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About the Book

London, 1837. Jack Maggs, a foundling trained as a thief, betrayed and deported to a penal colony in Australia, has 

reversed his fortunes. Under threat of execution he returns to London after twenty years of exile to try to fulfill his well-

concealed heart's desire. Masquerading as a footman, Maggs places himself in the rather eccentric household of Percy 

Buckle, Esquire. But when the unlikely footman comes under the scrutiny of the brilliant and unscrupulous young 

novelist Tobias Oates, an enthusiastic dabbler in mesmerism, Maggs's secrets are revealed and he is forced to take 

desperate, sometimes violent action. A powerful and unusual homage to Charles Dickens's Great Expectations, Jack 

Maggs displays all of Peter Carey's broad historical and artistic knowledge, his masterful command of character, and his 

powerful moral vision. It is an unforgettable novel which will continue to stir the reader's imagination and emotions long 

after it has been read

Discussion Guide

1. Maggs is a strong man with certain weaknesses. What in his background might have caused the tendency toward 

romantic fantasy (about Phipps, for example) which is so much at odds with his general clear-sightedness? What makes 

him violent; what makes him kind and tender?

2. Tobias Oates is possessed of an "unholy thirst for love" [p. 43]. How does this thirst shape and rule his life? Does he 

turn it to a strength or a weakness? Is it this thirst for love that inspires his equally strong thirst for power?

3. Percy Buckle has many admirable characteristics: early in the novel Mercy Larkin says that he is "the kindest, most 

decent man in all the world" [p. 79]. What turns him sour and fills him with hate? What weaknesses in his character 

allow this hatred to take over his soul?

4. There is much speculation by the characters in Jack Maggs about the "Criminal Mind." Oates thinks that Jack Maggs 

/node/69782#
https://admin.readinggroupguides.com/authors/peter-carey


is an example of the criminal mind, but as the events unfold his ideas on the subject become less and less clear. Has 

Maggs been made a criminal by his nature, or by his environment? Is Oates, in your opinion, a criminal? What about 

Buckle, Phipps, Mary Britten, or Tom? Is there in fact any such thing as a criminal mind?

5. Who or what is the "Phantom" that haunts Jack Maggs's dreams? When Maggs dreams that he kills the Phantom [p. 

124], what does this fantasy signify?

6. What effect has Sophina's abortion and the loss of their baby had upon Jack throughout his life? Might this loss have 

inspired Jack's original love for little Henry Phipps? Why do you think he persists in his love for Phipps at the expense 

of his own children back in Australia? Maggs says that he determined to "weave [Phipps] a nest so strong that no one 

would ever hurt his goodness" [p. 287]. Does Maggs's story imply that such protection is finally impossible?

7. How would you describe Mary Oates: is she really merely "good" and "dull" [p. 212] as her sister sees her? Just how 

astute is she about her husband? From the time of Lizzie's fatal illness, Mary begins to hate her husband, and this hatred 

eventually "would penetrate the deepest reaches of her soul and make her into the slow and famously dim-witted 

creature who was commonly thought not to understand half of what her famous husband said" [p. 342]. This sentence 

implies that earlier, she was neither slow nor dim-witted. What do you think?

8. Maggs is never a "gentleman"; Phipps is. What does this tell us about the class system in nineteenth-century England, 

and about the author's attitude toward it? What changes were occurring in the class system at that time, and how are 

these changes illustrated by the novel and its characters? Tobias and Buckle look on Maggs as a servant, themselves as 

masters: how does Carey subvert this idea? Mercy says that although he had two children of his own, Maggs "had an aim 

to find a better class of son" [p. 346]. Are Maggs's motives really as simple as this?

9. Two of the themes Jack Maggs returns to again and again are those of guilt and shame. For what crimes, real or 

imagined, do Oates and Maggs feel the most guilt and shame? What betrayals has each of them committed? Is their 

shame justified? Are there any characters in the novel who seem to be without guilt or sin?

10. Maggs tells Mercy that he was flogged by "a soldier of the King," to which she replies, "Then it were the King who 

lashed you" [p. 346]. What does Carey mean to imply about the social ills of England, and of the Australian penal 

colonies? How do Maggs's dreams, in which his Phantom is dressed as a soldier--and the reality in which the miniature 

he possesses of Phipps, the soldier, turns out to be the portrait of the former King George IV--contribute to the novel's 

political metaphor?

11. "It would not have been lost on [Oates] that Mercy Larkin's wedding finger was blown away, and that when Jack 

Maggs came to her side, the pair were finally matched in deformity" [p. 355]. What would not have been lost on Oates--

what, that is, do the twin deformities symbolize?

12. Oates envisions the end of Maggs's story with Maggs being burned alive in his mansion. Which ending is more 

artistically appropriate: the one imagined by Oates, or the one Carey actually gives Maggs?

13. As a companion piece to Charles Dickens's Great Expectations, with Oates as Dickens and Maggs as Dickens's 

convict Magwitch, Jack Maggs can be seen as a reflection upon the creative process. Maggs sees Oates's usurpation of 

his life and thoughts as theft: "You are a thief," he says; You have cheated me, Toby, as bad as I was ever cheated" [p. 



305-6]. Is Maggs justified in believing this? If so, is such theft an inevitable part of the creative and transformative 

process?

14. If you have read Dickens's Great Expectations, how do the characters of Maggs and Phipps differ from those of 

Magwitch and Pip, and why has Carey introduced these differences? How do the character and life of Dickens himself 

differ from that of Oates? What elements of the plot of Jack Maggs could be called "Dickensian"? What are the 

implications of a contemporary Australian novelist harking back to nineteenth-century English traditions?

Author Bio

Peter Carey is the author of 14 novels. In addition to the Booker Prize, his honors include the Commonwealth Writers? 

Prize and the Miles Franklin Literary Award. Born in Australia, he has lived in New York City for more than 25 years.

Critical Praise

" Radiant. Peter Carey's narrative rushes like a great stream toward a glittery falls, gathering momentum as it rolls. "--

The Boston Globe"A rousing old-fashioned narrative. . . . [that] stands on its own as an adventure story. --The New 

York Times Book Review We have a great novelist living on the planet with us, and his name is Peter Carey. "--Los 

Angeles Times Book Review"Imaginative and audacious . . . A twentieth-century, post-colonial Dickens novel . . . This 

strange, bold, gripping, and wonderful novel is the story of a power struggle, a double love story, a quest story, and a 

story of trickery and disguise. It's about taking possession--of an inheritance, of another person's soul, of your own 

destiny--and being taken possession of. Not least, it's the story of one writer's being possessed by another. "--Hermione 

Lee, The Observer"Uncommonly exciting and engaging. As much as anyone now writing, Peter Carey is a master of 

storytelling. His empathy with his characters, combined with his psychological sharp-sightedness, has them almost 

jumping off the page in full human complexity. An especial bonus is his style . . . Vivid, exact, unexpected images and 

language match the quick, witty intelligence flickering through this novel, and make it a triumph of ebullient indictment, 

humane insight, and creative generosity. "--Peter Kemp, Sunday Times (London)"Writing and philosophical 

contemplations of the highest order . . . On a par with, and more interesting than, his two earlier masterpieces . . . An 

absorbing, beautifully written novel finished off with a most satisfactory happy ending, and with incidents, an 

atmosphere, and ideas that linger in the mind. "--Carmen Callil, The Daily Telegraph
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