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Ghost Wall
by Sarah Moss

“Ghost Wall has subtlety, wit, and the force of a rock to 
the head: an instant classic.” —Emma Donoghue, 
author of Room

A taut, gripping tale of a young woman and an Iron 
Age reenactment trip that unearths frightening 
behavior

ABOUT THE BOOK
In the north of England, far from the intrusions of cities but not far from civilization, Silvie and 
her family are living as if they are ancient Britons, surviving by the tools and knowledge of the 
Iron Age.

For two weeks, the length of her father’s vacation, they join an anthropology course set to reenact 
life in simpler times. They are surrounded by forests of birch and rowan; they make stew from 
foraged roots and hunted rabbit. The students are fulfilling their coursework; Silvie’s father is 
fulfilling his lifelong obsession. He has raised her on stories of early man, taken her to witness 
rare artifacts, recounted time and again their rituals and beliefs—particularly their sacrifices to 
the bog. Mixing with the students, Silvie begins to see, hear, and imagine another kind of life, one 
that might include going to university, traveling beyond England, choosing her own clothes and 
food, speaking her mind.

The ancient Britons built ghost walls to ward off enemy invaders, rude barricades of stakes 
topped with ancestral skulls. When the group builds one of their own, they find a spiritual 
connection to the past. What comes next but human sacrifice?

A story at once mythic and strikingly timely, Sarah Moss’s Ghost Wall urges us to wonder how 
far we have come from the “primitive minds” of our ancestors.
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QUESTIONS AND TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION

• How would you describe the dynamic in Silvie’s family when the novel opens? How about Silvie’s attitude 
specifically? In what ways does your view of this family evolve as the novel progresses? Are there particular 
points in the story that shift these views? 

• In what ways do you see contemporary views of culture and behavior exhibited during the re-enactment? 
Identify a few examples. 

• Silvie sneaks out early in the morning to relieve herself and remarks, “without a house, it occurred to me, it is 
much harder to restrict a person’s movement. Harder for a man to restrain a woman.” In what ways do you see 
this notion play out in the novel? How do you see Silvie’s premise contradicted?

• When Silvie asks Molly why she’s not taking the re-enactment experience, “seriously,” Mollie notes, “I just 
think a lot it’s boys playing in the woods. Your dad and Jim, have you noticed, they’re not much interested in 
the foraging and cooking, they just want to kill things and talk about fighting, why would I take it seriously?” In 
turn, Silvie’s gut reaction is, “because they are in charge... because there will be consequences if you don’t.” How 
would you describe the differences in how Mollie and Silvie perceive the power dynamics in the group?” How 
do you think Dan and Pete may perceive this dynamic?

• In what ways does Molly challenge the status quo? How do the other characters react to her attempts to disrupt 
their sense of “normalcy?”

• Describe your interpretation of Mom. In what ways is she a victim of her circumstances? Are there ways in 
which she is complicit in the abuse enacted by Silvie’s dad? 

• The bog serves as both a destructive force and preserver of what people most care for and revere. Spend some 
time unpacking this image of “the bog.” Why do you think it plays such a central role in the novel? How does it 
interplay with the notion of time? How about hierarchy? 

• Identify 2-3 instances of when characters project customs or beliefs onto the past. In what ways does this 
practice deflect or justify what’s happening in the present? 

• How do class dynamics play into the interactions among the characters? How might you extrapolate these 
tensions to the present day?

• How do you interpret the refrain, “people don’t hurt what they don’t love.” In what ways is this phrase twisted 
or abused throughout Ghost Wall?

• How do you think you would respond if you were in Silvie’s situation when her dad and the Prof present the 
idea of simulating a sacrifice?

• Discuss the portrayal of gender roles in the novel. In what ways do class distinctions and opportunity interact 
with gender in the story?
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Sarah Moss was educated at Oxford University and is Professor of Creative Writing at 
the University of Warwick. Her books include the novels Cold Earth, Night Waking, 
Bodies of Light, and Signs for Lost Children, and the memoir Names for the Sea: Strangers 
in Iceland.
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