Clay’s Quilt
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 Clay’s Quilt?  Read carefully the critical essay on House among the main links, particularly the introduction to his life and work. 

Clay’s Quilt is the last book in House’s Appalachian trilogy (A Parchment of Leaves and The Coal Tattoo) about the Sizemore and Sullivan family, who live in the mountains of eastern Kentucky.  This is coal mining country.  If you haven’t already, take a look at this link about mining in eastern Kentucky and peruse the images and some of the informational links at this site in order to get an understanding for the life of the miners and this part of Appalachia: see http://www.coal-miners-in-kentucky.com/Index.html.  
The major theme in this book, as House has said, is “passion,” specifically “finding yourself and celebrating what you have found.”  As you read, mark those passages that appear to justify House’s assertion.  Such a story is called a bildungsroman or coming of age story.  How is Clay Sizemore at a turning point in his life?  Clay comes from an extremely nurturing family, his Uncle Paul, Uncle Gabe, and Aunt Easter; the latter two have virtually raised Clay.  Why is Clay haunted so by the past?  How and why is Clay able to reconcile his family’s troubled past?  

Clay says that his own passion and gusto for life comes from his mother’s side of the family, particularly Anneth’s and Clay’s Cherokee heritage.  Read about the position of women in Cherokee culture at http://www.learnnc.org/lp/editions/nchist-twoworlds/1882.  Also, check this site that gives you some understanding for the history of the Cherokee people in Appalachia (http://www.cherokee-nc.com/index.php?page=56), and see this site to understand how women figure into Cherokee legends (http://www.cherokee-nc.com/index.php?page=96).
Another interesting site that will give you historic background on eastern Kentucky is found at  this site: http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/countryboys/readings/appalachia.html.


 


 

                              Lily, Kentucky
        Appalachian Mountains  Ocean at Myrtle Beach
What is the meaning of the title of the book; how is quilting a metaphor used in the novel?  What is the connection between music and religious spiritualism?  How does music affect Clay?  Why is Alma so reticent about Clay’s romantic pursuit of her?  How does Clay win Alma’s trust?  How does House tie the theme of domestic violence to family loyalty in the story?  What is the importance of storytelling in the book?  Who are the great storytellers in the novel?  How does the front porch serve as a metaphor in the book and connect to the motif of storytelling?  
How does House use water as a multifaceted symbol in the novel?  Note the particular imagery associated with Clay when he and Alma go to Myrtle Beach and he swims in the ocean.  Explain the symbolism.  What is significant about Uncle Paul’s gift to Clay’s and Alma’s baby, Maggie, at the story’s end?
