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BOOKCLUB-IN-A-BOX

Readers and Leaders Guide

Each Bookclub-in-a-Box guide is clearly and effectively organized to give you information and ideas for a lively discussion, as well as to present the major highlights of the novel. The format, with a Table of Contents, allows you to pick and choose the specific points you wish to talk about. It does not have to be used in any prescribed order. In fact, it is meant to support, not determine, your discussion.

You Choose What to Use.

You may find that some information is repeated in more than one section and may be cross-referenced so as to provide insight on the same idea from different angles.

The guide is formatted to give you extra space to make your own notes.

How to Begin

Relax and look forward to enjoying your book club.

With Bookclub-in-a-Box as your behind the scenes support, there is little for you to do in the way of preparation.

Some readers like to review the guide after reading the novel; some before. Either way, the guide is all you will need as a companion for your discussion. You may find that the guide’s interpretation, information, and background have sparked other ideas not included.

Having read the novel and armed with Bookclub-in-a-Box, you will be well prepared to lead or guide or listen to the discussion at hand.

Lastly, if you need some more “hands on” support, feel free to contact us.

What to Look For

Each Bookclub-in-a-Box guide is divided into easy-to-use sections, which include points on characters, themes, writing style and structure, literary or historical background, author information, and other pertinent features unique to the novel being discussed. These may vary slightly from guide to guide.

INTERPRETATION OF EACH NOVEL REFLECTS THE PERSPECTIVE OF THE BOOKCLUB-IN-A-BOX TEAM.

Do We Need to Agree?

THE ANSWER TO THIS QUESTION IS NO.

If we have sparked a discussion or a debate on certain points, then we are happy. We invite you to share your group’s alternative findings and experiences. You can contact us via our website (www.bookclubinabox.com), by email (info@bookclubinabox.com), or by phone (1-866-578-5571). We would love to hear from you.

Discussion Starters

There are as many ways to begin a book club discussion as there are members in your group. If you are an experienced group, you will already have your favorite ways to begin. If you are a newly formed group or a group looking for new ideas, here are some suggestions.


	Ask for people’s impressions of the novel. (This will give you some idea about which parts of the unit to focus on.)

	Identify a favorite or major character.

	Identify a favorite or major idea.

	Begin with a powerful or pertinent quote. (Not necessarily from the novel.)

	Discuss the historical information of the novel. (Not applicable to all novels.)

	If this author is familiar to the group, discuss the range of his/her work and where this novel stands in that range.

	Use the discussion topics and questions in the Bookclub-in-a-Box guide.



If you have further suggestions for discussion starters, be sure to share them with us and we will share them with others.

Above All, Enjoy Yourselves
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INTRODUCTION

Novel Quickline

Le Cirque des Rêves—the circus of dreams—is a magical place that enchants visitors and performers alike. Arriving without notice, it slips into town and is only open from dusk until dawn. The circus is a fantastical compound of black-and-white striped tents, each holding a unique and breathtaking marvel. Yet beneath the surface of this shimmering entertainment paradise seethes a mysterious force: the force of magic, both real and illusory.

Celia and Marco have been raised to perform magical feats: Celia by Hector Bowen, her magician father who performs as Prospero the Enchanter, and Marco by the mysterious man in the grey suit, who plucked him from an orphanage to train in the arts of magic. Unbeknownst to Celia and Marco, they are pawns in a bet made between the two aging magicians; contestants in a challenge only one can survive. And when they fall in love, they must figure out how to overcome the diabolical plans that have been laid out for them. As they search for a way out of their deadly predicament, they set off a chain of events that threatens the lives of everyone connected to the enchanting circus they hold so dear.

Key to the Novel

The key to understanding and enjoying this magical novel is its setting: the circus. It is a place that captivates the magic of the reader’s imagination. At Le Cirque des Rêves, there are spectacular and ingenious ideas inspired by human dreams, desires, and hopes. Nothing is beyond the realm of imagination; everything is possible.

In place of the traditional three-ring performance areas, this circus has many individual tents, each dedicated to a single enchanting feat. The acrobats, conjurers, contortionists, and fire artists are out of the ordinary. In addition, we are given clocks that include the things mentioned above; an eternal bonfire that never goes out; an Ice Garden where everything is white, sparkling, and very cold; a Wishing Tree, where new wishes are added to existing ones by lighting a white candle with another; and a Cloud Maze, where the top cannot be seen, because it is open to the stars.

The magic of Morgenstern’s circus is about taking a leap of faith, like Bailey must do to get down from the Cloud Maze. This novel wants the reader to leap into his or her innermost secret thoughts and enjoy the magic of that spontaneous freedom:


Bailey only hesitates for a moment and he resists the urge to close his eyes as he leaps. Instead he laughs as he tumbles through the air.

Reaching the pool of spheres below is truly like falling into a cloud, soft and light and comforting. (p.202)



The beauty of Erin Morgenstern’s delightful book is in her ability to transport her readers out of their everyday world and into one of fantasy and imagination. The novel functions precisely as does the idea of Le Cirque des Rêves. People are always seeking to step out of the ordinary world and experience the extraordinary.

Has Erin Morgenstern succeeded in this? Why or why not?

Author Information


	Erin Morgenstern is a writer and visual artist. She was born in 1978 and grew up in Marshfield, Massachusetts, the daughter of an elementary school teacher and an accountant. She attended Smith College in Northampton, Massachusetts, where she studied theater and studio art. She graduated in 2000, and now lives in New York City with her two cats.

	Her debut novel, The Night Circus, began as a project for National Novel Writing Month in 2005, though she has said the first draft was so rough it didn’t even include Celia as a character yet. Morgenstern continued to work on it sporadically for five years, and after being rejected by 30 literary agents, she signed with Inkwell Management, who then sold her book to Doubleday (an American publisher owned by Random House).

	Film rights for The Night Circus were quickly sold to Summit Entertainment, the company that created the Twilight saga movies, and they are reportedly working with David Hayman, who produced the Harry Potter series. However, no release date has been announced yet.

	The Night Circus was published in 2011 and became one of that year’s most successful books, spending seven weeks on the New York Times’ Bestseller List—all the more impressive as this is Morgenstern’s first piece of published work. Her book was inspired by a number of sources, including Alice in Wonderland, The Prestige (both the Christopher Priest novel and the 2006 film), Roald Dahl, Charles Dickens, and Susanna Clarke’s Jonathan Strange & Mr. Norrell.

	In an interview with Chatelaine magazine, Morgenstern says she was always interested in magic, but employs a loose definition of the word: “I’d stretch the term magic to cover a great deal of things, from rabbits in hats and card tricks to tarot and astrology and gut feeling and premonitions.” She explains that she is interested in “extraordinary things.”

