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The Open Mind 
 
Author Naomi Alderman: https://naomialderman.com  
 
Like the Inspector Morse stories, this story uses an Oxford College as a setting. There is one 
big clue that Naomi Alderman is thinking of Morse as well as Marple when writing this story. 
Can you find it?!  
 
 
The Characters 
 
Who are the following characters? 
 

Professor Cuthbert Cayling: 
 
Sir Aaron Kahn: 
 
Elspeth Hearken: 
 
Dr Agnetha Strom: 
 
Dr Eammon McManaway: 
 
Simon Skipper: 

 
 
The Story 
 
Miss Marple had been invited to be Sir Aaron’s guest at “high table” (p. 152). What does this 
mean? (Hint: it’s knowledge about Oxford and Cambridge Universities … or Harry Potter! … 
rather than something you find in a dictionary). 
 
Another hint is here: “The staff seemed to her less well-trained than her own maids” (p. 
153). 
 
 
 
On page 154, there are many references here to class, snobbery, and elitism. Let’s discuss 
their meanings. 
 
 
 
Is St Bede’s a real college? What are the implications of using a real and/or fictional college 
in a story like this? 
 



In what ways is Dr McManaway a caricature of an Oxford don (p. 155)? 
 
 
Why do Cayling and Skipper quarrel (p. 156 & 158)? 
 
 
How do “Benedictus Benedicat” (p. 156) and “on staircase five” (p. 157) create the 
atmosphere of an Oxford college? 
 
 
Elspeth mentions a real historical figure called Chatterton (p. 159). Who does this remind 
Miss Marple about? Why is the reference to Chatterton a significant clue? 
 
 
Elspeth moves to be next to Cayling (p. 160). Why does she do that? And what do we learn 
about the way Cayling treats women (p. 161)? 
 
 
What are Quaaludes (p. 161)? Here is a useful explanation … 
https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-33428487 
 
 
What research is Elspeth doing (p. 162 & 169)? How is it connected to Cayling? 
 
 
Why is Oxford college life a “sybaritic” lifestyle (p. 162)? 
 
 
Why does Elspeth agree to leave the dinner with Cayling? How are they when they come 
back (pp. 163-164)? 
 
 
What are Sir Aaron’s suspicions about Simon Skipper (pp. 166-167)? 
 
 
What does Miss Marple read that convinces her she knows the solution (p. 168)? 
 
 
Who was the “grave robber”, and who was the murderer? 
 
 
What was the motive? 
 
 
What is the significance of the letters? If Miss Marple had not stopped the murderer, what 
might have happened? What does this tell us about the difficulty of researching history? 
 


