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Prologue and Chapter 1 

Summary 

The Ocean at the End of the Lane is a fantasy novel by Neil Gaiman exploring themes of identity, memory, friendship, and 

family. The novel opens with a short piece that describes the “ocean” as a duck pond in reality. In the Prologue, the 

unnamed narrator of the novel is introduced as he arrives at the duck pond after attending a funeral. In Chapter 1, the 

narrator steps back in time to describe his seventh birthday, when he received a black kitten named Fluffy. Fluffy’s death, 

after being hit by a car driven by the opal miner, sets off the chain of events in the story. The opal miner gives the narrator 

another cat but the new cat is not the same at all. 

Lesson 

1) Discuss the setting, mood and tone established in the Prologue of The Ocean at the End of the Lane. 

2) What clues in the text help to establish the time period in which the events take place?  

3) How are “mood” and “tone” defined? How would you describe the mood and tone in the opening of the narrative? 

4) What techniques does the author use to establish this mood and tone? 

5) How do you envision the duck pond that is referred to as Lettie’s ocean?  

6) What time of year is it as the narrator makes his drive? 

7) Define the following literary terms: flashback, symbolism, imagery (simile, metaphor, etc.), and foreshadowing. 

8) Develop a list of examples of each of these devices in Chapter 1 and write them on the board. 

9) What do you think that the opal miner symbolizes? Why?  

10) What does the narrator’s birthday represent symbolically and/or metaphorically in the narrative?  

11) What clues indicate later events in the story? 

12)  Who attends the narrator’s birthday party? What gifts does he receive?  

13) Why do you think the author chose to begin the narrator’s story with his seventh birthday party? 

14) How does this event help to define the narrator?  

15) What information has the author given the reader about the narrator’s relationships, his past, and his behavior in 

Chapter 1?  

16) Do you “like” the character of the narrator? Why or why not? 

Group Activity: Assign students to small groups. As a group, choose one example from the board of symbolism, imagery, 

or foreshadowing. Using this example, develop a creative project that explores its meaning and its contribution to the 

narrative. Does this example develop suspense? Does it help to create an “image” for the reader of a setting or character? 

How? 

Chapter 2 

 

Summary 

In Chapter 2, financial strains have led the narrator’s parents to rent out his room to the opal miner while the narrator 

stays in his sister’s bedroom. Soon afterward, the narrator’s father’s car is stolen and when they recover it, it is discovered 

that the opal miner has committed suicide in the vehicle. Following the discovery of the opal miner’s suicide, the narrator 

is sent away from the scene to the Hempstock house, where Lettie, her mother, and her grandmother feed him. After 

Lettie takes the narrator to the pond, the story deepens when they find money in a dead fish’s stomach. At this point, the 

novel begins to depart from reality 

Lesson 

1) What brings the opal miner to the narrator’s home? 

2) Define “action,” “objective,” and “obstacle” as they apply to narrative literature. An “action” refers to anything a 

character does in the story. An “objective” is the reason why a character commits an action. This is what the 

person or character hopes to gain. An “obstacle” is anything or anyone that stands in the way of the character 

achieving his objective.  

3) Develop a list or chart on the board that identifies the actions, objectives, and obstacles of the opal miner in the 

story. What is the opal miner’s objective when he steals the narrator’s father’s car? 
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4) What do you think the loss of his bedroom means to the narrator? What does the opal miner represent 

symbolically?  

5) What do you think his death signifies? Why? 

6) What are some sacrifices that the narrator has made?  

7) Who else in the story has made sacrifices? How? 

8) Discuss the author’s use of foreshadowing and imagery in the conclusion of Chapter 2. 

9) What do you think the dead fish signifies? Why?  

10) What is significant about the discovery within the fish? 

11)  How much older than the narrator is Lettie?  

12) What are the narrator’s first impressions of Lettie?  

13) What does Lettie relate to the narrator about herself? 

14)  What do you think about Lettie? Why? 

15)  How does the Hempstock home differ from the narrator’s? 

Chapter 3 

Summary 

In Chapter 3, after the narrator and Lettie’s discovery of the fish and coin, money begins appearing in the narrator’s life. 