	Morgenstern’s vision of a circus is different from the typical three-ring Barnum & Bailey model. In the Chatelaine interview, she states that she has never much liked traditional circuses, although she does admire the Cirque du Soleil. She points out that The Night Circus has no clowns. “I don’t know anyone who really likes clowns all that much. I’ve yet to receive a single complaint regarding the lack of clowns.”

	A central feature of the book is the creation of the circus. In a panel discussion at the 2011 International Festival of Authors in Toronto, Ontario, Morgenstern said: “The book started with the circus. Before I had characters, or plot, or anything, I had the idea of this place with all these striped tents, and it had a bonfire in the center, and I just explored it. It was like fictional excavating, trying to figure out who the people were who inhabited it, and who created it, and where it came from—that’s how much of a place-based book this is for me. Everything started from the circus itself, and I do think it’s arguably the main character.”

	The author has said on her official website that she’s working on her next novel, but it’s still in the very early stages. “It is not circusy,” she says. “It is something completely different, still fantastical but heavily rooted in reality. Probably best described at this point as a film noir–flavored Alice in Wonderland.”



Background Information

History of Magic


	People have been practicing “magic” in its many forms for many thousands of years. The word comes from the Greek word magika, a term that was used to describe any unusual ritual or practice. There are recorded instances of magic in ancient Egypt, Greece, and Rome. Magic was usually performed outdoors in market places and at fairs. In Medieval Europe, magicians were sometimes called witches. So in 1584, Reginald Scot wrote The Discoverie of Witchcraft, which revealed the secrets behind some common magic tricks. Scot showed that legitimate magicians used natural methods as opposed to supernatural means, thereby saving many a magician from being burned at the stake.

	As magic became more popular, magicians began performing in theaters. By 1750, some were adding new scientific findings to their acts. The popular magician Katterfelto added science into his act, lecturing on scientific topics before each show. For example, he would use a solar microscope to magnify a drop of water and wow the audience with the swarm of creatures swimming in the clear liquid.

	Later, magic became a staple of vaudeville acts, where magicians like Harry Houdini made their mark with mystifying escape acts. When movies began to replace vaudeville in the early 20th century, magicians performed in clubs and later on television. Beginning in the 1970s, the legendary magician David Copperfield appeared in a number of TV specials and live shows, accomplishing feats such as disappearing and reappearing, getting cut in half, and flying. German-American magicians Siegfried and Roy also took magic to new heights with their popular Las Vegas act beginning in the 1970s. Others, such as Penn & Teller and Criss Angel, followed their lead.

	Today, magicians continue to entertain and mystify us. And, as always, wherever magic appears, it relies on the skill of the practitioner to manipulate illusion and the will of the audience to suspend disbelief.



Do you believe in any form of magic or the supernatural? Does this affect your enjoyment of the novel?

History of the Circus


	The circus tradition began in ancient Rome. Romans would flock to an open air stadium to enjoy the spectacle of horse and chariot races, mock battles, and other forms of entertainment. During breaks between exhibitions, jugglers and acrobats performed to keep the crowd interested. At the circus, men and women sat together—the only public forum where they were able to do this. When Rome fell, so did the circus, but wandering performers continued to entertain crowds, mostly at fairs and open air events.

	Phillip Astley, a Briton, is credited with starting the modern circus. In the late 18th century, he established a permanent and traveling circus that went through Europe. Soon circuses were so popular that large buildings, such as the London Hippodrome, were built to house them. In 1825, Joshuah Purdy Brown became the first circus owner to use a large canvas tent.

	In 1871, P.T. Barnum, along with William Cameron Coup, introduced Barnum’s “Museum, Menagerie, and Circus.” The idea was to present exotic animals to the public as a means of enticing them into the circus. They added acts such as illusionists, acrobats, and, of course, elephants and clowns. Their circus became so popular that they needed more space, so they added first one ring, and then another, to house the acts. The three-ring circus was born. Barnum then teamed up with James Anthony Bailey to create a mega-circus. The prime attraction was Jumbo, billed as the biggest elephant in the world. In 1906, the Ringling Brothers bought the circus and ran it as Ringling Brothers, Barnum and Bailey.

	While the traditional three-ring circus continues to entertain, other versions such as the Cirque du Soleil also appeal to modern audiences. Cirque du Soleil was founded in Montreal, Quebec in 1984, and instead of using live animals, their exquisitely choreographed shows focus more on characters and a compelling story expressed through a series of impressive acts and live music.

	Although the traditional circus had action going on simultaneously in three rings, everything in Morgenstern’s circus goes around in endless circles. The idea of the ring is employed on a number of different levels:

	First, most physical challenges are carried out in the boxing or wrestling ring, where matched opponents are pitted against one another. In this circus ring, only one winner will be left alive and standing.

	Second, two rings are embedded in the fingers of Marco and Celia. These rings brand and contain these two characters as surely as if they were chains. They are linked irrevocably to each other, to the challenge at hand, and to the circus. (see Love and Romance, p.32)

	Third, the physical layout of the circus, where “none of the pathways ended, they curved into others or circled back to the courtyard.” (p.50)





How do you feel about traditional and modern day circuses? What do you like or not like?
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CHARACTERIZATION

Each character in The Night Circus is unique, while also adhering to certain stereotypes. For example, Celia and Marco are Dickensian characters brought up in loveless homes. Think of Pip in Great Expectations or Oliver in Oliver Twist. Dickens used orphans to point out social ills, such as work-houses. The orphans helped him engage his readers’ sympathies. We root for them to overcome their sad beginnings. Marco is an orphan raised in total isolation by the man who adopts him for his own nefarious purposes. Celia is a motherless child raised under the thumb of her domineering father who, likewise, has a pre-determined goal that she must fulfill. In each case, the character is strengthened by a need to survive unaided by a supportive family unit.

Hector Bowen, a.k.a. Prospero the Enchanter


	Hector Bowen is a renowned, aging magician who goes by the stage name Prospero the Enchanter. He dazzles audiences in 19th century London, England, with his performances of real magic, which he passes off as mere illusion.

	His daughter Celia becomes his student after her mother commits suicide and leaves her in her father’s care. After months of training Celia, Hector enters into a bet with his chief rival, the man in the grey suit, that she will win in a contest of magic against his rival’s candidate. It is a contest only one can survive, but Hector is willing to risk his daughter’s life because he is certain she can beat anyone: “‘She won’t lose,’ Hector says. ‘I suggest you find a student you can tolerate parting with, if you do not already have one to spare.’” (p.17)

	Hector longs for immortality, and in his reckless attempt to achieve this, he casts a spell that gives him eternal life but also causes him to appear ghostlike and nearly invisible. Celia is forced to plan a fake funeral for her father, and she is frustrated to find that he uses his new form to spy on her, as he is not confined to any one particular place.

