
THE GOLDEN HOUR BY MARGARET WURTELE 
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

1. During World War II, Mussolini’s Fascist party was initially aligned with Hitler’s 
Germany. In the summer of 1943, Mussolini was overthrown, and Italy switched sides, 
making a secret agreement with the Allies. The Germans occupied northern Italy and dug in, 
holding the line against the Allies advancing from the south. Giovanna’s father, Enrico, and 
her mother, Natala, react differently to these shifting alliances. Describe the difference in their 
attitudes. How do you think you might have reacted under the circumstances?  
  
2. Giovanna’s brother, Giorgio, refuses to enlist and fight with the occupying Germans, 
instead becoming a partisan resistance fighter. Thousands of Italians did enlist in the National 
Republican Army as required and fight for the occupying forces. How did Enrico react to his 
son’s decision? How did Giovanna’s reaction differ from her father’s? How do you feel about 
each? 
 
3. Why do you think Giovanna is attracted to Klaus? What might appeal to a young girl about 
a Nazi officer? Might it have been different had she known more about the Nazi war crimes at 
the time she met him? 
 
4. What are the dynamics of Natala and Enrico’s marriage? How do their backgrounds, values 
and motivations differ? How do these play out in the relationship? 
  
5. How would you characterize Natala? As a wife? As a mother? How does Giovanna react to 
her and how does that affect her actions in the story? 
  
6. Sister Graziella is an important mentor for Giovanna. How would you describe her 
approach to spiritual guidance? What effect does she have on Giovanna’s life and actions? 
  
7. When Graziella gives Giovanna a penance to sweep the convent every day, it becomes 
almost a form of meditation for her. Have you ever experienced meditation in action like this? 
Do you think it was effective for Giovanna? 
  
8. Describe the marchesa’s relationship with Giovanna. What did the marchesa contribute to 
her life that Giovanna did not receive from her own parents? 
  
9. How does Giovanna’s character develop as the novel progresses? Can you track her 
evolving maturity with specific decisions she makes at different points? How do you feel 
about her? Does that change? 
  
10. Giovanna is Catholic, and Mario is Jewish. How do their attitudes toward religion differ? 
Do you think religion will be a problem for them in their life together?  
  
11. Most Italians in 1943 and 1944 were unaware of the full extent of the Nazis’ crimes 
against humanity. How might the characters in this book have reacted differently had they 
been fully informed? How did their growing understanding affect their choices as the story 
progressed?  
  
12. Discuss the role that Giovanna’s father plays in her development. How do their values 
differ? Was it necessary for her to leave home? How do you think her leaving affected their 
relationship? How did Giorgio’s death affect each member of the Bellini family? What impact 
did it have on the family dynamics? Would you describe this novel primarily as a coming-of-
age story, or as a novel about World War II? How do you think the war changed Giovanna’s 
relationship with her parents? How much of her disaffection and separation from them would 
have happened despite the war? 

 


