
 
 
 

 

Water for Elephants 

(Questions) 

1. To what extent do the chapters concerning the elderly Jacob enhance the 

chapters recounting the young Jacob’s experiences with the Benzini Brothers 

circus? In what ways do the chapters about the young Jacob contribute to a 

deeper understanding of the elderly Jacob’s life? 

2. How does the novel’s epigraph, the quote from Dr. Seuss’s Horton Hatches the 

Egg, apply to the novel? What are the roles and importance of faithfulness and 

loyalty in Water for Elephants? In what ways does Gruen contrast the 

antagonisms and cruelties of circus life with the equally impressive loyalties and 

instances of caring? 

3. Who did you, upon reading the prologue, think murdered August? What effect 

did that opening scene of chaos and murder have on your reception of the story 

that follows? 

4. In connection with Jacob’s formal dinner with August and Marlena in their 

stateroom, Jacob remarks, “August is gracious, charming, and mischievous” (page 

93). To what extent is this an adequate characterization of August? How would 

you expand upon Jacob’s observation? How would you characterize August? 

Which situations in the novel reveal his true character? 

5. August says of Marlena, “Not everyone can work with liberty horses. It’s a God-

given talent, a sixth sense, if you will” (page 94). Both August and Jacob recognize 

Marlena’s skills, her “sixth sense,” in working with the horses. In what ways does 

that sixth sense attract each man? How do August and Jacob differ in terms of the 

importance each places on Marlena’s abilities? 

6. After Jacob puts Silver Star down, August talks with him about the reality of the 

circus. “The whole thing’s illusion, Jacob,” he says, “and there’s nothing wrong 

with that. It’s what people want from us. It’s what they expect” (page 104). How 

does Gruen contrast the worlds of reality and illusion in the novel? Is there 



 
 
 

 

anything wrong with pandering to people’s need for illusion? Why do we crave 

the illusions that the circus represents? 

7. Reflecting on the fact that his platitudes and stories don’t hold his children’s 

interest, the elderly Jacob notes, “My real stories are all out of date. So what if I 

can speak firsthand about the Spanish flu, the advent of the automobile, world 

wars, cold wars, guerrilla wars, and Sputnik—that’s all ancient history now. But 

what else do I have to offer?” (page 110). How might we learn to appreciate the 

stories and life lessons of our elders and encourage people younger than 

ourselves to appreciate our own? 

8. Looking at himself in the mirror, the old Jacob tries “to see beyond the sagging 

flesh.” But he claims, “It’s no good.... I can’t find myself anymore. When did I stop 

being me?” (page 111). How would you answer that question for Jacob or any 

individual, or for yourself? 

9. In what ways and to what degree do Uncle Al’s maneuvers and practices 

regarding the defunct Fox Brothers circus reflect traditional American business 

practices? How would you compare his behavior with that of major businessmen 

and financiers of today? What alternative actions would you prefer? 

10. As he lies on his bedroll, after his night with Barbara and Nell, Jacob cannot 

empty his mind of troubling visions, and he reflects that “the more distressing the 

memory, the more persistent its presence” (page 143). How might the elderly 

Jacob’s memories corroborate or contradict this observation? What have been 

your experiences and observations in this regard? 

11. In his Carnival of the Animals, Ogden Nash wrote, “Elephants are useful 

friends.” In what ways is Rosie a “useful” friend? What is Rosie’s role in the events 

that follow her acquisition by Uncle Al? 

12. After Jacob successfully coaches August in Polish commands for Rosie, he 

observes, “It’s only when I catch Rosie actually purring under August’s loving 

ministrations that my conviction starts to crumble. And what I’m left looking at in 

its place is a terrible thing” (page 229). What is Jacob left “looking at,” how does it 



 
 
 

 

pertain to August’s personality and Jacob’s relationship with August, and what 

makes it a “terrible thing”? 

13. How did you react to the redlighting of Walter and Camel, and eight others, 

off the trestle? How might we see Uncle Al’s cutthroat behavior as “an indictment 

of a lifetime spent feigning emotions to make a buck” (in the words of one 

reviewer)? 