	Hector Bowen references his Shakespearean namesake, Prospero from The Tempest, when he first meets Celia as a young girl and tries to rename her Miranda—a name she refuses to respond to (p.11). However, other than their supernatural abilities, the two Prosperos have little in common in terms of personal character. While Shakespeare’s Prospero strives to find love for his daughter, and renounces his powers of manipulation at the end of the play, The Night Circus’s Prospero the Enchanter is consumed with the need to flaunt his power, and proves to be a cruel father to Celia, constantly belittling her personal relationships: “‘You think you are making personal connections with these people?’ Hector continues. ‘You think you mean anything to them? They are all going to die eventually. You are letting your emotions trump your power.’” (p.321)



The Man in the Grey Suit, a.k.a. Alexander


	Marco’s instructor and father figure is known only as “the man in the grey suit” or Alexander (or sometimes “Mr. A. H—”), and anyone who hears his name mysteriously forgets it moments afterward. For example, when Tara Burgess goes to a hotel in London looking for him, she finds it impossible to say his name aloud to the desk clerk: “[...] the words on the card from Mr. Barris have been smudged, and she cannot recall the proper pronunciation. The longer she stands there, the more unsure she becomes that she has ever even heard the smudged name on the card pronounced.” (p.177)

	When the man in the grey suit first meets Marco in the orphanage, he tells him, “‘Names are not of nearly as much import as people like to suppose. A label assigned to identify you either by this institution or your departed parents is neither of interest nor value to me.” (p.22-23) Unlike Prospero the Enchanter, who takes great pride in his name and his public persona as an illusionist, the man in the grey suit values secrecy and does not see magic as something to be flaunted in public. As Marco learns, his instructor rarely lets him go out in public alone when he is young, opting instead to give Marco books to study and lectures to listen to before he is finally deemed ready to attempt illusions.

	Hector Bowen and the man in the grey suit are like the modern “stage mothers” who manipulate and pressure their children to achieve their own goals and live vicariously through their children’s success. These two men take the action further than the traditional manipulator in that they are condemning one of their children/contestants to death in their obsession with proving that their own method of teaching and philosophy about magic is superior. (see Magic, Illusion, and Manipulation, p.29)



Compare and contrast the “nature vs. nurture” parenting styles and ambitions of Hector and the man in the grey suit. In what ways do their opposing beliefs form the basis of their competition?

Celia Bowen


	After Celia loses her mother to suicide at age five and is foisted on her father, Hector, she grows up traveling with him from theater to theater all over the world. She is being trained to compete in some future competition of magic that she doesn’t understand, where only one can survive.

	As Celia grows older, her father’s affection becomes more sporadic, and he seems more concerned with perfecting her magic skills than caring about her personal well-being. Although she is given expensive gowns to wear to performances, it becomes clear that Celia longs for a more fulfilling life. This idea is alluded to in the description of her porcelain doll, which she uses her abilities to repair after her father drops it on the floor:




‘You need to understand your limitations so you can overcome them. You do want to win, don’t you?’ [Hector says.]

Celia nods, looking down at her doll. It bears no evidence that it had ever been damaged, not a single crack along the vacant, smiling face.

She throws it under a chair and does not take it with her when they depart the theater. (p.26)




	After Celia joins Le Cirque des Rêves as its illusionist and the competition against her as-yet-unknown opponent begins, she is able to gain independence from her father. When she and Marco discover each other and fall deeply in love, Celia rebels against the rules of the game, which state that it must be played out until only one competitor remains. Instead, she removes herself and Marco from the game entirely using a similar method to what her father did to make himself ghostlike and immortal. In the case of the two lovers, however, they are more solid because they are confined to the circus grounds, and by remaining there, they can continue to help protect the other people within it.



Marco Alisdair


	Marco is an orphan who is adopted by the man in the grey suit at age nine to be his pupil for the “game” against Hector Bowen’s daughter. Marco is raised mostly in solitude, with one purpose: to learn the magic that will win the competition for his instructor.

	When Marco first sees Celia, during the auditions for the circus, it is love at first sight: “He could tell from across the room that she was lovely, but when she is near enough to look him in the eyes the loveliness—the shape of her face, the contrast of her hair against her skin—evolves into something more.” (p.72) His feelings for Celia are complicated by his relationship with Isobel, who fails to see that Marco does not return her feelings. Instead, Isobel offers to join the circus so she can provide Marco with reports of what goes on in his absence.

	Despite the sensitivity usually apparent in Marco’s behaviour, there are times when his situation causes him to act callously towards innocent people. In addition to his one-way relationship with Isobel, which eventually leads to heartbreak for her, Marco often uses his powers of manipulation to make Chandresh, the circus’s owner, forget things he should not have seen.




‘I cannot leave,’ Marco says, his voice calm and controlled. He speaks each word slowly, as though he is explaining something to a small child. ‘I am not allowed. I must remain here, and I must continue with this nonsense, as you so aptly put it. You are going to return to your drinking and your parties and you will not even remember that we had this conversation. Things will continue as they always have. That is what is going to happen.’ (p.248)




	Marco finds the man in the grey suit’s vague guidelines regarding the “game” very frustrating. He is simply told: “‘You present your skills to the best of your ability and your opponent does the same. You do not interfere with each other’s work. It shall continue in this manner until there is a victor. It is not that complex.’” (p.115) However, Marco finds pleasure in using his moves in the game to create beautiful new tents in the circus for Celia, including the Ice Garden and the Pool of Tears.



The Rest of the Circus-Dwellers and Rêveurs

Chandresh Christophe Lefèvre


	Chandresh is a theatrical producer and the circus’s proprietor, though he does not follow the circus as it travels. His elaborate, sumptuous Midnight Dinners are legendary, and over time he uses them to assemble his cast of performers and artisans for the circus. He is a rich man seeking a new challenge, and the circus is his ultimate accomplishment, though before long it gets out of his control. Chandresh is described by Hector Bowen as such: “‘You’ll like him, he’s quite forward-thinking. Wealthy, eccentric. A bit obsessive, somewhat unpredictable, but I suppose that is part and parcel of having an artistic temperament.’” (p.19)



Winston (Widget) and Penelope (Poppet) Murray


	Born at the circus on its opening night, the red-headed twins become the mascots of the performers and represent the birth and development of the Cirque des Rêves. The circus’s growth is measured by their growth as they mature from infants to seasoned performers in their own right. Beyond their circus act involving somersaulting kittens, Poppet and Widget each have an innate ability that allows them to play an important role in saving the circus: Poppet sees visions of the future in the stars, and Widget can see snippets of people’s past just by looking at them. When they are born, Tsukiko describes their bright red hair as “an auspicious color,” (p.95) which turns out to be an astute prediction.



