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The Prestige

Praised by John Fowles as “one
of our most gifted writers,”
Christopher Priest is the author
of the novels Indoctrinaire (1970),
Fugue for a Darkening Island (1972),
Inverted World (1974), The Space
Machine (1976), A Dream of Wessex
(1977), The Affirmation (1981),
The Glamour (1984), The Quiet Woman (1990), The
Extremes (1998), and The Separation (2002). The winner
of the Arthur C. Clarke and BSFA Awards and Grand Prix
de l’Imaginaire, he has also written non-fiction and the
collections Real-Time World (1974), An Infinite Summer
(1979), and The Dream Archipelago (1999). He lives with
his wife and their two children in Hastings, England.

ABOUT THE BOOK
Investigating an apparent paranormal incident, reporter
Andrew Westley visits Lady Katherine Angier in England’s
Peak District, only to learn that she has summoned him
there on a pretext. Kate wishes to confirm that Andrew—
born Nicholas Julius Borden, before his adoption—is the
great-grandson of magician Alfred Borden, whose stage
name was “Le Professeur de la Magie.” Tantalizingly, she
reveals knowledge of a forgotten childhood meeting, and
of the personal and professional feud between Borden and
her great-grandfather Rupert Angier, “The Great Danton.”
The rivalry began in 1878, when Borden disrupted a
fraudulent séance conducted by Angier and his wife, Julia,
but neither could then have imagined how long and bitter
it would ultimately be. Stretching into the early years of
the twentieth century, it waxed and waned as their
fortunes rose and fell, ranging from harmless pranks to
life-threatening interruptions of their stage performances.
Borden’s book, Secret Methods of Magic, sheds some light
on their feud, yet its cryptic notations raise as many questions as they answer, and only Angier’s own journal can
complete the puzzle.

“A dizzying magic show of a novel….
Imagine Possession rewritten by Barbara
Vine, or Robertson Davies at his most
smoothly diabolical. A brilliantly
constructed entertainment!”
—THE WASHINGTON POST
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7. The Prestige exemplifies Priest’s self-described “fascination with doppelgangers and twins.” What are some of the
ways in which this theme is incorporated, either overtly or
subtly? Do you see Angier and Borden as essentially opposite sides of the same coin?

Desperate to unlock Borden’s secrets and retaliate against
his periodic attacks, Angier hits upon an unholy mix of
science and magic, which brings him unprecedented fame
and financial reward. The cost is incalculably high, not
only to Angier himself but also to both families for generations to come, and involves Andrew’s very existence in a
way that the final terrifying truth will reveal. Soon to be a
major motion picture from director Christopher Nolan
(Memento, Batman Begins), this 1995 novel won the
World Fantasy Award and Britain’s James Tait Black
Memorial Prize.

8. Classics like Alexandre Dumas père’s The Corsican
Brothers depict twins as having a unique, almost telepathic
bond. Do you believe that such a bond really exists?
In what ways does Priest play with the traditions and
expectations associated with this concept?
9. As in Akira Kurosawa’s film Rashomon, Priest sometimes
depicts the same events from multiple perspectives,
especially the incident that sets the feud into motion.
Did you trust one account more than the other? Why?
Does subjectivity always affect our perception?

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION
1. Historic and literary “family feuds” range from
Shakespeare’s Montagues and Capulets to the Hatfields
and McCoys. Could the Angiers and Bordens have ended
theirs at some point, or was it predestined to continue
through the years? Must the sins of the fathers be passed
to other generations? Did the feud join the families as
much as it separated them?

10. Arthur C. Clarke said, “Any sufficiently advanced
technology is indistinguishable from magic.” At what
point did you begin to suspect that at least one magician
used science in his stage act? Does this push The Prestige
from fantasy into the realm of science fiction?
11. Many critics have compared the writing of The
Prestige to a feat of magic in itself. Do you agree? In what
ways do the style, structure, and showmanship of the
novel mirror those of magicians? Does Priest play fair with
the reader? Did you guess his “secrets?”

2. “Readers should be made to work a bit and they
shouldn’t take anything for granted,” as Priest wrote in the
magazine Locus. “For me, the unreliable narrator keeps
people alert. Some people get fed up with it and can’t be
bothered, but the people I think of as serious readers very
much like it.” Into which category did you find yourself
falling, and why?

12. Priest uses real-life electrical pioneer Nikola Tesla
(1856-1943) as a character, depicting him as a bitter rival
of Thomas Edison’s. Does Priest portray Tesla accurately?
Does the use of such historical figures make a story more
believable for you, or is it a distraction?

3. The use of the ampersand (&) instead of the word
“and” is one way in which the author differentiates
between the two “voices” in Borden’s book. What are
some others? Do such devices make the story easier to
comprehend, or confuse the reader even further?

13. Angier calls Tesla “a prophet of what the next century
will hold for us.” How does Priest use the turn of the
century as a backdrop? Do his characters adapt well to
such changes?

4. Noting that Angier’s clients derive genuine comfort
from his fraudulent séances, Borden asks, “Was any of this
so different from the pleasurable mystification a magician
gives to his music hall audience?” Do you agree? Do such
séances help or hurt the participants?

14. The forthcoming film version of The Prestige stars
Hugh Jackman and Christian Bale as rival magicians
Angier and Borden. With its complex structure and
multiple—sometimes unreliable—narrators, does the
novel naturally lend itself to adaptation in the first place?
How might a screenwriter alter or compress the story to
turn the book into a viable script?

5. Both Angier and Borden routinely cheat on their wives.
What does this say about their characters in general? Is it
more likely in those “whose very profession is deception?”
6. Borden recounts the story of Ching Ling Foo, who
affected a shuffling gait onstage and off to protect his
greatest illusion. To what lengths does Borden go to
conceal the secret of The New Transported Man? Does he
lie to himself, as well as to the outside world?
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PRAISE FOR THE PRESTIGE
“Hypnotic…. The Prestige provides the satisfaction of an
ambitious and well-told entertainment.”
—SAN FRANCISCO CHRONICLE
“A brilliant conjuring act by one of the master illusionists
of our time.” —WIRED
“Extraordinary—like a dazzling magic act!”
—ENTERTAINMENT WEEKLY

“A taut, twisting, prize-winning story of two magicians
and their fierce fin-de-siècle rivalry that taints successive
generations of their respective families…. An unexpectedly compelling fusion of weird science and legerdemain.”
—KIRKUS REVIEWS
“Remarkably akin to the style of the late Robertson
Davies…. Priest has brought it off with great imagination
and skill.” —PUBLISHERS WEEKLY
“As ingenious as it is suspenseful.” —NEWSDAY

---------------------------------------------------------Reader’s Guide prepared by Matthew R. Bradley
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