14. After the collapse of the Benzini Brothers circus and Uncle Al’s having “done a 

runner” (page 314), Jacob realizes, “Not only am I unemployed and homeless, but 

I also have a pregnant woman, bereaved dog, elephant, and eleven horses to take 

care of” (page 317). What expectations did you entertain for Jacob and 

Marlena’s—and their menagerie’s—future after they leave the Benzini Brothers 

circus? How do the elderly Jacob’s memories of Marlena and their life together 

confirm or alter those expectations? 

15. At the end of the novel, Jacob exclaims, “So what if I’m ninety-three?...why 

the hell shouldn’t I run away with the circus?” (page 331). What would you 

project to be the elderly Jacob’s experiences after he runs away with the circus 

the second time? How does his decision reflect what we have learned about his 

early years? 

16. Sara Gruen has said that the “backbone” of her novel “parallels the biblical 

story of Jacob,” in the book of Genesis. On the first night after his leaving Cornell, 

for example, Jacob—as did his biblical namesake—lies “back on the bank, resting 

my head on a flat stone” (page 23). In what other ways does Water for Elephants 

parallel the story of the biblical Jacob? How do the names of many of the 

characters reflect 

names of characters in the biblical account? 

17. In the words of one reviewer, Water for Elephants “explores...the pathetic 

grandeur of the Depression-era circus.” In what ways and to what extent do the 

words “pathetic grandeur” describe the world that Gruen creates in her novel?  
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Water for Elephants 

(About the Author) 

Author Bio 

• Birth—N/A 

• Where—Vancouver, Canada 

• Raised—London, Ontario 

• Education—Carleton University (Ottawa) 

• Currently—lives in western North Carolina 

 

 

Sara Gruen is the author of the New York Times bestseller Water for Elephants 

and Riding Lessons. She lives in western North Carolina with her husband, three 

sons, and a menagerie of rescued animals. (From the publisher.) 

 

More 

Sara Gruen is a Canadian-born author, whose books deal greatly with animals; she 

is a supporter of numerous charitable organizations that support animals and 

wildlife. 

 

Gruen moved to the U.S. from Canada in 1999 for a technical writing job. When 

she was laid off two years later, she decided to try her hand at writing fiction. A 

devoted animal lover, her first novel, Riding Lessons (2004), explored the intimate 

and often healing spaces between people and animals and was a USA Today 

bestseller. She wrote a second novel, Flying Changes (2005), also about horses. 

 

Although her first two novels sold several hundred thousands of copies—and 

Riding Lessons was a best seller—her third release, Water for Elephants, was 

initially turned down by her publisher at the time, forcing Gruen to find another 

publisher. That book, of course, went on to become one of the top-selling novels 

of our time. Readers fell in love with its story of Jacob, the young man tossed by 

fate onto a rickety circus train that was home to Rosie, the untrainable elephant. 

This #1 New York Times bestseller has been printed in 44 languages and the movie 

version (2011) stars Reese Witherspoon, Christoph Waltz, and Robert Pattinson. 



 
 
 

 

 

Gruen sold her fourth novel, Ape House (2010), on the basis of a 12-page 

summary to Random House, which won that and another of her novels in a 

bidding war with 8 other publishers. Ape House features the amazing Bonobo ape. 

When a number of apes are kidnapped from a language laboratory, their 

mysterious appearance on a reality TV show calls into question our assumptions 

about these animals who share 99.4% of our DNA. 

 

Gruen has had a life-long fascination with human-ape discourse, with a particular 

interest in Bonobo apes. She has studied linguistics and a system of lexigrams in 

order to communicate with apes, and is one of the few visitors who has been 

allowed access to the Great Ape Trust in Des Moines, Iowa, where the apes have 

come to love her. In bringing her experience and research to bear on her fourth 

novel, she opens the animal world to us as few novelists have done. 