Tsukiko


	Tsukiko’s breathtaking performances as the circus’s contortionist awe audiences, even while her dark secret ties her to the circus. She is tattooed with a “flowering waterfall of alchemical and astrological symbols, ancient marks for planets and elements, all emblazoned with black ink upon her fair skin.” (p.65) In addition to predicting Poppet and Widget’s auspiciousness, Tsukiko’s knowledge of Celia and Marco’s situation is foreshadowed when Celia mentions noticing “the too-knowing gleam [...] in the contortionist’s smiling eyes.” (p.99) Tsukiko’s curious wisdom finally makes sense to Celia when she learns of the contortionist’s tragic personal connection to the competition.



Mme. Ana Padva


	A retired Romanian ballerina with “an eye for fashion that is both unique and coveted.” (p.57) She joins the Cirque des Rêves as its costume designer, and is responsible for the breathtaking creations of color and fabric worn by each member of the circus. In many ways, Mme. Padva (or Tante Padva, as many call her) is the comforting matriarch of the circus. She helps Chandresh occupy his time with ballet companies when he doesn’t seem himself, and she tells Lainie Burgess that she will leave her fashion business to her when she passes on.



Isobel


	A tarot card reader and fortune-teller who falls in love with Marco before he meets Celia. When Marco learns that Celia, the circus’s illusionist, will be his competitor in the game, Isobel selflessly offers to join the traveling circus in order to keep tabs on Celia while he remains at home. It is ironic that despite her role as a fortune-teller, she fails to see that Marco’s heart belongs to someone else, even though it was written in Celia’s cards all along. Isobel describes her heartbreak to Marco: “I couldn’t tell the difference between what was real and what I wanted to be real. I thought this was going to be temporary, even when it kept dragging on and on. But it’s not. It never was. I was the one who was temporary.’” (p.335)



What was your reaction to Marco and Isobel’s relationship? Did he ever truly love her, or did he take advantage of her feelings for him in order to learn more about the circus and Celia?

Tara and Lainie Burgess


	Two closely knit sisters with experience as everything from dancers to librarians. Together, “they see every detail, notice the tiniest nuances. And if ever Tara were to miss something, Lainie would catch her oversight (and vice versa).” (p.58) The Burgess sisters use their skills to help plan the details of the circus’s overall atmosphere, from “the scents, the music, the quality of the light” to “the weight of the velvet curtains at the entrance.” (p.134) After some time, the mysterious goings-on at the circus begin to affect Tara, who tells Mr. Barris, “‘I do not like being left in the dark. I am not particularly fond of believing in impossible things.’” (p.152) After Tara confronts the man in the grey suit with her questions, her unfortunate fate is quickly sealed, leaving her sister with a part of herself missing.



Ethan Barris


	A British architect and engineer hired by Chandresh to design and build his circus, and who commissions Friedrick Thiessen to design and build the clock that sits just inside the circus gates. After befriending Celia and learning the truth about her abilities and the competition, Mr. Barris is surprisingly accepting of the unbelievable things that go on at the circus. He collaborates with both Celia and Marco on some of their circus showpieces, including the Carousel, but does not reveal their secrets to anyone else.



Herr Friedrick Thiessen


	A German clockmaker who is hired to design a one-of-a-kind, fantastic clock for the Cirque des Rêves. (see Time and Clocks, p.31) After writing a series of articles about the circus that are reprinted in newspapers worldwide, he becomes the prototype for the rêveurs: devoted groupies who follow the circus wherever it goes. Thiessen has a habit of always wearing a black coat with a scarlet scarf to the circus, and soon the other rêveurs follow his lead by always wearing something “black or white or grey with a single shock of red [...] it is also quite helpful for spotting other rêveurs, a simple signal for those in the know.” (p.142) (see Use of Color, p.46)



Bailey


	A farm boy from Massachusetts who, quite literally, runs away to join the circus. Bailey’s first visit to the Cirque des Rêves changes his life, although he must wait many years after that visit to realize his dreams. While living on his family farm, he “reads histories and mythologies and fairy tales, wondering why it seems that only girls are ever swept away from their mundane lives on farms by knights or princes or wolves. It strikes him as unfair to not have the same fanciful opportunity himself.” (p.88) However, upon his second visit to the circus, he becomes fast friends with Poppet and Widget (even developing a budding romance with the former), and despite Bailey’s humble beginnings, he becomes a key player in saving the circus from ruin when it begins to fall apart. His name alludes to the famous Barnum & Bailey Circus of the 19th century, which earned the moniker “the Greatest Show on Earth.”



In what way are these characters unique? How are they stereotypes? Defend your answers.
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FOCUS POINTS AND THEMES

Magic, Illusion, and Manipulation


	The distinction between real magic and mere illusion is established early in the novel. When a young Marco is being trained by the man in the grey suit, and Marco returns after seeing two different magicians—the second of whom is Prospero the Enchanter—the boy describes the difference between the two performances:

‘The first man was using mechanical contraptions and mirrors, making the audience look different places when he did not wish them to see something, to create a false impression. The second man, the one named for the duke from The Tempest, he was pretending to do similar things, but he did not use mirrors or tricks. He did things the way you do.’ (p.28)




	The rules of Marco and Celia’s challenge are impossible to determine, but it’s clear that the motivation for these competitions lies in the incompatible beliefs of Hector/Prospero and the man in the grey suit about how magic should be taught and used. While Prospero performs elaborate magic shows in front of large theater audiences, passing them off as skilled illusion, the man in the grey suit makes it clear he finds this flaunting behavior to be frivolous and unwise (p.14)

	The way that Celia is taught magic is also in stark contrast to how Marco is instructed, though both are subject to cruel methods. While the young Marco is essentially isolated from the outside world and taught very strictly through books and gradual practice, Celia follows her father around from performance to performance. Her father forces her to master attention to detail by using “a pocket knife to slit his daughter’s fingers open, one by one, watching wordlessly as she cries until calm enough to heal them, drips of blood slowly creeping backward.” (p.28)

	Morgenstern takes the real magic performed by these magicians to a new level. It is not about the clear-cut idea of black and white (which is the color of the circus); it is about the inexplicable layers of grey which cannot be accounted for in any real or scientific way. (see Use of Color, p.46) But everything we say about magic, we can say about the author who conjures up images, scenes, and characters that we see in our mind’s eye. She manipulates our emotions and our sensibilities. The art of writing and storytelling is the oldest magic trick in the book.

	An interesting feature is that the circus takes place at night—the dark shadows cover up the sharp edges of what is happening and our minds fill in the blanks. If the circus were to take place during the brightness of day, things would appear ordinary. At night, they take on different shapes. As Bailey finds out when he goes into the circus on a dare, “If the magic is still there in the daytime, he cannot feel it.” (p.52)

	When the circus opens, both Celia and Marco are magicians who dazzle with their prowess and feats of imagination. But despite their best intentions, by manipulating the circus, they inadvertently risk the lives of all those within it.

