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Novel Evaluation: The Astonishing Life of Octavian Nothing

Literary Elements

Plot – The Astonishing Life of Octavian Nothing: The Pox Party primarily uses a chronological 

narrative order, however the story is written as a memoir, so there are occasional flashbacks to 

earlier memories.  Overall the plot is quite strong leaves does a good job of pulling the reader 

into the story while also creating a sense of suspense as Octavian recalls his life story.  The 

central conflict of the book is that of Character vs. Society, however different characters 

represent the forces of society, so there are smaller sub-conflicts that exist between characters.  

But in the end, much of the conflict comes down to Octavian’s struggle to find his “house by the 

river” where he can live his life in freedom.  While the plot does come to a good conclusion at 

the end of the book, there is much of Octavian’s life left untold, which are picked up in volume 

two: The Kingdom on the Waves.

Characterization – Octavian makes for a strong primary character who changes greatly 

throughout the novel as he discovers more about his situation in life and its limitations.  Because 

the novel is written in diary format, we mainly learn about the secondary characters through 

Octavian’s eyes.  While this does limit our ability to gain insight on their thoughts and 

motivations, it also allows some characters to experience change as Octavian’s opinions about 

them change.  Also due to Octavian’s scientific background he strives to present a somewhat 

balanced view of the characters, which allows the reader to learn both the positive and negative 

traits of several characters.

Setting – The setting of Octavian Nothing is absolutely necessary for the story.  Taking place in 

colonial America during the final years leading up to the Revolutionary war, both the time and 
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place contribute essential elements to the themes, plot and other literary elements.  Also M.T.  

Anderson’s extensive research reveals itself in the close attention played to historical details,  

which create a very strong sense of place and time.

Style – Utilizing a very unique and detailed storytelling style, Anderson does an excellent job of 

creating a style that fits both the character and setting of this novel.  The language throughout the 

novel reflects that of colonial America and included in the book are various newspaper clippings 

and quotes that add to the historical accuracy.  In addition the book’s appearance reflects its  

contents; from the font selection to the design of the book’s spine, and from the occasional use of 

ink blots to portray handwritten script to the use of texturized page edges.  A lot of thought went 

into creating a book that feels historically accurate and it is clear that the efforts were successful.

Theme – Octavian Nothing contains several strong themes including liberty and its definition to 

different people, the value of human life, and even the value of scientific education.  These 

themes in addition to its portrayal of an historical era would make the book ideal for a variety of 

book discussion groups including those aimed at teens.  While the novel takes place during a 

long ago era, the strong themes help make the book feel almost universal in its scope. 

Point of View – Told primarily in first person (at a few points, letters written by others and 

newspaper clippings are used to supplement the plot), Octavian Nothing brings the reader deeply 

into the world of colonial America.  Because much of the diary seems to have been written after 

Octavian reaches adolescence, this does lend some of the earlier entries a bit of omniscience and 

foretelling in their description.  However the first person style also allows the reader to connect 

to a character that otherwise might prove harder to understand due to his historical background 

and unusual circumstances.
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Audience Appropriateness

This book clearly crosses over in its appeal to both young adult readers and adult readers. 

While the main character is a young adult (as is common in young adult literature), the books 

depth and thematical richness will attract adult readers as well.  Long in length and sophisticated 

in writing style, this book seems aimed primarily at higher-level teen readers.  Obviously fans of 

historical fiction might be drawn to this book and readers of biography may also be, because of 

its memoir-like feel.  As Gillian Engberg points out in her review of the book, M.T. Anderson 

utilizes so many different style, that there is less reliable connections between fans of his earlier  

works and Octavian Nothing.  

Several of the elements of adolescence, as described by Piaget, also appear in the book 

including the imaginary audience (Octavian is actually a central experiment taking place at the  

Novanglian College of Lucidity) and a bit of a reverse foundling fantasy (Octavian is treated like 

a prince for much of his childhood, before it becomes clear that he is in actuality a slave).  In 

addition, the journey of Octavian to find his place in society and learn his true identity will ring 

true with many adolescents and corresponds to Erikson’s stage of identity formation via 

experimentation.  

Trade Reviews

School Library Journal (10/01/2006) – This review is very descriptive in nature, in fact it 

outlines all of the major plot lines in such detail that I was glad to have read the book prior to 

reading the review.  However the writer does provide some critical response at the end of the 

review and makes a very positive recommendation of the book.  The review is approximately 

250 words in length and written by a librarian from New Jersey, on whom I could find little 

information on.  Aimed at librarians, this review does a good job of giving the reader some 
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helpful selling points for use both in book acquisition decisions and in selling points to teen 

readers.

Kirkus Reviews (9/15/2006) – While this review is much more critical in nature it does provide a 

few plot points, but is much more aimed at evaluating the books strengths and weaknesses.  The 

language used by the anonymous reviewer also reflects the more sophisticated/old-fashioned 

wording of the book.  Approximately 200 words in length, the review also includes two 

descriptive tags that of “Historical Fiction” and YA-Adult”, both of which fit the book quite well. 

The review is also overwhelmingly positive and seems to be aimed less at librarians and more at 

the book-reading public.  Little or no mention is made of its appeal to its intended audience 

(other than the above tags), but it does strongly recommend the book as a whole.

Booklist (9/01/2006) – The longest of these three reviews, Booklist’s review does the best job of 

both evaluating the book and providing a thorough description of it, all without revealing too 

many major plot points.  Written by Gillian Engberg, who after some googling, seems to have a 

good reputation in the book review world and works as a young adult book editor for Booklist. 

What I found most helpful in this review was the description of how the book was laid out and 

the major themes present in it.  Engberg also includes references to the authors other books and 

books written in a similar fashion.  As a future librarian, finding sources that can give me such a 

thorough understanding of a book in only 500 words will be quite helpful.
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