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CHAPTER ONE

The Play

Reading a play

In his introduction to Plays: Three, Simon Stephens suggests that ‘there’s something curious about reading a play’. He describes the process as combining ‘the oddness and difficulty of reading an instruction manual with the work of imagination involved in reading a poem’ (2011: viii).

What Stephens identifies here is that a play is not only a creative work of fiction, it is also a set of instructions for performance. When you read a play, you are not only asked to imagine characters and a story, you are also invited to imagine the theatrical event itself. When reading a play, you will notice that there are two different types of writing on the page: the dialogue spoken by characters and the stage directions which provide more information about what the characters do, how the dialogue should be spoken and where the scene takes place. Lines of dialogue are written to be spoken aloud by actors. Stage directions, which are always written in italics, are not meant to be spoken: they are guidelines for actors, directors and designers on how to bring the world of the play to life. The dialogue and the stage directions work together to create the story. While it may sometimes be tempting to skip over them, stage directions are there to help you imagine more fully what is happening in the scene: where it is set, when it is set and how the characters speak and behave towards one another. If you wish to enter into the imagination of the playwright, then you must carefully read both the dialogue and the stage directions to try and visualize how the play might look, sound and feel on a stage.

Reading this play

Perhaps the most important stage direction in The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time (which we shall refer to from now on simply as Curious Incident) occurs at the very beginning of the play-text, before the action has even begun:


Scenes run into one another without interruption regardless of alterations in space or time or chronology. (29)1


Curious Incident is structured into Part One and Part Two, each of which contains many different episodes, or ‘chunks of action’, which follow one after the other. These episodes – some of which are very short, some of which cover several pages – are not formally divided into individual scenes (e.g. ‘Act 1, Scene 2’, or ‘Act 2, Scene Five’): the action does not stop and start with the ending and beginning of each scene but is instead continuous. You will see in the script that sections of text are separated from one another by a couple of blank lines. These spaces indicate to the reader a change, or ‘alteration’, in time and location but these changes do not interrupt the constant flow of stage action. In order to capture this sense that scenes ‘run into one another without interruption’, the synopsis below will talk of episodes ‘dissolving’ or ‘shifting’ into one another.

As the title itself suggests, at the core of Curious Incident is a detective story. It is appropriate, then, that piecing together the story from the script itself requires some detective work. There are three things that might be useful to bear in mind as you read this play:


(1) The play contains a mixture of narrated action and enacted action. This is most evident at the beginning of the play. Here, the dialogue is a mixture of narration, provided by Siobhan who is reading aloud from a book written by Christopher, and enactment, as we see Christopher discover a dead dog in his neighbour’s garden. So when, for example, Siobhan says ‘My name is Christopher John Francis Boone’, she is not referring to herself but reading out what Christopher has written. Siobhan continues to read from Christopher’s book throughout Part One, and this provides a commentary on the action that unfolds on stage.

(2) Scenes can take place in different times and locations simultaneously. The beginning of the play is again a good example of this: Christopher’s discovery of Wellington seems to be happening ‘here’ and ‘now’. At the same time, however, Siobhan is reading Christopher’s account of it, so we know that this discovery has already happened within the context of the story. While Christopher discovers the dog in a garden at midnight, Siobhan reads the book at school during the day-time. The simultaneous existence of different locations and times recurs throughout the play.

(3) Everything that happens in the play takes place in real time, on a real stage, before a real audience. This may seem obvious to say but it can be easy to forget that what you are reading is not a novel but a work of theatre. While the story of Curious Incident ranges over many different locations and times, it can be helpful to remember that there is only one place and time that the play itself really occupies: the stage, and the moment in which it is performed.

Overview

A straightforward narrative synopsis cannot tell us everything we need to know when studying a play, because a play is defined by how its story is told as much as the story itself. The following overview summarizes the main narrative events of the play.

Part One

A dead dog lies in the middle of the stage. A large garden fork is sticking out of its side. (31)


The play opens with fifteen year-old Christopher Boone and his forty-two year-old neighbour Mrs Shears standing either side of a dog which has been killed with a garden fork. Without waiting for any explanation, Mrs Shears accuses Christopher of killing her dog, Wellington.

Christopher’s teacher, Siobhan, reads aloud from what we will later discover is Christopher’s book. As we watch Mrs Shears repeatedly order Christopher to ‘get away from my dog’ (31), Siobhan continues to read out Christopher’s story: we find out that his full name is Christopher John Francis Boone and that he knows every prime number up to 7507.

Christopher reacts to Mrs Shears’s shouting by curling up on the grass and ‘groaning’ (32). A policeman arrives and questions Christopher about what he is doing in Mrs Shears’s garden. While Christopher answers truthfully, the policeman’s repeated questioning further distresses Christopher and he curls up on the ground again. Exasperated, the policeman tries to lift up Christopher. Christopher, however, cannot bear to be touched: he screams and hits the policeman. Christopher is arrested for assaulting a police officer.

