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Study Guide:  The Secret Life of Bees

Sue Monk Kidd

1. BRIEFLY OUTLINE THE PLOT.

2. RESEARCH WHERE THE IDEAS OF HAVING BEES IN THIS BOOK DEVELOPED.


Sue Monk Kidd tells us that while a child, bees lived in the wall of the family’s guest bedroom and regularly would escape the room (whether the door was closed or not) and fly about the house.  While in the house, they would make honey and it would leak onto the floor.  Later, she would visit an apiary and learn much of the bee culture.  Kidd was awed by the bees’ vibrating hum and mystery; it led to her researching the life of bees.  She discovered the importance of the queen, the role of the worker bees, the “moods” of bees, and some of the idiosyncrancies they displayed.


Bees have a lore and legend about them; they are symbols of the soul, of death, or rebirth.  Even the Virgin Mary has been represented and thought of as a “Queen Bee”;  in this book, Kidd sees her as a queen bee of a hive of women in a pink house.

3. BRIEFLY LIST AND CREATE A PORTRAIT OF THE MAIN CHARACTERS.

· Lily Owens – 

· T. Ray Owens – 

· Rosaleen – 

· Mrs. Henry –

· August Boatwright –

· May Boatwright –

· June Boatwright – 

· Zach –

· Neil – 

· Queenie, Violet, Lunelle, Mabalee, Cressie   

· Otis and Sugar Girl

4. NOVEL’S INTRODUCTION:  “LISTEN TO ME, LILY…ALWAYS TO REMEMBER…OUR LADY IS NOT SOME MAGICAL BEING OUT THERE SOMEWHERE, LIKE A FAIRY GODMOTHER.  SHE’S NOT THE STATUE IN THE PARLOR.  SHE’S SOMETHING INSIDE OF YOU…YOU HAVE TO FIND A MOTHER INSIDE YOURSELF.  WE ALL DO.  EVEN IF WE ALREADY HAVE A MOTHER, WE STILL HAVE TO FIND THIS PART OF OURSELVES INSIDE.”

5. WERE YOU SURPRISED TO LEARN THAT T. RAY USED TO BE DIFFERENT, THAT ONCE HE TRULY LOVED DEBORAH?  HOW DO YOU THINK DEBORAH’S LEAVING AFFECTED HIM?  DID IT SHED ANY LIGHT ON WHY T. RAY WAS SO CRUEL AND ABUSIVE TOWARD LILY?
6. RECALL THE “KNEELING ON GRITS” SCENE.  WHAT QUALITIES DID LILY HAVE THAT ALLOWED HER TO SURVIVE, ENDURE AND EVENTUALLY THRIVE, DESPITE T. RAY?

7. WHAT COMPELLED ROSALEEN TO SPIT ON THE SHOES OF THREE SHITE MEN?  WHAT DOES IT TAKE FOR A PERSON TO STAND UP WITH CONVICTION AGAINST BRUTALIZING INJUSTICE?  WHAT DID YOU LIKE BEST ABOUT ROSALEEN?

8. WHO IS THE QUEEN BEE IN THIS STORY?

9. LILY’S RELATIONSHIP TO HER DEAD MOTHER WAS COMPLEX, RANGING FROM GUILT TO IDEALIZATION, TO HATRED, TO ACCEPTANCE.  WHAT HAPPENS TO HER WHEN SHE DISCOVERS HER MOTHER ONCE ABANDONED HER?  IS LILY RIGHT – WOULD PEOPLE GENERALLY RATHER DIE THAN FORGIVE?  WAS IT HARDER FOR LILY TO FORGIVE HERSELF OR TO FORGIVE HER MOTHER?

10. “You have to find a mother inside yourself.  We all do.  Even if we already have a mother, we still have to find this part of ourselves inside.”  LILY GREW UP WITHOUT HER MOTHER, BUT IN THE END, SHE FINDS A HOUSE FULL OF THEM (MOTHERS).  EXPLAIN AND COMMENT.