 

Sara Gruen’s awards include the 2007 Book Sense Book of the Year Award, the 

Cosmo Fun Fearless Fiction Award, the Bookbrowse Diamond Award for Most 

Popular Book, the Friends of American Literature Adult Fiction Award and the 

ALA/Alex Award 2007. (From Wikipedia.) 
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Water for Elephants 

(Reviews) 

Circuses showcase human beings at their silliest and most sublime, and many 

unlikely literary figures have been drawn to their glitzy pageantry, soaring 

pretensions and metaphorical potential (Marianne Moore leaps to mind). 

Unsurprisingly, writers seem liberated by imagining a spectacle where no 

comparison ever seems inflated, no development impossible. For better and for 

worse, Gruen has fallen under the spell. With a showman's expert timing, she 

saves a terrific revelation for the final pages, transforming a glimpse of Americana 

into an enchanting escapist fairy tale. 

Elizabeth Judd - The New York Times 

 

To replicate the salty vernacular of a Depression-era circus, Gruen, in her third 

novel, did extensive research in archives and in the field, and her work pays off 

admirably. The Benzini Brothers Most Spectacular Show on Earth is a roving 

fleabag ensemble of “cooch tents,” “kinkers,” and “hay burners,” whose 

tyrannical m.c. is always on the lookout for “born freaks.” Unfortunately, Jacob 

Jankowski, the novel’s narrator and protagonist, carries less conviction than the 

period idiom. Recalling, near the end of his life, his work as a veterinarian for the 

circus and his love for a colleague’s wife, he comes off as so relentlessly decent—

an unwavering defender of animals, women, dwarves, cripples, and assorted 

ethnic groups—that he ceases to be interesting as a character. 

The New Yorker 

 

With its spotlight on elephants, Gruen's romantic page-turner hinges on the 

human-animal bonds that drove her debut and its sequel (Riding Lessons and 

Flying Changes)—but without the mass appeal that horses hold. The novel, told in 

flashback by nonagenarian Jacob Jankowski, recounts the wild and wonderful 

period he spent with the Benzini Brothers Most Spectacular Show on Earth, a 

traveling circus he joined during the Great Depression. When 23-year-old 

Jankowski learns that his parents have been killed in a car crash, leaving him 



 
 
 

 

penniless, he drops out of Cornell veterinary school and parlays his expertise with 

animals into a job with the circus, where he cares for a menagerie of exotic 

creatures, including an elephant who only responds to Polish commands. He also 

falls in love with Marlena, one of the show's star performers-a romance 

complicated by Marlena's husband, the unbalanced, sadistic circus boss who 

beats both his wife and the animals Jankowski cares for. Despite her often clichéd 

prose and the predictability of the story's ending, Gruen skillfully humanizes the 

midgets, drunks, rubes and freaks who populate her book. 

Publishers Weekly 

 

When his parents are killed in a traffic accident, Jacob Jankowski hops a train after 

walking out on his final exams at Cornell, where he had hoped to earn a 

veterinary degree. The train turns out to be a circus train, and since it's the 

Depression, when someone with a vet's skills can attach himself to a circus if he's 

lucky, Jacob soon finds himself involved with the animal acts-specifically with the 

beautiful young Marlena, the horse rider, and her husband, August. Jacob falls for 

Marlena immediately, and the ensuing triangle is at the center of this novel, 

which follows the circus across the states. Jacob learns the ins and outs of circus 

life, in this case under the rule of the treacherous Uncle Al, who cheats the 

workers and deals roughly with patrons who complain about blatant false 

advertising and rip-off exhibits. Jacob and Marlena are attracted to each other, 

but their relationship is fairly innocent until it becomes clear that August is not 

merely jealous but dangerously mentally deranged. Old-fashioned and endearing, 

this is an enjoyable, fast-paced story told by the older Jacob, now in his nineties in 

a nursing home. From the author of Riding Lessons; recommended for all libraries. 

