
Reading Group Guide / Discussion Questions 
 

    This reading group guide for The Light Between Oceans includes an introduction, discussion questions and ideas for 

enhancing your book club. The suggested questions are intended to help your reading group find new and interesting 

angles and topics for your discussion. We hope that these ideas will enrich your conversation and increase your 

enjoyment of the book. 

 

    Introduction 
 

    The year is 1926. After four harrowing years on the Western Front, young Tom Sherbourne 

takes up the post of lighthouse keeper on remote Janus Rock. In the small coastal town on his 

way to Janus, Tom meets the headstrong, vibrant Isabel. They fall in love, and on his first 

shore leave they marry, then return to Janus together—both eager to begin their life, 

cocooned from the rest of the world with just each other, the gulls, and the stars for 

company. Years later, after two miscarriages and one still birth, Isabel’s grief is all consuming. 

But one fateful, April morning she hears the sound of cries carried in on the wind: a small boat 

has washed ashore, its occupants a dead man and a squalling baby girl. Tom wants to report 

the boat immediately, but Isabel resists, pleading with him to put it off for just one day. 

Against Tom’s judgment, they claim the girl as their own and name her Lucy—a devastating, resounding choice that 

forever changes two worlds. 

 

    Topics & Questions for Discussion 
 

    1. Discuss the novel’s title, The Light Between Oceans. Why do you think the author selected this title? What do you 

visualize when you hear or read The Light Between Oceans? 

 

    2. Light, literally and metaphorically, is core to the story. The incandescence of Janus Light, the oil lamps, the electric 

lamps, the candles and the darkness they stave off, all serve to illuminate the characters and their changing era. Discuss 

the meaning of light in The Light Between Oceans. 

 

    3. The novel is rich with detailed descriptions of the ocean, the sky, and the wild landscape of Janus Rock. Is there a 

particular passage or scene that stood out to you? What role does the natural world play in Tom and Isabel’s life? 

 

    4. “The isolation spins its mysterious cocoon, focusing the mind on one place, one time, one rhythm—the turning of the 

light. The island knows no other human voices, no other footprints. On the Offshore Lights you can live any story you 

want to tell yourself, and no one will say you’re wrong: not the seagulls, not the prisms, not the wind.” (page 110) Discuss 

the impact of living in seclusion on both Tom and Isabel. Why do you think each of them is drawn to live on Janus Rock? 

Do you think, in the moments when we are unobserved, we are different people? 

 

    5. When Isabel tries to get Tom to open up about his family, he responds: “I’ll tell you if you really want. It’s just I’d 

rather not. Sometimes it’s good to leave the past in the past.”(pages 44-45) Do you think it is possible to leave the past in 

the past? What do you think of Tom’s opinion that it’s a “pity” that we’re a product of our family’s past? What does this 

tell you about his character? Discuss the impact of family history on Tom, Isabel, Hannah, and Frank. Consider the 

meaning of “family” in the context of the novel’s events. 

 



    6. Tom is haunted by what he witnessed—and what he did—during his enlistment in World War I. The narrator 

reflects that he’s not “one of the men whose legs trailed by a hank of sinews, or whose guts cascaded from their casing 

like slithering eels….But he’s scarred all the same, having to live in the same skin as the man who did the things that 

needed to be done back then.” (page 10) How do you think Tom’s experiences as a soldier impact his decisions 

throughout the novel? What other outside elements, like the war, influence the narrative? 

 

    7. Janus Rock is named for Janus, the Roman God of doorways, “always looking both ways, torn between two ways of 

seeing things.” (page 65) How does this knowledge impact your reading of The Light Between Oceans? Who is “torn 

between two ways of seeing things”? 

 

    8. Discuss the theme of opposites in The Light Between Oceans—darkness and light; safety and danger; land and 

water; truth and lies. How do these opposing forces shape your reading? 

 

    9. When Isabel brings Tom the map of Janus, complete with new names for all the locations on the island, Tom has an 

interesting reaction: “Janus did not belong to him: he belonged to it, like he’d heard the natives thought of the land. His 

job was just to take care of it.” (page 62) Discuss the difference in Tom’s point of view compared to Isabel’s. Does this 

difference in opinion foreshadow future events? How does it relate to their conflicting opinions of what to do with Lucy? 

 

    10. 'A kid needs its Mum,' Tom says in Chapter 5. Discuss the effect of motherlessness on the characters. 

 

    11. Discuss the impact of Isabel's miscarriages and subsequent frame of mind on her moral and legal culpability. Is 

Isabel more deserving of the reader's compassion because her actions spring from a natural and positive urge to love? 

