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Johnston Public Library Book Discussion Questions 

 

My Name is Mary Sutter by Robin Olivera 

 

Summary 

 
An enthralling historical novel about a young woman's struggle to become a doctor during the Civil 

War. In this stunning first novel, Mary Sutter is a brilliant, headstrong midwife from Albany, New York, 

who dreams of becoming a surgeon. Determined to overcome the prejudices against women in 

medicine-and eager to run away from her recent heartbreak, Mary leaves home and travels to 

Washington, D.C. to help tend the legions of Civil War wounded. Under the guidance of William Stipp 

and James Blevens, two surgeons who fall unwittingly in love with Mary's courage, will, and 

stubbornness in the face of suffering-and resisting her mother's pleas to return home to help with the 

birth of her twin sister's baby, Mary pursues her medical career in the desperately overwhelmed 

hospitals of the capital. Like Charles Frazier's Cold Mountain and Robert Hicks's The Widow of the 

South, My Name Is Mary Sutter powerfully evokes the atmosphere of the period. Rich with historical 

detail (including marvelous depictions of Lincoln, Dorothea Dix, General McClellan, and John Hay 

among others), and full of the tragedies and challenges of wartime, My Name Is Mary Sutter is an 

exceptional novel. And in Mary herself, Robin Oliveira has created a truly unforgettable heroine whose 

unwavering determination and vulnerability will resonate with readers everywhere. 

 

Discussion Questions 
 

1. The end of My Name Is Mary Sutter is both satisfying and surprising. What was your response to 

the conclusion of each character's story? 

2. Women's rights have greatly expanded since Mary's time, but do you believe that women are still 

limited by prejudice as to what they can or should do professionally? Do you believe men and 

women should have different roles or responsibilities within society? 

3. Beyond Mary, which character did you find the most interesting? Why? Which character did you 

find the least interesting?  

4. Blevens explains that he cannot accept Mary as an apprentice because of the Civil War. Do you 

believe he would have taken her on had the war not begun? Why? 

5. As a woman and midwife, Mary has a particular kind of medical knowledge; Blevens and Stipp 

have another. What are the values and limitations of each? How does Mary eventually blend the 

two? 
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6. Describe Mary and Jenny's relationship. What type of tensions exist? Consider the relationship 

from both women's perspectives. 

7. "From labor to death, she thought, despite every moment at the breast, every reprimand, every 

tender tousle of hair, every fever fought, every night spent worrying, it came to this: you couldn't 

protect your children from anything, not even from each other" (p. 43). Do you believe Amelia is 

right? What experiences from your own life make you feel this way?  

8. How is Dr. Blevens affected by his experiences during the Civil War? 

9. From Jake to Thomas to William Stipp, there is a wide range of male characters in the novel. 

What type of masculinity does each demonstrate? 

10. Have you ever struggled with the same kind of professional or personal obstacles that Mary 

does? How did you handle it? What did you learn from the experience? 
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