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BOOKCLUB-IN-A-BOX

Readers and Leaders Guide

Each Bookclub-in-a-Box guide is clearly and effectively organized to give you information and ideas for a lively discussion, as well as to present the major highlights of the novel. The format, with a Table of Contents, allows you to pick and choose the specific points you wish to talk about. It does not have to be used in any prescribed order. In fact, it is meant to support, not determine, your discussion.

You Choose What to Use.

You may find that some information is repeated in more than one section and may be cross-referenced so as to provide insight on the same idea from different angles.

The guide is formatted to give you extra space to make your own notes.

How to Begin

Relax and look forward to enjoying your book club.

With Bookclub-in-a-Box as your behind the scenes support, there is little for you to do in the way of preparation.

Some readers like to review the guide after reading the novel; some before. Either way, the guide is all you will need as a companion for your discussion. You may find that the guide’s interpretation, information, and background have sparked other ideas not included.

Having read the novel and armed with Bookclub-in-a-Box, you will be well prepared to lead or guide or listen to the discussion at hand.

Lastly, if you need some more “hands on” support, feel free to contact us.

What to Look For

Each Bookclub-in-a-Box guide is divided into easy-to-use sections, which include points on characters, themes, writing style and structure, literary or historical background, author information, and other pertinent features unique to the novel being discussed. These may vary slightly from guide to guide.

INTERPRETATION OF EACH NOVEL REFLECTS THE PERSPECTIVE OF THE BOOKCLUB-IN-A-BOX TEAM.

Do We Need to Agree?

THE ANSWER TO THIS QUESTION IS NO.

If we have sparked a discussion or a debate on certain points, then we are happy. We invite you to share your group’s alternative findings and experiences. You can contact us via our website (www.bookclubinabox.com), by email (info@bookclubinabox.com), or by phone (1-866-578-5571). We would love to hear from you.

Discussion Starters

There are as many ways to begin a book club discussion as there are members in your group. If you are an experienced group, you will already have your favorite ways to begin. If you are a newly formed group or a group looking for new ideas, here are some suggestions.


	Ask for people’s impressions of the novel. (This will give you some idea about which parts of the unit to focus on.)

	Identify a favorite or major character.

	Identify a favorite or major idea.

	Begin with a powerful or pertinent quote. (Not necessarily from the novel.)

	Discuss the historical information of the novel. (Not applicable to all novels.)

	If this author is familiar to the group, discuss the range of his/her work and where this novel stands in that range.

	Use the discussion topics and questions in the Bookclub-in-a-Box guide.



If you have further suggestions for discussion starters, be sure to share them with us and we will share them with others.

Above All, Enjoy Yourselves
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INTRODUCTION

Novel Quickline


LADIES-S-S-S-S AND GENTLEMEN-N-N-N-N-N! Twen-n-n-n-ty five minutes till the big show! Twen-nn-n-ty five minutes! More than enough time to avail yourselves of the amazing, the unbelievable, the m-a-a-a-a-a-rvelous wonders we have gathered from all four corners of the earth, and still find a good seat in the big top! Plenty of time to see the oddities, the freaks of nature, the spectacles! Ours is the most dazzling collection in the world, ladies and gentlemen! In the world, I tell you! (p.40)



Running away with the circus is probably one of the most enduring and romantic images in the world. However, the reality of circus life for the hundreds and thousands of people who joined the early circuses was very hard and painful. This is one of the things that Jacob Jankowski finds out firsthand when he becomes part of the Benzini Brothers Most Spectacular Show on Earth.

Before Jacob fell into circus life, he was quite well-off — he was in school getting his veterinary degree; he was poised to take over his father’s practice; he was falling in love with Catherine. Then tragedy strikes. His parents are killed in a car accident, and due to a series of Depression-related circumstances, Jacob’s world collapses.

Jacob learns that not only had his father mortgaged the family property to pay for his ivy league education, but his father also had no other income. He had been accepting payment from destitute farmers, in goods, rather than refusing to look after their sick animals. Jacob is left with nothing — no family, no home, no degree, no work. He is penniless. The only thing he can think to do is to run. By a twist of fate, he runs to the circus.

Because of his veterinary training, Jacob looks after the circus animals, but he does many other jobs as well. He maintains security, shovels out the animal stalls, feeds the tigers, and in addition, he looks after the health and welfare of all the animals. Despite the many hats he wears, Jacob has no specific status with the circus — he is not a performer, he is not a roustabout, nor is he an accredited veterinarian. He leaves school six days before his final exam. In fact, the details of his position in the circus are blurry, just like the fantastic facts of circus life itself. This is one of Gruen’s major thematic ideas.