11. SYMBOLS?

12. HAVE YOU EVER HEARD OF THE BLACK MADONNA?  RESEARCH THIS TOPIC AND WRITE A BRIEF SUMMARY OF WHAT YOU FIND.

13. HOW WOULD THE STORY BE DIFFERENT IF THE MADONNA WERE WHITE?

14. HOW ARE THE LIVES OF THE WOMEN ENRICHED BY THEIR CONNECTED TO A DIVINE MOTHER (MADONNA)?

15. WHY IS IT IMPORTANT THAT  WOMEN COME TOGETHER (an in general question)?   COMMENT ON THE “CALENDAR SISTERS” AND THE “DAUGHTERS OF MARY.”   HOW DOES BEING IN THE COMPANY OF THESE WOMEN TRANSFORM LILY?

16. MAY’S WAILING WALL HELPED HER COMES TO TERMS WITH THE GUILT SHE FELT.  WHAT ARE SOME “RITUALS” YOU / WE HAVE TO DO THE SAME IN OUR OWN LIVES?

17. HOW WOULD YOU DESCRIBE ZACH’S AND LILY’S RELATIONSHIP?  WHAT DREW THEM TOGETHER?   DID YOU WANT FOR THEM TO ‘BE TOGETHER?’

THEMES ?

IMAGINE THE FUTURE:

· Does Lily ever see her father again?

· Does Lily become a beekeeper?

· Does Lily become a writer?

· What happens to Rosaleen?

· What happens to Lily and Zach?

· How does the marriage of June and Neil evolve?

SEMINAR QUESTIONS:

· Who is the queen bee?  Why?

· Does Lily really want to find out about her mother?  Consider impact and attitude of Dane (ch 12), if she can understand really what grief even is

· “You can’t be a real beekeeper without getting stung.”

JOURNAL QUOTES:

· “The real troubles in life happen when those hidden doors stay closed for too long.”

· “Most people don’t have any idea about all the complicated life going on inside a hive.  Bees have a secret life we don’t know anything about.”

· “Life gives way to death, then death turns around and gives way to life.”

CHAPTER 1:

How does T. Ray react to Lily’s claim there are bees in her room?
Lily reminisces about the day her mother died.  What does she remember?
Rosaleen’s background and history?
Why doesn’t T. Ray like Lily reading books?
.

How does Lily get T. Ray’s wrath one evening in the orchard?
Recount Rosaleen’s trip to register to vote.
Epigram’s significance?
CHAPTER 2

Summarize the police and their activity at the station with the men who beat Rosaleen.
T. Ray’s actions toward Lily when the two arrive home.
Why doesn’t Brother Gerard press charges against Rosaleen?
How does Lily get Rosaleen out of the hospital?  What then transpires?  Why does Lily want to go to Tiburon, S. C. ?
Symbolism in the chapter>

Epigram this chapter?
CHAPTER 3:

While Rosaleen sleeps, Lily thinks about the Virgin Mary.  Why is Mary insignificant to Lily?
What does Lily wonder about as she and Rosaleen go into town?
The scene in the store reveals some important information for Lily.  Clarify.

Epigram this chapter?
CHAPTER 4:

Detail the first few pages of this chapter.  What are the conditions of their staying?
Rosaleen asks about the names of the women.  Explain.
What does Lily discover the next morning?
What observations can the reader draw about Lily trembling as she enters the house?  Is there foreshadowing here?

Epigram this chapter?
CHAPTER 5

Discuss how Lily and Rosaleen interact with May, June and August in the first few weeks.
Detail the women’s evening routine.
Why is May so sad much of the time?
How is the racism theme developed in this chapter?
How is Rosaleen threatened in this chapter?
Epigram this chapter?
CHAPTER 6
Who is Neil?  Why won’t June marry him?  As May tells the story, what transpires?
What is the unique religious gathering of this chapter?
.

There is a “frame story” in this chapter.  Define and elaborate.

