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Discussion Questions

1. Much of LEARNED BY HEART draws upon the five-million-word journals by Anne Lister, who was a real his-
torical figure often considered one of the “first modern lesbians.” What can a journal teach us as a historical
document? Do you keep a journal, and if so, how do you think your words would be read in 200 years? Why
is it important to write one’s story, even without the intent of sharing it with others?

2. Eliza gets her pen taken away from her at the end of each letter. How may this be representative of a larger
question, about who gets to write and why? Why tell this story from Eliza’s perspective, instead of Anne’s?

3. Discuss the title of the novel. What does it mean to “learn by heart? s it to memorize something, as the girls
do at their school, or, as Eliza says on page 223, is it to discover something that it feels like you've invented?
On page 131, Lister says “...if the mind’s constantly trained to remember rather than to reason, won'’t the
faculty of memory become overdeveloped and the mind be left lopsided?” Are memories a reliable source of
knowledge about ourselves? What has Eliza learned by the end of the novel? Did you have to learn anything
as a child that you have memorized “by heart™?

4. s this story a tragedy or a triumph? Does Raine make the right choice in letting Lister go?

5. This is a story about first love, but also about friendship. On page 262, Mercy walks in on Raine and Lister
engaged in their love affair. Why don’t you think she shares what she has seen? Do you think the other girls
suspect the nature of Raine and Lister’s relationship? How might the social
dynamics between the girls mirror the society they live in?

6. Why does this story still resonate in the current moment? Why is it important to §
tell the stories of those who may not have been able to tell their own?
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About the Author

Born in Dublin in 1969, Emma Donoghue is an Irish emigrant twice over: she spent eight years in Cambridge do-
ing a PhD in 18th-century literature before moving to London, Ontario, where she lives with her partner and their
two children. She also migrates between genres, writing literary history, biography, stage and radio plays, as well
as fairy tales and short stories. She is best known for her novels, which range from the historical (THE WON-
DER, FROG MUSIC, SLAMMERKIN, LIFE MASK, THE SEALED LETTER) to the contemporary (STIR-FRY,
HOOD, LANDING). Her international bestseller ROOM was a New York Times Best Book of 2010 and was a fi-
nalist for the Man Booker, Commonwealth and Orange Prizes.

This book may be available for download as an eBook and an eAudiobook. For more information, please
visit Ipl.overdrive.com or call 519-661-4600.

Need titles for your next book club? Visit Ipl.ca/bookclubinabag
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https://www.hachettebookgroup.com/titles/emma-donoghue/learned-by-
heart/9780316564434/?lens=little-brown

https://www.readinggroupguides.com/reviews/learned-by-heart/guide




