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ABOUT THE BOOKABOUT THE BOOK
A variety of voices tell the tale of Rhaskos and  

Melisto, a boy and girl who live in warlike Greece 

and meet only after one of them becomes a ghost. 

Rhaskos, a Thracian boy enslaved in a Greek 

household, is as common as clay, a stable boy worth 

less than a donkey, much less than the horses he 

adores. Torn when young from his mother, he 

secretly nurtures his passions for art and philosophy, 

encouraged by the philosopher Sokrates. Melisto is 

a privileged aristocrat, cherished by her father but 

willful and wild. She’s expected to marry and be 

tamed—the fate of all highborn girls—but first she 

can revel in her wildness for a season in service to 

Artemis, goddess of the hunt. Different as they are, 

Rhaskos and Melisto find their destinies entwined 

in surprising ways as gods and goddesses, enslaved 

people and those who enslave them, and mothers 

and philosophers shape their stories in this glorious 

tour de force from Newbery Medalist Laura Amy 

Schlitz.
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C A N D L E W I C K  P R E S S  D I S C U S S I O N  G U I D E

★ “A pensive, contemporary-feeling narrative.” 

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

★ “A rich, complex, deftly crafted tale.” 
—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

★ “Splendid.”  
—BookPage (starred review)

★ “Astonishing.” 

—Booklist (starred review)

★ “Ambitious and original.” 

—The Horn Book (starred review)



Amber and Clay Discussion Guide • Candlewick Press • www.candlewick.com • page 2

DISCUSSION QUESTIONSDISCUSSION QUESTIONS
 1.  Talk about Hermes and the role he plays in the book, which he describes as “guiding you through this story” (page 107). 

Describe his voice and give examples of his sense of humor. What important parts of the plot does he disclose in the first 

few pages, and why? 

 2.  What does Hermes foreshadow about Rhaskos in the first chapter? What does Rhaskos tell you about himself in the first 

chapter he narrates? Describe his personality and his strengths, what he loves, and what he longs for. What are obstacles 

that he faces, and how does he deal with them?

 3.  What is Melisto like? Describe her relationship with her mother and explain why they clash. How does she interact with her 

father? What makes her a vivid character? Contrast her life at home with her life at Brauron, and explain why Brauron suits 

her so well. Discuss Rhaskos’s description to Melisto’s father of what she loved: “the bear cub, my mother, freedom, and 

you” (page 508).

 4.  How do the lives of Rhaskos and Melisto intersect, even before they meet each other? What is his role in her life before she 

dies? What is her role in his life after she dies? Describe their journey to Brauron. Why does Rhaskos say of Melisto, “She 

was more like me than anyone I ever knew” (page 484)? 

 5.  How does the fact that he’s enslaved affect Rhaskos’s life in Thessaly and in Athens? How does slavery affect his mother? 

How does Menon treat Rhaskos, and why does Menon treat him this way? How does Phaistus treat him? What was 

Phaistus’s experience as an enslaved person and how does it give Rhaskos hope? Describe Zosima’s feelings toward 

Rhaskos. Does her attitude surprise you? Why do his feelings toward her change? Discuss the author’s note about slavery in 

Athens (pages 523–524).

 6.  What is life like for women and girls in this society? What work do they do? How are the lives of even well-to-do women 

and girls constricted? Give examples from the portraits of Lysandra and Melisto. What is Zosima’s life like? Why is it so 

important to her to have a child? How are the lives of enslaved women like Thratta even worse than those of free women?

 7.  Sokrates is one of the most famous philosophers of all time. How does the author portray him? What does Sokrates like to 

do? What does he value? Why is he so friendly to Rhaskos? What topics does he explore with the boy? Describe his trial and 

why he was found guilty. How did his values clash with those of some powerful citizens in Athens? Discuss Sokrates’s belief 

that the unexamined life is not worth living.

 8.  Who is Hephaistos and why does he look favorably on Rhaskos? At what point in the story do you know that Rhaskos could 

be an artist? What traits and actions make you think that? Which of the illustrated exhibits might be attributed to him? Why 

does Rhaskos associate Athens with being a creator, declaring, “I was Athenian, a maker” (page 400)?

 9.  Describe the different voices in the story and why the author included so many. Why do you think the chapters about 

Melisto are in prose and from a third-person point of view, whereas those about Rhaskos are first-person verse? Read the 

author’s note labeled “Greek Verse” (pages 519–521) and relate it to specific examples in the novel. Talk about the book’s 

title and why the author might have chosen it.

10.  Review the illustrations labeled “exhibits.” What do the pictures and explanations add to the story? Choose a few of them 

and draw specific connections between the exhibit and the following chapter.

C A N D L E W I C K  P R E S S  D I S C U S S I O N  G U I D E

Discussion questions for this guide were prepared by Kathleen Odean, a school librarian for more than fifteen years who now gives professional development workshops for  
educators about new books for children and teens. She chaired the 2002 Newbery Award Committee and served on earlier Caldecott and Newbery Award Committees.


