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About the Book 
 
The year is 1454. On the orders of the mysterious Milord, head of the Order of Darkness, Luca, 
Freize, Brother Peter, Isolde, and Ishraq have traveled to the famously decadent city of Venice 
during the riotous season of Carnevale. The city is full of gambling, masked balls, and secret 
assignations; nothing is as it seems. They have been ordered to investigate the gold coins that are 
flooding the markets of Venice, which the Order of Darkness suspects may be counterfeit. But 
Luca and his companions discover an even more troubling possibility: that there may be 
alchemists at work in Venice, transforming baser metals into gold and pursuing the secret of 
eternal life. Meanwhile Luca has a goal of his own—to find his parents and rescue them from 
slavery. And Luca and Isolde have a more immediate problem: they are falling in love, and may 
not be able to control their desire for each other much longer. 
 
Prereading Activity 
 
The activities below align with the following Common Core State Standards: (SL.9 – 12.1) (W.9 
– 12.10)  
 
1. Read aloud the section that starts on page 349 (“At dawn there was a sudden hammering”) and 
ends on page 356 (“He shook his head. ‘So many, many others.’”) Have the students free-write 
for ten minutes about how they would react if they felt manipulated or used by an authority 
figure the way that Luca feels manipulated and used by Milord. Have them discuss their 
reactions in pairs, small groups, or with the class as a whole. 
 
2. Ask students to spend ten minutes brainstorming on paper what they know about financial 
speculation and financial bubbles. They can write about the stock market, the recent housing 
bubble, or any other form of speculation. Have them discuss their understandings and identify 
points that need further clarification.  
 
Discussion Questions 
 
These discussion questions below align with the following Common Core State Standards: 
(CCRA.R.1, 2, 3, 4, 6) (RI.9 – 12.1, 2) (RL.9 – 12.1, 2, 3, 4) 
 
1. Why is this book titled Fools’ Gold?  
 
2. Luca is fascinated by the way that glass can turn light into rainbows. Ishraq shares his 
curiosity, but Isolde asks, “Why would such a thing matter to you?” Why do the characters feel 
differently? How would you feel? 
 



3. How is the city of Venice depicted at the start of the book? What do the main characters think 
of it? How do their ideas about Venice change over the course of the book? Give specific 
examples.  
 
4. Compare Isolde’s and Ishraq’s feelings for Luca.  
 
5. How are gambling (at the game of cups and ball, for piccoli (silver pennies)) and financial 
speculation (buying and selling English nobles) portrayed in the book? Would you say that they 
are largely the same, or different from each other? Which characters in the book would agree 
with you? Which would disagree?  
 
6. Describe Freize’s relationship with Jacinta.  
 
7. There is a great difference in wealth and background between Luca and Isolde. Point to places 
in the text that signal these differences. How important are they? Have you ever had a close 
friend who was from a much higher or much lower socioeconomic background than you? How 
did the two of you address that difference? 
 
8. We are told that respectable women in Venice rarely go out in public, a custom Ishraq finds 
very frustrating. Yet Lady Carintha seems to enjoy quite a bit of freedom. How do Ishraq and 
Isolde get around the expectation about women? How is Lady Carintha able to have freedom and 
yet maintain her social position? 
 
9. In this book, is alchemy a science or a form of magic? Is it to be respected, or to be feared? 
Are Drago Nacari and Jacinta brilliant scientists or dangerous sorcerers? Explain your answers 
with examples from the book. 
 
10. How do secrets and lies operate in the book? Which characters keep secrets from or lie to one 
another, and why?  
 
11. What do each of the main characters—Brother Peter, Luca, Isolde, Freize, and Ishraq—think 
of Milord, the mysterious head of the Order of Darkness who provides their orders? Do any of 
them change their minds over the course of the book? Why?  
 
12. How does the relationship between Luca and Isolde develop over the course of the book?  
 
13. Who spends the night in the garden with Luca after the party at Lady Carintha’s house? 
Support your answer with references to the text.  
 
