
Life	of	Pi:	Out	of	the	Abyss	(Chapters	90	–	94)	

“The	lower	you	are,	the	higher	your	mind	will	want	to	soar.”	

The lines between what is real and what is a dream become blurred to such a degree that the reader cannot be 
sure that the events in this chapter are real or if they are a maddening hallucination brought on by starvation and 
Pi’s dream-rag. He loses his eyesight and is barely alive when suddenly he hears a voice speaking to him. He 
has a conversation and the other voice reveals that he too has gone blind. Is another person really there, or is he 
a figment of Pi’s imagination? They converse about food and, when Pi tells him he has none, the other voice 
tries to attack him. Unwittingly, this brings him into Richard Parker’s territory, and he is killed and consumed in 
the most savage way. The reader must wonder… was it the tiger who killed him, or Pi? 

Sometime after this discombobulating event, Pi thinks he sees trees in the distance. He discovers that they are no 
illusion, and the boat bobs up against a strange island made not of soil, but algae. His elation only deepens when 
he discovers the algae is edible, and he eats until he is full. Richard Parker leaps off the boat and disappears over 
a ridge. Pi and the tiger spend time on the island, eating and recovering, returning to the boat each night to sleep. 
Gradually they explore the island’s interior, uncovering entire ecosystems of strange and bizarre animals – and 
soon the island’s macabre mystery is revealed. 

 

Knowledge	Check	
 

How well do you know these chapters? 

1. Whose voice did Pi start to hear after he 
discovered he was blind? 
(a) His mother's. 
(b) The tiger's. 
(c) His brother's. 
(d) A man's. 

2. What did Pi and the disembodied voice 
discuss? 
(a) How to find land. 
(b) What happened on the Tsimtsum. 
(c) Food. 
(d) Religion. 

3. What did Pi find when he boarded the other 
man's boat? 
(a) Nothing. 
(b) Fish, shark meat, and crackers. 
(c) Olives, water, and canned fish. 
(d) Turtle meat, fish, biscuit crumbs, and water. 

4. What does Pi reveal is his favourite colour? 
(a) Orange. 
(b) Blue. 
(c) Green. 
(d) Grey. 

5. When Pi started exploring the island, what 
small animals did he find? 
(a) Rabbits. 
(b) Meerkats. 
(c) Mongoose. 
(d) Rats. 

                                                                             
6. Why does Richard Parker return to the 
lifeboat each night? 
(a) He misses Pi. 
(b) He wants to go back to sea. 
(c) He is scared of the other animals on the island. 
(d) The algae becomes acidic at night. 

7. What did the fruit of one tree reveal to Pi? 
(a) A human tooth. 
(b) It’s empty inside. 
(c) The fruit is all rotten. 
(d) The fruit is poisonous. 

8. What does Pi conclude about the algae 
island? 
(a) The experience is all a dream. 
(b) It’s an artificial island. 
(c) The whole island is carnivorous. 
(d) He could be happy if he stayed on the island. 

9. What is the purpose of chapter 93?  
(a) To fill in the gaps in Pi’s story. 
(b) To reveal how Pi and Richard Parker survived. 
(c) To suggest boredom and hopelessness. 
(d) To explain how the Tsimtsum sank. 

10. In what country does Pi eventually make 
landfall? 
(a) Canada. 
(b) Mexico. 
(c) India. 
(d) Chile. 



	

Understanding	and	Interpretation	
 

1. Do you read Pi and Richard Parker’s blindness as literal or figurative? Explain your answer: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. How does the theme of atavism come to a head in this part of the novel?  

 

 

 

 

 

3. Describe the floating algae island and the ecosystems it supports:  

 

 

 

 

 

4. Why does Pi ultimately decide to leave the island? 

 

 

 

 

 

5. What do you find most poignant or most moving about chapter 94? 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 



 

Literary Study: Death and Rebirth 

“Something	in	me	died	then,	that	has	never	come	back	to	life.”	
 
How many stories do you know in which the hero dies and is reborn? I’m sure you can think of 
several. The archetypal death-rebirth story is that of King Arthur, who is killed at the Battle of 
Camlann and resurrected by the Lady of the Lake. You might remember that, before he defeats 
Voldemort, Harry Potter is killed and reborn through the resurrection stone. Before he becomes 
Batman, Bruce Wayne falls into a dark cave – certainly a kind of symbolic death. In the story of 
Pinocchio, before he is reborn as a real boy, the puppet Pinocchio is swallowed by a giant whale – 
which is where the phrase ‘in the belly of the whale’ comes from.  
 
