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Stig of the dump 
by Clive King 

 

STUDY GUIDE 

 

1. What’s the story about? 

When eight-year-old Barney tumbles into a rubbish-strewn chalk pit he shouldn’t be anywhere near, he finds 

himself in the den of Stig, a cave-man of unknown age. Although, the two cannot communicate, they become 

instant friends and have lots of fun together inventively improving Stig’s den from salvage, collecting firewood 

and going hunting. 

Initially, no one believes Barney when he tells them about Stig, leaving Barney feeling a little put out and 

doubtful of himself. However, this soon changes when Stig emerges from his den to play a more heroic role as 

he protects Barney. He scares the Snarget brothers, chases off a couple of burglars and saves Lou from a 

dangerous leopard. 

Then, during a very hot, mystical midsummer’s night, when Barney and his sister Lou can’t sleep, they go 

outside and find themselves magically transported back to the Stone Age. There they meet Stig, living amongst 

his own people and engaged in the construction of a set of four gigantic standing stones. They help to shift the 

final stone into position and just as this is completed the sun rises and Barney and Lou magically find 

themselves back home once more, with Stig, who will always be where Barney is because they are friends. 

 

2. Themes to look out for 

• Friendship 

• Teamwork 

• Recycling 

• Mysticism 

• Innocence versus experience 

• Appearance versus reality

 

3. CHARACTERS: 

 

Description of character is achieved through 

• What the character says 

• What the character does 

• What other characters say about them 

• How other characters react to them 

• How they are described in the narrative
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There is no description of many of the characters’ physical appearance, neither is there any explicit detailingof 

feelings. King either lets us infer or leaves this up to our imagination. Instead, the characters are described by 

what they say, do or how they react. 

 

3.1. Barney 

Barney is an eight-year-old trusting innocent boy who instantly (and without prejudice) becomes friends with 

the caveman whom he calls Stig.  He finds that the Snargets are not as bad as the adults would have him 

believe and at first he readily accepts the lie that the burglars are television repair men. His innocence is 

heartwarming and a source of gentle humour. Born from sympathy, empathy and a general goodness of heart, 

Barney thoughtfully brings Stig many items he thinks might improve his situation. His gifts are not an attempt 

to ‘civilise’ Stig, but are to help him feel more comfortable. For example, finding Stig pathetically curled up 

with a cold in the middle of winter, his hatchet blunt, Barney realises Stig has been unable to cut himself 

firewood so he heads home and returns with a long sharp cross-cut saw and big steel axe. Barney finds himself 

relying on Stig for company as well as protection and when Barney finds himself in Stig’s world, he is only too 

willing to return the favour and help his friend, Stig. 

 

3.2. Stig 

Stig is one of the most civilised characters in the story even though his wild  

appearance contrasts this characteristic. 

A highly ingenious cave man, living in a modern world (how he got here is never explained), without formal 

learning, he recognises good from bad, is fascinated by the world around him and enjoys finding inventive new 

uses for discarded rubbish - making a chimney out of old tin cans, for instance. He highlights the virtues of 

living a simpler life while shining a light on modern society’s ‘uncivilised’ behaviours and attitudes. He is in 

touch with his senses, longs for nothing 

except the basics of warmth, food and shelter, and is appalled by the notion that an animal should be hunted 

and killed for fun rather than food. He represents morality as it should be. 

 

3.3. Grandma 

Presenting the adult viewpoint, Grandma is protective of Barney, warning him not to go near the quarry pit 

and gently chastising him for being out alone in the dark. In contrast to Barney, she has formed a biased 

opinion of others and considers the Snargets ‘a little too rough’ for Barney to be playing with, preferring the 

socially superior Fawkham-Greene household. King uses her as a device to show how adults’ imaginations can 

become limited or lost when she tenderly humours Barney over Stig, concluding that it must be an imaginary 

friendship. The truth being too fantastical to comprehend. 

 

3.4. Lou 

Older than Barney, his elder sister is disbelieving of Barney’s Stig stories at first and enjoys teasing her younger 

brother...until she sees Stig for herself and like Barney and the other children, she accepts his presence 

readily. 
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3.5. Snargets, Burglars, Mrs Fawkham-Greene 

These characters are included primarily to show how others react to Stig as well as adding humour to the 

story. 

The trio of Snarget brothers are considered ‘rough’ and so Barney is scared when he first encounters them. 

