
Your bookmark and things to
consider as you read

The Namesake

1. The Namesake explores things we
inherit from our parents, including our
names: their meaning, why we have
them, who gave them to us. What are
the similarities and differences in nam-
ing practices in Bengali and American
cultures? Other cultures?

2. How do Gogol’s “good” public name
and private pet name color the way he
views his world, how he defines himself,
and how he shapes his life? Why is it
important for him to accept his name?

3. In what ways are Ganguli family
members forced to separate themselves
from their homeland? How does Gogol,
over the years, try to separate himself
from his parents and their heritage?

4. Ashima compares being a foreigner to
a perpetual pregnancy where one feels
out of sorts and elicits curiosity from
strangers: “It is an ongoing responsibil-
ity; a parenthesis in what had once been
ordinary life, only to discover that the
previous life has vanished, replaced by
something more complicated and
demanding” (page 49*). What do you
think of Ashima’s view of being a
foreigner?

5. On page 78*, Gogol’s father quotes
Dostoyevsky by saying “We all came
out of Gogol’s overcoat.” What did
Dostoyevsky mean, and why does
Ashoke quote him?

Monday, Oct. 6
Barnes & Noble, 15 Backus Avenue, Danbury, 7 to 8 p.m.
Discussion Leader: Mark Hasskarl, Director, Danbury Library

Tuesday, Oct. 7
Danbury Library*, 6:30 to 7:30 p.m.
Discussion Leader: Mary Monahan, Reference Librarian, Danbury Library

Tuesday, Oct. 14
Danbury Library*, 6:30 to 7:30 p.m.
Discussion Leader: Andrea Randhahn, Reference Librarian,
C.H. Booth Library (Newtown)

Friday, Oct. 17
Elmwood Hall Senior Center, 10 Elmwood Place (off Main Street),
Danbury, 10 to 11 a.m.
Discussion Leader: Mary Monahan, Reference Librarian,
Danbury Library

Tuesday, Oct. 21
Danbury Library*, 6:30 to 7:30 p.m.
Discussion Leader: John O’Donnell, Reference Librarian, Danbury Library

Thursday, Oct. 23
Borders Books & Music, 110 Federal Road, Danbury, 7 to 8 p.m.
Discussion Leader: John O’Donnell, Reference Librarian, Danbury Library

Monday, Oct. 27
Danbury Library*, “The Learning Exchange” program, 11 a.m. to noon
Discussion Leader: John O’Donnell, Reference Librarian, Danbury Library

Tuesday, Oct. 28
Danbury Library*, 6:30 to 7:30 p.m.
Discussion Leader: Mark Hasskarl, Director, Danbury Library

Community Book Discussions
All book discussions are free and open to the public.
Copies of The Namesake can be borrowed from the Danbury Library or purchased at Barnes & Noble and Borders Books & Music.

*Danbury Library is located at 170 Main Street, on the corner of West Street and Main Street.
For information, call (203) 797-4527.

Upcoming Events
All events are free and open to the public, unless otherwise noted. For directions and contact information, visit the
One Book, One Community Web site at www.onebookdanbury.org.

Wednesday, Oct. 1
Film Screening & Discussion:
The World of Apu

WestConn Student Center Theater, Midtown
Campus � 7 to 9:30 p.m. (film 103 min.) �

Discussion Leader: Mark Hasskarl, Danbury
Library Director

With realism and lyricism, the final movie in Satyajit
Ray’s internationally acclaimed “Apu Trilogy”
concludes the story of Apu. Forced to abandon
his education, Apu’s prospects look bleak until fate
intervenes in the form of an insane bridegroom. To
save the abandoned bride from disgrace, Apu marries
her, beginning a new life as a husband and father.

Thursday, Oct. 16
Madhur Jaffrey,
author of Climbing
the Mango Trees:
A Memoir of a
Childhood in India
Danbury High
School Auditorium,
7 to 9 p.m.