First, he gets a letter announcing that he’s won 25 pounds. A few days later, a neighbor finds a jar full of coins in her 

garden. One morning the narrator wakes up choking and finds that he has been choking on a shilling piece. When the 

narrator describes his dream and the shilling piece to Lettie, she knows that he has been having bad dreams. Lettie says 

that an old lady has gone mad at her house because money has appeared in her mattress. Lettie also tells the narrator 

that he found money because there is a spirit who wants to give people what they want. After a breakfast of pancakes, 

Lettie takes the narrator outside to inquire into the nature of the spirit. 

Lesson 

1) What sensation does the narrator feel when he wakes up?  

2) What does he feel when he puts his finger in his mouth? 

3)  How does the coin feel when he pulls it out?  

4) What other times does the author describe how something feels?  

5) What words are used to describe the taste of the coin? 

6)  When the narrator eats at Lettie’s, how is the food and its taste described? 

7) Discuss the theme of dreams versus reality. Where in the narrative does the story begin to transition to a more 

“supernatural” realm? How is this indicated by the author?  

8) How are the narrator’s dreams juxtaposed against his reality? 

9) Develop a creative project depicting the narrator’s dream and the emotions he feels as he dreams in Chapter 3. Is 

the dream about escape? About finding something? What is the narrator’s objective in the dream? 

10) What do you think the coin represents symbolically in the narrative? Why?  

11) What happens after the narrator takes the coin? 

12) Take time in class to develop a creative project examining Lettie’s response when the narrator tells her about the 

dream and recent happenings in Chapter 3. What does Lettie’s response indicate to the reader about Lettie? 

13) Discuss Lettie’s revelation about the old woman who went mad because money was discovered in her mattress. 

What is the significance of this story? What does Lettie infer from this revelation? 

Chapter 4 

Summary 

In Chapter 4, the power of words is used to create objects and realities. The creature and Lettie both speak the language 

of shaping, and the narrator says that he has understood this language in dreams. This chapter also focuses on the 

strange logic of the fantasy story, in which a ball of cobwebs and cloth can create a portal to other dimensions. When 

Lettie summons the spirit that has been creating problems for everyone, the spirit identifies itself as the lady of this place. 

The spirit begins singing and throws a mass of cobwebs and rotting cloth at the narrator. The narrator lets go of Lettie’s 

hand to catch it and suddenly feels a stabbing pain in his foot. On their return home, the narrator finds a kitten. 
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Lesson 

1) Why does Lettie cut a hazel wand and give it to the narrator? What other actions does Lettie commit, and why? 

2) How does the author incorporate language to reflect the supernatural events in the chapter? 

3) Discuss the narrator’s perceptions as he begins his quest with Lettie to bind the creature in Chapter 4. What 

questions does the narrator pose to Lettie as they depart?  

4) Does the narrator feel fear about the situation? Why or why not? 

5) Develop a creative project examining the journey that Lettie and the narrator take as they set out to bind the 

creature in Chapter 4. Where is their destination? How do they reach this destination? What does this setting look 

like? 

6) Discuss the spirit summoned by Lettie in Chapter 4. What does this creature look like? 

7) How does the spirit identify itself?  

8) What does the spirit do as Lettie begins to bind it? Why? 

9) What do you think that the spirit summoned by Lettie represents/symbolizes? Why?  

10) What happens when the narrator lets go of Lettie’s hand?  

11) Why does he let go of Lettie’s hand?  

12) What happens at this point?  

13) What do you think is symbolized by this occurrence? Why? 

Group Activity: Assign students to groups of 3-4 each. Groups will collaborate in developing a presentation which depicts 

the “binding” performed by Lettie in Chapter 4. What objects are used in the binding? What words does Lettie use? 

Chapter 5 

Summary 

In Chapter 5, the narrator discovers what appears to be a worm in a hole in his foot. The narrator then begins extracting 

the worm, which does not come out easily. Eventually, the narrator runs hot water in the bath and extracts the creature 

from his foot. It appears like an earthworm, but one small segment of the worm snaps off inside the narrator’s foot. The 

worm that comes out of the narrator’s foot makes the story more fantastic than realistic. The narrator also starts to wonder 

who he is, which is a question that any seven-year-old might ask. How he responds to the crisis of having a worm inside 

of him will provide the answer to the question 

Lesson 

1) What obstacles does the narrator face in removing the worm-like creature from his foot? 

