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About the Book

Published to international critical and popular acclaim, this intensely romantic yet stunningly realistic novel spans three 

generations and the unimaginable gulf between the First World War and the present. As the young Englishman Stephen 

Wraysford passes through a tempestuous love affair with Isabelle Azaire in France and enters the dark, surreal world 

beneath the trenches of No Man's Land, Sebastian Faulks creates a world of fiction that is as tragic as A Farewell to 

Arms and as sensuous as The English Patient. Crafted from the ruins of war and the indestructibility of love, Birdsong

is a novel that will be read and marveled at for years to come.

Discussion Guide

1. What does Azaire's conduct as a businessman say about his character, and what is Stephen's response to it? How does 

Azaire's treatment of the men who work for him reflect his treatment of his wife?

2. Does Stephen see Isabelle as a captive? Does she see herself the same way? How does Stephen's perception of Isabelle 

and her predicament differ from her own self-perception?

3. Why does Isabelle leave Stephen? How does her departure affect his identity as a soldier, the way he approaches the 

war, and the manner in which he conducts himself during it?

4. What premonitions of war and death does Faulks give us in the 1910 section of the book? Where and when does 

Stephen have visions of death within the lush beauty of prewar Picardy? Do you feel that these visions are simple 

premonitions, or is the predisposition to such images a part of Stephen's character?
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5. Where and to what purpose does Faulks use images of birds? Why does Stephen fear birds, and what do birds 

symbolize for him? What do they seem to mean to the author? How might you explain Stephen's dream on page 44?

6. While staying with the Azaires, Stephen writes, "I am driven by a greater force than I can resist. I believe that force 

has its own reason and its own morality even if they may never be clear to me while I am alive" [p. 49]. Where else in 

the novel does Stephen sense that sort of force, and how does he respond to it?

7. How would you describe the character of Jack Firebrace? How does it change during the course of the war? What 

"dies" in him when Horrocks hurls his cross away? What do his letters to Margaret reveal about his character, his values, 

his code of behavior?

8. The soldiers tend to forget very quickly the names and characters of their friends who die. Do you find this shocking? 

Is such willed oblivion necessary in order to give life to the men's own delicate instinct for self-preservation?

9. "I think [the men] will do ten times more before it's finished and I'm eager to know how much. If I didn't have that 

curiosity I would walk into enemy lines and let myself be killed. I would blow my own head off with one of these 

grenades" [p. 145]. Is Stephen's curiosity ever finally satisfied?

10. Throughout the war, Stephen feels a real hatred for the enemy--see page 156, for example. Do you believe that this 

hatred is genuine, or that Stephen has persuaded himself of it so as to give meaning and order to his existence? How does 

the fact that it is German soldiers who ultimately rescue him change his life--and theirs?

11. Stephen is a brooding and enigmatic figure who is repeatedly described as "cold" by the narrator. Is Stephen a cold 

character? How do the other soldiers see him [on pages 141, 143-44, and 211]? When Gray asks Stephen whether he 

would give his life for his men, Stephen answers in the negative [p. 159]. Do you think he would give the same answer if 

he were asked this question during the last year of the war? What keeps him going during the war [pp. 156, 171]? Do 

you think that the war changes Stephen?

12. In the life of the trenches, Stephen reflects, "There was only violent death or life to choose between; finer 

distinctions, such as love, preference, or kindness, were redundant" [p. 194]. This is Stephen's view of events, reading 

his story. Do you find that the soldiers have really lost their sense of finer distinctions?

13. Haig and Rawlinson typify the World War I staff officers who lost the respect of their men because they didn't share 

the danger and squalor of the front line. High commanders on the Western Front usually established their headquarters in 

châteaux well behind the lines: historian John Keegan has called this phenomenon "château generalship." How did this 

manner of conducting war affect and form the way the twentieth century has looked at war? How did it change our ideas 

of military glory and our vision of our military leaders?

14. Stephen and Weir enjoy an unlikely but intense friendship. What is it about Weir's character that makes Stephen love 

him more than any of the others? What emotional need does Stephen fill in his turn for Weir? Does Stephen change in 

any way after Weir's death?

15. The soldiers "were frightening to the civilians because they had evolved not into killers but into passive beings 

whose only aim was to endure" [pp. 340-41]. How do civilians, in general, treat and respond to these soldiers? How do 



you explain the attitude of the clerk in the men's store where Stephen tries to buy shirts [pp. 342-43]? Do you find the 

behavior of Weir's parents extraordinary--or understandable in people far removed from actual battle? Have soldiers 

from later wars, such as the conflict in Vietnam, reported similar experiences and attitudes?

16. Why do you think that Stephen displays such an overpowering will to survive, in spite of the loneliness of his life 

and the unhappiness he has undergone? What elements and events of his life have contributed to his instinct for self-

preservation?

17. Elizabeth is spurred on in her research by a feeling of the "danger of losing touch with the past" [p. 240]. Does her 

ignorance of recent history surprise you, or do you find it characteristic of her generation? Do you find that you, and the 

people around you, are similarly detached from the past?

18. What does Elizabeth, the granddaughter, represent? And her baby? In what ways does history repeat itself in her life?

19. Why has the author set this story about war against the backdrop of a passionate affair? Explore the various parallels 

drawn between desire and death, love and war, in the novel. In what ways are the love scenes similar to some of the 

battle scenes? How does the body take on different meanings [pp. 130, 197-98]?

Author Bio

Sebastian Faulks is the internationally bestselling author of 11 novels, including CHARLOTTE GRAY, which was made 

into a film starring Cate Blanchett, and the #1 international bestseller and classic BIRDSONG, which has sold more than 

three million copies and has been adapted for the stage, for television (starring Eddie Redmayne) and is now in 

development as a feature film. In 2008, Faulks was invited to write a James Bond novel, DEVIL MAY CARE, to mark 

the centenary of Ian Fleming. In 2011, he presented the four-part television series "Faulks on Fiction" for the BBC. He 

lives in London.
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