14. Describe the confrontation between Isolde and Lady Carintha. What is its effect on Isolde? 
How and why does Isolde change over the course of the book overall? 
 
15. When Lady Carintha says that Luca and Isolde, who are posing as sister and brother, are “as 
unnatural as forgery,” what does she mean? 
 



16. Describe the relationship between Brother Peter and Ishraq. How and why does it change 
over the course of the book? 
 
17. How does Luca’s father react when Luca finally finds him? Why?  
 
18. Describe/characterize the way that teenagers Luca, Isolde, and Ishraq speak. What tone does 
their speaking style set for the novel? How do their habits of speech help set the novel in its time 
and place?  
 
Activities 
 
These activities align with the following Common Core Standards: (CCRA.R. 9 – 12.9, 10) 
(SL.9 – 12.4) (W.9 – 12.2, 4, 7, 8, 9, 10) 
 
1. Many works of fiction are set in Venice. Have students read an additional story set in Venice 
such as A Venetian Affair by Andrea di Robilant, The Talented Mr. Ripley by Patricia 
Highsmith, The Four Seasons: A Novel of Vivaldi’s Venice by Laurel Corona, or The Passion by 
Jeanette Winterson. Students can then prepare a class presentation and/or write an essay 
comparing and contrasting the experiences of the central characters in Fool’s Gold and another 
work. 
 
2. Fool’s Gold has characters who follow or are educated in the traditions of Christianity, Islam, 
and Judaism. Have one half of the class learn more about the beliefs of these three world 
religions and their similarities and differences. Have the other half of the class investigate how 
members of each group were treated in the fifteenth century, when Fool’s Gold takes place. Have 
the two groups present to one another.  
 
3. Have students research financial bubbles. They can research the general concept, or specific 
historical incidents (such as the speculative craze for tulips in seventeenth-century Holland or the 
South Sea bubble in early eighteenth-century England). Using resources found in the library and 
online, have students prepare presentations explaining their findings. 
 
4. Today we see alchemy—the medieval and early modern science of changing base metals like 
lead and silver into gold—as a form of superstitious magic. But in the fifteenth century, when 
Fools’ Gold takes place, alchemy was a respected pursuit in many parts of Europe and the 
Arabic-speaking areas of the world. Have students research the history of alchemy, or research 
famous scientists who were also alchemists, such as Paracelsus (1493 – 1541), the father of 
pharmacology, or Isaac Newton (1642 – 1727),  who developed the laws of gravity. Have 
students explain why early modern thinkers saw alchemy as a legitimate science when we do not. 
  
5. During the Renaissance the city of Venice developed its own artistic style. Have students use 
appropriate Internet and other sources to learn more about the works of famous fifteenth-and 
sixteenth-century Venetian artists such as Titian, Tintoretto, and Veronese. Have students work 



together to create a poster presentation, a website, or a PowerPoint (or similar slide-based 
presentation program) about Venetian Renaissance art.  
  
6. Freize refuses to believe that the world is round, asking Dr Nacari: “Why would you say such 
a thing, even if you are mad enough to think it?” (p. 232). But Luca states that “most scholars 
believe that the world is round” (p. 256). Have students research the history of the notion that the 
world is round to learn more about when scientists first endorsed the idea, and when common 
people like Freize accepted it. Have students discuss whether they see correlations to our current 
society, regarding the theory of evolution, the notion of global warming, or some other idea.  
 
7. Early in the novel, Luca and Isolde lie to Lord Lucretili’s soldiers and claim to be married. 
Brother Peter refuses to lie for them, even though such a lie would benefit the group. But at the 
end of the novel, Brother Peter lies for the good of the group, claiming to have asked Drago 
Nacari to make him a love potion as a way of explaining to the Venetian Council of Ten why 
Freize went to Nacari’s home. Ask students to write a brief opinion essay that addresses when 
and whether lies are justified, and whether it is right to lie to help your friends. Encourage peer 
editing for grammar and clarity of thought. Ask students to share their papers in class. 
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