The Heart in Winter
by Kevin Barry

Discussion Questions

1. Barry’s prose often calls attention to itself. Does this distinctive voice ever become
too much for you? Moments when the language is so inventive that you stop
experiencing the story and pay more attention to the writing? Is that a flaw or what
Barry intends? (e.g. on page 4: “Rourke himself approached the street at this hour
in suave array and manic tatters.” Or “He walked as calamity. He walked under
Libra.”)? (Karen S)

2. | listened to many interviews with the author. He makes a strong point about how
his characters showed themselves to him, and he became completely obsessed
with them and was finally able to write the book. But several reviewers felt Tom and
Polly were only props to allow the author to paint the background. Thoughts? (Judy
W)

3. Was the violence and the use of the word “fuck” over the top or necessary for the
times and atmosphere? (Judy W)

4. In what ways does Barry balance “wildness and control” in the language and
structure? Where do you see him letting the prose run free (bawdy humor, sensory
overload, poetic elevation), and where does he rein it in for crispness or austerity?

5. In what ways does the novel both honor and subvert classic Western conventions
(the chase, the open road, the final confrontation)? What makes its treatment of the
genre distinctive?

6. The novel relies on short, intense scenes rather than extended exposition. How
does this economical structure influence pacing, immersion, and emotional impact?

7. How does the shift toward Polly’s perspective alter the novel’s tone and emotional
register? What does this change reveal about Barry’s handling of voice and
distance?

8. How does Barry deploy secondary characters for both comic and menacing
purposes? Do any of them also function as commentary on the act of storytelling
itself?

9. How does the interplay of humor and pathos, lyricism and roughness, deepen the
novel’s exploration of love, mortality, and reinvention?
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