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"The T'wenty-1'wo Boxes" -
A Group Reading Guide

It's the same routine every year: at the gas station Mary Jane picks up the
new map of Christmasville because, with each December first, all the homes

and buildings are re-arranged - just like the pieces on a checkerboard.
But no one, but her, seems to notice.
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Christmasville

A Novel

By Michael Dutton


“The Twenty-Two Boxes” – A Group Reading Guide  



The questions below are not unlike “the twenty-two boxes” of Christmas decorations that Madeleine and her father remove from the attic each year. Each numbered question, or group of questions, is ... well, boxlike in shape, its contents disclosed – through recollection, provocation, assessment, speculation for some, debate and introspection – to reveal a peculiar adornment in the tale of Christmasville.

“A king, an angel, a donkey, a cow. The little shepherd boy with...”


While the novel is generally seated in the genre of magical realism, Christmasville incorporates conventions and devices that suggest an entrenched literary framework as well as features indicative of mainstream fiction. As a result, some questions lean toward its literary merits; others address items of a more topical interest. Regardless of skew, however, the questions below are designed to spark interest, to solicit discussion, to elicit a deeper appreciation of the unique universe of Christmasville.      

1) At what point in the novel did it become apparent that the town of Christmasville was situated on a model train platform?

2) There is only a single instance throughout the novel in which its historical time frame is implied (1959-60): the radio transmission that Mary Jane hears regarding “Resident-Elect, John F. Kenn.”  Why is this period of time pertinent in revealing the story of Christmasville? Could the story have been revealed with equal effectiveness in another period, such as 1979-80? Or 1999-2000?

3) Christmasville was written from the point-of-view of first person singular (the “I”, of course, being Mary Jane Higgins). Why was that a more effective perspective than third person singular?

4) In what ways might Mary Jane be considered a classic hero?

5) Many readers have indicated that the novel is “visually evocative,” frequently suggesting that Christmasville would make an excellent movie. However, what passages of text suggest that the other senses – hearing, tasting, smelling and touching – are equally as compelling in conveying information or impressions? Why?

6) Inclusion of chapter three, “Faith,” was a pivotal concern in electing to publish Christmasville under the aegis of Linden Park Publishers, Ltd as opposed to publishing it through one of the established publishing houses. What is the significance of the chapter, “Faith?” How does it impact the principal character, Mary Jane? Would the novel have greater or lesser value without the inclusion of “Faith?”

7) The treatment of memory was problematic throughout the development of Christmasville. How is the memory of Mary Jane different from that of her parents? Is there a relationship between memory (and the capacity to remember) and “innocence?” To “experience?” How does the absence of televisions and telephones throughout the novel support the treatment of memory? 

8) There are a number of occasions in which the use of irony is employed. Arguably, the most striking example occurs in chapter four, “The Constant Nuance of Trees,” in which Mr. Higgins explains to Mrs. Higgins and Mary Jane how Otis Wright built models of buildings from the maple tree that he and his brother, Willy, had felled. In what way is this digression ironic? How is the irony compounded in chapter five, “A Game of Checkers,” as Mary Jane watches the twins move models of buildings to different locations on the train platform? Does the use of irony enhance, or diminish, the richness of the text?

9) At the beginning of chapter nine, “Thirty-Two Degrees of Illumination,” Mary Jane recalls Mr. Gabriel’s statement: 

“ ... believe me when I say this, Mary Jane, the donkey isn’t the strangest thing that I’ve seen in these here parts.”

What might Mr. Gabriel have seen?

10) Throughout Christmasville, there is a delicate balance between elements, which might be deemed “magical” and those that might be considered “miraculous.” In chapter eight, “Maiden Journey,” there is the appearance of a donkey and the discovery of “two sets of [foot] prints, one larger than the other” and a third set, but “different than the other two.” In chapters thereafter, there is the appearance of “three riders” (on camels?) and the shepherd boy with his lamb. How does the discovery of the footprints and the introduction of these characters (and animals) contribute to the “miraculous” theme of the novel? How does it support its “magical” theme? What is the relationship between these characters (and animals) and Madeleine in the prologue?

11) In chapter seven, “First Night,” Mary Jane reveals her impression of the library in darkness: 

“... I imagine the characters in the books – whispering to each other at first – but then suddenly coming to life, stepping from their books into the ones next to them and kind of interacting with the other characters to create entirely different stories, with completely different conclusions, like a fiction within a fiction...” 

In the same passage Mary Jane recalls reading a book in which:

“It would have been different if a character from another book saw the little girl, Madeleine, as she approached the top of the steps with the basket of clothes held out in front of her and, at the last moment, grabbed her by the arm, preventing her from falling and tumbling down, from bumping her head and breaking her wrist...”

How would you define the relationship between Mary Jane and Madeleine – particularly in light of Madeleine’s physical condition in the epilogue? Is it plausible to speculate that Mary Jane herself ultimately “steps” from “a fiction within a fiction” to interact “with the other characters”? What might you be able to deduce about books in the Christmasville library?

12) When Mr. Tolliver follows Mary Jane into the wilderness in search of the “wild beast,” he encounters a bear. What is the significance of the bear? What might it represent?