—Jim Coan, SUNY Coll. at Oneonta 

Library Journal 

 

Gruen brings to life the world of a Depression-era traveling circus. Jacob 

Jankowski, a retired veterinarian living out his days in an assisted-living facility, 

drifts in and out of his memories: Only days before graduating from vet school in 

1931, young Jake learns his parents have died and left him penniless. Leaving 

school, he hops a train that happens to belong to the Benzini Brothers Most 



 
 
 

 

Spectacular Show on Earth. When the circus's owner, Uncle Al, learns Jake's 

educational background, he quickly hires him as the circus vet. This position 

allows Jake access to the various strata of circus society, from lowly 

crewmembers who seldom see actual money in their pay envelopes to the 

performers and managers who drink champagne and dress in evening wear for 

dinner. Jake is soon in love, both with Marlena, an equestrienne married to the 

head animal trainer, August, and with Rosie, an elephant who understands only 

Polish (which Polish-American Jake conveniently speaks). At first, August and 

Marlena seem happily married, but Jake soon realizes that August's charm can 

quickly turn to cruelty. He is charismatic but bipolar (subtle echoes of Sophie's 

Choice). Worse, he beats Rosie, and comes across as having no love for animals. 

When August assumes Marlena and Jake are fooling around—having 

acknowledged their feelings, they have allowed themselves only a kiss—he beats 

Marlena, and she leaves him. Uncle Al tries blackmailing Jake to force him to 

reunite Marlena with August for the sake of the circus. Jake does not comply, and 

one fatality leads to another until the final blowup. The leisurely recreation of the 

circus's daily routine is lovely and mesmerizing, even if readers have visited this 

world already in fiction and film, but the plot gradually bogs down in melodrama 

and disintegrates by its almost saccharine ending. Despite genuine talent, Gruen 

misses the mark.  

Kirkus Reviews 
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Water for Elephants 

Enhancements 

Marlena and Jacob eventually join the Ringling Brothers circus. This following is a 

historical summary of the Ringling Brothers. 

 

Ringling Brothers, original surname Rüngeling, family of American circus 

proprietors who created the Ringling Brothers circus empire in the late 19th 

century. 

The members active in founding and running the family’s circus enterprises were 

all brothers: Albert C. (1852–1916), Otto (1858–1911), Alfred T. (1861–1919), 

Charles (1863–1926), John (1866–1936), and occasionally August G. (1854–1907) 

and Henry (1869–1918) Ringling. 

The sons of August Rüngeling, a German-born harness maker, Charles, Albert, 

Otto, Alfred, and John in 1882 formed a song-and-dance troupe, the Classic and 

Comic Concert Co., and went on the road with it for two seasons. They began 

adding circus acts to their show, and they organized their first small circus, which 

opened on May 19, 1884, in their hometown of Baraboo, Wisconsin; from there 

they toured the U.S. Midwest. Their progress was slow until they acquired their 

first elephant in 1888, after which the circus expanded rapidly. Charles was the 

guiding managerial force behind the circus for many years. In 1890 the Ringling 

Brothers first began loading their circus wagons on railway cars, enabling them to 

make a much longer tour. By 1900 the Ringling Brothers were actively competing 

with the Barnum & Bailey Circus, and they subsequently started buying up other 

circuses. They acquired the Forepaugh-Sells Circus in 1906, and, after James A. 

Bailey’s death in 1906, they bought the Barnum & Bailey Circus in 1907, thus 

becoming the leading circus in the country, the Ringling Bros. and Barnum & 

Bailey Combined Shows. 

After Charles’s death in 1926, John ran the empire alone for 10 years. In 1929 he 

bought the American Circus Corporation, thus bringing a total of 11 major circuses 

under Ringling control. By this time the Ringling Brothers and Barnum & Bailey 



 
 
 

 

Circus had a main-tent seating capacity of 10,000. John died in 1936, and the 

circus finally passed out of the Ringling family’s hands in 1967, when it was 

purchased by the Feld family. 

The company also maintained the Ringling Museum of the Circus in Sarasota, 

Florida, and Circus World Museum in Baraboo, where many of the original circus 

wagons were restored and are exhibited. 

In 2015 Feld Entertainment, the corporate parent of Ringling, announced that the 

circus would no longer feature elephant acts, a response to decades of complaints 

by animal rights advocates that the circus mistreated the animals. The resulting 

decline in ticket sales, however, led to Feld’s decision in 2017 to close the circus in 

May of that year. 
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