MARINER BOOKS

P
N HOUGHTON MIFFLIN COMPANY

A Reader’s Guide

PENELOPE FITZGERALD

PENELOPE FITZGERALD

blue

ﬂow&pm

ISBN 0-395-85997-2 « $12.00
240pp. 5 1/% 8 1/4
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sentence. . . the finest British
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——THE BLUE FLOWER ——

“A masterpiece. How does she do #2A. S. Byatt

Friedrich Leopold, Baron von Hardenberg (1772-1801), was born in
Oberwiederstadt, Germany, studied law, philosophy, and history, workec
as a government auditor at Weissenfels, and — under the pseudony
Novalis—became known as the “prophet of Romanticism.” Best known
for his Sacred Songd 799) andHymns to the NightL800), Novalis left
unfinished two prose narratives, the more important of wikieimrich

von Ofterdingengenters on a mystical young poet in search of a myste-
rious blue flower.

Penelope Fitzgerald has taken the facts of Novalis’s short life anc
fashioned a remarkable, poetic novel of irrational love, passionate
thought, and the transfiguration of the commonplate Blue Flower,
chosen nineteen times in England as the 1995 “Book of the Year,” als
presents an uncannily convincing view of landscape and life in late-eigh
teenth-century Saxony —its small towns, universities, estates, anc
people, from humble to noble.

In her inimitably magical way, Fitzgerald reconstructs Fritz von
Hardenberg’s formative years, from his childhood in a large family
through the death in 1797 of his beloved Sophie von Kiihn, as well as th
society that he sought to transform and transcend. It is Fritz's inexplica
ble, impetuous love for the plain, twelve-year-old Sophie, however, that
is both focus and fulcrum for this “quite astonishing. . . masterpiece.”
(New York Times Book Review)

THE BOOKSHOP

“A beautiful book, a perfect little gem>BBC “Kaleidoscope”

Penelope Fitzgerald's second novel, her first to be short-listed for England’
prestigious Booker Prize, is set in the small East Anglian town of
Hardborough in 1959. In this “island between sea and river,” Florence
Green — a middle-aged widow with “a kind heart” — decides to open a
bookshop in a long-unused, five-hundred-year-old property, the Old House

Florence does not anticipate the ruthless opposition of Violet
Gamart, who dreams of her own Hardborough Centre for Music and the
Arts in the Old House and will not countenance any contenders for cul
tural first lady. As the battle heats up, Florence must contend not only
with Violet Gamart and her cohorts, but with a poltergeist and forces of
nature as well. Florence’s own allies are few and oddly matched: the
eleven-year-old Christine Gipping; Mr. Raven, the wise marshman; anc
the reclusive local squire, Mr. Brundish.

Fitzgerald casts a cool, sympathetic eye on this small-town battle-
ground, on its often comically animated residents, and on one coura
geous woman’s quest for principled self-fulfilmefhe Bookshops, in
every way, “a marvelously piercing fictior(Times Literary Supplement)
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——PENELOPE FITZGERALD —=

Penelope RFzgerald pubished herifst novel, The Golden Child
in 1977,when she s sixty yas old and since then she has
pubished eight aditional norels to inceasing paise and pzes.
Three of thoe—The Bookshog1978),The Bginning of Sping
(1988),and The Gde of Angels (1990 —were shot-listed br
the Booler Pize. She vas avarded the Bookr Pize for
Offshoe (1979). She has also itten three bigraphies.
Fitzgerald is nav regarded as‘one of the inest and most enter
taining nwvelists witing in England todga” (The Obsever)

Prior to her cager as a neelist, Fitzgerald led a waried pio-
fessional lié. In adlition to rising thee dildren,she vorked as
a joumnalist, in the Ministy of Food a the BBC,and as a
teader These gpeliences,as vell as her @vels, provided a
wonderfully rich hawest of settings andhamctes from which
she laer crafted her emakable fictions.

Among her &iding themes @& the couage and detenina
tion of innocence in theate of sometimes mongtrs adersity,
the ilewards of couageous eccenitrity or credive efort, suwvival
in tems of ones ovn sense of selfand the sometimes §in
souces of both gand atievement and teible loss.

In addition to having perected a stylergced ly wit, keen
perception, and master of languge, Fitzgerald has witten a
selies of “dry, shrewd, sympdhetic and shasly economical
books [thd] are almost disputebly enjoyable.” (New York Times
Book Reiew)
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FOR DISCUSSION

We hope the dllowing questionstogether with “Fitzgerald on
Fitzgerald,” will stimulate a deper undestanding ofThe Blue
Flower andThe Bookshop

THE BLUE FLOWER

1. The Bue flower—die Haue Blune—has long been a symbol of
Romantic yaning. Wha is the meaningin the nael and in
Fritz's life, of the Bue flower, and of The Blue Flover, Fritz's
unfinished witing? Hov do Kaoline, Erasnmus, Sophie and the
Mandelsloh eact to the openindhepter of Fitz’'s Blue Flover?

