Reading Guide

Books in a Box Information
We hope you will enjoy the convenience of having multiple copies of the same title to share—
either with your official book group or with an unofficial friends-and-family group!
Some general information about the kits:
♦ Kits check out for six weeks.
♦ Kits are available to reserve, but we cannot guarantee their availability for specific dates.
♦ One person in the group is responsible for the kits full return.
♦ Return kits in person at any Whatcom County library
How do I find a list of all your kits?
♦ Go to www.wcls.org
♦ Click on “catalog”
♦ In the Subject Keyword Search type “book club kit”
This list includes kits owned by both Whatcom County and Bellingham Library Systems.
Please note that the Bellingham kits must be picked up and returned to the Bellingham Library.
Whatcom County kits can be reserved and sent to any location for pickup.

Suggested Discussion Questions
1. Describe Roxane Coss. What is it about her that makes such an impression on the other hostages
and the terrorists? Is it merely that she is famous? How does her singing and the music relate to the
story?
2. Even though he is given the opportunity to leave the mansion, Father Arguedas elects to stay with the
hostages. Why does he decide to stay when he risks the possibility of being killed? As the narrative
states, why did he feel, "in the midst of all this fear and confusion, in the mortal danger of so many lives,
the wild giddiness of good luck?" (pg. 74). Isn't this an odd reaction to have given the situation? What
role does religion play in the story?
3. are numerous instances in the story where Mr. Hosokawa blames himself for the hostages' situation.
He says to Roxane, "But I was the one who set this whole thing in motion." Roxane replies with the
following: "Or did I?" she said. "I thought about declining…. Don't get me wrong. I am very capable of
blame. This is an event ripe for blame if I ever saw one. I just don't blame you." Is either one to blame for
the situation? If not, who do you think is ultimately responsible?
4. Roxane and Mr. Hosokawa speak different languages and require Gen to translate their
conversations. Do you think it's possible to fall in love with someone to whom you cannot speak directly?
5. "Roxane Coss and Mr. Hosokawa, however improbable to those around them, were members of the
same tribe, the tribe of the hostages.... But Gen and Carmen were another matter" (pg. 294). Compare
the love affairs of Gen and Carmen and Roxane and Mr. Hosokawa. What are the elements that define
each relationship?
6. We find out in the Epilogue that Roxane and Gen have been married. How would you describe their
relationship throughout the story? Thibault believes that "Gen and Roxane had married for love, the love
of each other and the love of all the people they remembered" (pg. 318). What do you think of the
novel's ending? Did it surprise you? Do you agree with Thibault's assessment of Gen and Roxane's
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motivations for marrying?
7. The garua, the fog and mist, lifts after the hostages are in captivity for a number of weeks. "One would
have thought that with so much rain and so little light the forward march of growth would have been
suspended, when in fact everything had thrived" (pg. 197). How does this observation about the weather
mirror what is happening inside the Vice President's mansion?
8. At one point Carmen says to Gen, "'Ask yourself, would it be so awful if we all stayed here in this
beautiful house?'" (pg. 206). And towards the end of the story it is stated: "Gen knew that everything was
getting better and not just for him. People were happier." Messner then says to him, "'You were the
brightest one here once, and now you're as crazy as the rest of them'" (pg. 302). What do you think of
these statements? Do you really believe they would rather stay captive in this house than return to the
"real" world?
9. When the hostages are finally rescued, Mr. Hosokawa steps in front of Carmen to save her from a
bullet. Do you think Mr. Hosokawa wanted to die? Once they all return to their lives, it would be nearly
impossible for him to be with Roxane. Do you think he would rather have died than live life without her?
10. The story is told by a narrator who is looking back and recounting the events that took place. What
do you think of this technique? Did it enhance the story, or would you have preferred the use of a
straight narrative?
(Questions issued by publisher.)

Quirky Bio Info about Ann Patchett
In 1997, The Patron Saint of Liars was adapted into a TV movie, and Patchett also helped to write the
screenplay for Taft, which was optioned by actor Morgan Freeman for a feature film.
Patchett knew absolutely nothing about opera before writing Bel Canto; she began her research with
Fred Plotkin's book Opera 101.
In a 2004 Barnes and Noble interview, Patchett shared some fascinating facts about herself:
"I've never had a television.... I brush my dog's teeth every morning.... I got a pig for my ninth birthday
and haven't eaten red meat since."
The book that most influenced her life as a writer? Humboldt's Gift by Saul Bellow. "I think I read it in the
tenth grade. My mother was reading it. It was the first truly adult literary novel I had read outside of
school, and I read it probably half a dozen times. I found Bellow's directness very moving. The book
seemed so intelligent and unpretentious. I wanted to write like that book."
Other favorite books?
"In no order and the list will be different tomorrow":
The Human Stain by Philip Roth
100 Years of Solitude by Gabriel Garcia Marquez
Lolita by Vladimir Nabokov
Anna Karenina by Leo Tolstoy
The Magic Mountain by Thomas Mann
The Rabbit Angstrom novels (all) by John Updike
Random Family by Andrian Nocole LeBlanc
Autobiography of a Face by Lucy Grealy
The Good Soldier by Ford Madox Ford
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Miss Lonelyhearts by Nathaniel West
(from Barnes and Noble)