2) How does he overcome these obstacles?  

3) How big is the worm?  

4) What does it look like? 

5) Discuss your impressions of the worm in the narrator’s foot. What do you think the worm symbolizes? Why? 

6) How does the author describe the worm-like creature in the narrator’s foot? What similes and metaphors are used 

in these descriptions?  

7) What sounds are described in the chapter?  

8) What are some physical sensations described? 

9) How do these examples of imagery help you as a reader to interpret the events in the chapter? 

10) Explore the theme of “coming of age” in the novel. How can this theme be seen metaphorically in the narrator’s 

experiences leading up to Chapter 5? 

11) Why does the narrator question who he is?  

12) What do you think this questioning signifies?  

13) How has the narrator’s identity evolved from the beginning of the story?  

14) What has caused these changes in his identity? 

15) How does identity apply as a theme in the story? 
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Chapter 6 

Summary 

Chapter 6 begins with the narrator’s mother relating that she has taken a part-time job working at an optometrist’s office, 

and has hired a nanny to tend to the narrator and his sister. When he first meets Ursula Monkton, his new nanny, the 

narrator finds that his sister has already practically fallen in love with her. He doesn’t recognize her as the monster, but he 

is wary of her from the beginning. Upon Ursula’s arrival, new regulations are placed on the narrator’s household. Ursula 

tells the narrator and his sister that they will have to stay on the property from now on. The narrator’s attempts to reach 

Lettie are thwarted by Ursula, who also torments him with threats and insults. Meanwhile, the narrator observes his father 

flirting with Ursula over dinner. 

Lesson 

1) How old is Ursula? What does she look like? What is she wearing when she meets the narrator? 

2) Define the term “motif” in narrative literature.  

3) Collaborate in developing a list of motifs that have been seen thus far in the narrative and write them on the 

board.  

4) How do these motifs relate to the themes in the novel? 

5) Examine the motif of money in the story. How has money been involved in the story since the arrival of the opal 

miner? What do you think is the significance of this motif? 

6) What are some examples of money as it applies to the narrator’s family situation? 

7) Why do you think the author chooses to not reveal the narrator’s name in the story? How does this relate to the 

theme of identity? 

8) Why do you think Ursula has come to the narrator’s home?  

9) What do Ursula’s actions in this chapter tell you about her objectives? 

10) Why does the narrator immediately distrust Ursula?  

11) How does this differ from the narrator’s sense of trust in Lettie and the Hempstock women? 

12) Why does the narrator want to tell Lettie about her?  

13) Why does he think that Ursula’s arrival is his fault?  

14) Why does the narrator refuse to eat anything that Ursula prepares? 

15)  Where is Ursula waiting for the narrator when he tries to sneak away?  

16) When does the narrator realize that Ursula is a dangerous creature?  

17) What does she say that confirms she is the creature? 

18) How have the narrator’s feelings about his family changed?  

19) Why have they changed?  

20) What does the narrator make of his father’s flirtations with Ursula? 

Chapter 7 

Summary 

In Chapter 7, the narrator loses any authority or even affection he had in his house. The chapter begins the next day, with 

the narrator trapped at home with Ursula. Ursula threatens to invent humiliating stories about the narrator and to get him 

in trouble with his parents. His father comes home early from work and flirts with Ursula, while the narrator watches from 

the top of the tree. Ursula’s threats and manipulations escalate when the narrator refuses to eat the dinner Ursula has 

served. This conflict builds when the narrator’s father becomes involved, demanding that the narrator apologize. When he 

refuses, the narrator’s father chases him upstairs and attempts to drown his son in the bathtub. The narrator struggles and 

barely escapes before being sent to his room. 

Lesson 

1) What threats does Ursula make to the narrator?  

2) Why does she make these threats?  

3) What obstacles stand in Ursula’s way?  

4) How is the weather described in the beginning of the chapter? What do you think this symbolizes?  
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5) What is represented by the dinner that the narrator refuses to eat? 