	The danger in their competition of magic is most apparent when Tara Burgess becomes upset about the strange occurrences that revolve around the circus: namely, the fact that none of them have aged since the circus opened, and the eery feeling of “finding it difficult to discern between asleep and awake.” (p.152) When she expresses her fears to the man in the grey suit, and demands an explanation, she meets her fate in a mysterious train accident. Although other people such as Isobel and Mr. Barris are aware of Marco and Celia’s abilities, they are willing to accept these extraordinary circumstances, and they remain safe from harm.

	Celia and Marco themselves are also victims of others’ manipulations. Their instructors use the two lovers as pawns in their own private chess game. It makes sense that Hector and the man in the grey suit are manipulative, since magic manipulates our sense of what’s real. Yet, in spite of their efforts, the two would-be puppets exert their free will and, by falling in love, turn on their puppetmasters and ultimately create their own destiny.



To what extent do Celia and Marco allow themselves to be manipulated by their respective guardians? In what way are the other characters manipulated, and what is their breaking point?

Time and Clocks


	Each character in The Night Circus has a distinct relationship with time, which is usually dependant on their current state of happiness or unhappiness. For Celia, she “wishes she could freeze time as she listens to the steady beat of Marco's heart against the ticking of the clock. To stay forever within this moment, curled in his arms, his hands softly stroking her back.” (p.299) However, when Bailey is separated from the thing he loves—the circus itself, and potentially Poppet—he “spends the entire day willing the sun to set, but it defies him and keeps its usual pace across the sky, a pace that Bailey has never really thought about before but today finds excruciatingly slow.” (p.107)

	The novel’s most notable clock, of course, is the one built by Friedrick Thiessen, and it is the first fantastic vision circus patrons see. Thiessen’s clock is an intricate creation that presages the wonders found inside the circus. When the clockmaker was commissioned for this piece, he was given complete artistic license—the only direction he was given was to make it “dreamlike,” (p.68) a very fitting description for the circus itself. (see Dreams, p.43)

	The magic of the circus’s opening night begins at midnight, when the bonfire is lit and “twelve of the fire performers quietly enter the courtyard with small platforms that they set up along the perimeter like numbers on a clock.” (p.93) It is the real beginning to a new day and so it is fitting that the action in the circus begins at that hour. It is also the hour that the Murray twins are born—they are the future of the circus.

	Chandresh Lefèvre’s Midnight Dinners become a tradition at his house. They were brought about “by a combination of chronic insomnia and keeping theatrical hours,” (p.55) and much like the circus itself, they are surrounded by an air of mystery and feature a notable clock. At these dinners, the first course is served precisely when Chandresh’s grandfather clock strikes midnight.



Discuss the importance of time in the novel, in terms of Herr Thiessen’s clock, the midnight birth of the twins, and the non-aging of the circus performers and developers.

Love and Romance


	The rings that are branded onto Celia and Marco’s fingers are meant to bind each of them to the competition they face, but they also allude to wedding rings and the fact that Celia and Marco will end up bound to each other in love. The two are so connected that they can often feel it in the air when the other has made a move in the competition. When Marco makes his move during the first lighting of the bonfire, “it courses through [Celia’s] body, sending an involuntary shiver down her spine, almost knocking her off her feet.” (p.99)

	Celia and Marco are denied parental love because both of their guardians are fixated on the goal of making them into skilled magicians. Each longs for something they don’t understand, until they find it together. In the end, it is Celia and Marco’s love for each other that defines them and ultimately saves both them and the circus they love. Although Celia and Marco’s biological families are essentially absent, they find a new family in the people at the circus, and as the circus’s protectors, the two are the parental figures in this new family.

	Celia and Marco are star-crossed lovers, who must overcome seemingly insurmountable odds to be together. Think Romeo and Juliet, with two families fighting and the lovers caught in the middle. To those who don’t understand Celia and Marco’s abilities, it might appear that they reach a fatal end much like the couple in Shakespeare’s tragic love story. Luckily for the two magicians, however, they are able to remain together within the confines of the circus, although their physical connection to the real world is admittedly tenuous.

	Tsukiko’s revelation to Marco that she is a former competitor (and sole survivor) of one of Prospero and the man in the grey suit’s challenges, and that she also fell in love with her opponent, helps to show how cruel the two old magicians really are:

“Our instructors do not understand how it is,” she says. “To be bound to someone in such a way. They are too old, too out of touch with their emotions. They no longer remember what it is to live and breathe within the world. They think it simple to pit any two people against each other. It is never simple. The other person becomes how you define your life, how you define yourself. They become as necessary as breathing. Then they expect the victor to continue on without that. It would be like pulling the Murray twins apart and expecting them to be the same. They would be whole but not complete.” (p.344)






There are all kinds of love relationships going on in this book: Celia and Marco, Isobel and Marco, Bailey and Poppet, Mr. Barris and Lainie. Evaluate these pairs and compare and contrast them.

Love is also a passion that burns inside the hearts of lovers. Connect this idea to the eternal bonfire at the circus. What makes it go out? What will it take to reignite it?
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WRITING STYLE AND STRUCTURE

Narrative Perspectives


	The Night Circus is a rare example of a novel that uses first-, second-, and third-person narration all in one book. The use of the first-person is sparse, but it comes up in the form of quotations from Friedrick Thiessen’s articles about the Cirque des Rêves, which are included at the beginning of each section.

There are tents, I am certain, that I have not discovered in my many visits to the circus. Though I have seen a great deal of the sights, traveled a number of the available paths, there are always corners that remain unexplored, doors that remain unopened. —Friedrick Thiessen, 1896 (p.297, introduction to Part IV)




	The bulk of the novel unfolds through third-person narration that switches between the stories of each of the main characters. Yet, there are things that we don’t know, that are unfolded slowly and deliberately—like the magician who lays out a trick.

	However, the book is interspersed with short, vignette-like chapters in second-person narration, using the pronoun “you” to insert the reader emotionally and seemingly physically into the story. The book’s first chapter, “Anticipation,” and its final chapter, “Bon Rêves,” as well as several in between, are written in this way, and each one addresses us, the readers. It is as though we are walking through the circus and becoming part of the action.

‘What kind of circus is only open at night?’ people ask. No one has a proper answer, yet as dusk approaches there is a substantial crowd of spectators gathering outside the gates.