The scene dissolves as Siobhan reads more from Christopher’s book. We learn that people are confusing to Christopher because he finds it difficult to interpret their facial expressions: ‘Siobhan says that if you raise one eyebrow it can mean lots of different things. It can mean “I want to do sex with you”’ (34). Siobhan breaks from reading his story to protest that she never used those words. ‘Yes you did’, Christopher retorts, ‘on September 12th last year. At first break’ (ibid.).

The action shifts to a police station where Christopher has been taken for hitting the policeman. Christopher empties his pockets and removes the laces from his shoes but refuses to remove his watch and screams when the Duty Sergeant attempts to take it from him. Ed, Christopher’s father, arrives to collect Christopher. He does not hug his son – Christopher cannot bear to be touched even by his own father – but instead ‘holds his hand out in front of him with his fingers stretched’ (36). Christopher does the same and ‘they touch fingers’ (ibid.). Christopher doesn’t tell his father how he came to be at the police station but how, on the drive to the station, he saw the Milky Way through the car window. Satisfied that Christopher was not involved in the incident with Wellington, the Duty Sergeant lets Christopher off with a caution.

Siobhan continues reading from Christopher’s book. Another reason that Christopher finds people confusing is because they ‘often talk using metaphors’ (39). Christopher dislikes metaphors – ‘imagining an apple in someone’s eye doesn’t have anything to do with liking someone a lot’ (39) – and regards them as a type of lie. Christopher detests lies and lying.

On the way home from the police station, Ed tells Christopher that he must stay out of trouble. Christopher announces that he is going to find out who killed Wellington. Ed becomes angry and orders Christopher to ‘leave it’ (40).

In his book, Christopher explains that his mother died two years ago. He came home from school one day to find no one at home, so he found the spare key and let himself in. When his dad came home and discovered Christopher’s mum wasn’t there, he made some phone calls and went out. When he came back two and a half hours later, he told Christopher that his mum had been admitted to hospital.

This flashback scene dissolves and we are returned to the central narrative, the morning after Christopher discovered Wellington dead. At school, Christopher greets Siobhan with the news that today is a ‘Good Day’ because on his way there he saw four red cars in a row. He tells Siobhan that he is going to find out who killed Wellington, even though his father has told him not to. Siobhan tells Christopher that if his father has told him not to do something then perhaps he shouldn’t do it. She suggests that instead he write a story about what happened the previous night. Christopher agrees and we realize that this is the book from which Siobhan was reading at the start of the play.

We return to the flashback from two years ago and witness the moment when Ed told Christopher that his mother had died from a heart attack. Christopher expresses no emotion and instead speculates on the medical cause of his mother’s death, concluding that it was ‘probably an aneurysm’ (44).

The flashback again dissolves and we are returned to the day after Wellington’s death. That evening, Christopher goes to Mrs Shears’s house to tell her that he didn’t kill Wellington and wants to find out who did. Mrs Shears tells Christopher that if he doesn’t leave immediately she will call the police.

The action shifts to a scene between Christopher and Reverend Peters, a chaplain at Christopher’s school. Questioned by Christopher as to where heaven is, the Reverend replies, somewhat vaguely, that it is in ‘another kind of place altogether’ (45). When further pressed by Christopher to explain exactly where God is, Reverend Peters makes an excuse and leaves.

That weekend, Christopher decides to pursue his detective work. Although he doesn’t ordinarily talk to strangers, he summons up the courage to knock on the doors of his neighbours’ houses to ask if they know who killed Wellington. He knocks on the door of Mrs Alexander’s house, who is pleased that he has come to say hello. Mrs Alexander chats to Christopher and, as he won’t ‘go into other people’s houses’ (49), offers to bring out some lemon squash and biscuits. The length of time she takes, however, makes Christopher nervous – he becomes worried that she might be ringing the police – and so he walks away.

With Siobhan, Christopher tries to figure out the motivation of Wellington’s killer. He reasons that it might have been to make Mrs Shears upset. The only person he knows who didn’t like Mrs Shears is Mr Shears, who divorced her some years ago. Mr Shears thus becomes Christopher’s ‘Prime Suspect’ (50).

Christopher would like to sit his A-Level Maths exam but Mrs Gascoyne, the Head teacher of Christopher’s school, is reluctant to allow this. Ed, however, will not take no for an answer and eventually Mrs Gascoyne relents.

Ed has found out from Mrs Shears that Christopher spoke to her about Wellington and is angry with him. When Christopher says that he suspects it was Mr Shears who killed Wellington, Ed loses his temper and makes Christopher ‘promise’ that he will ‘stop this
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