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TOR BOOKS

Reader’s Guide

Octagon Magic
By Andre Norton

ABOUT THIS GUIDE

The information, activities and discussion questions which follow are intended to enhance your reading of Octagon Magic.  Please feel free to adapt these materials to suit your needs and interests.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Alice Mary Norton was born in Cleveland, Ohio on February, 17, 1912.  Read to by her mother from an early age, she grew up loving books and began writing in high school.  She published her first book, The Prince Commands, at the age of twenty.  Norton wrote under a pseudonym which she felt helped her gain footing in male-dominated publishing markets, legally changing her name to Andre Alice Norton in 1934.  She worked for nearly twenty years as a librarian in the Cleveland Public Library system, briefly owned a bookstore, and worked as a reader and anthologist for publisher Martin Greenburg before devoting herself entirely to writing.  Andre Norton’s work spans decades and literary genres—her list of books, stories and poems numbering into the hundreds—though she is best known for her fantasy and young adult novels, including the Witch World and Magic series.  She received numerous accolades, including the Nebula Grand Master Award (1984), the Daedalus Award for Lifetime Achievement (1986), and the World Fantasy Convention Life Achievement Award (1998).  In 1997, “The Lady,” as she was known to her myriad fans, was inducted into the Science Fiction and Fantasy Hall of Fame and moved to Murfreesboro, Tennessee, where she lived until her death on March 17, 2005.  Her last novel, Three Hands for Scorpio, was published by Tor Books in April, 2005.

WRITING AND RESEARCH ACTIVITIES

I. OUTSIDERS
A. Early in the novel, Lorrie feels unhappy in Ashton.  Make a list of the ways in which Lorrie seems to be an outsider.  Then write a paragraph describing a time when you felt like an outsider, or missed something or someone, like Lorrie.  Share your list and paragraph with friends or classmates.  Discuss what it feels like to be an outsider, and ways you might have tried to help Lorrie.

B. Lorrie is teased by Jimmy Purvis and misunderstood by Kathy.  She also observes the way Lizabeth is treated differently by kids at school.  Have you ever been uncomfortable—or behaved differently—near a person because he or she was different from you?  Write a short essay describing this experience.

C. What outsiders does Lorrie meet on her dollhouse adventures?  How are they similar to and different from Lorrie?  Why do you think they all find their way to Octagon House?  Based on your thoughts, write a sentence you imagine might hang over the door welcoming outsiders to Octagon House.
D. What does Miss Ashmeade teach Lorrie about differences between people?  Write an essay, poem, or song lyrics describing this important lesson.

II. VICTORIANA

A. Queen Victoria reigned England from 1837 until her death in 1901.  This period, known as the Victorian era, suggests a particular style of art and architecture that also crossed the ocean to America.  Go to the library or online to learn more about the literature, visual arts, crafts, pastimes, fashions or another aspect of Victorian America.  Create an informative poster based on your research.

B. Go to the library or online to find samples of Victorian homes.  Combine your research with clues from the story to create an illustration of Octagon House.   Use colored pencils to embellish your drawing and create a decorative border with lace, ribbon, paper flowers, or other craft materials.

C. Try your hand at needlework.  Read a book about a stitchery technique such as needlepoint or crewel work.  Visit a fabric or craft shop for a simple needlework kit and some instruction. Display your finished creation in your home or classroom.

D. Hold a Victorian day in your school or neighborhood.  Make invitations or programs embellished with Victorian details, such as lace and flowers.  Dress in Victorian-style clothing.  Prepare treats enjoyed in the Victorian period.  Make Victorian valentines or learn about Victorian dolls and toys.  Read stories or poems by Victorian authors.  Make a scrapbook to commemorate your event.

E. Help to protect historic buildings, such as Octagon House, in your community.  Volunteer at a local historical society or write an article about a local historic building for your school paper.

III. EXPLORING POINTS OF VIEW

A. Miss Ashemeade recognizes the importance of understanding others’ points of view.   Imagine you are Jimmy Purvis chasing Lorrie up the street in the opening chapter of the novel.  Rewrite this opening scene from Jimmy’s viewpoint instead of Lorrie’s.

B. Imagine you are Lorrie arriving at the Octagon House.  Write a journal entry describing your impressions as you pass through the gate.  Then imagine you are Hallie watching Lorrie’s arrival through the window and telling Miss Ashemeade what you see. Write down what you might say.

C. Imagine you are Kathy after Lorrie forgot to second your nomination for the Valentine’s Committee, or Lizabeth going home after Lorrie’s movie party.  Write a diary entry describing your feelings about the experience.

D. Would you have liked to live in the Victorian era?  What modern conveniences might you miss?  What Victorian pastimes appeal to you?  What would you have done if you found yourself in Phineas, Chloe or Charles’s situations?  Write a short speech answering some or all of these questions.  Read the speech aloud to friends or classmates.  

IV. WORLDS OF MAGIC 
A. In Octagon Magic, a dollhouse helps Lorrie travel through time. What object or device would you choose to help you travel through time?  To what historical period would you most like to travel?  What would you like to see there?  Go to the library or online to research your chosen place and time then, write an outline for your own magic story based on your findings—and your imagination.  What title would you give to your story?

