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About the Book

An exquisitely moving story about grief, love and family --- but especially love --- from the global phenomenon 

Sally Rooney.

Aside from the fact that they are brothers, Peter and Ivan Koubek seem to have little in common.

Peter is a Dublin lawyer in his 30s --- successful, competent and apparently unassailable. But in the wake of their 

father?s death, he?s medicating himself to sleep and struggling to manage his relationships with two very different 

women --- his enduring first love, Sylvia, and Naomi, a college student for whom life is one long joke.

Ivan is a 22-year-old competitive chess player. He has always seen himself as socially awkward, a loner, the antithesis of 

his glib elder brother. Now, in the early weeks of his bereavement, Ivan meets Margaret, an older woman emerging from 

her own turbulent past, and their lives become rapidly and intensely intertwined.

For two grieving brothers and the people they love, this is a new interlude --- a period of desire, despair and possibility; a 

chance to find out how much one life might hold inside itself without breaking.

Discussion Guide

1. Chess runs throughout the book as a set piece and a metaphor. What role does it serve? Why might Sally Rooney have 

chosen to use it?
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2. In Chapter 7, Ivan reflects on Peter's seemingly effortless ability to be "a person of good sense" in social situations. In 

other chapters, we're privy to Peter's own internal doubts and frustrations. Why does Ivan think this, and how is it 

indicative of the way each brother thinks of the other? In what ways are their impressions incorrect?

3. Margaret and Ivan have a simple intimacy from the moment they meet: "I guess you only make good moves," 

Margaret says. "I don't make horrible mistakes," Ivan answers, to which Margaret replies, "I do." In what ways do they 

and the other characters make "mistakes," going against their own rules or principles, or society's? Is there an 

overarching moral system for Rooney's characters, or do they each follow their own compass?

4. In one of Rooney's previous novels, CONVERSATIONS WITH FRIENDS, Frances writes to her friend, Bobbi, "To 

love someone under capitalism you have to love everyone." Does INTERMEZZO take a similar stance? How are the 

characters' lives controlled or contained by their socioeconomic positions?

5. An intermezzo is a short independent piece that plays in between the acts of a play or opera. Why do you think 

Rooney used this word for the title, and how does this concept function in the novel?

6. Desire --- sexual, emotional, intellectual --- is often presented as an alternative to societal convention. Margaret recalls 

having once felt "contained before, contained and directed, by the trappings of ordinary life." How does the novel 

portray human interaction, romance and love as informed by, and in spite of, external factors?

7. "Quietly they look at one another. Love at times indistinguishable from hatred. What they represent to one another: 

unsatisfiable desires." Here, Peter and Sylvia --- and in other moments, Ivan and Peter --- contain both love and hatred 

for each other. In what ways is love at times indistinguishable from hate? How does Rooney show us this?

8. Consider how the chapters are narrated. For example, Peter's chapters have a marked use of fragments, capturing 

thought on the move. Other characters express themselves in different registers. What is the significance of Rooney's 

stylistic choices? What effect is achieved?

9. When they go for coffee together, Sylvia asks Ivan to talk her through a perplexing logic puzzle about a liar who 

claims that all his hats are green. Later, Peter likens himself to a "false true lover." What are the characters' relationships 

to truth and lies?

10. ?Why anyway attachment, why always this attachment to particular people,? Peter wonders, thinking about Sylvia, 

Naomi and himself. "Attachment, the cause of all suffering." In another moment, Margaret thinks of life as netting: 

"There is no such life, slipping free: life is itself the netting, holding people in place, making sense of things." What are 

the characters attached to, and how do these attachments affect them and their relationships?

11. Toward the end of the novel, Peter ponders Wittgenstein's famous paradox --- that the presence of two options only 

gives us a picture, a frame --- and considers what the "third possibility" means. In what ways does the novel present an 

idea of a ?third possibility"? How does the novel pose alternative ways of being and living with one another?

12. Where and how do you see grief and loss manifesting in the novel --- in Peter's and Ivan's lives and beyond? How do 

their relationships to these concepts evolve?



13. How did your reading experience of INTERMEZZO compare with that of Rooney's previous novels? In what ways 

does this work feel true to her sensibility, and in what ways does she accomplish something different?

Author Bio

Sally Rooney is an Irish novelist. She is the author of CONVERSATIONS WITH FRIENDS; NORMAL PEOPLE; 

BEAUTIFUL WORLD, WHERE ARE YOU; and INTERMEZZO. She also contributed to the writing and production of 

the Hulu/BBC television adaptation of NORMAL PEOPLE.
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