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English Lang AP

Ella Minnow Pea: A Novel in Letters by Mark Dunn
Ella Minnow Pea: Guided Reading Questions
 (Read pp.1-30) 

1. What event precipitates the novel’s action? [3] What is the letter on the fallen tile? [5] What is Ella’s feeling about this letter; what is her family hosting as a reaction to the letter’s impending exile?[7] How does her cousin use it humorously in words that usually don’t have it [9,11]?
2. Why does the Council hold an emergency meeting and how does it explain the ‘detachation’ of the tile? [6] Does Ella agree with this explanation? [7] Do you?
3. What is Nevin Nollop’s legacy to the people of Nollop? [5, 10] Is his fame justified?
4. What is the Council’s first edict? [5-7]
5. How does Ella think the edict will change life on the island? [7] How do Tassie’s predictions differ from hers? [9-10] Which do you think is more probable?

6. What are the edict’s incidental consequences? How does it (and its successors) affect the island’s libraries, schools, press, and even its extra-literary activities? [17-19, 21-2, 27, 30] What does this suggest about the importance of language? 
7. Why can’t dissenting Nollopians simply launch a recall motion against the Council? [10, 29] What does the Council parallel in political form or historical example?

8. Do the Council’s edicts contain any loopholes or exemptions? [13] Why this exemption?

9. What does Tassie mean when she writes, “In the sanctuary of my thoughts, I am a fearless renegade”? [18] 
10. How does the Council go about enforcing its rulings? [21, 29] In particular, how does it find out which of its subjects are using forbidden letters? 
11. What does Ella mean when she says that the law “builds rock walls between hearts” [22]? What evidence do you see for this? 
12. The entire plot of Ella Minnow Pea hinges on a paradox: Nevin Nollop taught his people to revere language and extend its perimeters, yet in enforcing Nollop’s posthumous wishes (real or perceived) the Council subjects severely limits language. Is Dunn trying to suggest that any belief or value system, when carried to a sufficient extreme, is likely to become self-negating?
13. How would the tale be different if told in a traditional narrative manner rather than through letters? Explain.

 (Read pp.31-70)
1. What headline appears on the final edition of the Nollop Tribune? [30] How do other dissenting Nollopians use language to defy the Council? [48-9]
2. How do Mr. and Mrs. Towgate justify informing on Mittie Purcy? [32, 39-43] What implicit accusation does Mr. Towgate level against Tassie? [40]
3. Who is Nathan Warren and how has he learned of Nollop’s predicament? [44-5] What is the relationship between Nollop and America? How specifically did Nathan get to Nollop?

4. What vital and disturbing piece of news does Warren bring with him from the States? [50] What does he propose to do with this information? [51-3]
5. What are the “ten salients” of the Council’s proclamation to the people of Nollop? [55] How does it justify its actions? What does the story about Nollop and his stenographer suggest about the founder’s character? [56]
6. Almost everybody in Nollop seems to be unhappy with the council’s edicts, yet no one is able to effectively resist them. Why? What does this suggest about the ways that totalitarian regimes affect not only the outward lives but the hearts and minds of their subjects? Are Nollop’s inhabitants simply “spinal defectives,” [49] or does their passivity have a more complex motivation?
7. Why does Ella maintain that the loss of the letter ‘D’ robs islanders “of great chunks of our very history?” [69] What, in your opinion, is the most important letter in the alphabet?  Why?
8. Following D’s departure, what alternate names does the Council give the days of the week? [70] Does this relabeling of language for the sake of politics mirror any real examples you can think of (for instance, freedom fries) or any literary ones (1984)?

9. What elements of satire do you see thus far in the novel? What current or historical events parallel the exaggerated happenings in Nollop?

