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READER’S GUIDE 
 

Discussion Questions from Virginia Bell 
 
 

1. Many of the poems in From the Belly are ekphrastic, i.e. about particular 
works of art, or refer to visual art in a significant way.  How do the 
ekphrastic poems use art to comment on childhood, family, relationships, or 
simply the experience of the human body in the world? 
 
2. What work of art would you choose to write about?  Why?  How could 
you describe it to someone who’s never seen it?  How would you make a 
connection between the work of art and something else in the world, 
history, your personal life or memory, etc.? 



 
3. The four poems in the “Sally Mann Suite” raise questions about the 
photographs parents take of their children and, more generally, about the 
way parents see and construct their children, about the effects of the 
parental gaze.  What do you think of the photographer described in these 
poems or about the poetic speaker as parent?   
 
4. What photographs do you remember of yourself as a child?  Or, if you’re 
a parent, what is your favorite photograph of your child or children?   Why 
are these important representations?  To what extent are they 
constructions or expressions of desire, hope, fear, anger, etc.? 
 
5. A few of the poems in the book refer to American popular culture 
products, like board games, TV shows, and pornography.  Is that how we 
know ourselves in America these days?  Through the entertainment 
products we buy, watch, consume, and find all around us?  What 
entertainment products most affect your life?  How do you interact with 
them and manipulate them actively (rather than simply being acted upon by 
them)? 
 
6. Many poems in From the Belly reflect an obsession with the human body 
and its parts: the bodies of parents and children, hands, feet, kidneys, lips, 
hips, hair, blood, fingers, penises, breasts, orifices, skin, and, of course, 
bellies.  Do any of these poems move you to think of these body parts in a 
new way? Do the poems celebrate the details of the human body, mourn 
our dependence on them, or neither of these?  Then what? 
 
7. There are four “Snapshot” poems of “girls” in this book.   What kinds of 
images of girlhood emerge from these snapshots?  On the other hand, how 
are “boys” depicted in other poems? Taken together, do the poems 
describe “boys and girls” as opposites of each other? Or do they succeed 
in getting us to question just what a “girl” is and just what a “boy” is? 
 
8. The speaker in some of these poems is invested in “outing” a father who 
we presume to have been a closeted gay or queer man.   What is the 
emotional and political impact of these poems?  What other sorts of secrets 
or possibly taboo subjects do the poetic speakers in From the Belly reveal, 
unearth, obsess over, and make you think about? 
 



9.  There are several poems in the collection that refer to food and things 
related to food—plums, raspberries, strudel, spaghetti, spoons, kitchens, 
etc..  Why does food seem to be an important topic for this book?   What is 
the relationship between the food and the body?  Between food and the 
construction of gender? 
 
10. The poem, “As Good a Place,” explores the concept of home (the city 
of Pittsburgh) and the speaker’s relationship with her mother.  What 
questions does the poem raise about how we feel about “home”?  About  
how we know what or who “home” is?  Why is the speaker “running” 
throughout the poem? 
 
Writing Exercises from Virginia Bell 
 
1. “After” poems.  I often learn by imitating poems I admire or poems I find 
challenging and strange.  I find it useful to begin by imitating very closely—
line length, stanza formation, syllable count, etc.—even if the poem I end 
up writing in the end looks very different.  However, I often like to use very 
different content than the “original” in this exercise. 
 
2. First drafts as formal verse.  Sometimes I learn by writing in a traditional 
form and then abandoning it.  For example, I originally wrote the poem “No 
Words for These Matters” as a sestina.  Doing so taught me the incredible 
power of repetition and words that echo throughout the poem.  Eventually, 
my poem felt too constrained by the form, but I kept a lot of word repetition 
even in the final draft. 
 
3. In Kenneth Koch’s book about teaching poetry to children in NYC public 
schools, Wishes, Lies, and Dreams, he explains that he teaches kids that 
metaphor is a kind of “lie” and that it’s OK to “lie” in poems.  I try to remind 
myself of this every time I write.  It frees me from literal thinking and allows 
even poems that appear to be transparently confessional or 
autobiographical to benefit from fiction, imagination, and whatever 
language best serves the poem (regardless of what “actually” happened”). 
 
 
 
 
 



Suggested Further Reading 
 

Anne Carson  Glass, Irony, and God 
Mark Doty   My Alexandria, School of the Arts 
Natasha Trethewey Native Guard 
Elizabeth Alexander The Venus Hottentot 
Lisel Mueller  Alive Together 
Louise Gluck  The Wild Iris 
Rita Dove   Selected Poems 
Emily Dickinson  Selected Poems and Letters 
Judith Butler  Gender Trouble  
Julia Kristeva  Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection  
Sally Mann   Immediate Family  (photography) 
 
More Information 
 
Virginia Bell is available for questions, interviews, and appearances, as are 
all SRP authors. For more information, email info@siblingrivalrypress.com.   
 
 
 