What he finds, however, is a group of boys he can have ‘super fun with’ and ‘reckon[s] they’re all right’. This 

proves that the social bias was nonsense. Like Barney, they accept the existence of Stig and are willing to keep 

him a secret. The burglars are used to show how terrifying Stig might actually look to those who have a greater 

experience of the world. They scatter as soon as they encounter him, emerging as he does wielding a club. 

This is in direct contrast to the Snarget boys who are accepting when they meet Stig. 

Meanwhile, Mrs Fawkham-Greene’s wealth and posh manners are lightly satirized (e.g. the way she speaks). 

She adds another source of humour, particularly when she believes Stig to be a child in fancy dress. 

 

 4. SETTING:  

 The setting can 

 • Simply be a backdrop to the action 

 • Reflect characters’ experiences 

 • Symbolise ideas the author wishes to convey 

 • Have its own culture and values 

 • Cause conflict and distress 

 

4.1. Barney’s world 

Barney’s world is a place where potential danger lurks, real or otherwise. There is an unsound quarry, nettles, 

burglars lurking in broad daylight, threatening boys, not to mention the skewed ideas adults pass on to 

children. The first line of the story warns of a world of danger told to children by adults, ‘If you went too near 

the edge of the chalk pit the ground 

would give way’ and indeed the ground does give way, but when it happens Barney finds not harm, but 

friendship among the abandoned rubbish. It is a world where humans have learnt to dump their true senses as 

thoughtlessly as they discard the ‘useless’ objects they no longer want. In the dump, where nature unceasingly 

tries to recapture its domain, the two Barney and Stig work together, free from adult intervention. They enjoy 

one another’s company and happily share the skills and knowledge from each of their worlds. Barney brings 

technology while Stig brings innovation. Barney perhaps is more influenced by Stig than the other way round 

though. Without having to say anything, it is Stig who opens Barney’s eyes to the skewed morality of the 

modern world and, as a result, Barney begins to challenge his own inherited views, seen most pertinently in 

the fox hunting scene. In Stig’s world, animals are hunted only for food and survival, while in Barney’s world 

hunting is a sport; a bewildering, unnecessary and cruel activity in the eyes of Stig. 

 

4.2. Stig’s world 

After lightly examining Barney’s world, King takes Barney and his sister back in time to Stig’s world. The 

landscape altered but strangely familiar as they discover what their world looked like once upon a time before 
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the quarry, before the dump. It is a physical and disciplined world where community is everything. The 

juxtaposition of the ideas and attitudes of the two worlds makes the reader question what we have lost as 

well as gained since our Stone Age ancestors were alive. 

 

5. NARRATIVE TECHNIQUES: 

Told in the third person, Stig of the Dump is a simple story, light-heartedly told. The narrator’s style is gently 

humorous and friendly, occasionally addressing the reader as ‘you’. For example, at the beginning of the story 

when Barney falls into the pit, the narrator merely says ‘And the ground gave way’ (very matter-of-fact). There 

appears to be no real danger for Barney despite what the adults feared. It is as though the narrator cannot 

quite understand what all the fuss is about. 

Though the action unfolds as it happens to Barney, the reader is never explicitly told of his thoughts and 

feelings. They must instead be inferred from his actions, reactions and dialogue. When Lou teases him about 

the reality of Stig and suggests they play cavemen he gives a simple answer: “‘No,’ said Barney quietly, feeling 

the sharp flint in his pocket. ‘Stig’s nice. He’s my friend.’”. Yet, it is enough for the reader to tell what Barney is 

feeling. 

 

6. STRUCTURE: 

 

Structure is the order or pattern in which a novel is put 

 together and should: 

• Maintain the interest of the reader 

• Move the action from one episode to the next 

• Arouse a reader’s interest in character or situation 

• Create a moment of crisis 

• Create expectation or surprise 

 

The story is chronologically told and takes place over a period of roughly eight months, from autumn to 

midsummer of the following year. The first four chapters establish the growing relationship between Stig and 

Barney with the action taking place in and around Stig’s den. The action widens in the next three chapters, 

each a humorous episode showing 

the impact Stig has on others as well, giving Stig the opportunity to show his bravery and loyalty to Barney; 

becoming his saviour on more than one crucial occasion. Finally, the last two chapters show Barney and Lou 

paranormally entering Stig’s world on midsummer’s night before all returning back again, giving the reader an 

opportunity to compare Stig and Barney’s worlds as well as to reflect upon the future. 