Epigraph this chapter?
CHAPTER 7

Describe Lily’s attitude toward Zach and the gist of their conversations.
Discuss the tension among Lily, June and August.  

How does Zach’s and Lily’s relationship develop and evolve?
Why does Rosaleen move into May’s room?  Lily’s reaction?

Significance of Zach’s full name?
Epigraph this chapter?
CHAPTER 8

Highlight the main points of Lily’s and August’s discussion about the Black Madonna.
What else does the reader find out about August’s past?
Who is Jack Palance?  Significance?

At the office of Mr. Forrest’s law office, Lily calls T-Ray.  Summarize the conversation.  What happens that evening that is important to Lily?

Epigraph this chapter?
CHAPTER 9


This chapter involves an oppressive heat wave.  What does Lily think about?  Why did May make the graham cracker crumb trail?  Why significant?
When Lily decides to tell August the truth, Zach takes her on a ride and the two encounter a group of white men.  Summarize the incident.
.

Why don’t the women tell May about Zach?  What transpires?
Epigraph this chapter?
CHAPTER 10
After May leaves, August decides to go after her.  What do they find?  Briefly discuss the conversation regarding Lily and the officer.  Why will the women remain with May after she is buried?
Why is Zach released from jail?  How does he react to May’s death?
Describe the black cloth old beekeeper tradition.

Describe the contents of May’s suicide note.
Epigraph this chapter?
CHAPTER 11

At chapter’s beginning, describe Lily’s thoughts about August and Zach.

Why does Lily move back to the honey house?  What is the Mary Day festivity about?  Explain.

Why is Neil thrilled after this festival?
.

During the Chains festival, Zach and Lily talk?  Clarify.
Epigraph this chapter?
CHAPTER 12

Chapter 12 begins with Lily and August talking.  Summarize the details.

According to August, how was T. Ray a different man before?
Epigraph this chapter?

CHAPTER 13

Explain Lily’s rage and ensuing response by Rosaleen.

How does August bring some comfort to the situation?

Epigraph this chapter?

CHAPTER 14

Notes—at the beginning of this chapter, there are a number of seemingly unrelated events:  Lily grieves and struggles with forgiveness of her mother, June plans her wedding, Rosaleen buys a new dress and plans to go to town to register to vote, and Zach wonders if Lily will have to return to her father.

Significance of the whale pin and August’s accompanying story?

Summarize the details of the Lily – T. Ray confrontation.

Epigraph this chapter?
OVERALL CHARACTER ANALYSES

Lily Owens:

PLOT – CONFLICT ANALYSIS:

Exposition:
Rising Action:
Climax:
Resolution:

THEME ANALYSIS

“Secret Lives”

Coincidences and Signs:

“Mothers”

Race

Death Gives Way to Life;  Life Gives Way to Death

SIGNIFICANT QUOTATIONS:

· “People who think dying is the worst thing don’t know a thing about life.” (2)

·  “Please, Lily, you are insulting your fine intelligence.  Do you have any idea how smart you are?” (16)

·  “The truth is your mother ran off and left you.” (39)

· “But she’s white, August.”  (87)

·  “Well, if you have a queen and a group of independent-minded bees that split off from the rest of the hive and look for another place to live, then you’ve got a swarm.” (93)

·  “Our mother said she was like Mary, with her heart on the outside of her chest.”  (97)

·  “Lily, I like you better than any other girl I’ve known, but you have to understand, there are people who would kill boys like me for even looking at girls like you.” (135)

·  “Most people don’t have any idea about all the complicated life going on inside a hive.  Bees have a secret life we don’t know anything about.”  (148)

·  “Putting black cloths on the hives is for us.  I do it to remind us that life gives way into death, and then death turns around and gives way into life.”  (206)

·  “It was you who did it, Lily.  You didn’t mean it, but it was you.”  (299)

SYMBOLISM

The Bee Hive

Our Lady of Chains Statue

The Whale Pin

Lily’s New Room

