
 

  

JASPER JONES:  

CHAPTER ONE 
 

 

 



 

Chapter 1 of Jasper Jones, by Craig Silvey 

Jasper Jones is a 2009 novel which explores, among other things, race relations and assumptions in 

front of the backdrop Corrigan, Western Australia. Jasper Jones, a half-Aboriginal, half-white 

teenager, is (falsely) accused of the murder of his white girlfriend, the mayor’s daughter. The 

chapter opens with Jasper leading Charlie, a bookish peer of his, to the hanging body of the daughter 

and enlisting his help. As much as the chapter involves discoveries, just as important is the attitude 

and process of discovery that precedes them. 

The Text’s Structure 

One thing to note immediately is the first-person narrative voice of Charlie. This is important for our 

understanding of discovery as it directs our focus away from external notions of discovery and 

encourages us to think about internal ones: the thought processes involved, the attitude and 

feelings. Despite being one short chapter, we still see Charlie overcome his timidity and fearfulness 

that allows discussion for any number of discoveries. These include overcoming stereotypes and 

prejudices, leaving your comfort zone and growing as an individual. The first person narration is an 

important device that hints to us that the author wants to emphasise the role of a person’s decisions 

and dispositions in making discoveries. 

Another quick point to make about the structure of the novel is the parallelism and allusion to the 

Southern writers Silvey inserts. If you’re familiar with American stereotypes, one of the enduring 

stereotypes of the deep South is their history of slavery and the consequent racism that has endured 

since. The Southern writers drew heavily on this in their books. The allusion to Pudd’nhead Wilson 

isn’t accidental, and the Mark Twain novel explores murder, a somewhat outcast white protagonist 

and black-white race relations – all elements within Jasper Jones. Similarly, Charlie later tells us his 

favourite book is “the Harper Lee book” – a reference to To Kill a Mockingbird, an iconic American 

classic about a white lawyer who defends a black man (falsely) accused of raping a white girl.1 

Silvey’s literary allusions aren’t very subtle but they do indicate that he clearly plans for his book to 

fit into a history of novels that challenge assumptions and stereotypes about race in particular.  

1. Both the allusions and the first person narrator thus set the novel up from the very first page to 

explore discoveries about racial identity, the folly (and danger) of stereotypes and the cruelty of 

people (particularly those in respectable positions of society).  

                                                           
1 To Kill a Mockingbird also features a mysterious neighbour who is feared, hardly ever seen and is the subject 
of many rumours and games by the children. At some point the parallels start feeling a bit forced, a bit 
exhausting – but that’s just editorialising on my part.  



 

The Process of Discovery 

One interesting aspect to analyse within the text is just how Charlie comes to make the sorts of 

discoveries he does. A big reason Silvey points us towards is his attitude. Reading is a motif in the 

first chapter and big part of Charlie’s characterisation: he’s reading when Jasper first visits him, his 

“father’s rows and stacks of novels had awed me since he taught me to read” and after he tells us 

his fear of not being thought as “smart enough” he tells us it’s “because that’s all I’ve ever had, 

really”. But far from this bookishness and self-admitted lack of courage holding him back, it actually 

propels him. Charlie himself may never realise it, but Silvey, through the mature and wise figure of 

Charlie’s father, tells us how “there was nothing [Mark Twain] couldn’t teach you” and that “if 

every man read at least one his books … it would be a far better world for it”. Charlie’s appetite for 

reading contrasts with the rest of his town’s sportiness and ingrains within him the conviction to 

help Jasper and avoid the nasty conclusions and hasty assumptions everyone else gravitates 

towards. Silvey is clearly indicating the importance an open mind and a thirst for knowledge has in 

making discoveries. Allusion is important here, as Charlie’s bravery parallels much of the 

protagonists in the previously mentioned works. 