As we enter the novel, we become aware that Jacob’s story parallels the story of the circus. Both are aging and changing. Just as the old-time circus has declined during the last century, so too has Jacob’s position in his very large family. He is not in the center ring any more. Both Jacob and the circus are about to be relegated to memory, but as Gruen emphasizes, neither should be disregarded.

She has created an enduring picture of both the man and the circus — one that we will not soon forget.

Key to the Novel

Blurring, Illusion


	The blurring of reality’s edges is in line with the concept of illusion in the circus and in aging. Gruen does a fabulous job of embedding a great many true details about each into her story and showing how they blend together. In both subjects, the circus and the elderly, the boundary lines are not always clear.

	For example, like Jacob’s job description, the details of the circus that Gruen shares are mostly anecdotal and hazy. She discovered that circus stories have become mythical in nature, repeated so often that they have been transformed into fact. They have not always been documented, but were told to her first, second, or third-hand, by circus people. Some stories of the circus are truly stranger than fiction, and larger than life.

	The circus offers illusion by giving people a glimpse of a life they will never lead — a place where magical trapeze and animal acts amaze, astonish, and mesmerize the audience, taking them out of their ordinary existences for a short time. (see Illusion, p.37)

	The blurring of ideas and details is very much in the picture for seniors as well. When we meet Jacob at the age of 90 or 93 (he’s not sure), he has been placed in a nursing home by his family. We watch and listen as certain incidents that occur in Jacob’s present time carry him back to the past. Although Jacob is fully aware of where he is, the edges of the past and present become slightly confused as he pulls in and out of each era.

	Gruen balances the theme of illusion in the novel against what is real, by juxtaposing the illusive reality of the circus act, with the sense of impression that becomes the everyday reality for some elderly people.

	After Jacob’s fight with McGuinty, Rosemary gently tells Jacob that McGuinty’s remembrance is probably based on what he wished he could have done as a boy. McGuinty has blended fact and fantasy, and really believes that what he says is true. It is interesting that Gruen presents McGuinty as a lawyer because the mythology that surrounds lawyers is often a mixture of fact and fantasy.



Look for other examples of blurring and illusion in the novel.

Author Information


	Gruen was born in 1970 in Vancouver, British Columbia, but was raised in London, Ontario. Animals, especially horses, have always been her passion, but her parents had other plans. They are both professional musicians and hoped that she would become a concert violinist. She even studied music at Carleton University (Ottawa), but switched partway through her studies to English, after which she was much happier.

	In 1999, she began a job in Chicago as a technical writer, composing computer-oriented instructions for “how-to” manuals. Fortunately, she was laid off and, although she had no formal training or experience, she decided to try her hand at writing fiction. She was married at the time and made a deal with her husband — two years or two books. If she was not successful, she would go back to finding another job.

	Of course, she succeeded. In 2004, she published Riding Lessons, followed by a sequel, Flying Changes. Water for Elephants is her third published book.

	Gruen’s fourth novel, Ape House, was released in 2010 and is a thoroughly researched story about bonobo apes who end up as the stars of a reality TV show. Bonobos are pygmy chimpanzees, who come from the rain forests in the Congo, and who are characterized by their black faces and black hair.

	Gruen is a dual U.S./Canadian citizen who presently lives in an environmental community called Prairie Crossing, just outside of Chicago. There she has her own menagerie: a husband, three sons, dogs, cats, horses, and a goat. The community consists of approximately 400 families who share an organic farm and have a charter school with environmental studies as the mainstay of the curriculum. They try to maintain a 60 percent efficiency rate in their homes.

	Just before starting her second novel, Gruen had read about a photographer who took pictures of train circuses during the 1920s and ‘30s. (see Photography Books, p.58) She was intrigued and started hunting around for other circus photos. She even took her family on a trip to the Ringling Circus Museum in Sarasota, Florida.

	What drove her curiosity was the unique culture of train circuses and she quickly learned that they were a world unto themselves with their own vocabulary, traditions, and even laws.

	Gruen donates a portion of the proceeds from her books to animal charities. She is a writer who lives by her philosophy of life and she very subtly encourages her readers to do the same.

	The movie rights for this novel were optioned by Andrew R. Tennenbaum, who co-produced the “Bourne” spy movies. The film version, starring Reese Witherspoon and Twilight’s Robert Pattinson, was released in theatres in April 2011.



Background Information

The Depression


	There is probably not much about the Great Depression that we don’t already know, but the tragedy of that time keeps replaying itself in many novels and films. Gruen vividly creates an accurate portrait of how this global devastation affected people. Within three years of the stock market collapse in 1929, approximately 25 percent of Americans were unemployed and homeless. Hundreds of thousands of people (mostly men) were crossing the country, hoping to get a job — and the circus was one of the few possibilities. Men jumped the trains to head out looking for work.

