dictionary of lost words book club questions

Dictionary of Lost Words is a captivating novel by Pip Williams that explores the power of language,
the significance of words, and the roles they play in shaping our reality. The story unfolds during the
early 20th century, a time when women were fighting for their rights, and words were being
meticulously cataloged in the Oxford English Dictionary. As a book club selection, Dictionary of Lost
Words offers a wealth of themes, characters, and discussion points that can lead to deep
conversations. Below are some thought-provoking book club questions designed to enhance your

reading experience and stimulate engaging discussions.

Understanding the Themes

1. Language and Power

- How does the novel illustrate the relationship between language and power dynamics?

- Can you identify moments in the book where language is used to empower or disempower
characters?

- Discuss the significance of the title, Dictionary of Lost Words. What do you think the “lost words”

symbolize in the context of the story?

2. Gender Roles

- How does the portrayal of female characters in the novel reflect the societal expectations of women
during the time period?

- What role does Esme’s relationship with her father play in her understanding of her identity and her
quest for knowledge?

- In what ways does the author challenge traditional gender roles through the characters’ actions and

choices?



3. The Impact of War

- Explore how World War | influences the narrative and the characters.
- What are some specific examples of how the war affects the lives of the characters, particularly
Esme?

- How does the war serve as a backdrop for the exploration of loss and change in the novel?

Character Analysis

4. Esme Nicoll

- What are Esme’s primary motivations throughout the novel? How do they evolve?
- Discuss Esme’s relationship with words. How does her understanding of language differ from those
around her?

- How do her experiences shape her perspective on the world and her role within it?

5. The Other Characters

- Choose one supporting character (e.g., Lizzie, her father, or the lexicographers) and analyze their
significance in the story.

- How do the relationships between Esme and other characters enhance the themes of the novel?

- Discuss the role of the lexicographers in the narrative. How do they contribute to the overall message

about language and its evolution?

Exploring the Setting



6. Historical Context

- How does the setting of the early 20th century impact the story?

- Discuss how the societal changes happening during this time influence the characters’ lives and
choices.

- What historical events or movements are referenced in the book? How do they enhance the reader’s

understanding of the characters’ struggles?

7. The Physical and Emotional Spaces

- How does the physical space of the Scriptorium contribute to the narrative?
- Discuss the significance of the various settings (e.g., Esme’s home, the Scriptorium, and the streets
of Oxford) in shaping the characters’ experiences.

- In what ways do the emotional landscapes of the characters reflect their physical environments?

Symbols and Motifs

8. The Symbolism of Words

- What role do words play as symbols throughout the novel?

- Identify specific instances where a word or phrase holds special meaning for a character. How does
this impact their journey?

- Discuss the concept of “lost words.” What do they represent in terms of memory, identity, and

history?

O. Nature and the Garden

- How does nature serve as a maotif in the novel?

- Discuss the significance of the garden in relation to Esme’s development and her relationship with



her mother.
- What parallels can be drawn between the growth of plants and Esme’s own journey throughout the

story?

Personal Reflections

10. Connection to Your Own Life

- Have you ever experienced a moment where a specific word or phrase had a profound impact on
your life? Share your experience.

- How do you relate to Esme’s quest for knowledge and understanding of language?

- In what ways do you think the themes of the novel resonate with contemporary issues regarding

language and identity?

11. Emotional Impact

- Which moments in the book stood out to you emotionally? Why?
- How did the author’s writing style influence your connection to the characters and their journeys?

- Did you find any parts of the book particularly challenging or enlightening? Discuss your thoughts.

Broader Implications

12. Language in Society

- How does the novel prompt discussions about the significance of language in our lives today?
- What parallels can you draw between the book’s exploration of language and current debates around

inclusivity in language?



- Discuss the idea of “lost words” in contemporary society. Are there words or phrases you feel should

be revived or preserved?

13. The Evolution of Language

- In what ways does the novel illustrate the evolution of language over time?
- How do you see the impact of technology on language and communication in today’s world?

- What are your thoughts on the preservation of language and dialects that may be fading?

Conclusion

The Dictionary of Lost Words serves not only as a narrative about the power of language but also as a
profound exploration of identity, gender, and the societal changes of its time. The questions above are
designed to guide your book club discussions, encouraging participants to delve deep into the novel’s
themes, characters, and implications. Engaging with these questions will not only enhance your
understanding of the book but also foster meaningful conversations about the role of words in our

lives, both in the past and the present. Happy reading!

Frequently Asked Questions

What themes are explored in 'The Dictionary of Lost Words'?

The novel explores themes of language, gender, power, and the significance of words in shaping

identity and culture.

How does the concept of 'lost words' relate to the characters’



experiences in the book?

The lost words symbolize the voices and stories of marginalized groups, particularly women,

highlighting how language can exclude and empower.

What is the significance of the setting in the book?

The setting, primarily during the early 20th century, reflects the societal changes around women's

rights and the evolving nature of language and dictionaries.

How does the protagonist's relationship with her father influence her
journey?

Her father's role as a lexicographer instills in her a passion for words, but also creates a conflict

between her personal aspirations and societal expectations.

What role does the concept of memory play in 'The Dictionary of Lost

Words'?

Memory is crucial as it connects characters to their past, influences their understanding of language,

and underscores the importance of preserving lost words and meanings.

In what ways does the book address the intersection of language and
identity?

The book examines how language shapes personal and cultural identity, particularly through the lens

of women's experiences and the reclamation of lost words.

How can book clubs encourage discussions about the historical
context of the novel?

Book clubs can facilitate discussions by exploring the historical events of the time, such as the



suffrage movement, and how they relate to the characters' struggles and language.

What questions might readers ask about the ending of 'The Dictionary

of Lost Words'?

Readers may question whether the resolution of the protagonist's journey reflects a broader

commentary on the importance of preserving voices and stories in language.
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