Thus, despite his fear and apprehension – seen by the repetition and italics in “What? Really? What 

is it?” (emphasis in original) – Charlie nonetheless for “the first time … dared to sneak away from 

home”. Silvey in these early stages also establishes a contrast between the Charlie that is and the 

Charlie that he becomes. He “longs to turn and … sit safe in the hot womb of my room” but 

nonetheless “there is something emboldening about being awake when the rest of the world is 

sleeping. Like I know something they don’t”. The metaphor of the ‘womb’ suggests to us that 

discovery and Charlie’s attitude is necessary to life and growth, reaffirmed later by paralleling it to 

knowledge only he (and Jasper) has. Add to this as well the paragraph where he grabs his sandals.  

One other way Silvey constructs the process of discovery is by describing Charlie’s environment and 

using it to mirror his thoughts. Halfway through the chapter, Charlie is “still afraid … but something 

about being in [Jasper’s] bubble is reassuring”, however he begins to recognise “the landscape less 

and less” as the “river things”. Still reassured, but the fading familiarity of the landscape matches 

the onset of anxiety that intensifies for the rest of the chapter being finally climaxing in screams at 

the end. Not long after, “we’re moving off the path. I hesitate”. The short, declarative sentences 

represent his staccatoed2 thoughts, and the rapid fire questions emerge again: “Where are we 

going? What do you need me for?” Again, the geography parallels his ignorance: “I can’t hear the 

                                                           
2 Don’t actually think this is a word. 



 

river anymore, and the canopy overhead has stolen the moonlight”. But despite this, Charlie 

persists – and for Silvey, that is the key point. 

1. As said before, the first chapter sets the platform for the book’s message about overcoming 

presumptions. Much of that comes down to the qualities Charlie displays here and his initial 

willingness to go along with it in the first place. What qualities are these? Are they shared by the 

discoverers in your set text? Does discovery depend on these qualities, or is it merely helped 

along by them? 

The Discovery Itself 

Without the rest of the book, Charlie’s discoveries about Jasper in the first chapter are a little 

limited. We still do not know who (if anyone) is responsible for the girl’s body and Jasper hasn’t 

bothered to profess any innocence of wrongdoing. All Charlie goes on is a feeling of intuition and 

faith that Jasper can be trusted.  

(One thing maybe worth mentioning still is the camaraderie between Charlie, Jeffrey and now 

Jasper. All are outcasts in one way or another, but it is exactly the isolation they experience that 

binds them together. Again, with only one chapter, it’s very hard to make a detailed argument. 

However observe that this unlikely trinity carries the message – or discovery – that differences and 

generalisation and stereotypes are only skin-deep. They may be totally different from one another, 

but a shared experience of alienation can unite them. This is discovery – about the importance of 

not judging, of not presuming – is denied to the rest of the town, who is stuck in the comfort of old 

and familiar ways.) 

The discovery of the body is narrated via the familiar short, direct sentences the chapter began with 

and were littered throughout: “But I don’t turn back. I stay. I follow Jasper Jones. / And I see it. / 

And everything changes". Note the line breaks used to isolate the sentences and draw emphasis to 

them (emphasis is created by an entire line being dedicated to only a few words, rather than 

attention being diluted across many). Note also the polysyndeton, indicating the plentiful and 

ongoing changes caused by the discovery, as well as the metaphor of the world which “breaks and 

spins and shakes”.  

The last page is full of lines easily analysed and quoted: look for the constant declaratives that 

import the discovery with a sense of awe and absolute significance, looks for the similes in both the 

description of Jasper and the girl, look for the repetition in Charlie’s description that conveys 

confusion, shock and disbelief. Look, perhaps most importantly, at how this kaleidoscope of 

techniques conveys Charlie’s terror and a sense that thing will never again be the same. 



 

1. The one big point from this portion of the chapter and the Discovery rubric is about the impact 

of discoveries. Earlier this document wrote of the importance of attitude to discovery and how, 

had he never ventured out, Charlie would be in the ‘womb’ of his room. How do discoveries 

change our world? How are discoveries catalysts for rethinking old methods and maturing in 

ways we’ll never be able to undo?  

2. How do discoveries test our person: our beliefs, our resolves, our bravery and our convictions? 

Do discoveries bring out the best or the worst in us, or does it depend on the person? 