A 60-minute presentation, followed by a
Q & A with the audience and ending with a
book signing.

Saturday, Oct. 18
Kathak Classical Indian Dance with Rachna
Ramya Agrawal � Broadview Middle School

Auditorium � 2 to 2:45 p.m.

Wednesday, Oct. 29
Film Screening & Discussion:

The Namesake

WestConn Ives
Concert Hall,
Midtown Campus,
7:30 to 10 p.m.
(film 114 min.) �

Discussion Leader:
Mark Hasskarl,
Danbury Library
Director

Wednesday, Nov. 5
Meet the Author:
Jhumpa Lahiri,
author of The
Namesake;
WestConn Ives
Concert Hall,

Midtown Campus,
6:30 to 8 p.m.

Danbury Library, Danbury Public Schools and Western Connecticut State University invite
you to participate in “One Book, One Community,” a program designed to promote reading,
encourage conversation and build community.

This year’s book is Jhumpa Lahiri’s best-selling novel, The Namesake, a finely wrought,
deeply moving story of Indian immigrants. Danburians and WestConn students will quickly
identify with its characters, as our city and university are places rich in ethnic and cultural
diversity. Throughout history, our nation and cities have welcomed immigrants, all of whom
share the goal of creating better lives for themselves and their children.

One Danbury resident who immigrated from Brazil said that reading The Namesake made
her realize that her experiences were not unique to her. Similar feelings have been shared by
all immigrants to the United States, past and present, regardless of their country of origin.

Pick up a copy of The Namesake, join a book discussion or host one of your own. Share
your thoughts about the book with other community and university members and take
advantage of the many opportunities this forum will provide to discover new people and
new worlds. Events run from Oct. 1 through Nov. 5, with a WCSU President’s Lecture Series
event featuring The Namesake director Mira Nair on March 31, 2009. All events and book
discussions are listed on our online calendar at www.onebookdanbury.org.

We hope to see you!

WhyThe Namesake?

Saturday, Oct. 4
Lecture on Indian Cuisine
through the Ages by
Suvir Saran, co-owner
and executive chef of Dévi
Restaurant in New York
City � Danbury Library,
1 to 2:30 p.m.

Learn about the influences
of Indian cuisine taken from
around the globe, plus the
roles religious plurality,
castes, nobility and gender
play in the Indian kitchen.

Sunday, Oct. 5
Bus trip to Dévi Restaurant in New York City;
Bus leaves at 9 a.m., returns to Danbury at
approximately 5 p.m. � $65 � Call the library
at 796-8061 for ticket information.

Featuring a three-course
traditional Indian celebratory
meal and discussion of
“The Role of Spices in Indian
Cuisine” by Suvir Saran

� Folklore and tales
surrounding use of spices

� Health benefits of spices
� Flavor notes and nuances
of using spices

Wednesday, Oct. 15
Film Screening & Discussion: Chak De! India
WestConn Student Center Theater, Midtown
Campus � 7 to 10 p.m. (film 152 min.) �

Discussion Leader: Mark Hasskarl, Danbury
Library Director

This rousing, award-winning Bollywood sports
film follows a fictional Indian women’s field
hockey team from its beginnings as a rag-tag
group of 16 young women to a cohesive unit
that makes it to the Hockey World
Cup in Australia.

Jhumpa Lahiri received the Pulitzer Prize in 2000 for Interpreter of Maladies, her debut story
collection that explores issues of love and identity among immigrants and cultural transplants. With
a compelling, universal fluency, Lahiri portrays the practical and emotional adversities of her diverse
characters in elegant and direct prose. Whether describing hardships of a lonely Indian wife adapt-
ing to life in the United States or illuminating the secret pain of a young couple as they discuss their
betrayals during a series of electrical blackouts, Lahiri’s bittersweet stories avoid sentimentality
without abandoning compassion.