According to Joseph Campbell’s Monomyth (also called the Hero’s Journey), the death and 
resurrection of the hero is the model for the casting off of an old life and entering into the new. While 
on their journey in the ‘special world’, a burgeoning hero will, at some point, find him or herself 
trapped inside the ‘belly of the whale’ or fallen into the ‘abyss’. This is a symbolic or literal place of 
darkness and danger. In this place a person will be alone, fearful, weak, and powerless. To escape, the 
hero must sacrifice the ‘young’, ‘innocent’ or ‘weak’ parts of themselves. In doing so, he or she 
symbolically ‘dies’ – yet someone with the will to escape are instantaneously ‘reborn.’ Chapters 90 
and 91 can be interpreted as the point where Pi descends into the ‘belly of the whale’. In order to 
emerge and survive again, Pi must fully embrace his savage side, even at the cost of his youth and 
innocence. As Pi says in chapter 91: ‘Something in me died then, that has never come back to life.’ 
 
Activity 
 
Study this diagram of Joseph Campbell’s ‘monomyth,’ otherwise known as the Hero’s Journey. You 
can easily research this literary theory on the internet, or you can ask your teacher to explain it to you. 
Apply the diagram to Life of Pi and recreate it in the form of a poster. For example, you might 
interpret Pondicherry (or India) as Campbell’s ‘Known world’ (or ‘Ordinary’ world) which would 
make the journey on the Pacific ocean a journey into the ‘Unknown’ (or ‘Special’ world). 
 
What other elements of the Hero’s Journey, such as call to adventure, mentors, threshold guardians, 
supernatural aid and so on, can you identify? 

 



 

Important Symbolism: the algae island 
 

‘This island was a chimera, a trick of the mind.’ 
 
Chapter 92, one of the longest and most surreal chapters of the novel, describes Pi’s time resting and 
recovering on an island made entirely of bright green algae. He shares this paradise with hundreds of 
thousands of docile meerkats. How they got to the island is one of many mysteries Pi cannot explain.  
At first glimpse, Pi thinks the island is a mirage brought on by hunger, desperation, and his dream-rag; but 
when he can stand on the island, he can’t help believing in the island’s existence.  
 
By day, the island is a paradise; but at night the algae turns acidic and deadly, devouring fish that swim 
into a network of underwater tunnels. Pi discovers a tree on the island laden with black and twisted ‘fruit’. 
When he unwraps one of these fruits he discovers it is really a wad of leaves, at the heart of which is a 
single human tooth. Pi comes to the awful realisation that the island is carnivorous - and has eaten a human 
before him. He decides to depart this place of death. 
 
Activity 
 

The algae island is a strange and confusing detour in Pi’s journey, especially following the blindness 
episode. It is hard to understand because it is so contradictory: it is both a place of safety and a death-trap; 
it is both a paradise and a hellscape; it offers him salvation, but only if he can accept the evil that lies 
within. Study the Powerpoint that accompanies this section of the novel (called Symbolism: The Algae 
Island). Read through some different ideas as to what the algae island might symbolise. Afterwards, simply 
vote for your favourite and write a passage in your workbook explaining your favourite idea – or a new 
idea that you want to try out. 
 
 

Discussion Point: interpreting the dream 

During chapters 90 and 91, Martell writes in a stream-of-consciousness, almost dazed, style. The lines 
between what is real and what is hallucination becomes blurred to the point that the reader cannot be sure 
whether the events in this chapter really happened or was it just a dream about another man – or about the 
tiger – having a conversation with Pi. Each one of these possibilities is plausible. Furthermore, if there 
really is another man, is it Pi or the tiger who kills and consumes him? Discuss the evidence available and 
decide what you think about this curious scene: dream or reality?  

 

Theme Tracker: boundaries 

This is a big one! In one form or another, boundaries have been an underlying theme of the story. From all 
the way back in Part 1 where Pi spoke about how zoo animals are happier when the zookeeper sets firm 
boundaries, to being trapped in the narrow confines of a lifeboat, to using Richard Parker’s psychological 
boundaries to tame him, boundaries are an important motif explored by Yann Martel. This extends to 
social and spiritual boundaries too. For example, Pi’s family refuse to allow him to follow all three major 
religions. Later in the novel, Pi is placed in a similar situation to the animals in his zoo, confined by the 
ridiculously small circumference of the lifeboat. Here, though, his knowledge of boundaries comes to his 
rescue; by recreating a zoo enclosure in the lifeboat he is able to co-exist alongside Richard Parker and 
keep them both alive.  

Create a mind-map or poster entitled Boundaries and Freedom. Consider all aspects of the novel that are 
associated with physical, social, or spiritual boundaries, territories, freedom, the motif of circles – and 
anything else you can think of that associates with this theme. As usual, find three or four direct quotations 
from the novel as well.  