You are amongst them, of course. Your curiosity got the better of you, as curiosity is wont to do. You stand in the fading light, the scarf around your neck pulled up against the chilly evening breeze, waiting to see for yourself exactly what kind of circus only opens once the sun sets. (p.3-4)




	These second-person chapters are not connected to the plot in any way (which explains why they are the only ones not date-stamped), but they add depth to the atmosphere of the circus. It’s not surprising that Morgenstern took this opportunity to flesh out the circus, since she admitted during Toronto’s 2011 International Festival of Authors that the idea for the circus itself came even before the book’s plot or characters. (see Author Information, p.10)



Writing Style


	Morgenstern’s language is vivid, evoking strong images of the characters, the circus, and the time. Her vision is often ethereal, and she uses her rich descriptions to evoke each of the senses, going beyond sight and sound to include the scents, tastes, and the very feel of each scene. Morgenstern is a visual artist and her prose is crystal clear; we can’t help but visualize and imagine what she wants us to:

Celia puts her hands to her lips to muffle her gasp. The entire scene, from the scent of the roses to the warmth radiating from the lanterns, is astounding. She can hear a fountain bubbling nearby and turns down the now grass-covered path to find it. [...]

The fountain in the center cascades down a carved stone wall, flowing into a round pond full of koi. Their scales glow in the moonlight, bright splashes of white and orange in the dark water. (p.215)




	Words that are used over and over in The Night Circus include the following: enchanting, magical, imaginative, dream, entrancing, captivating mesmerizing, conjure, haunting, manipulate, suspend, mystery, and mysterious. These are words of magic, but at the same time, they are words that encourage imagination. So, on some level, this circus story is a symbol of the magic of imagination.

	There are so many senses at play in the book—we smell, see, hear, taste, and touch through the characters. Bailey represents us, the audience, and we enjoy everything vicariously through him.



Which of the tents or events at Le Cirque des Rêves appeals to your imagination? If you could invent a new one, what would it be?

Time Shifts


	The book begins in 1873, then jumps to 1884 and follows the circus chronologically. We then jump ahead to 1897 for Bailey’s story and from then on, the story goes back and forth until the two streams converge when Bailey joins the circus.

	Chapters are date-stamped so the reader knows exactly when and where events are occurring. Once Bailey’s sub-plot is introduced, we move forward 17 years. The story then glides back and forth as Bailey’s infatuation with the circus gives us glimpses into its future. The two periods intersect when Bailey meets Poppet as an adult and joins the circus. Morgenstern says she wanted the book to have a sense of timelessness so it would feel like a fairy tale, which is why she has two timelines that take the reader backwards and forwards until they intersect.



Why do you think the author chose to use the back-and-forth structure of these two parallel timelines? Did it add to your experience of the novel, or make it more difficult to follow? Explain your answer.


SYMBOLS

Dreams

Food and Midnight Dinners

Use of Color



 

SYMBOLS

Dreams


	The term “Le Cirque des Rêves” is French for “the Circus of Dreams,” and the name is entirely fitting—everything about the circus, from its dusk-to-dawn hours to the seemingly impossible tents and performances within, creates a feeling of having left the real world behind. Morgenstern sets up this idea from the very beginning with this quote taken from Oscar Wilde: “A dreamer is one who can only find his way by moonlight, and his punishment is that he sees the dawn before the rest of the world.” (p.7, intro to Part I)

	For those who love Le Cirque des Rêves, such as the devoted rêveurs led by Friedrick Thiessen, the things they experience there make them feel more alive than they do in the comparatively dull everyday world. During the daytime they may be following their regular routines, but like a dream, the magical surprises within the circus can only happen during the night.

You think, as you walk away from Le Cirque des Rêves and into the creeping dawn, that you felt more awake within the confines of the circus.

You are no longer quite certain which side of the fence is the dream. (p.387)




	For Bailey, who dreams of being swept away from his mundane life on the farm, this hope turns into a tangible goal when Poppet asks him to leave his life behind to join the circus. This turn of events is in stark contrast to Bailey’s first visit to the circus, after which he feared his memories would fade away like someone who has just woken up from a vivid dream: “After the circus departed, he wrote down every detail he could remember about it so it would not fade in his memory.” (p.89) Although Bailey’s father never listens to his wishes, his grandmother encourages him to follow his dreams, and ultimately, Bailey plays an important role in saving Le Cirque des Rêves.

	Tara Burgess’s experience of the “dreamlike” circus turns into more of a nightmare. Although she is enthusiastic about her involvement at first, she soon finds that much like a dream, she has little control over the circus and its effects on her—she has noticed that none of them is aging, and no one is willing to answer her questions. As she says to Mr. Barris: “‘Ethan, do you sometimes feel like you are dreaming, all the time? […] I am finding it difficult to discern between asleep and awake.’” (p.152) While some circus patrons seem to enjoy the circus’s dreamlike feeling, Tara sees it as a dangerous loss of control.

	Just as the book began with a quote about dreams, its final section quotes the Shakespeare soliloquy spoken by The Tempest’s Prospero, which ends: “We are such stuff / As dreams are made on; and our little life / Is rounded with a sleep.” (p.369, intro to Part V) In the Shakespeare play, this soliloquy is spoken just before Miranda’s marriage to Ferdinand, at a time when her father Prospero has chosen to give up his magic powers and set everyone on the island free. Much of this is paralleled in The Night Circus: in this section of the book, Celia and Marco have just become permanently bound to each other and the circus, while releasing those who had previously been magically tied to it without their consent.



Consider both the ideas of dreams and magic. Can they be interchanged? Why or why not?

Food and Midnight Dinners


	Food plays an important role in The Night Circus. There is a certain magic in creating culinary feasts—we only see the end result, not the process. Even before Le Cirque des Rêves has been created, Chandresh Lefèvre is the host of the exclusive, sumptuous, elaborate feasts known as Midnight Dinners. There is a direct connection between Chandresh’s philosophy behind these dinner parties and his vision of what the circus will eventually be:

The Midnight Dinners have an air of nocturnal mystery already, and Chandresh finds that providing no menu, no map of the culinary route, adds to the experience.

[...] Should a diner inquire as to the nature of a particular dish, question the origin of a bite or a seasoning, a flavor she cannot put her finger on (for even those with the most refined of palates can never identify each and every flavor), she will not be met with a satisfying answer.

[...] In truth, Chandresh prefers not to know all the ingredients, not to understand each technique. He claims such ignorance gives each dish life, makes it more than the sum of its parts. (p.55-56)



Chandresh finds it rewarding to delight his guests with unsolved mysteries, much like those the circus itself provides with its many hidden tents and displays of magic. However, while not knowing all the answers may be harmless when it comes to the menu at a dinner party, that translates into dangerous ignorance when it comes to the circus itself. Chandresh gives up too much control to Marco, and it eventually causes Chandresh to nearly lose his mind.


	Hector Bowen uses food as yet another way of controlling Celia when she is young, by withholding it while she is grudgingly working as a spiritual medium: “After months of it she is exhausted from the travel and the strain and the fact that her father barely lets her eat, as he claims looking like a waif makes her seem more convincing, closer to the other side.” (p.39) However, when Celia joins the circus, she is able to eat what she pleases and return to a healthy weight—a sign that she is gaining independence from her father.