B. In the Magic stories, traveling into the past helps characters deal with present situations.  Write a 1-2 paragraph description of the problems or weaknesses troubling the main character(s) in the story you have just read, such as fear, anger, a desire to control an uncontrollable situation, or a struggle with painful memories.  Then write a second short essay describing an emotion or behavior with which you struggle and whether a Magic novel has helped you to better understand or control this problem.

C. Design your own book cover for your favorite Magic book.  Or illustrate a favorite scene with pen-and-ink sketches.

D.  Use a computer to create a word search or crossword puzzle incorporating key words from one or more Magic titles, such as the words octagon, dollhouse, and needle from Octagon Magic.

E. Imagine you are a reporter interviewing a Magic book character about his or her fantastic experience.  Brainstorm a list of questions.  If possible, role-play the interview with a classmate or friend acting as the interviewee.  Write a newspaper-style article based on your interview.

F. Go to the library or online to learn more about the life and writings of Andre Norton.  Create an informative poster or booklet based on your research.  

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1. Why does Lorrie consider entering the garden of Octagon House in the opening pages of Octagon Magic?  What is unusual about the description of the garden?

2. What memories pass through Lorrie’s mind in the first chapters of the novel?  With what painful recollection does she struggle?  How do you think Lorrie feels about memories at this moment in the story?

3. Why isn’t Lorrie making friends in America?  Why bothers her about the concern shown by Aunt Margaret and Mrs. Lockner?  What does Lorrie feel that “[p]eople who wanted to be kind and helpful could certainly complicate life”?  Have you ever felt this way?  Explain.

4. Do you have a treasure such as Lorrie’s doll, Miranda?  How do you keep this possession safe?  Do you show it to others?  Why or why not?

5. What does Kathy do to Miranda?  Why does Lorrie decide to bury Miranda at Octagon House?  Who welcomes her inside?  

6. What are Lorrie’s first impressions of Miss Ashemeade’s workroom?  Who is the “Tapestry Princess” and what is her story?  What is the significance of the golden needle?  What do golden needles represent in the story?

7. Why does Miss Ashemeade tell Lorrie that she has “been setting [her] stitches crooked, and now they must be picked out again.  Such picking must always be done or the design will be spoiled”? 

8. Miss Ashemeade allows Lorrie to explore the house, entering any room where the door will open for her.  Why won’t all the doors open?

9. What does Lorrie think of the dollhouse and the rocking horse?  Does Sabina intentionally lead her to the dollhouse room?  What happens on Lorrie’s first dollhouse journey?

10. Whose memories does Lorrie experience when she travels back in time with the dollhouse?  Can they be Miss Ashemeade’s memories?

11. Who are Phineas and Phoebe?  Who is Lotta and how does she help them?  How does this dollhouse journey help Lorrie reexamine her judgment that Jimmy and the other boys are “just plain mean and hateful”?  How does Lorrie react the next time Jimmy teases her?

12. Miss Ashemeade explains that “People had to learn not to look for what they feared to see.”  How is this good advice for any situation and time?

13. How does Lorrie feel when she learns that the plans for the new thruway linkup may require the destruction of Octagon House?  Why does Lorrie feel safe in Octagon House?  Is there a place where you feel very secure? Describe this place.

14. What is Miss Ashemeade’s response to Aunt Margaret’s comments on the museum quality of needlework in Octagon House?  Why are treasures “born of cherishing”?  Do you think antique and art dealers would agree with this statement?  Why or why not?

15. Why does it seem difficult for Lorrie to visit the dollhouse?  Why doesn’t she want to visit it often?

16. As they decorate the Christmas tree, Miss Ashemeade shares memories that lead Lorrie to wonder about her age.  How old are Miss Ashemeade and Hallie?  

17. Who are Chloe and Nackie?  From what are they running?  How does Lotta help them?  What realization does this dollhouse journey bring to Lorrie?

18. How and why does Lorrie fail Kathy at the Valentine Fair meeting?  What is Lizabeth’s reaction to Lorrie’s frustration?  How does Miss Ashemeade come to Lorrie’s aid again?  What problems does her offer help to solve?

19. Who is Charles?  What does Charles say about the shell-and-seed picture he has brought with him?  How is this notion reflected in Lorrie’s modern life?

20. What do you imagine happened to Phineas and the other dollhouse characters? What do you think will happen to Miss Ashemeade and Hallie when Octagon House is torn down? 

21. How does Miss Ashemeade assuage Lorrie’s concerns about the likely destruction of Octagon House?  Is Miss Ashemeade correct in saying that “time can change some things”?  What does she mean by this statement?

22. Why isn’t Miss Ashemeade upset when the golden needle breaks? What does she ask Lorrie to do at the end of their last visit?  What does the lawyer tell Lorrie and Aunt Margaret?  

23. Where is the doll Miranda at the end of the story?  Where does Lorrie find Sabina’s handmade collar? How might you explain the relationship between Octagon House and the dollhouse?

24. Has Lorrie learned patience at the end of the novel?  What else has she learned?

25. How are memory and the way we think about the past important ideas in the novel?  How do these themes relate to Lorrie’s memories of her old life, to nearly forgotten Victorian arts, and to Lorrie’s acceptance of her current life?

