The Essence of Change
“What is the message of Neil Gaiman’s Neverwhere? What does it teach us?” “What is The Story beneath the story?” 

These were not easy questions to answer until I considered the “Connection to the Physics of Change.” The message and the story both seem to be very essentially change. The message is, things change. Whether you like it or not, things are and will continuously change, for better or worse, and you can either stand there and possibly cry about it, or you can change, and decide if the changes will be for better or worse. (Sometimes, it is out of your control, but that isn’t the point.) Along this train of thought, I decided that The Story beneath the story, which was the story without considering the actual events in the plot, had to summarized as this: A life changed.


Although this may seem simple, the way and the reasons this life changed are not so simple. In fact, it wasn’t one life. It was all the lives involved in the entirety of the story, although some changed more than others. I would say the main characters were changed to most, which can be expected: Croup and Vandemar and Islington, Richard, Hunter, poor, awesome Hunter, the marquis, (He died, too. But, unlike everyone else, he had the skill to refrain from staying dead) and Door, who went through all that trouble and finally got to liking Richard being around. 


“What does this novel help us to see about The Story of our own lives?” Well, that easily connected with the last two answers: Change. We are changing, our lives are changing, the world is changing, and we are growing. There is the option to continue on the way we are, without deciding, and letting the changes take us where they may, as they did with Richard in the beginning, or to become what Richard became—the one who decides. We have the option to take change into our own hands and mold it-, which is also the message.


“Interpret what you think Hyemeyohsts Storm means.”


Hyemeyohsts Storm beliefs can be summarized into “Stories are worlds we can fall into. Like our own world, we experience the events and grow when we take knowledge from them: When we look into these worlds and our own is reflected back at us, we allow these stories to teach us about ourselves.”


We can, in turn, learn about ourselves through living in the worlds that Richard lives in during Neverwhere, and allowing ourselves to be taught by the events he experiences like they teach him. Richard was, from the beginning, the sort of person to let things happen to him. Whoever took charge was probably going to lead him: Jessica ruled, although not tyrannically, his life. When a moment of independence struck him (and probably only because if he hadn’t done what he’d done, he’d feel guilty for letting a young woman bleed to death on the street) everything changed. Everything. When he took the initiative to find Door, (and only did that because there was nothing else to do) and went through all the trouble of being knocked out by a flying bodyguard, and Door’s group up and left him, he was going to sit there in the dark and cry about it. (Not that I wouldn’t cry about it if I were left alone, but then again, I would have followed them simply out of desperation.) 

All along the journey, before The Ordeal, he did not take leadership. He didn’t have the ability to do much in the first place. If Richard and Door had been attacked by Mr. Croup and Mr. Vandemar, they would have died painfully and probably been eaten. But, after the Ordeal he changed as a person. It was not “The Ordeal,” it was “The Choice.” He finally grew confident in himself. He even became The Warrior and the owner of the Key to All Reality. When he returned to his old life after the Door-To-Oblivion incident, he was strong. He returned to a better life than the one he had before, and no longer needed Jessica, or the things he had once missed so badly. And, he had the will to make the choice of returning. That was character development. 


Neil Gaiman is also the kind of writer to use a lot of wonderfully descriptive similes. When Mr. Croup and the marquis made an exchange of information for a T’ang dynasty figurine, “The marquis de Carabas tossed the figurine to Mr. Croup, who caught it eagerly, like an addict catching a plastic baggie filled with white powder of a dubious legality.” Pg. 209. That is an excellent image, in my opinion, because I can picture Mr. Croup doing exactly that, and, considering he consumed the figurine with the same delight that an addict would consume the contents of the baggie, it fit perfectly! He uses a simile with Hunter “Richard was thunderstruck. It was like watching Emma Peel, Bruce Lee, and a particularly vicious tornado, all rolled into one with a sprinkle of a mongoose killing a king cobra. That was how she moved. That was how she fought.” Pg. 123 On Nights’ Bridge, “It felt no so much that the lights were getting dimmer, but that the darkness was being turned up. Richard blinked, and opened his eyes on nothing—nothing but darkness, complete and utter.” Pg. 103. He gives clear, vivid images of what’s happening, what Richard sees and feels, and what’s going on around him.


Every step of the story is like going up a staircase, each chapter a step up (or maybe down, occasionally) and at the top of the staircase, for Richard, is the Richard he becomes, the self-confident and experienced Richard who gains control over his own life. The top of the staircase is the end of the story. Each step up for Richard was built from the changes in his life, and the changes in himself. The changes internally and externally went hand in hand, one affecting the other, so each step—His independence from Jessica beginning when he takes Door, which leads to his life ceasing to exist, leading smoothly into another independent thought: Let’s go find the one who unintentionally ruined my life! This led to the domino effect of events in the book. If he hadn’t found it in himself to follow her, he never would have gone so far as to face to Ordeal, and he wouldn’t have changed into who he became at the end. The old Richard found her to get his old life back: In finding her, and in trying to return, he became the person who couldn’t be part of his old life anymore, and thus the entire effort was futile on one hand and completely necessary on the other.


Looking back on what Hyemeyohsts Storm was saying, you can find a message and a lesson in Neil Gaiman’s Neverwhere. We can, if we open ourselves to it, discover that we can take charge of the change in our own lives, because it will always be happening. Things will go wrong left and right, but if we stand up and take hold of it, instead of letting it take hold of us, we can at least hope to navigate our paths a little easier, and find what we want out of life, like Richard really found in the end.