Lahiri’s novel, The Namesake, was published in the fall of 2003 to great critical acclaim. The book
expands on Lahiri’s themes, which include the perplexities of the immigrant experience and the
search for identity. The narrative follows the Gangulis, an Indian couple united in an arranged mar-
riage, as they build their lives together in America. Unlike her husband, Mrs. Ganguli defies assimi-
lation, while their son, Gogol, burdened with the seemingly absurd name of the long-dead Russian
writer, awkwardly struggles to define himself. A film version of The Namesake, directed by Mira Nair,
was released in 2007.

Lahiri’s most recent collection of stories, Unaccustomed Earth, received the prestigious Frank
O’Connor International Short Story Award in 2008.

Born in London, Lahiri moved with her Bengali parents to Rhode Island when she was a child.
Although the family has lived in the United States for more than 30 years, Lahiri observes that her
parents retain “a sense of emotional exile” from their homeland. Lahiri herself grew up with “con-
flicting expectations…to be Indian by Indians and American by Americans.” The author’s ability to
convey the oldest cultural conflicts in the most immediate fashion and to achieve the voices of many
different characters are among the qualities that have captured the attention of an international
audience.

In addition to the Pulitzer Prize, Lahiri has won the PEN/Hemingway Award, the O. Henry Prize and
the Addison Metcalf Award from the American Academy of Arts and Letters, among others. Lahiri
was granted a Guggenheim Fellowship in 2002 and received a National Endowment for the Arts
Fellowship in 2006.

Saturday, Oct. 25
Diwali celebration
WestConn Berkshire Hall
Gymnasium, Midtown
Campus � 1 to 4 p.m.

Diwali, the Indian Festival
of Lights, is one of the most
anticipated celebrations of
India. The India Association
of Greater Danbury presents
an afternoon of traditional
Indian music, dance, a mock
Hindu wedding, fashions,
arts and crafts, and food for
the whole family.

Aboutthe
Director

Mira Nair is one of the most formidable directors working in film today. Raised in India, schooled at
both Delhi and Harvard universities, she now lives with her husband and son in New York.

Her first feature film, Oscar-nominated Salaam Bombay!, won 25 international awards, including two at
the Cannes International Film Festival for “Best First Feature” and “Most Popular” entry.

Her critically acclaimed and commercially successful films include Mississippi Masala, an interracial
love story starring Denzel Washington; Monsoon Wedding, described by Roger Ebert as “a joyous film
that leaps over national boundaries and celebrates universal human nature; Hysterical Blindness, winner
of three Emmy Awards; and William Thackeray’s classic, Vanity Fair, starring Reese Witherspoon. Nair
uses her natural grasp of identity conflict to create films that have been called “fun, rueful and sexy” by
Entertainment Weekly.

Each of her movies deals with issues of race, class, gender, inter-generational strife, cultural appropria-
tion and displacement. Of The Namesake, Nair says the tale “…encompasses the millions who have left
one home for another, who have known what it means to combine the old ways with the new world.”
Joe Morgenstern, film critic of the Wall Street Journal, describes it as “a saga of the immigrant experi-
ence that captures the snap, crackle and pop of American life, along with the pounding pulse, emotional
reticence, volcanic colors and cherished rituals of Indian culture.”

Along with David Hockney and Mario Vargas Llosa, Nair is a mentor at the Rolex Protégé Arts Initiative,
and her company, Mirabai Films, recently established Maisha, in support of screenwriters and directors
in East Africa and South Asia.

*Refers to 2003 Mariner Book
paperback edition.
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Aboutthe
Author



6. How does the inscription in Gogol’s
book from his father, “The man who
gave you his name from the man who
gave you your name,” reflect one of
the book’s main themes?

7. In what ways does the train wreck
Ashoke Ganguli experiences in early
adulthood influence his life? How does
this situation work as a metaphor in
the story?

