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About the Book

Set against the exotic background of Cuba in 1938, The Wise Women of Havana is the deeply moving, lyrical, and yet 

earthy story of three remarkable women whose lives are suddenly intricately intertwined.

When Marguita, a beautiful and voluptuous young girl, marries Lorenzo, they find their dream home in a cozy apartment 

in Havana. But that dream is soon shattered. Lorenzo's once-wealthy parents, now in dire need of financial help because 

of the Great Depression, force the newlyweds to move into the family's crumbling mansion with them. Marguita is 

hardly settled with her in-laws when Lorenzo's older sister, the spinster Loló, behaves in a shocking way toward the 

young couple, seriously injuring Marguita's sense of honor and causing a dangerous rift between the two. In despair, 

Marguita flees to her mother, Dolores, a truly Wise woman, whose love, generosity, and resourcefulness provide the 

glue that promises to mend the break.

Discussion Guide

1. Why did José Bernardo set The Wise Women of Havana before the revolution? How does this affect the style of his 

writing? Is he nostalgic or critical or both?

2. Throughout the novel Bernardo places a lot of emphasis on the lush, tropical climate of Cuba. Does this influence the 

way his characters behave?

3. In the world of pre-revolutionary Cuba, what roles do men and women play? Are they truly unequal or just apparently 

so? If unequal, what accounts for their inequality? How does this affect the Latino family and society as a whole?
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4. Human sexuality is a strong undercurrent of The Wise Women of Havana and Bernardo treats it openly and 

passionately. How does this affect the novel, the characters, and the world Bernardo has created in his book?

5. Throughout the novel Bernardo makes reference to the unwritten behavioral code of Cuban society, where revenge is 

the only way to deal with personal affronts. Does he approve of this code or does he propose changes to it? And if so, 

what might those changes be?

6. Though the rivalry between Marguita and Loló is established from the outset of the novel, the character of Dolores is 

equally as important -- though in an understated way. What role does she play in the novel?

7. When Marguita decides to eliminate the desire of revenge from her heart, does she do it at the request of Dolores? 

Does Dolores act as the instrument of Marguita's transformation or does Marguita decide on her own to make changes in 

her life?

8. The character of Loló has an innate naiveté and innocence despite her outward behavior. When in their final encounter 

Loló decides to lie to the father of her child and tell him that she is not pregnant, why does she do it? Does she become a 

sacrificial victim to the behavioral codes she lives by? Or does she break away from that code and act wisely?

9. Are the women in the novel "wise" or do they become wise? And if so, is it because of their knowledge or because of 

their experiences?

10. Who is the Eunuch? And the Unicorn? What is the significance of the Second Moon?

11. What role do men play in a novel entitled The Wise Women of Havana?

12. The older priest tells the younger one that "Happiness is a way of praying." What does he mean by that?

Author Bio

José Raúl Bernardo is the author of two previous novels: Silent Wing, elected as one of the Best Works of Fiction in 

1998 by the Los Angeles Times Book Review, and The Secret of the Bulls, now available in seven languages. A 

renaissance man, José Raúl Bernardo is also a celebrated architect, poet, and a noted composer whose award-winning 

symphonic works have been heard all over the world. He now makes his home in the Catskill Mountains of New York.
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