Commonwealth
by Ann Patchett

About the Book
The acclaimed, bestselling author --- winner of the PEN/Faulkner Award and the Orange Prize --- tells the enthralling
story of how an unexpected romantic encounter irrevocably changes two families' lives.
One Sunday afternoon in Southern California, Bert Cousins shows up at Franny Keating's christening party uninvited.
Before evening falls, he has kissed Franny's mother, Beverly --- thus setting in motion the dissolution of their marriages
and the joining of two families.
Spanning five decades, COMMONWEALTH explores how this chance encounter reverberates through the lives of the
four parents and six children involved. Spending summers together in Virginia, the Keating and Cousins children forge a
lasting bond that is based on a shared disillusionment with their parents and the strange and genuine affection that grows
up between them.

Discussion Guide
1. How is each child --- Cal, Caroline, Holly, Jeanette, Franny and Albie --- affected by the divorce and neglect that
results?
2. What does it mean to become a family again in the wake of divorce?How does each child grow to respond to the
family difficulties?
3. In what ways are the siblings good for and to each other?

4. Bert believes that his divorce, all the difficulties for the children, and his marriage to Beverly were inevitable. “We’re
magic,” he says to her. In what ways might this be true? To what extent does romantic love justify their decision?
5. What influence did the time periods, especially the ’60s and ’70s, have on the behavior and decisions of the
characters?
6. What’s added to the novel by the presence of Lomer, Fix’s first partner on the police force?
7. How does the ageing of the four parents --- Beverly, Fix, Teresa and Bert --- affect their feelings and behavior
regarding each other and the children?
8. Franny falls for Leon Posen because of “the brightness in him.” What might this mean? Why do you think Franny and
Leo were willing to overlook their age difference?
9. As adults, Jeanette suggests to Albie, perhaps in jest, that they create a family therapy plan for Holly and their mother.
What does it take to repair and rebuild family relationships after so much division and tragedy?

10. What do the various literary allusions (DAVID COPPERFIELD, THE RETURN OF THE NATIVE, The English
Patient, T. S. Eliot’s “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”) bring to the novel?
11. After writing his novel based on the life stories of the siblings, Leon Posen says “it’s my book,” while Albie asks,
“how did he end up with my life?” What are the ethical and legal issues of the situation? Should there be regulations for
writing about others without their consent?
12. Fix believes, “There’s no protecting anyone…keeping people safe…is a story.” To what extent is this true? Why
does he believe this?
13. Holly chooses meditation over medication as a way of dealing with her suffering and stress. In what ways is this a
healthy response to her life? What of her mother’s question of whether it’s “a real life”?
14. Among other things, Holly is attempting to find inner peace. To what extent does childhood experience determine
who we become? How can an unsatisfying or unhealthy self be transformed?
15. Beverly admits late in her life that “other people’s children are too hard.” What does she mean? In what ways is this
true or not?
16. Discussing their difficult past, Holly says to Teresa, “you got through it.” What’s the value of this? In what ways
does each character go beyond this to remake his or her life?
17. Bert and Beverly’s kiss sets everything in motion for a lot of people who had no choice in the matter. How does that
single decision shape everyone else’s life?

Author Bio
Ann Patchett is the author of seven novels: THE PATRON SAINT OF LIARS, TAFT, THE MAGICIAN'S
ASSISTANT, BEL CANTO, RUN, STATE OF WONDER and COMMONWEALTH. She was the editor of BEST
AMERICAN SHORT STORIES 2006 and has written three books of nonfiction --- TRUTH & BEAUTY, about her
friendship with the writer Lucy Grealy; WHAT NOW? an expansion of her graduation address at Sarah Lawrence
College; and THIS IS THE STORY OF A HAPPY MARRIAGE, a collection of essays examining the theme of
commitment.
A graduate of Sarah Lawrence College and the Iowa Writer’s Workshop, Patchett has been the recipient of numerous
awards and fellowships, including England’s Orange Prize, the PEN/Faulkner Award, the Harold D. Vursell Memorial
Award from the American Academy of Arts and Letters, the Book Sense Book of the Year, a Guggenheim Fellowship,
The Chicago Tribune’s Heartland Prize, The Governor’s Award for Excellence in the Arts, the American Bookseller’s
Association’s Most Engaging Author Award, and the Women’s National Book Association’s Award. Her books have
been both New York Times Notable Books and New York Times bestsellers. Her work has been translated into more than
30 languages.
In November 2011, she opened Parnassus Books in Nashville, Tennessee, with her business partner Karen Hayes. She
has since become a spokesperson for independent booksellers, championing books and bookstores on NPR, "The Colbert
Report" (including the series finale), Oprah's "Super Soul Sunday," "The Martha Stewart Show" and "The CBS Early
Show," among many others. Along with James Patterson, she was the honorary chair of World Book Night. In 2012 she
was named by Time magazine as one of the 100 Most Influential People in the World.
Ann Patchett lives in Nashville with her husband, Karl VanDevender, and their dog, Sparky.

Commonwealth

Publication Date: May 2, 2017

by Ann Patchett

Genres: Fiction
Paperback: 336 pages
Publisher: Harper Perennial
ISBN-10: 0062491830
ISBN-13: 9780062491831

