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‘ Mister Pip by Lloyd Jones

On a copper-rich tropical island shattered by war, where the
teachers have fled with most everyone else, only one white man
chooses to stay behind: the eccentric Mr. Watts, object of much
curiosity and scorn, who sweeps out the ruined schoolhouse and
begins to read to the children each day from Charles Dickens’s
classic Great Expectations.

About the Author: Lloyd Jones (born in Lower Hutt, 23 March
1955) is a New Zealand author who currently resides in Wellington. His novel Mis-
ter Pip won the Commonwealth Writers' Prize and was shortlisted for the Booker.

Discussion Questions:
1. Is it important that Mr. Watts is the last white man on the island? Why?

2. Why does Matilda write Pip’s name in the sand alongside the names of her rela-
tives? Why does this upset her mother? How does this contribute to Dolores’s
feelings about Mr. Watts’s instruction of her daughter? Are these feelings under-
standable?

3. Why do you think Mr. Watts pulled his wife in the cart? Why did he wear the
red clown nose? What meaning did that have for them?

4. What is the message Matilda’s mother is trying to express to the children with
the story of her mother’s braids? How is this related to the issue of Mr. Watts’s
faith in God?

5. What did you think of the lessons that the mothers of the children bring to the
classroom? If you were the parent of a child in Matilda’s class, what lesson would
you teach the children? What might your mother have taught the class?

6. Who is Dolores warning the children about when she tells them the story about
the devil lady and the church money? How does this story justify her actions re-
garding the book and the redskins? Do you agree with Dolores’s refusal to bring
forth the book? With Matilda’s?
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7. Where do you think Gilbert’s father takes Sam? How do you know? In your
opinion, was it necessary that he do so?

8. Why does the corned beef in Mr. Watts’s house "represent a broad hope" for
Matilda? Discuss Mr. Watts’s reaction to Matilda’s fragment. Do you believe that
Grace was alive when Matilda arrived?

9. Discuss how the characters in this story struggle to reconcile the concepts of
race and identity. Does it seem to dictate their interaction with each other? How
does it influence their concepts of self? What moments, especially, helped reveal
this to you?

10. What is the meaning of the story of the Queen of Sheba? Why does Mr.
Watts bring it up? Why is it significant that Dolores is familiar with that story?

11. Why does Dolores step forward to declare herself "God’s witness" to the mur-
der of Mr. Watts? Were you surprised that she did? Why does she insist that Ma-
tilda remain silent?

12. Do you think Matilda was able to return home? How would that outcome af-
fect your reading of both novels?

13. Discuss your memorable experiences of being read to as a child. What book
made the greatest impact on your life? Did any book come to you at precisely the
right time, the way Great Expectations was brought to Matilda?

14. On Great Expectations and Mister Pip: Are both Mister Pip and Great Expecta-
tions universal coming-of-age tales? How did you react to the blending of these
two distinctly different settings and time periods?

15. The initial lines of Great Expectations are reflected several times in this novel.
Compare them to the opening lines of Mister Pip. What connections do these first
sentences draw between the themes of both novels?

16. In what way are the narrative voices of Mister Pip and Great Expectations the
same? How are they different? What shifts do you notice in the storytelling after
Matilda leaves the island? How did this impact your reading?

17. How is Dolores’s treatment of Matilda similar to Estella’s treatment of Pip

in Great Expectations? How does this relationship help Matilda understand Pip’s
attachment to Estella? Is it necessary that this attachment be severed before Pip/
Matilda can grow individually?
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