2. How dosely does Kzgerald follow the fcts of Fiediich von
Hardenbeg's (Fitz's) life? Why does shedctus on the gars
prior to his becoming Nealis, the poet and man of lets® Hav
does she @sent him as aegius in the making? Is her @it
credide?

3. How can ve eplain Ritz's sudlen,irrational love for the plain,
twelve-yearold Sophie vn KihnWhat about the gl attracts
him so paverfully? Is Sophie aepositoly of Fritz’s Romantic
ideals and asmtions? Does he pject upon her his ven
thoughts beliefs,and telingsAVha is the signitance of his
insistence on Sophieesemiance td'‘Raphaels self-potrait &
the aje of twenty-five”?

4. Fritz goproades mining asnot a sciencebut an ar” Wha
does he meam®e thee conficts tha arse from Fitz's chosen
vocdion as a poet and hisork in the Dilectoete of Salt Mines?

5. In the frst chapter, Fitzgerald wites tha “Impatience transla-
ed into spiitual enegy, raced though all the wung
Hardenbegs” How are impdience and spitual enegy revealed
throughout the neel, in relaion to indvidual chamlactes and to
their timesVith what consequences?

6. The philosopheriEhte podaims:“We crede the verld not out
of our imajination, but out of our sense of dutye need the
world so tha we mgy hare the gedest possile number of
oppotunities to do our duty How impottant to Fzgerald's
chamactes is the conga of duty? Which chamactes most
embod a sense of duty?

7. In his report to the Feiher on Fitz's behasior a the stool &
Neudietendorfthe Pediger “explained tha Fritz pepetually
asled questionshut was unwilling to eceve ansvers” Is this
chamacterzation true of Fitz throughout the neel? If so,with
what consequence®if himself and othef?
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

The atist tha Fritz asks to paint Sophgpotrait sgs,“In every
creded thing . . thee is an iempt to commanicae. Ther is a
guestion being askl . . | could not hear her question and so |
could not paint. Why can Fitz hear Sophig’ questionbut the
painter cart? Hov does thiselae to Fitz's Blue Flover?

In theWeissenéls durchyard, Fritz comments to himselfT he
universg after all,is within us.The way leads invards, always
inwards” Wha does Ktz mean? Is this ideaviglent in other
chamactes’ thoughts or actions?

For all his stengths and accomplishmeritsifz exhibits speci
ic weaknessesfailures of £eling and undstanding and
instances of ignance How are theseavealed especial} in his
relationships with the wmen in his lié: his mother Sidonie
Karoline dust,Sophig and the Mandelsloh®re they as @ident
in his relaionships with men?

Wha does Fitz mean vhen he insists théwomen ae dildren
of naure” and“nature, in a senseis their at” and tha “We
[men] ae moally better than [\wmen] ae, but they can eath
perfection,we cant”? How does kzgerald represent the juxta
position of on the one handvomen, Nature, and peréction
and on the othermen,morality, and the pactical world?

Of Fritz's circle of fiends in &na Fitzgerald wiites:“T hey were
all intelligent, all revolutionaies, but since edt of them had a
different plan,none of it vould come to aything” How does
this judgment place thesda cicle within the wider milieu of
late-eighteenth-centyr Gemary and Euope?Wha are the
most impotant fedures of tha milieu, that Zeitgeist? Do the
“uncettainty and gpectang” tha “moved among the guestaf’
Fritz and Sophies enggement pay constitute an accae
desciption of a society on theevge of revolutionaly chang?

On Fitz's first visit to the home of Kisamtmann Coelestin
Just,he expeiiences dtransfguration” Wha other tansfgura
tions does hexpeiience and Wwa is their nqure? What is the
relaionship between these moments ofatrsfguration and
everyday life?

Fitzgerald tells Nwalis’s stoy in fifty-five biief chgpters, which
have been likened both to mements in a sotaand to a sers
of pictures.Which analgy seems ma fitting—a musical p&
tem of morement and counterovement or a gllery of potraits
and landsgaes?

As Sophie pproades deth & Griiningen, Fritz pleads with the
Mandelsloh to anser his questioriShould | sty hee?” The
Mandelsloh esponds;If y ou styed hee, you would not be
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wanted as aurse . .You would be vanted as a lidrWha are
the full implicaions of her st&mentand why does Fitz decide
to leave?