8. There are many vivid food scenes
throughout The Namesake, beginning
with a scene of Ashima combining
Rice Krispies, peanuts, and red onion
in a bowl to approximate an Indian
snack she craves. Later, Gogol has his
first solid food in a rice ceremony (an-
naprasan). In what ways do the
descriptions of food and its prepara-
tion enhance the story and our under-
standing of characters?

9. Think about Gogol’s relationships
with the women in his life: Ashima,
Sonia, Maxine, and Moushumi. How
does each relationship reflect the
changes in him as he becomes a
young man?

10. Lahiri wrote The Namesake in the
present tense. How does this choice
shape the story and the reader’s
relationship to it?

Discussion questions provided by the
Washington Center for the Book at The
Seattle Public Library.

Regarded by many as the world authority on Indian food, Madhur Jaffrey is an award-winning
actress and best-selling cookbook author. Her classic first book, An Invitation to Indian Cooking,
was published by Knopf in 1973, and since then she has published 14 more books. She has
hosted several television series, including Madhur Jaffrey’s Indian Cookery for BBC television in
1982, and Madhur Jaffrey’s Flavours of India in 1995. She has appeared in more than 20 films,
including Merchant Ivory’s Heat and Dust.

Jaffrey won James Beard Awards in 1982, 1994, 2000, 2002 and 2004. She lives in New
York City.

Climbing the Mango Trees: A Memoir of a Childhood in India describes Jaffrey’s youth when she
climbed the mango trees in her grandparents’ orchard in Delhi and picnicked in the Himalayan
foothills on meatballs stuffed with raisins and mint, tucked into freshly baked spiced pooris. Her
book also recounts events surrounding India’s independence and the difficult partition, which
created the formation of Pakistan and the religious and political conflicts that followed.

This memoir is both an appealing account of an unusual childhood and a testament to the power of
food to prompt memory, vividly bringing to life a lost time and place. Her book includes recipes for
more than 30 delicious dishes recovered from her childhood.

The “One Book, One Community” program encourages the Danbury and Western
Connecticut State University communities to read the same book during the
summer and fall of 2008, then come together to discuss the text in venues
throughout the city and university.

Although many communities across America sponsor similar programs, ours is
one of the few where a city public library, a school system and a university have
formed a partnership for this initiative. Our hope is that many individuals, from all
walks of life, will unite in discussion of this one book, making us one community.

Visit our Web site at www.onebookdanbury.org

Our Mission

Event Sponsors Media Sponsors

Supporters

Barnes & Noble � Borders Books & Music � CityCenter Danbury � Greater Danbury Chamber of Commerce � India Association of Greater Danbury
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Thursday, Oct. 16, 2008

Danbury High School Auditorium, 7 p.m.
Author Madhur Jaffrey

Danbury Library,
Danbury Public Schools
Western Connecticut State University

Event
Program
Guide
2008

Danbury Library, Danbury Public Schools & Western Connecticut State University

Sponsors and Supporters

Renowned film director, writer and producer Mira Nair began her career making
documentaries on the streets of Delhi before turning to feature films such as Salaam
Bombay!,Mississippi Masala,Monsoon Wedding and Vanity Fair. The Namesake, adapted
from the Pulitzer prize-winning novel by Jhumpa Lahiri, was released in 2007.

She is currently filming Amelia, starring Hilary Swank, about Amelia Earhart, and is in
pre-production for the film Shantaram, starring Johnny Depp.

Nair will discuss the craft of filmmaking, as well as issues explored in her films, including
the tug of competing worlds felt by millions of immigrants and ways to bridge the gap
between cultures. Through clips from her films and personal anecdotes, Nair will explain
how film can challenge racial and gender stereotypes and generational assumptions.

Tuesday, March 31, 2009
Western Connecticut State University
President’s Lecture

An Evening with Mira Nair, director
Ives Concert Hall, Midtown Campus, 7:30 p.m.

www.onebookdanbury.org


