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1. In shortlisting When We Cease to Understand the World for the 2021 
International Booker Prize, the judges called the novel ‘a strange 
book, neither a novel, nor a short story collection, nor an essay …’. 
Would you call the book a work of fiction, non-fiction or something in 
between?  

2. Labatut has claimed the first section of the book Prussian Blue has 
‘six lines of fiction’. Do you have any idea what they might be? 

3. In a scathing review in the London Review of Books (7 April 2022), 
its reviewer claimed Labatut’s leapfrogging of detail and references is 
like reading Wikipedia: ‘he flits from one topic to another unrelated 
topic as if his knowledge of quantum mechanics comes from Google 
searches’. Would you agree with this criticism? 

4. Another critic described the book as ‘the history of failure 
masquerading as progress’. Do you agree with this appraisal?  

5. In the book we are presented with the lives of real-life scientists and 
thinkers who appear tormented by Goethe’s ‘… the more I look, the 
less I see’ (p.103). Is the author claiming we can never expect to 
fully understand the universe? 

6. Inspiration is portrayed as the genius falling into a trance or stupor 
which produces an outcome that later he can’t fully understand or 
explain. Did you find this a convincing portrayal of genius? 

7. Why does Labatut give us such graphic descriptions of the physical 
ailments that afflict his scientists such as Schwarzschild as a soldier 
in WWI (p.41), Heisenberg on Heligoland (p.94) and Schrodinger at 
Villa Herwig (p.125)? 

8. How are we to interpret the role of Miss Herwig and Schrodinger’s 
lustful fantasies for her? (p.130-137) 

9. The Night Gardener, the fifth and final section, is the only part of the 
book written in the first person. Why do you think the author decided 
to change the narrative style from third person for this final section? 

10. Do you think Labatut does an effective job of explaining quantum 
mechanics to his readers? And whether that is his aim? 