13) Throughout the story of Christmasville there are several extended metaphors, which contribute to the literary quality of the novel. For purposes of discussion, an extended metaphor may be regarded as a comparative association in which the elements and mechanics of one system operate in a manner similar to that of another. 

A) At the very beginning of the novel, Mary Jane compares the town of Christmasville to a checkerboard, primarily as the result of her observation that all the homes and buildings throughout Christmasville are rearranged annually according to a “plan” of things. How is the metaphor “extended” in chapter five, “A Game of Checkers”? How does the “Snowman from China” support the metaphor of the checkerboard?

B) The topic of trees – both “evergreens” and “never greens” – is weaved throughout much of the narrative. Otis Wright presents Mary Jane with a maple sapling and, on three occasions, the phenomenon of the “blight,” particularly as it relates to chestnut trees, is discussed. Metaphorically the topic of trees suggests two separate processes – one seated in nature and the other operant in human beings. Can you identify those processes? What might be deduced from the metaphor of the “trees” and the “Tree of Life,” which Esmeralda envisions in her reading of the tarot cards?

14) Frequently embedded in extended metaphors are symbols – precise objects in one system, but which suggest a value or meaning associated with another.

A) For Mary Jane, what does the maple sapling become a symbol of? Is there a symbolic relationship between the maple sapling and the fish “sleeping” at the bottom of Otis and Willy Wright’s pond?

B) Initially the “blight” is a disease, its impact operant only in grapevines and chestnut trees. However, in chapter eleven, “The House at the End of the World,” the “blight” mutates into something quite different. In Mary Jane’s impressions of the outside world, what does the “blight” represent symbolically? What does the “blight” represent in Mr. Lionel and Mr. Bachmann’s interpretation of the world outside Christmasvillle? Why are these visions so markedly different?

15) In Esmeralda’s reading of the tarot cards, she formulates a vision of both the past and the future, which she subsequently interprets for Mary Jane. In what ways does Esmeralda’s vision unfold into the reality of Mary Jane?

16) In chapter ten, “What the Iceman Said,” Mary Jane encounters Stark on the frozen wasteland of Wakefield Lake. After catching the strange “whisker-fish” and releasing it back into the lake, he makes the following comment:

 “Ya just never know what lies beyond the surface of things.”

What might his statement reveal about Christmasville? On a broader scale, what might it suggest about the real world? – The world in which we live?

17) In chapter eleven, “The House at the End of the World,” Mr. Lionel explains to Mary Jane:

“ ... it’s the clock that we consult for the train schedules, the clock upon which all other clocks in Christmasville are set. And although Mr. Bachmann and I have, on numerous occasions, attempted to determine its precise origin and the source of its power ...”

How might the clock have originated? What might be its source of power? To speculate: is it feasible that the clock tower might have another purpose?

18) In the last chapter, “Elastic Plastic,” Mary Jane espies someone looking through a window in an empty classroom:

“She [Esmeralda] has dark hair – long and straight as a ruler – and a barrette on the back of her head that looks like ... but no – for a moment ... for a moment, the plastic design on the barrette looked like the image of a woman, kneeling, a glass bead sparkling like a star above the woman’s head.”

In the very last sentence:

“He [Otis Wright] turns the wheel slowly, aiming the float towards a single star in the east.”

How does this sequencing resolve the thematic elements of “magic” and “miracle” that are laced throughout the novel? In what way is the “star” a composite image that represents for Mary Jane her embracement of both hope and faith, a reconciliation of both “magic” and “miracle”?

19) At the conclusion of the novel, Mary Jane and Otis Wright depart Christmasville by way of “Mary Jane’s Cloud Racer.” In what ways might have Mrs. Gabriel and Caroline left Christmasville?

20) The means in which Christmasville became a community – separated from the world as we know it – is never fully disclosed (though it is in the companion novel, Finding Christmasville). During the reading of the tarot cards, Mary Jane suggests that Christmasville (like Esmeralda’s crystal ball) may be “frozen in time.” In light of Mary Jane’s statement: might Christmasville be compared to the Christian notion of ... purgatory?

21) The relationship between Mary Jane and both Madeleine and Esmeralda is a triad, forged of the same metal, but of different processes. What is the “metal,” or bond, that unites the three of them? What does Mary Jane possess that Madeleine and Esmeralda may not?

The relationship between Mary Jane and her father and Otis Wright is a triad of sorts – a trinity of “kindred spirits.” How so?

22) In Christmasville no one gets any older. And the worst of afflictions is poison ivy, color blindness and partial baldness. If given the choice, would you choose to live in Christmasville? If so, for how long? What would you choose to remember? And what would you choose to forget?
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END NOTE: As always, I do thank my readers for your investment of “time – that most precious of commodities” – in your reading of Christmasville. And, of course, as readers, you are always invited to submit inquiries or comments to the author at: michael@lindenparkpublishers.com. While Michael attempts to respond as timely as possible – do have patience, please – for another universe is on the cusp of unfolding: Finding Christmasville.
Comments posted by readers to any of the Internet merchants, such as www.amazon.com, www.barnes&nob.com and so forth, are much appreciated.

