
As she cares for the dying man in the face of

community ignorance and prejudice, Penguin

begins to change and to feel—not just in the

removed academic terms that had previously

sheltered her, but in terms of the human emo-

tions we need to survive.

Although A Keeper of Sheep clearly deals with

some of the most compelling social issues of our

day, Carpenter’s novel is perhaps most notable

for its protagonist, a funny and sensitive young

woman finding her own way. At the heart of this

complex coming-of-age novel is Penguin’s trans-

formation from a self-absorbed young woman

whose life is ruled by her intellect into a com-

passionate human being, capable of deep feel-

ings and unflinching courage. Carpenter won-

derfully articulates what it is like to be a part of

the post-boom generation, and to try to do what

is right in the face of ignorance.

AUTHOR INFORMATION:
Born and raised in New England, William

Carpenter earned his B.A. from Dartmouth

College and his Ph.D. at the University of

Minnesota. After teaching at the University of

Chicago for five years, he left in 1972 to help

found the College of the Atlantic, a college dedi-

cated to human ecology and the environment.

Mr. Carpenter currently lives in Maine and still

teaches at the College of the Atlantic.

In 1976 Mr. Carpenter began publishing poetry.

His work has been recognized with many literary

prizes, including the Samuel French Morse Prize

in 1985. That same year he spent living in Italy,

through a grant from the NEA. Although Mr.

Carpenter’s travels have resulted in the draft of a

new novel, A Keeper of Sheep is his only novel in

print to date. His books of poetry include Hours

of Morning, Rain, and Speaking Fire at Stones.

A Keeper of Sheep was actually first published in

Bern, Switzerland, as a serial in Das Bund. 

When A Keeper of Sheep was in its conceptual

stages, Carpenter realized he needed a credible

narrator, someone young and upbeat, both intel-

ligent and innocent, who could serve as a bridge

between the world of AIDS and the larger com-

munity. “I conceived of Penguin one day in the

shower,” Carpenter says, “and she took over the

narrative from that point. Over the years of writ-

ing and rewriting, Penguin was friend and confi-

dante, and looking back, it would be accurate to

say she wrote the book.” Carpenter’s poetic

command of language, his concern for the envi-

ronment, and his interest in social issues are evi-

dent throughout A Keeper of Sheep. 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION:
• Who, or what, is the keeper of sheep, and

what is being “kept”?

• What do Penguin’s birthmark and her nick-

name mean? How does this meaning change

from the beginning to the end of the novel?

How do these changes reflect changes in her

identity?

• Is Penguin a destructive or a constructive

character, in light of all of her actions?

• What does Penguin’s discovery of her sexu-

ality represent, in terms of her search for

identity? How is her sexuality different with:

Rebecca, Bondo, Jerry, and Virgil? Why?

Penguin is no longer a “virgin” at the end of

the novel, but is she still innocent? Why or

why not?

• How is love defined in the novel? Compare

and contrast Penguin’s and Joshua’s love for

Arthur. Compare both of those to Dorothy’s

love for her unborn child.

• Who would you define as Penguin’s family?

Who do you think she believes is her family?

• Why does Penguin mark herself with

Arthur’s blood in Chapter 18?

• What does Jerry Perera mean to Penguin in

the beginning? In the end? Would you find

him fascinating or repulsive?

• The Vietnam War enters the novel briefly, in

relation to Jerry. How are Vietnam and AIDS

linked?

• Compare and contrast the circumstances,

results, and meanings of the burning of the

fraternity and of Joshua’s house. Does the

second incident reveal anything about the

first? Are either of the events portrayed sym-

pathetically, and if so, why?



• What part does the various artistic expres-

sion, or lack thereof, of Arthur, Dorothy,

Richard, Penguin, and Joshua play in the

novel? Why is it unimportant to both Richard

and Arnold to see their work on display?

• Is there a class struggle in the novel? To

which “class” does Penguin belong?

• What role do Rita and Pura play in Penguin’s

life, and specifically, to the events of this

summer?

• Death is a strong theme throughout the

novel—in the form of AIDS, divorce, fire,

and insecticide. Is there life at the end of the

story?

• Where is Penguin going at the end of the

novel, and why? Why does she look at the

fraternity before she goes? How do these

events change your overall response to the

novel?
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A KEEPER OF SHEEP

by William Carpenter

“With relentless, crackling dialogue, Carpenter
creates a perceptive narrator who is by turns

annoying, funny, and wise. . . . Sensuous, high-
ly textured prose, which unfolds with grace
and sometimes heartbreaking accuracy.”
—Publisher’s Weekly (starred review)

ABOUT THE PLOT:
Expelled from Dartmouth College for attempting

to set fire to a fraternity house that was the scene

of a gang rape, Penelope Solstice, whose nick-

name is “Penguin,” retreats to her family’s sum-

mer home on Cape Cod. There she finds herself

caring for Arthur, the AIDS-stricken lover of her

next-door neighbor. Arthur is struggling to com-

plete his final work, a composition based on a

series of poems called “The Keeper of Sheep.”
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