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Louise Erdrich was born in Little Falls, Minnesota, and raised in Wahpeton, North 

Dakota. Her mother, a Chippewa, and her father, of German descent, both taught 

at the Wahpeton Indian School. Her grandfather was tribal chair of the Turtle 

Mountain Chippewa Reservation in North Dakota. She is a member of the Turtle 

Mountain band of Chippewa. She is the multiple award winning author of fifteen 

novels as well as volumes of poetry, children’s books, short stories, and a memoir 

of early motherhood. Erdrich has received the prestigious PEN/Saul Bellow Award 

for Achievement in American Fiction (2014), the Dayton Literary Peace Prize 

(2014) and the Library of Congress Prize in American Fiction (2015) . She lives in 

Minnesota with her daughters and is the owner of Birchbark Books, a small  

independent bookstore.  

In LaRose, Erdrich wields her breathtaking narrative magic in an emotionally haunting contemporary tale of a 

tragic accident, a demand for justice, and a profound act of atonement with ancient roots in Native American 

culture. It is the late summer of 1999 in North Dakota, where Landreaux Iron stalks a deer along the edge of 

the property bordering his own. He shoots with easy confidence --- but when the buck springs away, 

Landreaux realizes he’s hit something else, a blur he saw as he squeezed the trigger. When he staggers  

closer, he realizes he has killed his neighbor’s five-year-old son, Dusty Ravich. The youngest child of his friend 

and neighbor, Peter Ravich, Dusty was best friends with Landreaux’s five-year-old son, LaRose.   

Horrified at what he’s done, the recovered alcoholic turns to an Ojibwe tribe tradition—the sweat lodge—

for guidance, and finds a way forward. Following an ancient means of retribution, he and Emmaline will give 

LaRose to the grieving Peter and Nola. “Our son will be your son now,” they tell them. LaRose is quickly  

absorbed into his new family. Gradually he’s allowed shared visits with his birth family, whose sorrow  

mirrors the Raviches’ own. As the years pass, LaRose becomes the linchpin linking the Irons and the  

Raviches, and eventually their mutual pain begins to heal. But when a vengeful man with a long-standing 

grudge against Landreaux begins raising trouble, hurling accusations of a cover-up the day Dusty died, he 

threatens the tenuous peace that has kept these two fragile families whole. 

 

Erdrich’s Chippewa and German-American heritage is influential in her life and prominent in her work.    

LaRose plays out in the Ojibwe territory of North Dakota and forms a sort of trilogy with The Round 

House and The Plague of Doves. The novels are set in and around an Indian reservation and a landscape where 

many of the same characters or their forebears show up again and again, and where the past is part of the 

present. Erdrich’s plot for LaRose was inspired by a tale told by her mother about a Ojibwe family in a  

similar situation. The book jacket was influenced by Erdrich’s grandfather’s handwriting and 

designed by her daughter Aza.      
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Discussion Questions for LaRose 

1. What are the intended effects of Emmaline and Landreaux’s traditional act of giving LaRose to the  

Raviches? In what ways does it achieve these or not? What are the costs? 

2. What is the nature of the two marriages at the center of the novel, the Irons and the Raviches? How are 

they similar or different? 

3. Consider the first LaRose. What were her particular strengths? What was essential to her ability to survive 

the neglect and abuse from her mother Mink, Mackinnon and the mission school? 

4. In what ways does Wolfred help and balance LaRose before and throughout their marriage? 

5. What common qualities does each LaRose possess? 

6. When Nola accepts LaRose from the Irons, she’s not sure if she does so for the profound beauty of the 

gesture or because it will so deeply punish them. Is she obligated to respond in any particular way to such a 

gesture? 

7. Revenge is sought by various characters throughout the novel: Maggie’s defense of LaRose, LaRose’s 

fighting the Fearsome Four, Romeo’s longstanding behavior toward Landreaux. What is revenge? What is it 

intended to accomplish? In what ways does it help or harm? Is it, as Romeo believes, a form of justice? 

8. Mrs. Peace, Emmaline’s mother and the fourth LaRose, abstains from any romantic relationships after her 

“cruel, self-loving, and clever” husband, Billy Peace, dies, saying that, “he had taught her what she needed to 

know about men.” What does she mean? Where in the novel is a man able to show kindness or selflessness? 

9. Consider the girls in both families: The “Iron Maidens,” Snow and Josette, and Maggie Ravich. What is each 

like? What are their particular strengths? What do they provide for each other? 

10. How does each person in the novel respond to such profound grief and loss? Which response seems the 

healthiest? 

11. What’s the relationship between suffering and anger in the novel? What is the value of anger? What’s the 

healthiest response to it? 

12. What does Father Travis provide all involved with the loss of Dusty? What are his own struggles? How 

do they affect his ability to help his community? 

13. What’s the nature of technology as it’s presented in Peter Ravich’s concern about  

Y2K and Snow and Josette’s obsession with “robot/cyborg” movies? 

14. How do the Irons work to balance a connection with their traditional wisdom and  

rituals with a rapidly changing modern world? 

(Continued on reverse side) 



Discussion Questions continued 

15. Consider the image of cake as it appears throughout the novel. What are its various  

connotations? How is this complicated by Nola’s obsessive making of cakes or Peter’s  

concern about the eating of sugar? 

16. At one point Randall explains that the medicine his people did in the past was not magic, but “beyond 

ordinary understanding now.” What does he mean? Why is it important to not see such healing as magic? 

17. How does Nola’s deep, suicidal depression affect the members of her family? What aids in her healing? 

18. Mrs. Peace, thinking about Frank Baum’s genocidal policy and all the cultural loss and destruction it 

caused, says the resulting loneliness “sets deep in a person,” and takes four generations to heal. Why might 

it take this long? What is it about the fourth LaRose that suggests the nature of such healing? 

19. To what extent is some kind of disconnection necessary to survive such cultural and personal tragedy? 

What are the various ways characters disconnect throughout the novel? Where are key moments of  

reconnection? 

20. To what extent is Romeo’s vengeful and self-destructive behavior understandable given his past? In  

addition to his physical injury, what were important moments of harm or loss? What helps explain his  

improvement over time? 

21. When Landreaux suggests escaping from the boarding school, Romeo sees in his eyes an “opacity of 

spirit.” What does this mean? Where else do people struggle with such a thing in the novel? 

22. Romeo considers the strong painkillers he takes as “the only mercy in this world.” How do other  

characters use drugs or alcohol? When is it necessary or valuable, when is it unhealthy? 

23. Romeo, revealing his often hidden or overlooked intelligence, tries to explain to Hollis about 

“intergenerational trauma.” What is this? What is necessary for it to be healed? 

24. In the kitchen with his mother and sisters, LaRose says “what we used for TV in the olden times was 

stories.” What is the importance of storytelling in a family or culture? How has modern TV and media 

changed the nature and content of stories? What are the effects of this? 

25. Throwing their dandelion forks into the woods, LaRose says to Maggie, “Let’s stop being grown-ups.” In 

what ways have the children in each family demonstrated maturity and understanding to compensate for 

the adults? What might explain such strength and insight in young people? 

26. At Hollis’ graduation party, many of the people “spoke in both languages” as they  

enjoyed cake. In addition to language, what are the best ways to stay connected to  

valuable traditions? 
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