6) What are the different types of conflict that a character can face in a story (man against man, man against nature, 

man against self)? Develop a list of the conflicts that have been illustrated in the first seven chapters of the book 

and identify what type of conflict each example is. What does the narrator grapple with internally? Why 

7) Why does the narrator’s father respond violently to the narrator’s refusal to apologize to Ursula? 

8) How has Ursula won over the narrator’s sister and father in the story?  

9) What does the narrator’s mother think of Ursula?  

10) What actions does Ursula commit in the chapter to gain support for herself? 

Chapter 8 

Summary 

Chapter 8 begins with the narrator locked in his bedroom. Shivering and wet after the conflict with his father, the narrator 

desperately searches for an escape. The narrator recalls books in which heroes climbed down drainpipes, and he sees 

the one outside his window as his way out. Soon, however, Ursula is in pursuit as the narrator races for Lettie’s house. 

The confrontation that occurs between Lettie and Ursula in Chapter 8 is one of the high points in the book, as it 

demonstrates Lettie’s power. It is still not clear what will need to be done in order to completely contain or eradicate the 

threat Ursula represents; but, Lettie seems to have the knowledge that will be required. The main question for the narrator 

is if he will play a part in this drama. 

Lesson 

1) Define “literary allusion.” 

2) Develop a list of literary allusions that have been seen thus far in The Ocean at the End of the Lane. What books 

does the narrator describe reading?  

3) What books does Lettie compare her family to?  

4) Why do you think the author references these particular works? 

5) How does the author use language to develop suspense in this section of the novel?  

6) What imagery is used to escalate the tension? 

7) What are the qualities of an antagonist and how do these qualities apply to Ursula? 

8) Compare Lettie and Ursula & examine the powers of each opponent. Who seems more powerful? Why? 

9) What does Lettie do to protect the narrator?  

10) Why does Lettie commit each action? 

11)  How does she deal with the obstacles she faces? 

12) Discuss the elements of femininity and masculinity seen in The Ocean at the End of the Lane. Why do you think 

the author depicts the female characters in such a strong light? 

 

Chapter 9 

Summary 

Chapter 9 begins with the narrator’s arrival at the Hempstock household. The elder Hempstock women prepare a bath 

and a meal for the narrator and he cuddles a black kitten with a white patch on its ear. When the Hempstocks reveal that 

the narrator’s parents are coming for him, a variety of solutions are presented, from hiding the narrator to “snipping and 

cutting” reality to serve their purposes. Once the narrator’s parents have departed, the narrator relates the story of the 

worm in his foot to Old Mrs. Hempstock, who prepares to help extract the remainder. With a needle, she pulls out a 

glistening thing that is actually a tunnel into another dimension. Lettie says Ursula left a part of her way home inside the 

narrator. 

Lesson 

1) Conduct research in analyzing the supernatural elements presented in Chapter 9. What kinds of magic are 

described by the Hempstock women?  

2) What do you think the women are? Witches? Supernatural creatures? 
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3) What events in the story are “unrealistic”? Why are they unrealistic? What do you think the author intends through 

his depictions of magic? 

4) What does the worm become that is extracted from the narrator’s foot? What does it symbolize? 

5) What happens to the memories of the narrator’s parents after the “cut and snip” by the Hempstock women?  

6) What does the narrator relate of his own memories in the end of the chapter? 

7) What is foreshadowed by the arrival of the narrator’s parents?  

8) How does the author use similes and metaphors in the chapter to develop tactile images for the reader? 

9) How is the theme of time represented through the changing moons that the narrator sees when he is at the 

Hempstock home? 

Chapter 10 

Summary 

Chapter 10 begins with the narrator’s descriptions of his dreams of betrayal while sleeping in the Hempstock home. In the 

morning, he puts on the strange, old-timey clothing the Hempstock women laid out for him and the black kitten greets him 

with loud mewing. Lettie returns soon after the narrator wakes up with a basket full of things she has collected. Once 

Lettie has gathered the necessary objects, she leads the narrator to the edge of his property and begins placing the 

objects about. Together, the narrator and Lettie walk in the front door of his house and Lettie places things around his 

house before they go up the stairs to Ursula’s room. They find Ursula naked in a room filled with ragged gray cloth strips 

hanging from the ceiling. 

