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                                    By Silas House

Before you begin this book by Kentucky writer Silas House, winner of the 2009 Appalachian Heritage Writer’s Award, explore the Appalachian Heritage Website created for House at http://www.shepherd.edu/ahwirweb/house/; what resources and tools may be helpful as you read The Coal Tattoo?  Read carefully the critical essay on House among the main links, particularly the introduction to his life and writing.  Be sure you read all of the questions below before you start the book, and keep this assignment handy as you read.

The Coal Tattoo continues the saga of the Sullivan family, following the relationship of two sisters, the wild and exuberant Anneth and the spiritual, Pentecostal Easter, both grandchildren of Vine and Serena of A Parchment of Leaves.  How do the tragedies in the two sisters’ lives influence their approaches to living?  What has happened to the girls’ grandfather Saul Sullivan and to Serena’s boy Luke as the story opens?  What happens to Birdie, Anneth’s and Easter’s mother, and later to Vine and Serena?  How do these tragedies drive the actions of both sisters?  
What do you discern about the connection between the “rape” of the land and the destruction of the people of Appalachia?  How does House factor war into this equation?  Explore these links to understand on mountain removal in Kentucky: http://www.kftc.org/our-work/canary-project/campaigns/mtr/MTR-generalinfo and http://forestpolicyresearch.org/2009/03/07/kentucky-citizens-against-mountain-top-removal-get-kicked-out-of-former-boy-scout-camp-blanton/.  To see the issue closer to home, click on this link at http://www.mountainroadshow.com/.



 




        Mountaintop Removal in Eastern Kentucky

What kinds of poor choices does Anneth make that impact her life negatively?  Why does she make these choices?  What does she appear to be searching for?  What other restless “questers” do you know in literature?  How specifically can one link the family tragedies in the book to Anneth’s actions and choices?  What role do each of these men play in Anneth’s quest: Matthew, Liam, Bradley, and Glenn?   Why does Anneth want to have a child; how is she surprised about her feelings after she gives birth to her son Clay?  

How do the sisters represent House’s ideas about the connection between spirituality and music?  In what ways are the sisters alike in their search, though they travel down radically different paths to find what they are seeking.  What is House’s point in detailing these two different paths toward enlightenment?  How do these themes unfold in the story: fatalism, storytelling, violence toward the land and the people?  What symbol does the redbud tree assume in this story?  What is hoeing a metaphor for?  Finally, what is the meaning of the “coal tattoo”?