10. How does Dunn poke fun at Americans particularly? Use evidence from the novel.

11. Discuss the significance of the novel’s two epigrams: In the beginning was the Word and The wicked peon quivered, then gazed balefully at the judges who examined him. In what different ways does each suggest the book’s subject? Is there something especially appropriate about the way the author pairs a verse from the Bible with a pangram composed by an anonymous typesetter–in other words, the sublime with the ridiculous?
 (Read pp.71-130)

1. What seemingly minor piece of information do we learn about Ella’s father? [82]
2. Describe the challenge that Nate issues to Mr. Lyttle. [94-6] What is it intended to prove? 
3. Why does the rest of the council agree to it? [99-100]
4. What further edict does the Council issue against exiles? [100] Is this decree meant simply as punishment or does it serve an ulterior purpose?
5. How are the loopholes to the Council’s edicts used by Ella and her allies? [102-3, 127]
6. At what point do the Council’s new days of the week’s names become inoperative, and what takes their place? [115, 127, 130]
7.  What is the significance of the term “Enterprise 32”? [107]
8. What brings about Mittie’s second violation of a Council edict? [116] What particular regret does she express when reporting the incident to her daughter? [117]
9. Why is Rory Cummels expelled from Nollop? [121-2] How does his offense differ from those of the other characters' and what does it say about the metastasis of the Nollopian cult?
10. In a letter to Nate, Tassie writes, “We are our own cavalry. The only cavalry there is. Whose horses seem in permanent hobble status.”? [123] What does she mean by this?
11. How does the novel reflect both the paranoid absurdities of the political correctness movement and the domestic war on terrorism?

12. Ella Minnow Pea’s strongest characters are women—not just Ella but her cousin Tassie and their respective mothers Gwenette and Mittie. The novel’s male characters tend to be villainous like the Council members, weak like Ella’s father Amos, or at best helpful adjuncts like Nate. What is the significance of this?
13. The dwindling of Nollop’s alphabet coincides with the dwindling of its population. This is one example of the novel’s structure. What other structural devices does the author employ? You may note the recurring appearance of the ever-diminished “Quick-brown-fox” pangram or the way both Ella and Tassie are given romantic interests who are forced into exile or hiding. Why is structure particularly important in a novel like this one?

 (Read pp.131-end of novel)


1. One of the advantages (and challenges) of an epistolary novel is that it reveals its characters through their voices. What do the voices of Dunn’s characters tell you about them? Compare Ella’s literary style to Tassie’s, or the younger girls’ voices to those of their elders. How do Georgeanne Towgate’s letters differ from Nate’s or Tom’s? Pay special attention to the collective voice of the High Council, as revealed in its edicts and manifestos. 
2. What methods does the author use to help us distinguish between speakers? What happens to their voices as the pool of linguistic resources dwindles?
3. Why is Tassie imprisoned and how is she freed? [127-8, 132, 147-8]
4. How does Georgeanne Towgate come to repent her earlier actions? [130, 139, 159]
5. What is so striking about Amos Pea’s parting letter to his family? [133-4, 195-7]
6. What happens to life on Nollop as the Council’s bans become increasingly restrictive? [149-51, 154] What does the Council do to restore order? [151]
7. Who is Tom and what is his role in Enterprise 32? [151-4]
8. What new concession does the Council make to facilitate written communication among Nollopians? [165]
9. How does Professor Mannheim die and who relates the “greephos” [169] news to Ella? What does this augur for the success of the Enterprise? [170-3]
10. Describe the demise of Georgeanne Towgate. [175-181] Do you think the manner of her death reflects her personality or it a response to the rigors of life in an alphabetically-deprived society?
11. Who is Ella’s last remaining ally in the Enterprise [181-2]? What keeps her from abandoning the project or following her loved ones into exile? [187]
12. How does Ella come to meet the challenge to the Council? [197] How does the author demonstrate the validity of her sentence? Why does she refuse to take full credit for it? [201]
13. What final revelation emerges about the once-revered Nollop? [204-205]
14. The more letters are eliminated from the islanders’–and the novel’s–discourse, the greater the risk of incoherence. How does the book succeed in conveying the increasing poverty of Nollopian speech and writing without becoming unintelligible?
15. How is Nollop affected by the enforced impoverishment of its language? In particular what effects does this shrinkage have on the relationships and interior lives of Nollop’s citizens? Do these developments strike you as believable? What is this novel trying to say about the way language shapes our relationships with others and our sense of self?

