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About the Book

Hugo Whittier-failed poet and former kept man-is a wily misanthrope with a taste for whiskey, women, and his own 

cooking. Afflicted with a rare disease that will be fatal unless he quits smoking, Hugo retreats to his once aristocratic 

family's dilapidated mansion, determined to smoke himself to death without forfeiting any of his pleasures. To his 

chagrin, the world that he has forsaken is not quite finished with him. First, his sanctimonious older brother moves in, 

closely followed by his estranged wife, their alleged daughter, and his gay uncle. Infuriated at the violation of his 

sanctum, Hugo devises hilariously perverse ploys to send the intruders packing. Yet the unexpected consequences of his 

schemes keep forcing him to reconsider, however fleetingly, the more wholesome ingredients of love, and life itself.

Discussion Guide

1. What exactly is Hugo's lament? What about people and life causes him such antipathy? Do fine food, cigarettes, and 

sex provide satisfaction or fulfillment for Hugo?

2. Hugo claims that he desires to be alone, but he often finds himself surrounded by people. Does he ever choose 

company instead of solitude, and what do these choices betray about Hugo's character?

3. Is there anything enticing or appealing about Hugo's character? Why do women find him attractive? Why does his 

family care about him? Does the reader come to care about him, too? If so, why? Does Hugo change his attitude with 

respect to his family by the end of his memoirs? Does Hugo really want to die, or might Hugo's carefully planned 

Christmas Eve suicide attempt be, ironically, a final attempt to connect to his family?

4. Over the course of Hugo's memoirs Christensen slowly reveals to the reader the cracks in his tough outer shell: his 

strong love for his father and his deep-seated resentment of his mother [pp. 69 and 268]. These feelings culminate in a 

tearful therapy session at the end of the book [p. 342]. Does the damage to Hugo's childhood psyche by the loss of his 
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father and the treatment he received from his crazy mother explain his behavior as an adult? Is the emotional revelation 

during Hugo's therapy session at the end of the novel satisfying or frustrating?

5. Is Hugo really a victim and not a malefactor? Is it true, as Hugo states, that he "never knowingly caused harm to 

another person" [p. 309]?

6. Hugo observes wryly, "Dennis and I are limited to well-built old American cars and ordinary women with pedestrian 

tastes, which seem to suit both of us equally well, one of the few things we have in common" [p. 44]. What is Dennis 

like, and do Hugo and Dennis have more in common than Hugo claims? Could Hugo's description of Dennis as a 

"narcissist" [p. 48] apply to Hugo as well?

7. How thoroughly does Christensen develop the secondary characters in the novel? How is the reader's perception of 

them affected by the fact that characters such as Sonia, Dennis, Marie, Stephanie, and Hugo's parents are presented only 

from Hugo's viewpoint in his notebooks? Are any of the other characters more or less sympathetic than Hugo?

8. Hugo tells Stephanie, "My wife left me because I both defied and bored her" [p. 59]. Is this an accurate explanation 

for Sonia and Hugo's separation? What is the nature of each of the marriages portrayed in the book? How would Hugo, 

Dennis, and Stephanie each describe their own marriages and marriage in general?

9. Hugo informs us, "I began to write; I disliked it very much and still do. However, it never seemed to be a matter of 

preference but absolute necessity" [p. 90]. Why does Hugo write? How has his failure as an author affected him?

10. What kind of inspiration does Hugo find in the writings and lives of M.F.K. Fisher and Montaigne? How are these 

two literary figures alike and how are they different? How does Christensen use other literary works [e.g., Anna 

Karenina, (pp. 32 and 298) and Hamlet (p. 252)], as metaphors in the novel?

11. Hugo describes himself and his feelings about his family home: "I, as a laissez-faire, elitist man of no people, am of 

the (minority) opinion that the ludicrously named Waverley and the equally ludicrous life-style it was meant to support 

have reached a necessary end. . . . In these rooms I feel the intolerable pressure of too many things, all the historical 

significance of a family whose names are, in the end, more important and memorable than any of the individual souls 

who bore them" [pp. 39-41]. What does the image of Waverley symbolize about American society? How does Hugo 

both personify Waverley and defy it? Is Hugo's distaste for his family heritage somehow hypocritical or, at least, 

disingenuous?

12. Hugo writes, "The beauty of human domestic existence is the control we exert over our surroundings. Nature is only 

attractive to me insofar as I can mow, cook, kill, or change its components to my liking. The tree outside my window is a 

microcosm of inhuman order" [p. 73]. What does the tree's resident, a bird Hugo names Erasmus after the medieval 

theologian, symbolize for Hugo? Is Hugo's obsessive-compulsive behavior regarding order evidence of deeper 

psychological problems?

13. A review of The Epicure's Lament in Publishers Weekly describes Hugo as an antihero. What is an antihero? Does 

Hugo fit this literary archetype? Christensen herself has described her novel as belonging to a genre she labels Loser Lit. 

She explains, "It is kind of like pornography --- you know what it is when you see it. For me, it has to do with failure, 

anger, a kind of desperate hilarity and arrogance. In Loser Lit, the hero has no odds to overcome. They are anti-pluck. 



They have been given everything at the beginning and they screw it up." (Review of The Epicure's Lament in 

TheJournalNews.com, February 22, 2004). How are the concepts of Loser Lit and the anti-hero similar or different?

14. Does the specter of September 11, 2001, referenced in several instances [pp. 19 and 83], impact the behavior of the 

characters in the novel or the mood of the novel in any way?

15. How are the Jewish characters (Shlomo, Tovah and Louisa) and the religion of Judaism ("the greatest religion in 

human history," p. 79, according to Hugo) portrayed in the novel?

16. Is Christensen, as a female writer, successful in creating a believable male voice in Hugo?
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