 

    12. Did you sense that the silver rattle might turn out to play a pivotal role in the story? 

 

    13. Tom believes that rules are vital, that they are what keep a man from becoming a savage. Do you agree with him? 

Is it ever wrong to obey the law? If so, when? 

 

    14. Are any of the characters 'bad'? If so, who? What makes a person warrant the description 'bad'? Are right and 

wrong absolutes, or do they change, depending on your point of view? If they are not fixed points, how do you decide 

what's right and what's wrong, and what happens when your values differ from your neighbor's? 

 

    15. Which characters won your sympathy and why? Did this change over the course of the novel? Did your notion of 

what was best or right shift in the course of your reading? 

 

    16. Tom and Isabel’s deception impacts the lives of everyone around them. What did you think of the other 

characters’ reactions when they discover the truth about Lucy? Consider Hannah, Gwen, Septimus, Isabel’s parents, 

Ralph, Bluey. 

 

    17. Letters feature prominently in the novel. Discuss how and why the writers used them to reveal, conceal and 

confess. 

 

    18. Discuss Hannah’s reunion with Grace. Do you think she had fair expectations? Did you agree with Dr. Sumpton’s 

advice to Hannah about completely cutting Lucy off from Isabel and Tom? 

 



    19. M.L. Stedman makes it clear that there is no one perfect answer to the question of who should raise Grace/Lucy. 

She seems to undermine all notions of absolutes. It is clear that she will not dismiss all Germans as evil either. There is 

Hannah’s husband, ripe for persecution, and yet he is utterly innocent. Discuss the places in the novel where easy 

certainty turns out to be wrong. 

 

    20. The author describes the structure of the book as resting on a series of triangles, with different characters 

becoming the fulcrum at different times - e.g. Tom/Izzy/Lucy; Hannah/Frank/Grace; Violet/Bill/Isabel; Tom/Ralph/Bluey; 

Septimus/Hannah/Gwen. Do you agree? If so, what effect do you think the changes in balance have on the reader's 

experience of the story? Whose story would you say this is? 

 

    21. Were you surprised by Isabel’s final decision to admit her role in the choice to keep Lucy—freeing Tom, but losing 

her child forever? Why or why not? What would you have done? 

 

    22. Who has the right to forgive a wrong? Tom and Isabel are treated leniently because Hannah speaks up for them, 

and encourages clemency. Should victims be allowed to reduce the penalties handed down to wrongdoers whose 

actions have affected them? 

 

    23. Consider the importance of stoicism and self-sacrifice in the novel. Are these qualities still valued today? 

 

    24. What did you think of the conclusion of the novel? What emotions did you feel at the story’s end? Did it turn out 

as you expected? Were you satisfied? Did you think that the child ended up with the right family? What would you have 

done differently? 

 

    Enhance Your Book Club 
 

    1. Hannah and Isabel are connected in more ways than their love for Lucy: they both have a penchant for playing the 

piano. Play some of the pieces mentioned in the novel, such as George Frideric Handel’s Messiah or Johann Sebastian 

Bach’s Goldberg Variations at your book club discussion. 

 

    2. In a letter to Isabel, Tom writes: “I wish you could see the sunrise and sunset here. And the stars: the sky gets 

crowded at night, and it is a bit like watching a clock, seeing the constellations slide across the sky. It’s comforting to 

know that they’ll show up, however bad the day has been, however crook things get.” (page 57) Host an evening of 

stargazing with your book club members. See if you can identify any constellations or planets. For a constellation guide 

and tips, visit StarDate.org/nightsky/constellations. 

 

    3. The lighthouse is itself a character in the novel, and Tom is a meticulous, attentive, even loving keeper. Have you 

seen many lighthouses in your travels? Are you drawn to them? Talk as a group about the appeal of these isolated 

buildings, why they are so romantic and compelling. Share photographs of your favorite lighthouses.  

 

This Readers Guide and Discussion Questions handout adapted from the official publisher’s guides, found at: 

 

http://books.simonandschuster.com/Light-Between-Oceans/M-L-Stedman/9781451681758/reading_group_guide#rgg 

and http://www.scribd.com/doc/87110171/The-Light-Between-Oceans-by-M-L-Stedman-Reading-Group-Questions 

 

http://books.simonandschuster.com/Light-Between-Oceans/M-L-Stedman/9781451681758/reading_group_guide#rgg
http://www.scribd.com/doc/87110171/The-Light-Between-Oceans-by-M-L-Stedman-Reading-Group-Questions

