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About the Book

From America's most inventive novelist, Jonathan Lethem, comes this compelling and compulsive riff on the classic 

detective novel.

Lionel Essrog is Brooklyn's very own self-appointed Human Freakshow, an orphan whose Tourettic impulses drive him 

to bark, count, and rip apart our language in startling and original ways.  Together with three veterans of the St. Vincent's 

Home for Boys, he works for small-time mobster Frank Minna's limo service cum detective agency. Life without Frank 

Minna, the charismatic King of Brooklyn, would be unimaginable, so who cares if the tasks he sets them are, well, not 

exactly legal. But when Frank is fatally stabbed, one of Lionel's colleagues lands in jail, the other two vie for his 

position, and the victim's widow skips town. Lionel's world is suddenly topsy-turvy, and this outcast who has trouble 

even conversing attempts to untangle the threads of the case while trying to keep the words straight in his head.  

Motherless Brooklyn is a brilliantly original homage to the classic detective novel by one of the most acclaimed writers 

of his generation.

 

Discussion Guide

1. For readers who come to Motherless Brooklyn with little knowledge of Brooklyn, what devices, beyond 

straightforward descriptions, does Lethem use to capture its distinctive atmosphere?

2. Lionel's wordplay includes variations on his own name?Liable Guesscog, Final Escrow, Ironic Pissclaim, for example. 

How does this particular quirk serve to establish Lionel's sense of himself and his place in the world? Is there an internal 

logic about the variations or are they simply haphazard?

3. The Minna Men are all orphans, first introduced as teenagers. Discuss how each of them carves out an identity for 
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himself and why this is important to them. How do the initial descriptions Lionel provides of Tony [p. 39], Gil [p. 40], 

and Danny [p. 42-43] foreshadow the relationships among the four as adults? Do their characters change in the course of 

the novel?

4. Does Minna see himself as more than a boss to the young men? Does he make a conscious effort to turn the group into 

a family or does the family feeling develop from the needs of the young men themselves? What evidence, if any, is there 

that Minna's interest in them is emotional as well as practical? In what ways does Minna's relationship with his own 

mother and older brother influence the way he treats the Minna Men?

5. Why does Lionel say "it was Minna who brought me the language, Minna and Court Street that let me speak" [p.37]? 

What parts do Tony, Gil, and Danny play in helping Lionel accept his Tourette's Syndrome? How do their individual 

ways of dealing with Lionel differ? Which man's support is the most significant to Lionel both as a teenager and as an 

adult?

6. In describing Gil's explanation of Minna's kidnapping and murder, Lionel says "English might have been his fourth or 

fifth language from the sound of it" [p. 94]. Why does Lethem include this observation and other examples of mangled 

language throughout the book? How do they put Lionel's own "language difficulties" in perspective?

7. In addition to Lionel's wonderful, often poetic riffs, what other specific language patterns does Lethem employ to 

bring the various characters to life? For example, how do Lionel's conversation with the homicide detective [pp. 109-

111], his initial encounter with Kimmery [p. 135] and his interview with Matricardi and Rockaforte [pp. 176-177] create 

impressions of these particular people that are independent of Lionel's own perceptions?

8. What role does Julia play in the novel? In what ways is she the stereotypical "dame" of other hard-boiled detective 

novels and films and how is she different? Do you think Julia is right when she says "No woman would ever want you, 

Lionel. . . . That's not really true. They might want you. . . . But they'll never be fair to you" [p. 297]?

9. Is Kimmery also a stock figure in this tradition? How does Kimmery's reaction to Lionel's Tourettic behavior differ 

from the reactions of the other characters? Does the brief, romantic interlude between Lionel and Kimmery advance the 

plot and if so, in what ways? How does it affect your understanding of Lionel? Is Kimmery "fair" to Lionel?

10. The Zen Buddhist communities in New York and Maine are not at all what they seem. Are the characters who 

participate in the Buddhist Zendo?Lionel's brother, Gerald, Julia, and Kimmery?influenced by Buddhist teachings? Do 

the principles of Zen Buddhism (either as expressed in the book by Kimmery or from your knowledge) illuminate some 

of the themes Lethem explores?

11. Does Lionel in fact become a "real detective"? Do his techniques fit your definition of detective work? Kimmery, for 

example, is skeptical about both his intentions and his working style [p. 255]. Do you think her evaluation is accurate? In 

other detective books you may have read, are the heroes completely removed from the personal aspects of the cases they 

investigate? Is the solution to Minna's murder fully satisfying in light of the evidence presented in the rest of the book?

12. At several points in the book, Lethem makes direct reference to the genres that inform Motherless Brooklyn?both 

the classic detective novel and "wiseguy" novels and movies. For example, Minna teases Gil for saying "piece," rather 

than "gun" [p. 8]; and Lionel asks "Have you ever felt, in the course of reading a detective novel, a guilty thrill of relief 



at having a character murdered before he can step on to the page and burden you with his actual existence?" [p. 119]. In 

another passage, Lionel compares himself to the standard set in detective literature: "So many detectives have been 

knocked out and fallen into such strange, swirling darknesses . . . and yet I have nothing to contribute to this painful 

tradition" [p. 205]. Why does Lethem include these references? Are they simply there for "comic relief" or do they serve 

another purpose?

13. By using Lionel as narrator, Lethem is following a long tradition in detective fiction. In what ways would the impact 

on the reader be different if a third-person voice told the story? Why do you think he chose to use a narrator with 

Tourette's Syndrome? Is this purely a literary device, giving him the opportunity to play with language as an author? Do 

the classic detective heroes?for example, Dashiell Hammett's Sam Spade and Raymond Chandler's Philip Marlowe?have 

quirks comparable to Lionel's?

14. Does the title of the book refer only to the four orphans who make up the Minna Men? In what ways is Brooklyn 

itself "motherless"?

15. The Voice Literary Supplement wrote "Lethem loves to cross-wire popular genres and watch the sparks fly." In 

addition to the conventions of the hard-boiled detective novel, what other genre does Lethem draw on in Motherless 

Brooklyn?

Author Bio

Jonathan Lethem is the bestselling author of 13 novels, including THE ARREST, THE FERAL DETECTIVE, THE 

FORTRESS OF SOLITUDE and MOTHERLESS BROOKLYN, winner of the National Book Critics Circle Award. He 

currently teaches creative writing at Pomona College in California.

Critical Praise

"Finding out whodunit is interesting enough, but it's more fun watching Lethem unravel the mysteries of his Tourettic 

creation. In this case, it takes one trenchant wordsmith to know another."
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