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   Biography: 

Denise Kiernan has been working as a writer for more than 20 years. 

Her work has been published in The New York Times, Reader's 

Digest, Discover and many more publications. She has also worked in 

television, serving as head writer for ABC's "Who Wants to Be a 

Millionaire"  during its Emmy award-winning first season and has 

produced for media outlets such as ESPN and MSNBC. She has co-

authored several popular history titles including Signing Their Lives 

Away, Signing Their Rights Away, and Girls of Atomic City. 

Throughout her career, Kiernan has been a featured guest on many 

radio and television shows, including NPR's "Weekend Edition," PBS 

NewsHour, MSNBC, Morning Joe, and The Daily Show with Jon 

Stewart. She  is married to author, historian and journalist Joseph 

D'Agnese and lives in Asheville, NC. (Adapted from 

www.denisekiernan.com) 

Discussion Questions: 

1. Why do you think Denise Kiernan chose to title her book The Last Castle? In 

what ways does Biltmore function like a castle for George Vanderbilt and his 

family? How does it differ? 

2. Describe the origins of the name that George chooses for his Asheville estate. 

Why does George Vanderbilt elect to build Biltmore in Asheville, NC?  

3. Why do George’s sisters think that Edith is a good match for him? Do you 

agree? What considerations must someone of George’s social class take into 

account when looking for a spouse? 

4. Why do you think the public is so interested in the lives of the Vanderbilt 

family? Can you think of any modern equivalents that are scrutinized in the 

same way the Vanderbilt family was in their time? Who are they? 

5. How does Cornelia’s birth connect George and Edith with the community in 

Asheville? Why do the residents feel a sense of ownership over her? Describe 

Cornelia’s connection to her birthplace as an adult. Were you surprised by it? 

6. What is the effect that Biltmore has on the region socially, economically, and in 

terms of infrastructure? (Questions issued by publisher.) 
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