Lesson 

1) Explore the imagery in the narrator’s dream in the beginning of Chapter 10. Who or what are chasing the 

narrator? Why? What do you think the dream symbolizes? 

2) What objects are listed in Lettie’s bag? 

3) What is the purpose of the objects?  

4) What does Lettie plan to do with the things in the shopping bag? 

5) Why do you think the narrator dreams about betrayal when he is at the Hempstock home?  

6) How has the narrator’s father betrayed him?  

7) What effect do you think this betrayal has had? 

8) What magical powers does Lettie exhibit?  

9) What magical powers do Lettie’s objects possess? 

10) Where does Lettie place the objects from her bag?  

11) What is her objective in doing so? 

12) Define “character development” in narrative literature.  

13) Examine the character of Ursula and discuss how the author has developed Ursula’s character from her 

introduction to her portrayal in Chapter 10.  

14) What has caused the changes in Ursula’s behavior and demeanor? 

15) Examine the setting of Ursula’s room in Chapter 10. What hangs from the ceiling surrounding Ursula?  

16) What does this represent symbolically?  

17) Where has this material been seen before in the story? 

Chapter 11 

Summary 

In the beginning of Chapter 11, the narrator and Lettie find Ursula on the lawn attempting to break open the jar and 

escape. Lettie opens the jar, but Ursula refuses to leave, claiming the path is incomplete with a piece of it inside the 

narrator. Ursula picks him up, and the narrator is certain he will die. When Ursula threatens to pull out the narrator’s heart, 

Lettie calls forth the hunger birds, creatures described a dinosaur-like and ancient. The hunger birds devour every last 

remnant of Ursula’s cloth, but when Lettie tries to send the birds away in turn, they say that they will not be finished 

cleaning things up until they have the boy as well. 

Lesson 
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1) Examine the narrator’s fears and internal conflicts when he is abducted by Ursula in Chapter 11. What does the 

narrator believe his fate will be at this point? Why? 

2) How is the wormhole described inside the jar?  

3) How has Ursula’s appearance changed?  

4) What similes and metaphors are used in the reading? 

5) What are some examples of “man against nature” conflicts in the reading? 

6) What does Lettie do in order to deal with Ursula’s refusal to leave?  

7) What obstacle is presented once she is successful in eradicating Ursula? 

8) What do the creatures that take Ursula represent symbolically in the narrative?  

9) Who calls forth these creatures?  

10) What do the creatures look like?  

11) What would you compare them with in terms of mythological beasts? 

Chapter 12 

Summary 

In Chapter 12, the narrator waits for Lettie inside the fairy ring in the garden. While he waits, several visitors appear and 

attempt to lure the narrator from the circle. The first of these visitors is the opal miner, who tells the narrator that he should 

let the hunger birds complete their job. The narrator responds by reciting a poem from Alice in Wonderland and soon the 

opal miner disappears. The central theme in Chapter 12 is that of temptation (id, ego, superego). Following the opal 

miner’s disappearance, the narrator is visited by his sister, his father, and finally Ursula herself. Ursula tells the narrator 

that the hunger birds have released her in order for her to take him back as a toy. As the chapter comes to a close, the 

darkness deepens and the narrator continues singing to himself. 

Lesson 

1) Why does the narrator recite a poem from Alice in Wonderland?  

2) What effect does this have on the opal miner?  

3) What are the words of the poem and what is their significance? 

4) What are the similarities between Alice in Wonderland and The Ocean at the End of the Lane. 

5)  What themes can be seen in both novels? 

6) internal conflicts does the narrator face when the opal miner appears?  

7) Are any defense mechanisms used? 

8) What do you think the visit from the narrator’s sister represents symbolically? Why?  

9) What other visitors see the narrator and what do you think each one of them symbolizes? 

10) How does the narrator feel about the temptations he faces? What does he do in order to maintain calm in the face 

of these temptations? 

