
Love, particularly the bond between siblings, is the
beating heart of When Things are Alive They Hum.
How does this love express itself? How does it
connect Harper and Marlowe? Is love the only thing
that matters? If an action is motivated by love, no
matter its consequences, does that make it
excusable? 

Grief, how we deal with the death of a loved one, and
come to terms with loss, is a major theme in the novel.
Harper and Marlowe have dealt with loss in different
ways. What do you think the author is saying about
how we deal with grief in the sisters’ outlooks and
journeys? Does grief ever really leave us?

When Things are Alive They Hum 



The novel powerfully depicts the prejudice Harper
and Louis experience, both in everyday encounters
and at an institutional level. In the novel, Harper is
denied a heart transplant by the medical
establishment, one of the reasons for this is because
she has Down syndrome, which the doctor views as
limiting ‘quality of life and life expectancy’. 

The architecture of the novel draws on the wonders of
the natural world and the universe; the author
delicately maps out the interconnectedness of all
things and the ways in which love binds us to each
other, even in death. 



 

Reading Group Questions 
 

1.  Marlowe and Harper have differing perspectives 
about life. What are the key aspects of each of their 
world views? Are they polar opposites or in fact two 
sides of the same coin? If so, how? 

2.  The novel opens with Harper telling us that ‘When 
things are alive, they hum.’ As the novel progresses 
Harper shows us in myriad ways what the ‘hum’ 
means to her. What do you think she means? What 
are some of the motifs in the novel that relate to the 
hum? 

3.  What does the hum mean to you? 
4.  The novel is as much about grief as it is about love. 

How does losing their mother in childhood impact 
Marlowe, and her relationship with her sister and her 
father? 

 



 

 

Reading Group Questions 
 

5.  Marlowe is a lepidopterist, studying a rare species 
of butterfly. Butterflies are symbolic in many 
cultures; what do you think they symbolise in the 
novel? 

6.  Harper and Marlowe’s grandmother, Wài Pó, has 
grown up with the belief that one must go into the 
afterlife with all one’s organs intact. Organ donation 
is an individual’s choice in Australia; the demand is 
greater than the supply. What are some of the 
attitudes, beliefs and feelings that this issue raises?  

7.  Marlowe is driven to save her sister’s life by any 
means possible, but in doing so has to make an 
impossible choice. What is your view of that 
choice? What would you do? 

8.  Sibling relationships are complex; in what ways do 
you think Marlowe is advocating for Harper and in 
what ways does she let her down? 

 



 

 

 
Reading Group Questions 

 
9. Is Irene – Stepmonster – misunderstood? What do 

you think her intentions are? 
10. The author has said that the novel is a love letter 

to her sister and is about the interconnectedness 
of all things. In what ways does this resonate for 
you in the novel? 

11. As Harper confronts her illness and mortality her 
perspective on her fate shifts. How? What insights 
does writing her story The Plum Heart give her? 
How do you interpret its meaning? 

12. Marlowe sets out to save her sister, but she 
herself is transformed. How do you think she has 
changed? What gifts does Harper give her? 

 


