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About the Book

In Rankin Inlet, a small town bordering the Arctic Ocean, the lives of the Inuit are gradually changing. The caribou and 

seals are no longer plentiful, and Western commerce has come to the community through a proposed diamond mine. 

Victoria Robertson wakes to a violent storm, her three children stirring in the dark. Her father, Emo, a legendary hunter 

who has come in off the land to work in a mine, checks to see if the family is all right. So does her Inuit lover, as 

Victoria?s British husband is away on business.

Thus the reader enters into the modern contradictions of the Arctic?walrus meat and convenience food, midnight sun and 

24-hour satellite TV, dog teams and diamond mines?and into the heart of Victoria's internal exile. Born on the tundra in 

the 1950s, Victoria knows nothing but the nomadic life of the Inuit until, at the age of ten, she is diagnosed with 

tuberculosis and evacuated to a southern sanitarium. When she returns home six years later, she finds a radically 

different world, where the traditionally rootless tribes have uneasily congregated in small communities. And Victoria has 

become a stranger to her family and her culture.

Victoria compounds her marginalization by marrying a non-Inuit, Robertson, the manager of the town store. Over the 

years, as her children gravitate toward the pop culture of the mainland, and as her husband aggressively exploits the 

economic opportunities that the Arctic offers, Victoria feels torn between her family and her ancestors, between the 

communal life of the North and the material life of the ?South.? Through Victoria, Kevin Patterson deftly exposes the 

costs and consequences of cultural assimilation, and the emotional toll that such significant lifestyle changes take on 

communities.

Spanning countries, generations, and cultures, Consumption is an epic novel of the Arctic, and a penetrating portrait of 

generational division and cultural dissonance.
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Discussion Guide

1. The narrator states ?any conviction that technology inevitably demeans humans fails on contemplating what must 

have been the misery of that life,? referring to the Dorset Inuit, who lacked the sophisticated tools of the later Thule 

Inuit. How do you think contemporary Inuit, as they are portrayed in Consumption, feel about technology?

2. In both the Sanitorium scene and in the depiction of Amanda?s friends the boys seem more displaced, more adrift than 

the girls. Are girls and women affected differently by rapid cultural change than men and boys? Do you find this 

portrayal convincing?

3. Why was Penny so desperate to find Pauloosie after he went out on the land? Would he have made different decisions 

had he known her state?

4. Victoria?s kids and Amanda and her friends are similar in age but live in very different places. Do the problems they 

face better reflect these similarities or these differences?

5. How did the depiction of the hunting scenes affect your understanding of these characters and the Arctic?

6. The author contends that change is harder on children than on adults. Do you agree with this?

7. What is the author?s purpose in interweaving Balthazar?s ruminations with the narrative of the novel? What do you 

learn about Balthazar that you wouldn?t have otherwise?

8. Who is the real core, the central character of the book: Victoria, Balthazar, the Inuit, Pauloosie, Emo?

9. Why won?t Victoria have anything to do with Balthazar at the end of the novel? Does this seem convincing?

10. What are the differences between Penny and Johanna?s characters and how do they account for their different fates?

11. Is Robertson on the whole, a sympathetic character? Were you surprised to learn who killed him?

12. Children in the book play the role of savior in several instances, especially to Amanda, Johanna and Pauloosie. Does 

this play a role in the author?s portrayal of women as more resilient than men, in the face of cultural change?

13. There are several important members of the celibate orders in the book: Isabelle, Bernard and Raymond. What 

common role do they play, and why does the author place them so prominently?

14. What does the title Consumption mean to you?

Author Bio



Kevin Patterson is the author of the memoir The Water In Between, which was a New York Times Notable Book. 

Country of Cold, his short fiction collection, won the Rogers Writers? Trust Fiction Prize, as well as the inaugural 

City of Victoria Butler Book Prize. He lives on Saltspring Island, Canada. 

Critical Praise

?Put Kevin Patterson?s debut novel, Consumption, right at the top of your must-read list. This book is a staggeringly 

beautiful elegy for the traditional life of the Inuit, showing the inevitable loss when cultures collide . . . Consumption is 

not only a beautiful novel, but also an important one. Few people are in Patterson?s position of knowledge and 

experience, and so readers are given a special opportunity to learn about the Inuit, the changes in their lives, and what 

those changes suggest for human beings in general.?
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