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Literature  
brought to life

Em Strang invites people to share the love of the written word at weekly  
Open Book sessions, which bring together people of all ages and backgrounds for 

an informal shared reading and discussion of short stories, novel excerpts and poems.  
Our Arts Editor Carol Hogarth heartily recommends it
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‘You feel connected to 
people when you sit and 
share a story,” says Em 
Strang, Lead Reader 
with Open Book in 
Dumfries.

A national initiative, Open Book 
brings together people of all ages and 
backgrounds for an informal shared 
reading and discussion of short stories, 
novel excerpts and poems.

It’s not a book group, Em stresses, as 
there’s no reading in advance, no 
homework, and participants are all 
reading the text for the first time on  
the night.

The free monthly Dumfries sessions 
at The Stove in the town centre on a 
Friday evening attract anything from 
three to 12 people.

“It’s a relaxing space for people to 
come and unwind and share a love of 
literature or stories of their own,” says 
Em. “Others are happy to simply sit and 
listen. A lot of people find it quite a 
nurturing space.”

Open Book was founded in 
Edinburgh in 2013 by Marjorie Lotfi Gill 
and Claire Urquhart. Both former 
lawyers, they were taking time out from 
busy careers to bring up young families 
when they came up with the idea, 
initially to encourage a more diverse 
audience to Edinburgh Book Festival.

Inspired by an English initiative The 
Reader, they launched two pilot Open 
Book groups, in an Edinburgh care 
home and in the Grassmarket 
Community Project.

Since then they have doubled group 
numbers each year and now have 25 
across the central belt, in Perth and 
Dumfries, ranging from public groups 
to multicultural groups, youth groups, 
prisons, a hospice and a care home. 

Open Book 
Lead Reader  
Em Strang
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and hearing other voices reading can 
help with their language skills and 
confidence. 

While some people prefer to stay 
quiet and listen, for others, reading 
aloud in a comfortable, supportive 
atmosphere can help conquer fears of 
public speaking. 

The stories and poems being read 
often prompt wider discussion about 
participants’ own lives and experiences: 
“We have amazing conversations about 
life, stories and memories,” says Em.  
“It can be really rewarding to share 
these things with strangers.”

Em also runs Open Book sessions at 
Lothlorien Therapeutic Community 
near Corsock and at HM Prison 
Dumfries, where she worked for several 
years as a creative writing tutor. 

“I really love Open Book because it 
marries so many things. I love reading 
literature and discussing it and building 
a community,” she says. “I love playing 
with the imagination and looking at the 
psychology of our lives and sharing that 
with people.”
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 ‘We have amazing conversations about life, 
stories and memories. It can be really rewarding 

to share these things with strangers’

‘Time to get lost in 
literature, language 

and stories’

Dumfries & Galloway arts editor 
Carol Hogarth reflects on her first 
Open Book experience
Joining a group of strangers for the 
first time is always quite a thought, 
but it wasn’t long before I bonded 
with the Open Book regulars, and 
other newbies, at The Stove in 
Dumfries, over a shared love of 
literature.
The eight of us were clearly of 
different ages and from different 
backgrounds: the gathering included 
a young boy and two Polish women, 
whose mastery of English was 
humbling,  which made for a 
refreshing mix.
The session’s text was a section of 
Thomas Hardy’s 1874 novel Far From 
The Madding Crowd, a change from 
the more contemporary texts the 
group had been reading. Em started 
the reading and invited the rest of us 
to take over from her if we felt like it. 
Most of us did, and it was lovely to 
hear the different voices reading the 
beautiful Victorian language, even if 
we did stumble on some particularly 
archaic words.
That prompted a discussion about 
language, looking at specific words 
and imagery, and talking about the 
slower pace of the text compared to 
modern writing and whether it 
affected our enjoyment of it.
We talked about the chapter’s 
themes - a physical and emotional 
struggle against adversity - before 
moving on to the related poem, 
verses from Tennyson’s In Memoriam, 
which centres on looking to faith 
during a struggle or nearing death. 
The Open Book session proved a 
welcome 90-minute time-out from 
real life to lose myself in literature, 
language and stories: very 
therapeutic. I highly recommend it.

They also run outings to Edinburgh and 
Wigtown book festivals and other 
literary events.  

Em, an award-winning Annandale 
poet, was invited by Marjorie and Claire 
to get Open Book off the ground in 
Dumfries last summer, with funding 
from Dumfries & Galloway Regional 
Arts Fund.

Initially targeted at groups who 
wouldn’t automatically get involved 
with arts initiatives,  including 
Dumfries Multicultural Association and 
MOOL (Dumfries & Galloway Refugee 
Action),  it is also open to the wider 
public.

One of the first events was a trip to 
Wigtown Book Festival in September 
which proved a huge success and 
encouraged more new participants.

Using a book called A Little, Aloud, 
Em chooses a text for each meeting, 
which can be a short story or part of a 
novel, a contemporary piece or 
something classic. Each piece has an 
associated poem on a related theme.

Em begins the reading and partici-
pants are invited, but never pressured, 
to take turns reading sections of it aloud 
before a discussion develops on the 
language of the text, the themes, 
characters or anything it throws up.

 “I’m there as a facilitator, not as a 
teacher,” Em explains. “It’s not like a 
classroom environment. It’s not about 
what you know or don’t know, it’s about 
what it brings up for you.”

For some participants, English is not 
their mother tongue so reading aloud 

Em Strang with book sessions participants at The Stove in Dumfries;  
below: Open Book founders Marjorie Lotfi Gill and Claire Urquhart
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