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READER’S GUIDE
Lives of the Saints by Nino Ricci

INTRODUCING Lives of the Saints
When young Vittorio Innocente’s mother, Cristina, is bitten by a snake 
during an encounter with a blue-eyed stranger in the family barn, the 
superstitions and prejudices rampant in their small Italian town immedi-
ately roil to the surface. But the worst is yet to come for the independent-
minded Cristina. Eight months pregnant and unable to abide her treat-
ment in the village any longer, Cristina books a passage to Canada for 
herself and Vittorio, although it will not be to join her irascible husband 
Mario, who sailed there when Vittorio was an infant.

IMPORTANT THEMES
Catholicism and Redemption
Cristina’s snake bite begins a cycle of treading and retreading the Genesis story which the novel orbits around, 
searching for redemption. The schoolmistress’s saint’s day book, from which Ricci’s novel takes its name, estab-
lishes the framework of martyrdom for Vittorio, while the suffering of Job is the narrative that the villagers and 
Vittorio’s grandfather espouse as the reason for their own impoverished living conditions, with the hope that 
piety will save them. Father Nicola’s extravagant spending on feasts, silk diapers, and himself undercut this belief. 
Salvation, instead, then, lies in America, where Canada is presented as the unfallen world, where sexuality is not 
present, and where the land is lush and fertile. Even Cristina, as derisive as she is about Father Nicola, is to some 
extent influenced by this portrayal and thus takes Vittorio to begin a new life there, despite her husband’s lack of 
success in this supposed paradise.

Female Ssexuality
The village is covertly obsessed with female sexuality. The village adults monitor Cristina’s behavior and speculate 
over her ‘guilt’ and her part in any extra-marital activities. In the villagers’ adoption of Mary as their patron saint 
and in the idioms about woman as rutting animals without their watcher, in this case their husband, the villagers 
legitimize their vigilant watch on female sexuality by positioning it as wayward and un-Catholic behavior. In the 
many fables about the consequences of leaving wives at home and what monsters result, the monitoring is passed 
down to the next generation, who parrot their parents and are aggressive to Vittorio for his relationship with his 
mother. Even Vittorio to some extent is infected; he sees his schoolmistress’s genitals as a pulsing thing, the dark 
heart of her being.
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1. Why do you think Ricci chose to tell the story from 
Vittorio’s point of view? Is there another point of view it 
could have been told from?

2. How has life in the village been shaped by the war? 

3. Who do you think was Cristina’s lover?

4. The presence of Vittorio’s father is felt, not through the 
man himself, but through the other villagers who warn of 
his reaction. Do you think he is made more or less threat-
ening a figure by his absence in the bulk of the novel? 

5. What do you think Ricci is trying to tell readers by us-
ing the last name Innocente? 

6. How does Cristina’s style of mothering differ from 
other mothers in the village?

7. Compare the power structures established in the In-
nocente home to the power structure in other homes and 
the structure of the village’s political power. Who controls 
each?
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