
Discussion Guide 

Devo-on 

1.Hanne tells us early on ‘that the tes-mony of love is the backbone of the universe. It is the 
taproot from which all stories spring’ (page 5) Do you agree? Is it true of the events of the novel? 
Why or why not? 

2. Devo-on of many kinds and many things is a fundamental theme of the book: devo-on to 
people, to God, to nature, to family, to the land, to a par-cular way of life, for example. Are there 
other examples? Discuss the significance of the -tle to this novel! 

3. One important theme of the novel is devo-on to the Chris-an God and to religion as a way of 
life for the people of Kay. However, the main characters of the novel express this in different ways. 
Hanne finds evidence of the divine in the natural world, while her father finds he is closer to his 
God through suffering the hardships of the ocean journey and the new land. Hanne’s father’s 
version of heaven is a golden paradise: Hanne and Thea both profess to want something much 
simpler. Anna Maria’s values and beliefs are different again. In what ways? 

4. Anna Maria is considered different from the moment of her arrival in Kay. She is set apart from 
the other villagers, being a ‘Wend.’ Even though she speaks German, has married a German and is 
oXen the only one who can treat the sick and deliver the village babies, some of the congrega-on 
seem determined to exclude her and have her cast out. Why is this in your opinion? Discuss 
society’s treatment of people of people who are ‘different’, then and now. 

5. Anna Maria’s hidden book, The Sixth and Seventh Books of Moses, is a real text that caused 
conten-on in the 1800s. What role does this grimoire play in the novel, both figura-vely and 
literally? Howarth does it create tension? Compare and contrast the book of ‘spells’ and the Bible. 
What do the similari-es’ and differences symbolise? 

6. What are some of the signs early on that Thea might not be like the other village girls, and might 
be]er understand Hanne’s idiosyncrasies and peculiari-es? What is about Thea that makes her 
more open to Hanne, and vice versa, do you think? 

7. The idea of the endless song’ comes up several -mes in the novel: Hanne oXen ‘hears’ the 
natural world through what she experiences as its song; she dreams that she speaks to her walnut 
tree in Kay about it (page 173), and at Theas funeral (page 412) she tells us, ‘The endless song. I 
think, as the mourners turn from the grave and walk away. I want to sing the endless song’ What 
do you think she means by ‘the endless song’? What is the author sugges-ng (or hoping?) about 
death and about devo-on of people to one another in life? 

8. ‘” Owe no one anything, only love one only love one another: for she who loveth hath fulfilled 
the covenant.” Never was scripture so beau-fully rendered in my heart.’ (page 176) Why do you 
think this piece of scripture resonates so clearly with Hanne? W, ‘If hat allowances does it offer the 
love she has for Thea? 

9.Hanne’s surname, ‘Nussbaum’ translates as ‘nut tree’ or one who lives near nut trees. Trees 
come up again and again I the novel. The nut tree in the Nussbaum’s orchard in Kay is also 
significant. Discuss some of these references and their symbolism in the novel. 

10.AXer her death, Hanne tells us, “If (the congrega-on) where devo-on’s -de I was rock. I was 
unmoved. Each assurance of grace felt like a lie.’ (page 231) What does Hanne mean here? How 
might we view her travelers’ devo-on to their God from the other side of death? 



11. Death brings new insights to Hanne. Upon observing her father, she says, ‘He sees nothing but 
the desires of his own mind.’ (page 239) What do you think she means by this? What are some 
examples that support this observa-on? 

12. Similarly, Hanne see not the stoicism and hardness she expected from her mother but evidence 
of great love and an unfathomable grief for the loss of two children. What are some other 
examples of a mother’s love in this novel? How is this love expressed, in line with or in spite of the 
religious strictures that govern the community?  

13.On page 277, Hanne tells us, ‘Nature has always been my whetstone, had always made me 
keener, and aXer the congrega-on reached the foothills, I felt my sharpen to life. The landscape on 
the ascent to the ranges was unlike anything I had ever seen before. I had thought the pine forest 
back in Kay a place of divinity, but this country was infinitely more sovereign.’ What do you think 
Hanne means here? What is it about the new landscape that is ‘infinitely more sovereign.’ to her? 

14.’If others are here as I am, we are as unseen to one another as the living. The lonely dead, 
wishing for ghosts of our own’ (page 310) Why do you think Hanne remains  a lone earthly 
presence while other people die around her? What is she sugges-ng about other people who die? 

15. Why do you think the author chose to tell Hanne’s story from the perspec-ve of a ghost? What 
dos the ghost symbolise? 

16. Why do you think the living thing that Hanne inhabits, such as the trees and the vegetables in 
the Radkes’ garden, die one she has embodied them? Why does Hans survive the embodiment 
with the help of Thea’s Book Of Moses, do you think? What do you think of Hannes embodiment 
of the pigs bound for slaughter? 

17. There are many references to encounters between the German immigrants and the indigenous 
people of South Australia. For example, on page 311, ‘I passed a place where river met sea, and 
there were many people living there who read the country like my father read his Bible: in 
assurance of its graces and knowledge of how they might be found.” What does this passage 
suggest about the different ways devo-on is expressed by different cultures? What are the 
consequences of such fundamental differences in different cultures’ worldviews, in your opinion?  

18. The love shared by Thea and Hanne contravenes the religious laws by which they are 
compelled to live. Both know ins-nc-vely that their devo-on to one another must be kept a 
secret. What do you think might have happened if Hanne had survived the voyage? How might the 
future have played out for Thea and Hanne in South Australia?  Do you think things would have 
been easier or harder if they had been men? Discuss. Similarly, why is it important that stories like 
Thea and Hannes’ are explored in fic-on? 

19. There are three starkly different sehngs in the novel: the centuries old village of Kay in 
Germany, the ship the Kris- and the ocean voyage, and the wild landscape of South Australia. 
Howarth does each sehng contribute to the shape of the story?  

20. Hannah Kent has chosen to tell the story in the first person through the character Hanne 
(Johanne), while switching between the events of the present (in present tense) and the past (in 
past tense). How does this narra-ve style shape the readers understanding of Hanne as we piece 
together what happened in the past, and what is happening “now”? 

21, During Thea’s wedding to Hans, Hanne stands by Thea and tells her over and over, ‘Love is as 
strong as death.’ She tells the reader, ‘Thea was ever my song of songs.’ (page 361) In what ways 
do these ideas resonate through the novel?  