	On a purely descriptive level, Morgenstern uses the food at the Midnight Dinners and the circus as yet another showpiece to set the tone of the novel as lavish beyond imagination. Her descriptions of the tastes, smells, and colors of the food (“confections deliriously executed in chocolate and butterscotch, berries bursting with creams and liqueurs,” p.56) tell the reader, from the outset, that this is no ordinary circus, but rather an extraordinary endeavor. (see Writing Style, p.38)



Compare the extravagances of Chandresh’s banquets to the “fun” food, such as the caramel apples and chocolate mice, served at the circus. How does each relate to its part in the novel?

Use of Color

Color is another predominant aspect of the book’s atmosphere, as specific colors are used over and over again. Many of them symbolize specific moods or ideas:


	Black and white: These two opposing colors are the most dominant in the novel: “The towering tents are striped in white and black, no golds and crimsons to be seen. No color at all, save for the neighboring trees and the grass of the surrounding fields.” (p.3) When used together, black and white most commonly symbolize good vs. evil, but they could represent a number of contradictions within Le Cirque des Rêves, such as magic vs. illusion, or destiny vs. free will.



What other contradictions exist within the circus? What else do the black and white colors bring to mind for you?

Despite the presence of so many other colors, the dominant impression is of black and white. Part of the idea is that the line between reality and illusion is clear and precise. But this is not true—dreams, memories, hopes and wishes have all kinds of shades of grey (like “Mr. A. H—”). The circus appears to function on a “now you see it, now you don’t” surface, but if we open up our imaginations (as we do in dreams), then we see the magical hues of the other colors.


	White: White on its own symbolizes innocence, virginity, new beginnings, and the purity of youth. Poppet’s glove, which she gives to Bailey when they first meet, is white: white symbolizes hope. It also symbolizes surrender — Bailey surrenders to his dream of joining the circus and finding Poppet.

	Grey: Grey is a neutral, unemotional color, though it is often associated with storm clouds and old age. In the book, the mysterious “man in the grey suit” does not even use a name (he is known only as “Mr. A. H—”), and he all but disappears once his training with Marco is complete. The man in the grey suit is uncaring and aloof, traits associated with the color. His goal is for Marcus to win the challenge, and nothing else matters.

	Red: The rêveurs wear a single splash of red to distinguish themselves at the circus. Poppet and Widget are born with bright red hair, which Tsukiko describes as “an auspicious color.” (p.95) Red is an intense, passionate color, and so it makes sense that it would be associated with people in the book who are so intensely devoted to the circus. It is also a color that can be seen at a distance—think of stop signs and red flags. By wearing red, the rêveurs can easily identify each other.



How do most people see the world—in black and white, or in color? How do you prefer to see it?


DISCUSSION QUESTIONS



 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. To the outside eye, the circus is an enchanted place, full of visual wonders and magical performances. Yet there is a sinister undercurrent at work. How does this streak of malice affect the cast of players? Think of Tara Burgess and Friedrick Thiessen’s deaths. To what degree can Celia and Marco be blamed for endangering their friends?

2. The novel goes back and forth between the circus’s timeline, and Bailey’s perspective growing up on the family farm and discovering the circus for the first time. Why is Bailey’s point of view important? How does it make us see the circus with different eyes?

3. Why does Tsukiko befriend Celia? How does Tsukiko’s disclosure near the end of the book influence Celia’s decision about Marco and the challenge?

4. Similarities to Romeo and Juliet and this love story are obvious. How does Morgenstern align the two stories? How do they differ? Compare the ending of Romeo and Juliet to that of The Night Circus.

5. Compare and contrast the beliefs and teaching styles of the man in the grey suit and Hector Bowen. How does each fare during the course of the novel? And in your estimation, which of them is stronger?

6. Hector orchestrates his own “demise,” yet remains a shadowy figure that continues to influence Celia. Why do you suppose Morgenstern wrote his character like that? How would the novel differ if Hector remained a full “flesh and bones” character?

7. Marco perceives the man in the grey suit as a father figure, yet the man is absent on a day-to-day basis. How would you rate him as a father? In what ways has he failed Marco, and how does that failure shape Marco’s personality and outlook?

8. What is the role of the rêveurs? How does Frederick Thiessen’s writing influence them and what effect does their devotion have on the circus?

9. The audiences at the circus become part of the show. Discuss the following statement:


Chandresh relishes reactions. Genuine reactions, not mere polite applause. He often values the reactions over the show itself. A show without an audience is nothing, after all. In the response of the audience, that is where the power of performance lives. (p.45)



10. What is Isobel’s role in the novel? How does she relate to Celia? Is there a counterpart for Marco? If so, who is it?

11. Celia tells Bailey that he is “not destined or chosen” to be the next proprietor, but is “simply in the right place at the right time […] and care[s] enough to do what needs to be done. Sometimes that’s enough.” Do you think this is enough for Bailey to run the circus? Explain your answer.

12. Both Celia and Marco are brought up in loveless environments, yet they turn out to be loving people. And Bailey is brought up in a traditional farming family, but he chooses to run away and find a new life. What does this tell us about each of their upbringings and their own personalities?

13. Celia and Marco are told it is their destiny to fight the final battle, but they manage to avert their fate. What does that tell us about how we handle negative situations in our own lives?
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FROM THE NOVEL

Memorable Quotes From The Night Circus

PAGE 3. The towering tents are striped in white and black, no golds and crimsons to be seen. No color at all, save for the neighboring trees and the grass of the surrounding fields. Black-and-white stripes on grey sky; countless tents of various shapes and sizes, with an elaborate wrought-iron fence encasing them in a colorless world. Even what little ground is visible from outside is black or white, painted or powdered, or treated with some other circus trick.

PAGE 13-14. “‘Not a single person in that audience believes for a second that what I do up there is real,” [Hector] says, gesturing in the general direction of the stage. “That’s the beauty of it. Have you seen the contraptions these magicians build to accomplish the most mundane feats? They are a bunch of fish covered in feathers trying to convince the public they can fly, and I am simply a bird in their midst. The audience cannot tell the difference beyond knowing that I am better at it.”

“That does not make it any less frivolous an endeavor.” “

These people line up to be mystified,” Hector says. “I can mystify them easier than most. Seems a waste to let the opportunity pass by.”

PAGE 35. “People are naïve about such things,” Marco says, a phrase oft repeated by his instructor as both admonishment and warning. “And they would rather write them off as evil than attempt to understand them. An unfortunate truth, but a truth nonetheless.”

PAGE 49. At the age of not quite six, he was not allowed to visit the circus. His parents deemed him too young, so he could only stare from afar, enchanted, at the tents and the lights.

He had hoped it would stay long enough for him to age properly into old enough, but it vanished without notice after two weeks, leaving too-young Bailey heartbroken.

