
Motherless Brooklyn, book club activity 

Welcome to book club! Once a week, we get together, and yak about the book we’re currently reading. Due to an 

unfortunate planning mix-up, we don’t have any snacks this week. But, we press on.  

 

 In small groups, you’ll be assigned a topic to think about. Discuss the questions with your group. Discuss. 

Chat. Yak. Spew ideas. Go beyond the obvious. Don’t write anything, at least at first. Just go around and 

everyone can give their opinion. 

 Then, find a passage from up to page 240 of the novel that does a good job of encapsulating what you 

were talking about in your discussion. Read it out loud. How does it encapsulate what you were 

discussing? What’s going on beneath the surface of the action? Underline, make notes. Look especially 

for any strong images, metaphors, original uses of language, actions, thoughts, dialogue, contradictions, 

references, things that are unclear, things you don’t understand, things you want to know more about.  

 If you have time, find another passage and do the same. And so on.  

 When you’re done, you’ll share at least one passage and your ideas with the rest of the class.  

 

1. The world and setting play a large role in this novel, of course. It’s called Motherless Brooklyn. Discuss 

the role that place plays in this novel and in Lionel’s character. Find a couple of passages that make this 

obvious.  

2. The secondary characters. Who are your two favourite characters besides Lionel, and why? Why? What 

do they add to the novel? Who are your favourite “tertiary” characters (very minor characters)? Find a 

couple moments where minor characters add a lot to humour in the novel. 

3. Lionel Essrog: What does Lionel want, and what is standing in his way?  

List the physical things he wants and what is standing in his way. 

Talk about his deeper emotional desires. What is standing in his way?   

4. What is the main conflict of this story?  

In a sentence or two, write about the obvious outer conflict. 

In greater detail, discuss Lionel’s inner conflict. You can start by listing all the inner conflicts he is 

facing, and then discussing one or two in more detail.  

5. Dissect the two main scenes from the reading today: the scene with Kimmery in her apartment, and the 

one with Gerard Minna. Talk about the subtext in these scenes. What’s going on beneath the surface? 

6. The dialogue. One of the most fun parts of this book is the dialogue. What would you say, exactly, is so 

fun about the dialogue? Where does the humour and energy come from? Find a couple examples of 

dialogue up to page 240 that you particularly enjoy. Dissect what exactly is great about these examples.  

7. The language. Lionel is a highly literate and unique narrator. His manner of understanding himself and 

the world and they poetic way he writes about them are just delicious. His use of metaphor is sublime. 

Find a couple of examples (about a paragraph each) that you think are particularly well-written. Read 

them out loud, and discuss what literary tricks that Lionel is playing with (diction, rhythm, style, 

figurative language, etc.). Discuss what precisely you love about each example.   

8. Theme is a tricky thing in literature. Here’s how I understand theme: Theme is a universal human truth 

that a work suggests. It’s what allows a work of literature to be enjoyed by anybody. So, I’m not a 

detective with Tourette’s, but I can empathize with Lionel and I care about what happens to him. Can you 

boil down what you’ve read so far into one sentence? Something like, “beauty is usually found in the 

places where we least expect it.” But not that. Try to make it not a cliché, and not a moral. Don’t use the 

word “should,” “have to,” “must,” or any imperative (Don’t touch my cake!). It’s hard work on it. Then, 

find a passage in the book that you think points to this theme. Maybe it states it directly, or maybe it just 

hints at it in some way.  

9. There seems to be a difference between tone and mood, but I don’t really care what the difference is. I 

understand tone and mood as essentially the same thing: the overall feeling that a piece attempts to give 

off. I think this novel has different tones and different moods at different moments. Find a couple of 

important moments, and describe how you understand the tone or mood of these moments.  

 


