to move his family away from India because of the 
state of emergency. Mother, on the other hand, is a protector – “I 
could feel mother’s hand pressed against my pounding heart.” … 
“Mother bundled us out. We were in hysterics. She was incensed.” 
Despite Ravi’s bravado, described in earlier chapters, he is equally 
fearful of the tiger and obedient to his father. 



CHAPTER 8: OVERVIEW

• The diction enhances the quality of the writing and it captures the 
tone of fear in this chapter. Mahisha is portrayed as dangerous and 
highly alert. The humans are quiet and fearful. The scene clearly 
displays the dominance and power of the beast. “‘Tigers are very 
dangerous,’ ” Father shouted.” “Mahisha, now unconcerned with 
Babu, paralleled the move in his cage in a fluid, effortless motion. He 
crouched and lay still, his slowly moving tail the only sign of tension.”

• Martel also uses specific techniques to add interest and to emphasise
the apprehension of the scene. “With sudden ease the trapdoor slid 
open. Silence fell again, except for the bleating and the click-click of 
the goat’s hooves against the floor.” The reader is forced to draw on 
his imagination to complete the gruesome carnage of this scene. 



CHAPTER 8: CONTEXTUAL QUESTIONS

1. Why do zoologists “commonly say…that the most dangerous animal 
in a zoo is man”?

2. What animal does Pi’s father believe is “even more dangerous than 
us”?

3. What does Pi mean when he says, “The obsession with putting 
ourselves at the center of everything is the bane not only of theologists 
but also of zoologists”?

4. What is the point of the episode Pi relates about the ravenous tiger 
and the goat? Why has Martel placed this episode in the same chapter 
with the discussion of anthropomorphism? What might this episode 
foreshadow?



CHAPTER 8
EXTRACT C





Chapter 8: Extract C Contextual Questions

1. a) List the techniques Pi’s father uses to draw the zoo visitors’ attention to 
the mirror. (3)
b) How do we know the techniques are successful? (1)
2. Using your knowledge of the novel, summarise three points that Pi makes 
earlier which demonstrate that humans are indeed the most dangerous 
animals in the zoo. (3)
3. Use your own words to explain what Animalus anthromorphicus means. 
(1)
4. Comment on why the words “cute”, “friendly”, “devoted” and so on are 
written in inverted commas. (2)
5. According to Pi, why do some people attack certain animals in the zoo 
with walking sticks and umbrellas? (2)



Chapter 8: Extract C Contextual Questions

6. “In both cases, we look at an animal and see a mirror.”

a) Comment critically on what Pi is inferring about people with the use 
of “in both cases”. (2)

b) Provide evidence from the second story that Pi tells the Japanese 
investigators that substantiates Pi’s argument above. Your evidence 
should include a brief explanation of how the people on the boat 
exemplify “both cases.”(4)



Chapter 8: Extract C Contextual Questions

7. “I learned the lesson that an animal is an animal.”

a) Describe how Pi’s father goes about teaching Pi and Ravi 

this lesson. (1)

b) Why does he teach them this lesson? (1)

c) What does this lesson show us about the kind of father he is? (1)

d) Critically discuss how this lesson relates to the theme of 
anthropomorphism. (3)



CHAPTER 9-11 OVERVIEW

• Pi explains the concept of flight distance in chapter nine – “which is 
the minimum distance at which an animal wants to keep a perceived 
enemy.” This assists him in establishing his boundaries with Richard 
Parker in Part Two – foreshadowing. Pi admits that his father is “a 
natural”. He has “an intuitive gift and a keen eye.” This shows that Pi’s 
training from his father becomes a useful coping tool later on.

• Chapters ten and eleven continue to illustrate the idea of flight 
distance. Pi explains why he believes that zoos are not horrible 
environments for animals but that it is humans invading the territory 
of animals, that harms the animal. As long as humans provide animals 
in captivity with food, shelter and a stable environment, their flight 
distance is minimised and the human being is not seen as an enemy. 



CHAPTER 9-11 OVERVIEW

• “Whatever the reason for wanting to escape, sane or instane, zoo 
detractors should realise that animals don’t escape to somewhere but 
from something. 

• “ This knowledge assists Pi in creating a co-habitable environment 
with Richard Parker in Part Two. 



CHAPTER 9: CONTEXTUAL QUESTIONS

1. What is a “flight distance”?

2. 2. Why is an understanding of animals’ flight distance important to 
a zookeeper?



CHAPTER 10: CONTEXTUAL QUESTIONS

1. What are some of the reasons Pi gives for animals’ wanting to escape 
from zoos?

2. Why does Pi goes into such detail explaining how zoos work?

3. What, according to Pi, does “an animal hate above all else”?