PAGE 55. Midnight Dinners are a tradition at la maison Lefèvre. They were originally concocted by Chandresh on a whim, brought about by a combination of chronic insomnia and keeping theatrical hours, along with an innate dislike of proper dinner-party etiquette. There are places to get a meal after hours, but none of these places particularly suit Chandresh’s tastes.

PAGE 56. The desserts are always astonishing. Confections deliriously executed in chocolate and butterscotch, berries bursting with creams and liqueurs. Cakes layered to impossible heights, pastries lighter than air. Figs that drip with honey, sugar blown into curls and flowers. Often diners remark that they are too pretty, too impressive to eat, but they always find a way to manage.

PAGE 76. “More than a circus, really, like no circus anyone has ever seen. Not a single large tent but a multiple of tents, each with a different exhibition. […] Theatrics sans theater, an immersive entertainment. We will destroy the preconceived notions of what a circus is and make it something else entirely, something new.”

PAGE 87. “Follow your dreams, Bailey,” [his grandmother] says. “Be they Harvard or something else entirely. No matter what that father of yours says, or how loudly he might say it. He forgets that he was someone’s dream once, himself.”

PAGE 88. He reads histories and mythologies and fairy tales, wondering why it seems that only girls are ever swept away from their mundane lives on farms by knights or princes or wolves. It strikes him as unfair to not have the same fanciful opportunity himself. And he is not in the position to do any rescuing of his own.

PAGE 112. It is only after the performance has gone on for some time that Bailey slowly realizes that because of the circle of chairs, the shape and closeness of the space, there is no room for mirrors or tricks of the light.

PAGE 115. “You have been given a venue to work within,” his instructor says. “You present your skills to the best of your ability and your opponent does the same. You do not interfere with each other’s work. It shall continue in this manner until there is a victor. It is not that complex.”

PAGE 118. And there is so little about her. Isobel does not even inscribe her name upon the pages, referring to her in passing only as the illusionist, a precaution he advised himself and now regrets.

He wants to know everything about her.

How she spends her time when not performing.

How she interacts with her audiences.

How she takes her tea.

He cannot bring himself to ask Isobel these things.

PAGE 137. There is something about Tara’s behavior that Celia finds bothersome. Something almost haunted in her expression that comes and goes. One moment she is actively engaged in the conversation, her laugh echoing her sister’s, and the next she seems distant, staring through the dripping candles.

It is only when the echoed laugh sounds almost like a sob for a moment that Celia realizes that Tara reminds her of her mother.

PAGE 152. “I suspect I left London for much the same reasons that you and your sister travel so often,” Mr. Barris says. “A few too many curious looks and backhanded compliments. I doubt anyone realized that the day my hair stopped thinning was the same as the opening night of the circus, but they did begin to notice after a time. While our Tante Padva might simply be aging well and anything and everything about Chandresh can be written off as eccentric, we are put under a different kind of scrutiny by being somewhat closer to ordinary.”

PAGE 152. “Ethan, do you sometimes feel like you are dreaming, all the time? […] I am finding it difficult to discern between asleep and awake,” Tara says, tugging at her lace cuffs again. “I do not like being left in the dark. I am not particularly fond of believing in impossible things.”

PAGE 158. Isobel pushes the cards around a bit, Le Bateleur and La Papessa surrounded by fire-tinged wands and watery cups. The crackle of the fire next to them mingles with the rain pattering against the windows. “It almost contradicts itself,” she says after a moment. “It’s as if there is love and loss at the same time, together in a kind of beautiful pain.”

PAGE 248. “I cannot leave,” Marco says, his voice calm and controlled. He speaks each word slowly, as though he is explaining something to a small child. “I am not allowed. I must remain here, and I must continue with this nonsense, as you so aptly put it. You are going to return to your drinking and your parties and you will not even remember that we had this conversation. Things will continue as they always have. That is what is going to happen.”

PAGE 285. “You have been acting like a baby all week,” Caroline says, raising her voice but keeping it a hissing whisper. “Playing at that stupid circus, staying out all night. Grow up, Bailey.”

“That is precisely what I'm doing,” Bailey says. “I don't care if you don't understand that. Staying here won't make me happy. It will make you happy because you are insipid and boring, and an insipid, boring life is enough for you. It’s not enough for me. It will never be enough for me. So I’m leaving. Do me a favor and marry someone who will take decent care of the sheep.”

PAGE 300. “A winner is not declared,” her father says. “The game is played out, not stopped. You should have figured that much out by now. You used to be somewhat clever.” [...]

“The victor is the one left standing after the other can no longer endure,” Celia says, the scope of it finally making devastating sense.

PAGE 306. “There is more to it than you think,” Tsukiko says. “I did not understand the rules myself, in my time. It is not only about what you call magic. You believe adding a new tent to the circus is a move? It is more than that. Everything you do, every moment of the day and night is a move. You carry your chessboard with you, it is not contained within canvas and stripes. Though you and your opponent do not have the luxury of polite squares to stay upon.”

PAGE 336. “It was all a matter of timing,” [Isobel] says. “My train was late that day. The day I saw you drop your notebook. Had it been on schedule we never would have met. May be we were never meant to. It was a possibility, one of thousands, and not inevitable, the way some things are.”

PAGE 344. “Our instructors do not understand how it is,” [Tsukiko] says. “To be bound to someone in such a way. They are too old, too out of touch with their emotions. They no longer remember what it is to live and breathe within the world. They think it simple to pit any two people against each other. It is never simple. The other person becomes how you define your life, how you define yourself. They become as necessary as breathing. Then they expect the victor to continue on without that. It would be like pulling the Murray twins apart and expecting them to be the same. They would be whole but not complete.”

PAGE 360. “But I’m not... special,” Bailey says. “Not the way they are. I’m not anyone important.”

“I know,” Celia says. “You're not destined or chosen, I wish I could tell you that you were if that would make it easier, but it’s not true. You’re in the right place at the right time, and you care enough to do what needs to be done. Sometimes that’s enough.”

PAGE 377. “There are no longer simple tales with quests and beasts and happy endings. The quests lack clarity of goal or path. The beasts take different forms and are difficult to recognize for what they are. And there are never really endings, happy or otherwise. Things keep going on, they overlap and blur, your story is part of your sister’s story is part of many other stories, and there is no telling where any of them may lead. Good and evil are a great deal more complex than a princess and a dragon, or a wolf and a scarlet-clad little girl.”

PAGE 379. “You think being imprisoned marvelous?” [says the man in the grey suit.]

“It's a matter of perspective,” Widget says. “They have each other. They are confined within a space that is remarkable, one that can, and will, grow and change around them. In a way, they have the world, bound only by his imagination.”

PAGE 387. You think, as you walk away from Le Cirque des Rêves and into the creeping dawn, that you felt more awake within the confines of the circus.

You are no longer quite certain which side of the fence is the dream.
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