Author Bio: Ann Patchett

Source: Author Website: www.annpatchett.com
Ann Patchett was born in Los Angeles in 1963 and raised in
Nashville. She attended Sarah Lawrence College and the
University of Iowa Writers' Workshop. In 1990, she won a
residential fellowship to the Fine Arts Work Center in
Provincetown, Massachusetts, where she wrote her first novel,
The Patron Saint of Liars. It was named a New York Times
Notable Book for 1992. In 1993, she received a Bunting
Fellowship from the Mary Ingrahm Bunting Institute at Radcliffe
College. Patchett's second novel, Taft, was awarded the Janet
Heidinger Kafka Prize for the best work of fiction in 1994. Her third novel, The Magician's Assistant, was
short-listed for England's Orange Prize and earned her a Guggenheim Fellowship.
Her next novel, Bel Canto, won both the PEN/Faulkner Award and the Orange Prize in 2002, and was a
finalist for the National Book Critics Circle Award. It was named the Book Sense Book of the Year. It
sold over a million copies in the United States and has been translated into thirty languages. In 2004,
Patchett published Truth & Beauty, a memoir of her friendship with the writer Lucy Grealy. It was named
one of the Best Books of the Year by the Chicago Tribune, the San Francisco Chronicle, and
Entertainment Weekly. Truth & Beauty was also a finalist for the Los Angeles Times Book Prize and won
the Chicago Tribune's Heartland Prize, the Harold D. Vursell Memorial Award from the American
Academy of Arts and Letters, and the Alex Award from the American Library Association.
She was the editor for Best American Short Stories 2006.
Patchett has written for numerous publications, including the New York Times Magazine, Harper's
Magazine, The Atlantic, the Washington Post, Gourmet, and Vogue. She lives in Nashville, Tennessee
with her husband, Karl VanDevender.

Reviews
Publishers Weekly

Patchett, Ann. Bel Canto: A Novel. New York: HarperCollins, 2001.
As her readers now eagerly anticipate, Patchett (The Magician's Assistant) can be counted on to deliver
novels rich in imaginative bravado and psychological nuance. This fluid and assured narrative, inspired
by a real incident, demonstrates her growing maturity and mastery of form as she artfully integrates a
musical theme within a dramatic story. Celebrated American soprano Roxane Coss has just finished a
recital in the home of the vice-president of a poor South American country when terrorists burst in, intent
on taking the country's president hostage. The president, however, has not attended the concert, which
is a birthday tribute in honor of a Japanese business tycoon and opera aficionado. Determined to fulfill
their demands, the rough, desperate guerrillas settle in for a long siege. The hostages, winnowed of all
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women except Roxane, whose voice beguiles her captors, are from many countries; their only common
language is a love of opera. As the days drag on, their initial anguish and fear give way to a kind of
complex domesticity, as intricately involved as the melodies Roxane sings during their captivity. While at
first Patchett's tone seems oddly flippant and detached, it soon becomes apparent that this light note is
an introduction to her main theme, which is each character's cathartic experience. The drawn-out
hostage situation comes to seem normal, even halcyon, until the inevitable rescue attempt occurs, with
astonishing consequences. Patchett proves equal to her themes; the characters' relationships mirror the
passion and pain of grand opera, and readers are swept up in a crescendo of emotional fervor.

"One approaches the final pages with a heavy heart for several reasons, not the least of which being
that this fine read has come to an end." (Entertainment Weekly)
"Patchett doing what she does best — What gives this novel its power is Patchett's flair for sketching the
subtleties of her characters' behavior." (New York Times Book Review)
"The most romantic novel in years. A strange, terrific, spellcasting story." (San Francisco Chronicle)

Suggested Related Reading
Den of Lions: Memoirs of Seven Years, by Terry Anderson.
Guests of the Ayatollah: the Iran Hostage Crisis, by Mark Bowden.
Peace Like a River, by Leif Enger.
One Hundred Years of Solitude, by Gabriel Garcia Marquez.
The Fall of a Sparrow, by Robert Hellenga.
Puccini’s Ghosts, by Morag Joss.
Life of Pi, by Yann Martel.
Blindness, by Jose Saramago.
The Lovely Bones, by Alice Sebold.
Aria, by Susan Segal.
An Equal Music, by Vikram Seth.
The Dancer Upstairs, by Nicholas Shakespeare.

Web Resources
Author website: www.annpatchett.com
NPR’s Susan Stamberg interviews Ann Patchett and soprano Renee Fleming: www.npr.org/templates/
5

story/story.php?storyId=1142514
NYT article on the Lima Crisis: www.nytimes.com/1996/12/20/opinion/20iht-edbuck.t_0.html
NYT article on Bel Canto operatic style: www.nytimes.com/2008/11/30/arts/music/30tomm.html
Lit Lovers reading guide: www.litlovers.com/guide_belcanto.html
Video—June Anderson; the passion of Bel Canto: www.youtube.com/watch?v=rmBBK4ab6sU
(experience the sounds)
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