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Book Club Questions for  

The Dutch House by Ann Patchett 

 

1. What are your thoughts on the characters of Danny and Maeve? How did 

their relationship shape the story? 

 

2. Explore the dynamics between the siblings, stepmother Andrea, and their 

biological mother. How did these relationships evolve over the course of 

the story? 

 

3. What kind of person is Cyril Conroy? How have his specific actions, 

routines, and decisions influenced Maeve and Danny? Why was he 

“always more comfortable with his tenants than he was with the people in 

his office or...in his house”? What was it about buildings that he cherished 

so deeply? 

 

4. Explore the various roles Fluffy assumes within the Dutch House as they 

evolve. How does she impact Maeve and Danny overall? 

 

5. What led to Elna Conroy abandoning her children? In what ways could 

such a profound decision be justified or condemned? Why, as Maeve 

argues, are men who leave their families often judged less severely? 

 

6. How does the theme of family play out in the novel? In what ways do the 

characters' family backgrounds influence their actions and choices? 

 

7. The Dutch House itself is a central theme. How does the house symbolize 

different things for different characters? What does it represent to Danny 

and Maeve? 

 

8. The story is narrated by Danny. How does his perspective shape the 

reader's understanding of the events and characters? 

 

9. Later in life, while sitting outside the Dutch House, Danny realizes that 

“the feeling of home” he was experiencing was due not to the house but 

“wholly and gratefully” to his sister Maeve. What defines and determines 

a feeling of home? What role does a house play, if any? 

 

10. Why do Maeve and Danny react so differently to their mother’s return? 

 

11. What might it signify that when faced with an aged and enraged Andrea, 

Danny thinks he “had not been born with an imagination large enough to 

encompass this moment”? What role does imagination play in times of 

trauma or emotional difficulty? How is it related to compassion and 

empathy? When does imagination become unhealthy illusion? 
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12. After reuniting, Elna tells Maeve and Danny that when she left, she “knew 

[they] were going to be fine.” In what ways did they end up fine or not? 

 

13. The narrative spans several decades. How did the passage of time affect 

the characters and their relationships? Discuss specific instances where 

time played a significant role. 

 

14. How did the parenting styles of Cyril, Elna, and Andrea impact the lives of 

Danny and Maeve? Are there any parallels between the relationships of 

the parents and their children? 

 

15. What were the “original disappointments” that Celeste felt about Danny? 

Why did her relationship with Maeve start off well but turn acrimonious? 

 

16. Despite completing medical school, why is Danny strongly drawn to 

construction, buying, and selling of buildings? What does he mean when 

he says he is “at home on a building site”? 

 

17. What does it mean that Maeve and Danny “had made a fetish out of 

[their] misfortune, fallen in love with it”? What explains such a deep 

attachment to painful experiences and relationships? Why might Danny 

resist being “dislodged from [his] suffering”? 

 

18. Danny eventually realizes that “after years of living in response to the 

past, [he and Maeve] had somehow become miraculously unstuck.” What 

does this mean? How did it happen? What accounts for the “insatiable 

appetite for the past” shared by Maeve and Fluffy? How does one discern 

when connections to the past are healthy or restrictive? 

 

19. Finally, Danny realizes that “the rage [he] carried for [his] mother exhaled 

and died. There was no place for it anymore.” What does this mean? What 

are other ways to process such anger and emotional pain? 

 

20. Discuss the idea of parental expectations and how it influenced the 

characters' decisions, especially in terms of education, career, and 

relationships. 

 

21. Reflect on the choices made by the characters and the consequences they 

faced. How did these choices define their lives? Can you identify turning 

points for specific characters? 

 

22. Describe the relationship between Maeve and Danny. What accounts for 

the endurance and intensity of their mutual support and love? 
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23. What were the consequences of Elna Conroy leaving her husband and 

children? Was it preferable, as Maeve argues, to have spent some years 

with her and then lost her, or, as Danny experienced, to never have known 

her? What are the unique emotional challenges associated with each 

experience? 

 

24. What might be the significance of Maeve receiving a box of matches and 

instructions on how to light a fire from her mother on her eighth 

birthday? 

 

25. When discussing Maeve’s diabetes, Danny suggests that, “the body had all 

sorts of means to deal with what it couldn’t understand.” What does this 

mean? What is the connection between physical health and emotional 

stress or traumas? 

 

26. Are there moments in the story where forgiveness played a significant 

role? How did forgiveness (or lack thereof) affect the characters' 

development? 

 

27. Explore the symbolism of the Dutch House itself. What does it represent 

in terms of wealth, status, and emotional connection? 

 

28. Consider the significance of the butterscotch Lifesavers in the story. How 

does this small detail carry meaning throughout the novel? 

 

29. How did Ann Patchett's writing style contribute to your engagement with 

the story? Were there specific passages or descriptions that stood out to 

you? 

 

30. What are the intricate details of the Dutch House—its rooms, stairways, 

architectural specifics, furniture, windows, and doors? What emotions or 

characteristics are associated with each space or element? What is the 

overall impact of the house, and what might Danny imply when he says, 

“the house was the story” or that it was “impossible”? 

 

31. In what ways are Sandy and Jocelyn significant to the various Conroys? 

 

32. What are Maeve’s distinctive strengths and abilities? What are her 

priorities in life? What might explain her choice to remain in her 

undemanding job or not pursue a committed romantic relationship or 

family of her own? 

 

33. What societal, cultural, and familial influences might excuse Cyril and 

Danny from taking responsibility for the lives and challenges faced by the 

girls and women in the house? 
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34. What is the source of Andrea’s power? Why is she so determined to wield 

it against others, especially the women in the house? What does she desire 

and value? 

 

35. Analyze the significance of each portrait in the Dutch House. 

 

36. Why do Maeve and Danny clandestinely sit in a car outside the Dutch 

House multiple times over the years after their exile from it? 

 

37. What transformations are hinted at by May’s acquisition of the Dutch 

House? What might it signify that Danny accompanies her through the 

darkness to enter it? 

 

38. Reflect on the use of humor and irony in the novel. How did these 

elements enhance the storytelling? 

 

39. What are your overall thoughts on the book? Did it meet your 

expectations? Why or why not? 

 

40. Do you agree with the critical acclaim and awards received by "The Dutch 

House"? Why do you think this novel resonated with so many readers? 


