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Introduction to The Bride of Catastrophe
The Bride of Catastrophe, the debut novel by acclaimed short story writer Heidi Jon Schmidt, is the
hilarious, touching and fearlessly intelligent tale of a rebellious young woman's search for identity.
Born on a farm in the 1950s, Beatrice Wolfe is the eldest daughter of emotionally reckless parents.
Determined to avoid repeating her mother and father's disastrous relationship, Beatrice romances a
series of vastly different women and men - the cold, cerebral Phillipa; the maddeningly reliable Lee;
the floundering ex-addict Stetson. But as Beatrice strives to reinvent herself, her life only becomes
more complicated, and equally as eccentric as the family from which she tried to escape. Set during
the liberating chaos of the '70's sexual revolution, The Bride of Catastrophe is, as author Elizabeth
Strout (Amy and Isabelle) notes, a "rendering of real people whose desires, despairs, successes, and
failures all poignantly tug at the heart."

Praise for The Bride of Catastrophe
"This book blazes with light, intelligence, and tremendous humor. Schmidt tells a story that sends
sparks flying, and yet grounds us in the rendering of real people whose desires, despairs, successes,
and failures all poignantly tug at the heart. There is line after line of hilarious and desperate truth here-
what a joy to read."—Elizabeth Strout, author of Amy and Isabelle

"The Bride of Catastrophe is hilarious even as it veers to the edge of tragic. The novel's sensibility
keeps you reading and laughing, sometimes a little nervously, because you really want Beatrice to get
a grip on life before the book's final pages. Heidi Jon Schmidt's wicked and dark humor makes perfect,
crazy sense of the unlikeliest elements—from a Ping-Pong ball factory to the intricate personal politics
of a lesbian community. The brio and originality of her short stories are alive and well in this



wonderful novel."—Katherine Weber, author of The Little Women and The Music Lesson

"Schmidt has a keen eye for detail and a sharp sense of humor."—Publishers Weekly

"Schmidt's first novel will comfortably share the shelf with works such as John Irving's The Hotel New
Hampshire and Paul Theroux's Mosquito Coast. All are comic novels about closely knit families
tragically run amok owing to the excesses and neglect of one or both parents. Those who carry the
baggage of childhood or continue to strive to please their parents on into adulthood will want to read
this book."—Library Journal

Reading Group Guide Questions
1. Beatrice introduces herself by saying that she grew up on a farm and that she, "like all things

stamped 'natural,' must be essentially good" (p 1). How does this conflict between what is "natural"
and what is inauthentic continue throughout the novel? Does Beatrice's' conception of "natural"
alter as she matures?

2. What role does Philippa play in both the story and structure of the novel? In what ways does her
attitudes seem to anticipate and/or mirror Beatrice's? Do you view Philippa as a positive or
negative influence on Beatrice? Both? Explain.

3. Throughout the novel, Beatrice refers to literary figures such as Virginia Woolf, Charles Dickens,
George Elliot, among others. If you are familiar with any of the writers' work she mentions, do you
sense their influence in Schmidt's own storytelling? In what ways might The Bride of Catastrophe
be considered an old fashioned novel? In what ways is it distinctly contemporary?

4. In some respects, The Bride of Catastrophe is about role models and their ability to inspire or
disappoint. Who are Beatrice's role models? Do they succeed or fail? For which characters might
Beatrice be a role model?

5. In what ways does the novel challenge conventional notions of sexuality and gender identity?
Ultimately, what do you think is Beatrice's sexuality identity? How do you think Beatrice would
define it?

6. Home is a major theme in the novel. How do Beatrice's memories of home often conflict with
reality? Do you think idealized memories of childhood are common for most people? Do you think
we ever remember our childhoods as they actually were?

7. At first, Beatrice equates being a lesbian with being transgressive. Do you think that her
relationship with Lee is transgressive? Explain. In what ways might her relationship with Stetson
be more transgressive or risky?

8. At one point, Sylvie says, "I think men want sex so much because they have to let their tenderness
loose that way, before it, kinda, drowns them" (p 305). Why do you think she says this? Do you
agree with her? Could this statement also apply to women? Explain.

9. On page 359, Beatrice thinks, "We lived in a world where growing up meant giving up -
abandoning your own aspirations, laughing a little at all those silly hopes and dreams,
mummifying yourself in layers of fat, or television, or golf. No wonder everyone was obsessed
with youth!" What is Beatrice beginning to realize about herself and her relationship with Lee?
What does that statement reveal about how Beatrice views "growing up"?



10. By the novel's end, do you think Beatrice makes a definite decision about the direction of her life?
If you had to guess, where do you see her a year later?
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