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1. Baldwin says that Paris is his umbrella, "a dream I carried around in 

case the weather turned bad." What's your umbrella? Is it a place? 

Have you been there? If so, did it remain your umbrella even after 

you experienced it in real life? Do you think Baldwin still thinks of 

Paris as fondly as he once did, before living there? That is, will he 

"always have Paris," as they say? 

 
2. Our impressions of Paris are often food-related. Did the Parisian 

attitude toward food that Baldwin discovered — frozen Picard hors 

d’oeuvres at dinner parties — surprise you? What about Parisians' 

reaction to Whole Foods? "Show me where in Paris food is sold like 

art," one French visitor to America says. Has American food culture 

become more French than the French? 

 
3. Do you agree with the brandy executive that France no longer conjures the image or ideal of luxury it once did? 

Must we, as he says, "re-convince the world to love France"? Based on your experiences as a tourist there, or 

simply having read Baldwin's account, do you think France has lost its Frenchness? 

 
4. Have you been to Paris? If not, what were your preconceived notions of the city before reading the book, and 

how did they change after reading it; or, if you've visited, after having gone? How similar was Baldwin's Paris to 

your own? 

 
5. Paris, more than any city except, perhaps, New York, hosts a long tradition of literary memoirs. Have you read 

other memoirs about Paris, and, if so, what do you think sets Baldwin’s apart? If you haven't, what drew you to 

his, and not, say, Hemingway's A Moveable Feast or Julia Child's My Life in France? Having read one, are you 

interested in reading others? 

 
6. The Parisians Baldwin meets seem resent living in a city that tries to cater to tourists, to "play up the image, act 

the part the visitors wanted, cater to their whims and pocket the cash." Do you agree with Baldwin that "to play 

a part may look like an act of preservation, but it also can be self-annihilating"? How do you see your own city 

"acting a part"? Does it suffer for it? 
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7. A Parisian visiting America eats out at a local diner and exclaims, "this is the real USA — you know, like Twin 

Peaks." Another says that American girls are all like Sarah Jessica Parker. What do you think Parisians' 

impressions of Americans are? Do you think they're at all accurate? 

 
8. Have you ever lived abroad for a long period of time? What was the language barrier like for you? Do you agree 

with Baldwin that "moving abroad was not unlike psychoanalysis" — that is, being forced into an unfamiliar 

language revealed some truer, more authentic part of yourself? 

 
9. Did the racism Baldwin encountered in his immigration class surprise you? What about the Parisian dismissal of 

Americans as too politically correct? Baldwin noticed in his advertising meetings that, "if someone called your 

idea PC there was no possible recovery" — being called "American" was an insult. What do you make of that 

attitude? 

 
10. Baldwin notes that he felt most Parisian when he was making fun of American tourists, laughing at them with a 

group of local teens. What do you make of this remark? What do you think makes an individual a true Parisian?  
 

11. Baldwin realizes halfway through the book that his strongest impressions of Paris come from the most quotidian 
moments of his day-to-day life, like his morning commute. At the same time, when doing everyday, non-touristy 
things like riding the subway, he writes "I might as well have been living in Minneapolis." Did Paris lose its charm 
for Baldwin when it became less of a fantasy, and more like any other city? Did it for you? 
 
 
About the Author 
 
Rosecrans Baldwin’s first novel, You Lost Me There, was named one of NPR’s Best Books of 2010, a New York 
Times Book Review Editors’ Choice, and a Time and Entertainment Weekly Best Book of Summer 2010. He is a 
cofounder of the online magazine The Morning News. 
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