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About the Book

With the publication of her first novel, The Heart isa Lonely Hunter, Carson McCullers, al of twenty-three, became a
literary sensation. With its profound sense of moral isolation and its compassionate glimpses into its characters' inner
lives, the novel is considered McCullers finest work, an enduring masterpiece first published by Houghton Mifflin in
1940. At its center is the deaf-mute John Singer, who becomes the confidant for various types of misfits in a Georgia
mill town during the 1930s. Each one yearns for escape from small town life. When Singer's mute companion goes
insane, Singer moves into the Kelly house, where Mick Kelly, the book's heroine (and loosely based on McCullers),
finds solace in her music. Wonderfully attuned to the spiritual isolation that underlies the human condition, and with a
deft sense for racia tensions in the South, McCullers spins a haunting, unforgettable story that gives voice to the
rejected, the forgotten, and the mistreated -- and, through Mick Kelly, gives voice to the qui€t, intensely personal search
for beauty. Richard Wright praised Carson McCullers for her ability "to rise above the pressures of her environment and
embrace white and black humanity in one sweep of apprehension and tenderness.” She writes "with a sweep and
certainty that are overwhelming," said the The New York Times. McCullers became an overnight literary sensation, but
her novel has endured, just as timely and powerful today as when it was first published. The Heart is a Lonely Hunter
is Carson McCullers at her most compassionate, endearing best.

Discussion Guide

1. Thettitle of the book comes from a poem by William Sharp, with the lines "But my heart is alonely hunter that hunts/
On alonely hill." What is the significance of the title? Is each character in the novel hunting the same thing, or is each in
search of something different? McCullers's original title for the book was The Mute. Why do you suppose the change

was made?

2. McCullers describes John Singer as "an emotional catalyst for all the other characters.” What does his presence inspire
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in others? Do you believe that he remains inert, as a catalyst by definition should, or is he himself affected by his
interactions with the others? Why or why not?

3. McCullers once described the central characters in the novel as "heroic, though ordinary.” How does each character
show elements of heroism? Is there a character you find more heroic than the rest?

4. In the book's first section, Biff's wife, Alice, quotes Mark 1:16718: "Come ye after me, and | will make you to become
fishers of men." How does this quote resonate throughout the novel? What role does spirituality play in the novel? Do
the characters strive for communion with a higher spiritual force or unifying principle, something greater than
themselves?

5. Music has great importance in the book, from Mick's aspirations to become a pianist to Willie's ever-present
harmonica. McCullers, who had once hoped to study music at Juilliard, even described the structure of the novel as a
three-part fugue, and explained, "Like a voice in a fugue, each one of the main characters is an entity in himself --- but
his personality takes on a new richness when contrasted and woven in with the other characters in the book." In what
other ways does this musicality assert itself in The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter? What does music symbolize in the

novel ? How, too, is silence used?

6. The novel has been widely praised for its ability to illustrate how social, economic, and racia factors serve to isolate
people from one another. In what way is each character isolated? What efforts does each make to overcome this
alienation? Are the efforts successful or ultimately futile?

7. John Singer dreams he is kneeling before Antonapoul os, who stands at the head of a set of stairs. Behind Singer kneel
the four other main characters. Mick, Biff, Jake, and Copeland. How does Singer's dream reflect the relationships among
the main characters? To what extent is Singer's love of Antonapoulos similar to the attention paid to Singer by Mick,
Biff, Jake, and Copeland? Are these characters capable of loving one another? Of receiving love? Are some characters
better emotionally equipped than others? Why or why not?

8. Mick Kelly is considered the most autobiographical character McCullers ever created. Mick's tomboyishness, her
musical aspirations, and her dream to escape small-town life parallel the author's own. When Mick realizes she cannot
afford a violin, she tries to build her own. What does the violin symbolize? What does this act tell you about Mick's
character? Do you have sympathy for her when she fails? Do you feel closer to Mick than you do to the other narrators?

9. Mick compartmentalizes her thoughts into what she calls an inner room and an outer room. Why does she do this? Do
other characters show this same type of duality? How does it manifest itself?

10. When Jake Blount finds a Bible passage written on a wall, he responds with his own message and then searches for
the person who wrote the original message. Why isit important to him to find that person?

11. Dr. Copeland has great dreams for his family and for his community, but he is unable to gain much support for his
ideas. Do you think Copeland's self-perception that he is a failure is valid? How many of his frustrations are a result of
racial bias in society? Why do you suppose his relationships with his children are fraught?

12. The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter has been praised for its sensitive and realistic portraya of racia tensions in the



Depression-era South. What relevance does the novel have today? How much has changed since the 1930s?

Author Bio

Carson McCullers (1917-1967) was the author of numerous works of fiction and nonfiction, including The Heart is a
Lonely Hunter, The Member of the Wedding, Reflections in a Golden Eye, and Clock Without Hands. Born in
Columbus, Georgia, on February 19, 1917, she became a promising pianist and enrolled in the Juilliard School of Music
in New York when she was seventeen, but lacking money for tuition, she never attended classes. Instead she studied
writing at Columbia University, which ultimately led to The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter, the novel that made her an
overnight literary sensation. On September 29, 1967, at age fifty, she died in Nyack, New Y ork, where sheis buried.
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