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About the Book

The young Mary Cassatt never thought moving to Paris after the Civil War to be an artist was going to be easy, but 

when, after a decade of work, her submission to the Paris Salon is rejected, Mary?s fierce determination wavers. Her 

father is begging her to return to Philadelphia to find a husband before it is too late, her sister Lydia is falling 

mysteriously ill, and worse, Mary is beginning to doubt herself. Then one evening a friend introduces her to Edgar 

Degas and her life changes forever. Years later she will learn that he had begged for the introduction, but in that moment 

their meeting seems a miracle. So begins the defining period of her life and the most tempestuous of relationships.

In I ALWAYS LOVED YOU, Robin Oliveira brilliantly recreates the irresistible world of Belle Époque Paris, writing 

with grace and uncommon insight into the passion and foibles of the human heart.

Discussion Guide

1. In Robin Oliveira?s novel, it?s clear that Mary Cassatt and Edward Degas genuinely loved each other. Might they 

have found happiness in marriage? Would their art have been diminished or elevated by the relationship?

2. It seems extraordinary that one organization, the École des Beaux Arts, once held such power in determining what 

was considered ?good? art. Yet in our own era, an exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art will attract more reviews and 

attendees than any show in an independent gallery. Does this kind of official validation ultimately have a positive or 

negative effect on art, literature, music and other creative commodities?

3. After she meets Degas, Cassatt thinks, ?People were always asking artists that inane question. Don?t ask me how I do 

what I do?But hadn?t she asked Degas the same thing in his studio?? (p. 112) Why are we drawn to understand other 

people?s creative processes?
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4. Mary Cassatt?s father, Robert, is indifferent to the needs of anyone beside himself. To what extent did his attitude 

toward the women in his family influence Mary?s attitudes toward marriage and her relationship with Degas?

5. While Mary Cassatt is still struggling to make her name, her father asks her, ?What is the purpose of any endeavor if 

not to make money? And how does an artist tell whether or not he is successful?? (p. 130) How would you answer his 

questions?

6. As depicted in Oliveira?s novel, many legendary artists --- not to mention the writers Émile Zola and Stéphane 

Mallarmé --- were part of the same circle. How did their association help them achieve success? Do you think all of 

them would have achieved fame independently?

7. Degas treated his ?rat,? Marie, quite cruelly while she modeled for his wax sculpture of a ballet dancer. Does great art 

justify the collateral damage of its creation?

8. The novel intimates that Édouard Manet married his father?s mistress and that Berthe Morisot married Édouard?s 

brother, Eugène. Do you empathize with their decisions?

9. So many of Cassatt?s later paintings capture the love between mother and child. Yet she herself was childless. Do you 

think she could really understand this particular form of love? Why or why not? If you were a woman living in an era 

when childbirth put your health --- and often your life --- at risk, do you think you would have been willing to take that 

chance?

10. Manet died at the height of his powers, whereas Degas lived for years unable to create. In your opinion, which artist 

suffered the worse fate?

11. To whom does the novel?s title, I ALWAYS LOVED YOU, refer?

Author Bio

Robin Oliveira is the New York Times bestselling author of MY NAME IS MARY SUTTER, I ALWAYS LOVED 

YOU, WINTER SISTERS and A WILD AND HEAVENLY PLACE. She holds a BA in Russian and studied at the 

Pushkin Language Institute in Moscow. She received an MFA in writing from Vermont College of Fine Arts and is a 

former registered nurse, specializing in critical care. She lives near Seattle, Washington.

Critical Praise

?In smart and supple prose?Oliveira?s lively work illuminates these ambitious artists and rings true in the way the best 

fiction can.?
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