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In her debut novel, Lauren Groff tells the story of Willie
Upton, a twenty-eight-year-old graduate student who
returns brokenhearted to her ancestral home in fictional
Templeton, New York, after her world crumbles under
her feet. Equal parts contemporary novel, historical
fiction, and ghost story, The Monsters of Templeton
plays with elements as diverse as the relationships G 5
between mothers and daughters, the costs of digging
into the past in order to understand the present, and what
it means to go home. The questions below are designed
to help guide your book group’s discussion of this
textured, compelling novel.
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1. What did you think of the range of voices and time periods the author
employs in The Monsters of Templeton? How would the novel have been
different had the story been told from a single point of view, or been set in
one era?

2. “As soon as it died, our lives spiraled down,” the Buds lament in Chapter 13,
on the death of the Lake Glimmerglass monster (page 151). Why are so
many people in Templeton affected by the monster’s death? What did the
monster represent to them?

3. Given her conflicted relationship with her mother and, to a lesser extent,
with her hometown, why do you think Willie Upton decides to go back to
Templeton? What was Willie looking for when she returned to Templeton?
Does she find it?

4. In what instances do ghosts make appearances in The Monsters of
Templeton? What do the ghosts represent? What other symbols does the

author employ in the novel? What do they mean?




The Monsters of Templeton/Lauren Groff
Voice
Reading group guide

. In the Author’s Note, the author discusses writing about her hometown of
Cooperstown, New York, and calling the fictional town Templeton. Do you
think that The Monsters of Templeton could have taken place in any other
locale? Why is the actual town’s history so important to the book’s present-
day events? How would the book have changed if she had decided to call the
town Cooperstown?

For twenty-eight years, Vivienne has told her daughter that Willie was the
product of a hippie commune. The day that Willie returns home, she decides
to tell her the truth: that her father was a man in Templeton. What would you
have done if you were in Willie’s position? Or in Vivienne’s?

. Of the many characters from the past—Marmaduke Temple, Davey
Shipman, Charlotte and Cinnamon, Elizabeth Franklin Temple, to name a
few—which one(s) stood out for you? Why?

. Vivienne’s life is seemingly full of contradictions: she’s a former drug-using
hippie with a child out of wedlock who later converts to Christianity and
becomes the chaste girlfriend of a minister. Talk about these and other
aspects of Vivienne’s character. How are she and Willie different, and
similar?

. What did you think of Willie’s search to uncover her father’s identity? What
did each new layer of history teach Willie about her family? Why was it

important that Willie learn everything she learned?

10.What was your opinion of Ezekiel Felcher at the beginning of the novel? Did

it change as the novel progressed? Did you think that Willie might stay in
Templeton to be with him? What do you think she should have done? What

do you think she will do in the future?

11. “This is a story of creation,” says Marmaduke Temple in one of the

epigrams before the book begins, ostensibly an excerpt from his own story
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about how he founded Templeton. In what other ways is The Monsters of
Templeton a story of creation? How can Willie’s story been seen as a story
of creation?

12.The Monsters of Templeton ends with a death and a birth. What does this
mean in the larger context of the novel? Who—or what—else is born in the
book?

13.What does the book’s title mean? Who or what are the “monsters” it refers
to? What, exactly, does the word “monster” mean in the context of this

book?

1. What was your experience growing up in Cooperstown, New York? Did
you always have a fascination with its history, or was that something

that you came to later in life?

My family is not originally from Cooperstown, but I was born there, so I have
always had a fierce, possessive pride in my town. I tried to mirror in my novel
exactly the way I felt about Cooperstown: it’s such a beautiful, rich place,
though not without its irritations and drawbacks. I grew up in the heart of the
town, about a block and a half from the Hall of Fame, right on the lake—in a
house named Averell Cottage, exactly the way I described it in the book, all
haunted and wonky—at least to my overactive imagination as a child. [ was a
really shy, really bookish, easily frightened little girl with horrible eyesight, so
when [ awoke at night in my my creaky, drafty old house and the light from the
window slanted a certain way, I really did see ghosts. Living in a house so old,

one just feels as if one is living in layers upon layers of history. Also, in the
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basement of the house they actually did at one time find slave fetters, and that
made a huge impression on me—I wrote Hetty, in part, to try to rewrite what |

knew about the house where I grew up.

2. Along those lines, did you discover anything surprising or unexpected
about Cooperstown in your research? Do you think about Cooperstown

in a different way when you return there?

Because my hometown was my companion for years and years, I do find that
now I love it more deeply—not more—just with a better understanding and a
better forgiveness of its flaws than I had when I was younger. I do grieve that
Cooperstown has changed so much in my own lifetime, but one of the elements
of my book is how we accept change, so I know I’m being a little bit of a
hypocrite to mourn Smalley’s Theater and the Farm-and-Home and all the non-
baseball-related stores that used to line Main Street. Also, not everything I
know about my town went into my book—there was so much history I learned
that I wasn’t able to put in. When I visit now, I find myself discoursing on great
length about, say, the hops industry in the late nineteenth century or the life and
times of James Fenimore Cooper—until I finally see that the eyes of my poor
husband have been glazed over for half an hour. If he’s lucky, I let him sidle

away.

3. Willie and Vivienne are such great characters, both very layered,
interesting, and complicated. Were there any people in your own life

who inspired them?
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Not per se—but every character in fiction comes from a place within that writer
herself, so Vivienne and Willie both have some element of me in them, I guess.
My mother would like for me to note that she is nothing like Vivienne—she is a
hummingbird of a woman, very tiny and very happy, and was a majorette in
college when Vivienne was a burgeoning hippie—but there are both a hidden
depth and a fierce, overwhelming love in Vi that I think do come from my
mother. Willie and I are mostly different—I grew up with a father, have
brilliant, incredibly competitive siblings, and have always, for the most part,
been much more secure than Willie is—but Willie and I obviously share a
hometown and a house and a love of all things historical, and Willie’s the kind

of wild, reckless, beautiful girl I’ve admired from afar my whole life.

4. What was the writing process like for you? Did you write the story first

and fill in the history later, or vice versa, or neither?

I always knew that [ was going to write about my hometown, and that I was
going to use a great deal of its history, but I did about a year’s worth of research
before I wrote even one word of the story. I ended up with four complete drafts,
each vastly different, and Willie as she is wasn’t even born until the last draft.
At one point, the novel was a collection of six novellas, with little overlap;
another, the ghost of Marmaduke narrated; in another, Willie was actually a
boy. I write full drafts, then throw them out completely, and start anew. It’s
difficult, and very discouraging, but I do feel that I start the next draft in a much

stronger way because at least I understand how I had failed the time before.
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5. Who is your favorite character in the novel?

I wish I could be a good parent and say I love all my characters equally, but
unfortunately I’d be lying. A few are especially dear to me, though for different
reasons: Vivienne is so wacky and strange, deeply kind and warm: Willie has
the most in common with me, though, as I said, we’re very different people: and
I’m fascinated by Noname. I adore the Running Buds, because they’re modeled
on my father’s group of running friends, all of whom have been proxy fathers to
me throughout most of my life, and who have such an incredible depth of love
for Cooperstown and one another that it’s really all I could do to try to harness
some of that. Maybe most of all, I love Glimmey—he’s the beating heart of the
book, to me. I don’t think I’d feel the same about my hometown if—in the
summers, when I’m deep in the middle of the lake, treading water—I didn’t
suspect that there’s a benign, preternatural, ancient presence there below me,

singing and beautiful.



