The Patron Saint of Ugly by Marie Manilla                                                           Assignment
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                 Marie Manills’s Website at https://www.mariemanilla.com/ and Olive Groves of Sicily
Peruse the AHWIR website for Marie Manilla, explore the links, and look at the introductory essay on Manilla under the Teaching Tools and Resources link: “Home Is Where the Heart Is, Empathy, Art, and the Fiction of Marie Manilla.”  You will also learn much about Manilla and her work by reading the Interview at In Her Own Words link.  Other programs to explore are the Ted Talks about the “Beauty Myth” and the “Black Lives Matter” links at the Teaching Tools and Resources; these videos are short and the links insightful.  
As you read The Patron Saint of Ugly, notice the way Manilla unfolds this story of a reluctant saint, particularly the magical realism and lively style she employs.  How specifically would you describe the narrative method used in Manilla’s book, and why do you think Manilla chose this method of storytelling? As Garnet Ferrari begins to unfold her story, which is really many stories all connected to the same idea, a “theme and variations” composition is unfolded—as Garnet tells the reader that her “years on the planet have taught [her], everyone needs someone to kick.  Thus, the Northern Italian Tuscans spat upon the Neapolitans, who razzed southern Calabrians, who scorned Sicilians. . . . even in West Virginia, . . . the northern half of the state thumbs its panhandles at its southern-coalfield kin” (15).  How do Garnet’s words above portent for the rest of the narrative?  How would you characterize the persona of Garnet, the central narrator in the story—come up with some vivid adjectives to describe her?  In what ways is Garnet an unreliable narrator? What is the legend of Saint Garnet del Vulcano?  How does this story set the stage for Marie Manilla’s critique of Patriarchy. Be sure you understand that the term is not a criticism of men per se, but it references a political construct that shapes the lives of both men and women.  What are Manilla’s feelings about Patriarchy as revealed in the story, and what is she attempting to say about “toxic masculinity”? Can you think of places around the globe where Patriarchy has completely overshadowed any semblance of gender balance; what are the results of this skewing or off-kiltered relationship between the sexes?

Diamante (Nonna) and Dominick Ferrari leave Sicily for a new life in America, finally settling in in Sweetwater, WV.  What do we eventually learn were the circumstances of their marriage and who was responsible for their new life together in America?  Nonna and Dominick live in a thriving Italian Catholic enclave of their little town and raise their two sons, Dominick and Angelo.  How different are the boys and later men?  How does the patriarch Dominick treat his two sons? When younger son Angelo marries a protestant wife Marina, there is tension and lots of malocchio, what Marina calls “so much God hooey” (220) and need for multiple portafortunas and other sundry potions to set things aright in Nonna’s eyes, particularly with the occasional intrusion of Marina’s very waspish and snobbishly rich mother Iris, nick-named by her daughter “Zelda.” While the circumstances are meager and working class for Marina, Angelo and their two children Nicky, with his penchant for reading encyclopedias, and little sister Garnet, whose skin is covered from head to foot by volcanic-like port-wine birthmarks and who develops a reputation for healing neighborhood children and their dolls, the family is close, as Italian families are want to be. However, the tyranny of grandfather Dominick is inflicted upon Nonna and her sons, and in turn upon their sons’ families and children.  What happens at the steak cook-out that humiliates Garnet? From whom is Garnet most anxious to win affection.  How are the poisonous family toxins that grandfather Dominick brings to this extended family transferred to Aunt Betty and Uncle Dominick’s son Ray Ray? How is this toxicness revealed in the larger community? Garnet show courage and heroism when the La Strega’s chauffer Raddison is accosted by the local bullies or Stooges; explain. How does Nicky succumb to the favors given him by La Strega and his material grandmother Iris?  What catastrophe occurs on an afternoon when their parents are playing cards that causes an even greater tragedy in the family?  Do you see any significance in the names of all these characters?
Marina and Garnet are taken by grandmother Iris to her mansion in Virginia, where Garnet meets the servants Opal and her daughter Cookie and children.  The racism of her grandmother is hard for Garnet to take, along with her grandmother’s attempt to arrange a “shoulda been husband” for Marina in the person of the shallow Skiff of the country-club set.  All comes to a head when the grandmother plans a birthday party for Garnet that ends very badly—explain. As Marina slips into madness, Garnet, clutching her father’s beloved saw, is sent off to private school, and in the decade before returning to West Virginia she becomes both proficient in playing the saw and completes her own journey of understanding, through her friendships with people like the rebellious Yvette, a college roommate, and Iris’s colored help. What event, that connects with her heroism with Radisson, makes it possible for Garnet to return to WV, move into La Strega’s mansion, and “liberation” both Betty and Nonna from the two Dominicks? What happens to grandparents Dominick and Iris?  As the novel comes to a close, Garnet learns a significant revelation about Opal, her daughter Cookie and Cookie’s children? Explain. Throughout all these adventures and machinations, the public and Garnet’s personal Catholic following, at home and in the Vatican, believe that Garnet Ferrari is a “saint,” despite her vehement protestations.  Tape 20 is a lovely resolution of all these adventures—how so and what exactly, when all is said and done, is the “thoroughly modern miracle”? Do you believe that Garnet Ferarri is a saint?