Chapter 13 

Summary 

In Chapter 13, Lettie finally returns to the fairy ring carrying a bucket of water from her ocean. She instructs the narrator to 

step into the bucket and when he does he finds himself underwater but able to breathe. Inside the ocean, the narrator 

feels transcendence and a connection with and understanding of everything. Soon, though, Lettie informs him he cannot 

stay for long because it will dissipate him. When Lettie and the narrator surface from the ocean, they are at Lettie’s 

property. Inside, the Hempstock women discuss what they can do about the varmints. With the hunger birds looking for 

him, the narrator says he is willing to die tonight, but Mrs. Hempstock says that no one is going to die. With Lettie and her 

mother, the narrator leaves the farmhouse, again holding tightly to Lettie’s hand. 

Lesson 

1) Examine the transformation of Lettie’s bucket of water into the ocean. How does the author use imagery to 

describe this transition? 

2) What does the ocean feel like to the narrator?  
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3) What does it look like? 

4) What is magical about Lettie’s ocean?  

5) What do you think Lettie’s ocean symbolizes? Why? 

6) What does the narrator feel he understands while in the ocean?  

7) Why does Lettie say he cannot stay there?  

8) Why couldn’t Lettie get the narrator to the ocean? Why did she have to bring the ocean to him?  

9) How does she use the ocean to get the narrator to the farm?  

10) Why does the narrator have to go to the farm? 

11) Research the concepts of transcendence and interconnection as seen in The Ocean at the End of the Lane. How 

would you relate the narrator’s experiences in the ocean to these concepts? 

12) What do the Hempstock women do when they see the narrator?  

13) How does this visit differ from the narrator’s previous visits to the home? 

14) Examine the development of the narrator’s character in Chapter 13. How has the narrator grown as a person 

since the beginning of the story?  

15) How have the events in the story led to this growth?  

16) What does it say about the narrator that he is willing to die?  

Chapter 14 

Summary 

Chapter 14 marks the climax of the narrative, as Lettie, Mrs. Hempstock, and the narrator set out to battle the hunger 

birds. The hunger birds say that they cannot take the boy or hurt the farm, but they can destroy creation. They eat a huge 

oak tree in a constellation in the sky. There is nothing left but shimmering nothingness. Soon, the narrator runs directly for 

the beasts, but is knocked down by Lettie. After Lettie’s charge to protect the narrator, she is attacked by the birds. Soon, 

Old Mrs. Hempstock arrives and threatens to bind the birds to a dark star or to have them removed from creation. The 

birds disappear and Mrs. Hempstock carries Lettie’s body to the edge of the pond. Soon, massive wave washes in to take 

Lettie away. 

Lesson 

1) What leads the narrator to run into the hunger birds? 

2) Why does Lettie stop him? 

3) How is Lettie’s action in Chapter 14 an example of sacrifice?  

4) What is gained by Lettie’s sacrifice? 

5) What is represented symbolically by Lettie’s disappearance into the ocean? 

6) Based on the events in the chapter, what do you foresee happening to the narrator, to Lettie, and to the 

Hempstock women? Why? 

Chapter 15 & Epilogue 

Summary 

In Chapter 15, the narrator is returned home with the story that Lettie has gone to Australia. The narrator’s mother relates 

that Ursula had to leave. The narrator says that his parents sold their house ten years later and that his sister told him 

later that Ursula was fired because she was having an affair with their father. The Epilogue returns the narrative to the 

present time, with the narrator sitting by the pond as Mrs. Hempstock brings him a sandwich. Mrs. Hempstock reveals to 

the narrator that he has visited twice before, much to his surprise and lack of recollection. As the narrator bids farewell, he 

sees a crescent and a full moon side-by-side 

Lesson 

1) How does the narrator respond to Mrs. Hempstock’s story about Lettie being in Australia? Why? 

2) Participate in a discussion about the narrator’s revelations later in life regarding the events surrounding Ursula. 

3) Who tells the narrator that his father was having an affair with the nanny?  

4) What aspects of the story support this theory?  
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5) What do you think really happened?  

6) Do you think that the events of the narrative are all a dream or false reality? 

7)  Why or why not? 

8) What do you think is represented by the kitten that appears not long after Lettie’s disappearance?  

9) What does the narrator name the kitten and what significance does this have? 

10) What did you enjoy most about the novel? What didn’t you like?  

11) What loose ends are tied up in the Epilogue?  

12) Do you think the outcome of the story is satisfactory? Why or why not? 

 