16. Near the end of the wel, Fritz writes in his jounal: “As things
are, we ae the enemies of theond, and breignes to this edh.
Our gasp of it is a pycess of esaingement. What does Fitz
suggest hee and hw do these sentimentslae to his avn life?

17. Fitzgerald wites tha Fritz had leaned as a bild a
Neudietendorf“Chance is one of the maasgtdions of Gods
will.” How does bance plg a signifcant ole in the ngel? Is it
a maniéstdion of Gods will?

18. After reading the openindhepter of The Blue Flaver to Sophie
and the Mandelslohtritz comments;If a story begins with
finding, it must end with seahing” Who is seahing, and br
wha, throughout the neel?

THE BOOKSHOP

1. Wha forces and motetions lead Flaence Geen to estalish
her bookshop in stican unpomising locéion as Hatlborough?
What forces and motgtions ae ranged ajainst her? Could she
have anticipsed effectively batled, and wercome thosedices?

2. The imaye of the hewn and the eel on thevel's first paje reg-
peas laer in the nwel. Hov does this imge rlde to
Fitzgerald’'s staement &out Floence Geen:“She Hinded her
self, in shot, by pretending ér a while tha human beings ar
not dvided into eteminaors and gteminaees,with the br-
mer, a ary given momentpredominding”? Are other imges
relaed to the theme déxtemminaors and gteminatees”?

3. Refering toViolet Gamat, Mr. Brundish distinguishes bea&n
force and pwer. Is the implicéion tha force cannot dislodg
Florence but pover can?Wha constitutesViolet Gamat's
power and vha forces does sheibg to bear on Flance? In
what ways does Flance ty to resist Ms. Gamar's paver?

4. Why do Mr. Raren and Mr Brundish admie and suppor
Florence however inefectually? Wha is the signitance of
these tw remaining epresenttives of the old ays being
unale to piotect Floence and themsads gainst the mauna
tions of the n& society?

5. Does Chistine Gipping embogd the \alues, atitudes, and
expectdions of Hadbooughs society? Is it mely tha, “Lik e
all the Hadborough dildren,she had leared to endw”? What
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are the ddhing feaures and consequences of heletionship
with Florence?

6. Of Milo North, Fitzgerald wiites: “Gentleness is not kindness.
His fluid pesonality tested and stole into theak places of oth
ers until it found it could settle den to its avn adrantage.”
Wha weak places in Flence and otherdoes Milo ihd to
exploit, and what advantaye does hean? Hav may we eplain
Florences misjudgment of Milo?

7. Florence is epededly descibed as’kind” and“courageous. Is
kindness her rgaest asset or I@lity? In wha ways does her
kindheatedness complement or undene her cowage?

8. Is Vladimir Nabokov's once contversial Lolita impotant in
this nosel bgyond its pble as a plot element? Waloes Floence
go aout deciding Wether to stdc the bookAVha does her
approad reveal concaming her stengths and eaknessess a
lover of books and as aisinessioman?

9. Does theifial image of Floence on the &in to London;with
her head beed in shamg ring true? Does shesél shamedr
heiself, for Hadbomough,or both?

=—=FITZGERALD ON FITZGERALD ===

On brevity:

“I do leave a lot out and tist the eader eally to be dle to undestand it.
[My books ae] about twice the length. . .lven thg’'re first finished but
| cut all of it out. It5 just an insult to fades] to eplain eerything”

On choosing a subject:

“You've decided gu're inteested in a subject or a et and then gu
go and ead &out it. . .And then yu look & pictures &out it and listen
to the ight music and. . it bajins to keconstitute itself

On her books as tragic comedies:

“[My books] are too sadeally to be comediedut not impotant enough
to be tegediesAnd I've ot. . . a ged feeling br people ko ae deta-
ed ly life. . . They're very decent sds, usualy, but it's really all rather
too nmuch for all of them.

On children:

“Introducing tildren into a neel is helpful because théntroduce a dif
ferent scale of mal judgment. 18 pobaly one tha they've leaned
from adultsput adults themseds dort stidk to it

“Writers & Compay” —Canadian Brvadcasting Cqoration Radio
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FOR FURTHER READING

Mariner Books with
available Reader’s Guides:

An Ameican RequiemGod My Father, and theWar that
Came Betwen Us James Caoll
ISBN 0-395-85993-X « $12.00

Dakota: A Spiitual Geayraphy « Kathleen Noris
ISBN 0-395-71091-X « $12.00

The Distance fsm the Hearrof Thingse Ashley Warlick
ISBN 0-395-86031-8 « $12.00

For adlitional copies of our ReadserGuides—
while supplies last—contacbyr Houghton Miflin
representéive, or call Houghton Miflin at (800) 225-3362.
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