 

7. LANGUAGE: 

There is a sense that King really wants the reader to enjoy the light-hearted tone of the story and have fun 

with language and imagination. The descriptions are mainly saved for conjuring up setting rather than 

character. For example, in Chapter Four ‘the trees dripped sadly and the wind moaned’ while in Chapter One 

he describes Stig’s den thus: ‘There were stones and bones, fossils and bottles, skins and tins, stacks of sticks 
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and hanks of string’. As well as creating a sense of mayhem, the alliteration and rhyme makes the den sound 

like an exciting and fun place to be. Notice too how King guides the reader to imagine by providing only the 

simplest of information. His use of adjectives is minimal and never goes beyond simple noun phrases, for 

example, when Barney enters the quarry for the first time we are told it has ‘rough grass’, ‘white chalk’ and 

‘crumbly brown earth’. He might go further and use a simile ‘flints poking out like bones’. Many of Barney’s 

feelings, such as excitement, disbelief, shock, worry and indignation, are to be inferred from either the use of 

exclamation marks or question marks. For example, in Chapter One when he goes to revisit Stig he is 

overcome with doubt and the reader is given insight into his thoughts with the question ‘Suppose he didn’t 

find Stig after all?’. Later, we share his relief and renewed sense of belief as he exclaims ‘Of course Stig was 

real!’. 

 

8. GENRE: 

Magical Realism 

Magical realism is a genre where magical elements appear in an otherwise real, often dull setting. The magical 

elements are viewed as normal and create a deeper and more truthful reality, often characterised by an 

element of social criticism. 

 

8.1. Magical elements 

The magical elements in the story include the paranormal time-slip into the Stone-age and the prehistoric Stig 

of an unknown age living in a dump in 1960’s Kent. 

 

8.2. Real world setting 

A place for the author to show the magic appearing normal thus creating a sense of heightened reality. King 

places the magical elements in the real world of 1960’s North Downs, Kent. Living in a disused chalk quarry 

used as a dump by the locals, the mysterious Stig appears at a time when Barney is staying at his grandma’s 

home and is in need of a friend. Barney accepts the exceptional without question and the pair work together 

in Stig’s dump with ingenuity and effort rather than magic. As the novel progresses, Stig moves from the den 

to explore the wider real world setting he finds himself in. The time-slip into the Stone-Age takes place in the 

same area and is a real world itself, albeit a thousand years in the past. All of the events are viewed as normal 

by Barney and therefore by the reader, putting forward the idea that anything in our world is possible! 

 

8.3. Social criticism 

Stig and the time-slip scene are used to shine a spotlight on the negative changes that have taken place on the 

environment and the person. Although the prehistoric land is not without human marks, it is beautiful and 

much less spoilt than the quarried, dump-ridden landscape inherited by Barney. Stig’s dump highlights the 

ugly culture of indifference and disposability while his ingenious salvaging of the dumped items shows the 

potential of recycling! Stig’s want for nothing other than the basic human needs puts modern materialistic 

views to shame and his reactions to the fox hunt are a criticism of blood sports. He doesn’t understand and 

neither does the author. 
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Memorable Quotes 

 

The effect on Stig was amazing. He uncurled himself and leapt to his 

feet in a bound, and stood staring at the lighted match with round 

eyes. When the flame burnt down to Barney’s fingers and he had to 

blow it out, Stig gave a sort of despairing moan. 

 

But Stig was squatting with a faraway look in his eyes and a piece of 

charred board in his hand, looking towards a blank wall of the cave. 

He seemed to be looking through it, not at it. 

 

But Barney felt happier about helping Stig with his firewood than he 

did about all the presents he had got for Christmas. 

 

Barney realized that though he was clever at a lot of things he was 

sometimes surprisingly ignorant about such things as paper bags. 

Then as he turned the bag in his hairy hands, one jelly-baby fell out 

on to the floor. Stig’s eyes widened and he stooped to pick it up and 

held it to the light of the lamp which was flaming in the back of the 

cave, with a pleased expression on his face. 

 

‘I tell you what,’ went on the eldest Snarget. ‘Stig an’ Barney’ll be part 

of our gang from now on. And we’ll all swear an oath we won’t none 

of us tell no one about his ‘ere den.’ 

 

‘Stig! Stig! Come back!’ shouted Barney. ‘It’s all a mistake. They’re 

not bad men! They’re not thieves, they came to mend the television!’ 

but it was no use. What did Stig know about television? 

 

When he opened his eyes he saw Stig looking over the edge of the cliff, 

waving and pointing and grinning all over his face as if it were some 

great animal they had just hunted over the cliff and he was looking 

forward to cutting up the meat. 

 

 