	When Gruen researched these itinerant men, they appeared in the photos to be middle-aged, wearing grubby, torn clothing, and shoes with holes. Sadly, Gruen learned that nearly 80 percent of them were under 21 years of age.

	There are endless stories of sadness and despair about these men and the conditions they experienced, including the devastating Jamaica Ginger Paralysis. (see Jamaica Ginger Paralysis, p.59)

	Gruen has successfully juxtaposed the nation’s tragedy with Jacob’s personal tragedy, starting with the death of his parents.



The Circus


	The circus came to America in 1793 from England, but didn’t become popular until the 19th and 20th centuries. By the turn of the 20th century, there were over 100 travelling circuses. Two of the major ones belonged to P.T. Barnum (who was famous for introducing the sideshow) and to the Ringling Brothers, who were the kings of The Greatest Show on Earth, a name they gave to their performance company.

	There were two types of circuses roaming the country: the first is modeled in the book by the Benzini Brothers operation — a circus with its own personalized culture, language, and laws. The second, like the organizations run by the Ringlings, and by Barnum and Bailey, offered good family values and honest entertainment. There was no profanity allowed and especially no short-changing of the customers.

	Philip Astley became the father of the modern circus in England in 1768, when he established the circle as the accepted shape of the performance space. He created the slapstick clown act and he integrated music and an element of danger into the comedy and acrobatic routines. People loved the circus because it was where they had their first up-close experience of mass entertainment and exotic animals, and, in addition, they might even see some new exciting inventions.

	Then there was more. Barnum, originally a museum owner, collaborated with Bailey to create a new show platform. By including the kinds of human oddities that his museum displays always featured, he developed the circus sideshow. Barnum also initiated rail travel as the common means of transporting the circus.

	Jacob’s first impression of his circus is a mixture of energized excitement, sights, sounds, and smells.




The sideshow is on the midway, which teems with activity. On one side, a group of black men struggles to put up the sideshow banners. On the other, there’s clinking and shouting as white-jacketed white men set up glass after glass of lemonade, forming pyramids of full glasses on the counters of their red and white striped concession stands. The air is filled with the scents of corn popping, peanuts roasting, and the tangy undertone of animal. (p.37, 38)



Elephants


	What would the circus be without the elephants? They are popular with the spectators because of the natural contrast of their size and their character. They are physically large and strong, and therefore, are potentially threatening. At the same time, their personalities give out an air of gentleness and intelligence. They are loved for their loyalty and playful affection. Gruen’s book is dedicated to every child’s favorite elephant, Horton, a creation of Theodor Seuss Geisel, better known as Dr. Seuss.

	The elephant has been a popular symbol in many eastern cultures for hundreds of years. They were used to carry royalty because of their elegance and intelligence. Their images were used in headdresses to indicate wisdom and strength. Elephants are also a good luck symbol. Because they live for so long (up to 70 years), they are seen as a symbolic victory over death.

	Elephants are noted for their long and accurate memories. They will respond to human behavior as it is given to them — kindness is returned with kindness (witness Rosie with Marlena and Jacob), as opposed to violence, which is met by violence (consider Rosie’s reaction to August). Unfortunately, many elephants have been abused by their trainers, and an elephant never forgets!

	In 1928, an elephant murdered his trainer three years after the trainer left him for a woman. The elephant was sentenced to death by firing squad. It took 170 bullets to bring him down.

	Other elephants who injured or killed their handlers were sometimes executed by public electrocution. This was courtesy of the work of Thomas Edison, who debated the virtues of the different frequencies of electric current and demonstrated them in this devastating way. (see Thomas Edison, p.61)

	The elephant, Rosie, capable of displaying very human-like thought processes, is juxtaposed in the novel to August, who at times seems closer to our definition of a wild animal. This is another example of a boundary or concept that is obscured or softened. (see Blurring, p.9)

	Carrying water for elephants is a dream-like goal for young people looking to make a connection with the circus. Even Al had made fun of Jacob at their first meeting by assuming that Jacob was there because he wanted to fetch water for them. In addition to the myth of lugging water for these majestic creatures, a major obstacle was that the Benzini Brothers didn’t yet have an elephant. (see Elephant Facts, p.60)

	Because the elderly Jacob knows so much about elephants, it is not surprising that he becomes distraught over McGuinty’s claim that he carried water for the elephants when he was a boy. In truth, when McGuinty tells his story, he is living out every young boy’s fantasy about the circus.

	Ironically, McGuinty reminds Jacob of Rosie because he has big floppy ears.






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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