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THE READING LIFE

1. What are your favorite books by C. S. Lewis? What is
your relationship to his books?
2. According to the preface, C. S. Lewis’s ideal daily schedule was “reading and writing from nine until one and
again from five to seven, with breaks for meals, walking, or tea-time. . . . He also enjoyed light reading over
meals or in the evening hours” (p. xiv). How much of
your day is devoted to reading and for what purposes
(study, work, pleasure)?
3. Lewis viewed reading as both “a high calling and an
endless source of satisfaction” (preface, p. xiv). In what
ways do you think reading is a “high calling”? What
does reading mean to you?
4. Words, and their proper usage, meant a great deal to
Lewis. In the preface, we learn he famously memorized long passages and could recite them at will.
What is the value and role of reciting passages from
memory today? Which literary passages can you recite from memory, and how did you come to memorize them?
5. In “Why We Read,” Lewis described reading as a way to
expand our world by getting outside ourselves and seeing through another’s eyes (pp. 3–4). When has a book
introduced you to a person whose experience was far
from your own? How did that change your perspective
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or understanding of that experience? Why might this
be an important asset for the reading life?
6. “Literary experience heals the wound, without undermining the privilege, of individuality” (“Why We Read,”
p. 9). How is individuality both a wound and a privilege? How has gaining insight into others been healing
for you?
7. One of the marks of a true reader, according to Lewis
in “How to Know If You Are a True Reader,” is reading
the same work many times (pp. 11–12). What are some
of the books you return to? How does the experience of
rereading differ from reading a book for the first time?
Do you agree with Lewis that rereading books is an important feature of valuing literature? Why or why not?
8. Lewis mounts a vigorous defense of the fantasy and
fairy tale genres and why they should be enjoyed by
all ages. He writes, “[T]he neat sorting-out of books
into age-groups, so dear to publishers, has only a
very sketchy relation with the habits of any real readers. Those of us who are blamed when old for reading
childish books were blamed when children for reading
books too old for us” (“Why Children’s Stories Are Not
Just for Children,” p. 26). Do you share in his love of
“childish” books? If so, what kind of books do you enjoy
that others might consider inappropriate, and what
value do you find in them?
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9. In “The Case for Reading Old Books,” why does Lewis
advise us to read old books along with new books? Do
you agree with his suggested rule of reading, at minimum, at least one old book to every three new ones
(pp. 45–46)? How closely does your reading practice
adhere to such a rule?
10. In the essay “Growing Up Amidst a Sea of Books,”
Lewis describes the home he grew up in as filled with
“endless books” (p. 57), which differs sharply from
some contemporary minimalist ideals. What was the
place of books in your childhood home? How did that
affect your reading life, then and now? How about in
your current home?
11. Also in the essay “Growing Up Amidst a Sea of Books,”
Lewis writes that, as a child, “to have thumb-marked
or dog’s-eared a book would have filled [him and his
brother] with shame” (p. 63), yet he also describes in
the essay “Mapping My Books,” as an adult adding
notations such as maps, genealogies, running headlines,
and even indexes to the books he enjoys (p. 158). How
do you mark (or not mark) your books? Do you prefer
hard copies to e-books or audiobooks? What, if anything, does the way you physically interact with your
books say about you as a reader?
12. In the essay “On Encountering a Favorite Author for the
First Time,” Lewis writes about how George MacDonald’s
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Phantastes changed him by introducing him to a sense
of holiness not only in the book but in the world around
him (pp. 66–69). What book(s) changed your life?
13. In “The Achievements of J. R. R. Tolkien,” Lewis states,
“The value of the myth is that it takes all the things we
know and restores to them the rich significance which
has been hidden by ‘the veil of familiarity’. . . . As long
as the story lingers in our mind, the real things are
more themselves (pp. 110–111).” Why do you think it
is important for us to be “enchanted” by these books?
Reading Lewis’s thoughts on fiction, fantasy, and fairy
tale, how would you say fiction has heightened your appreciation of the familiar, of the world around you?
14. Lewis writes in “Talking About Books,” “When one
has read a book, I think there is nothing so nice as
discussing it with some one else—even though it
sometimes produces rather fierce arguments” (p. 150).
When has this been most true for you? Who is your
reading community?
15. How have Lewis’s insights in this collection inspired
your reading life or the way you think about it? What
might you do differently now?
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