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READING COMPANION

Apostasies, by Holli Carrell

Sample poem:

Lessons in Floods
Children sit side-by-side in their Sunday best, arms folded, practicing
reverence. A storm beats the window glass. From her seat, the girl

observes rain pounding the parched ground; each yellowed tree
in the churchyard bows and shudders under the wet.

The teacher reads: and God brought a flood of waters upon the earth
to destroy all flesh, then asks each child why the wicked are destroyed.

OBEDIENCE printed on the blackboard. The girl feels deep
down in her pocket of knowing that an angry god once is an angry

god always. She worries her mind over wilting rainbows,
the lake’s placid waters rising —slowly at first — then gushing out

onto the pebbles of the beach like water roiling over a pot.
The rain continuous. Floodwaters rising until everything in the valley

is swallowed: sagebrush, cows, temples, the tallest cottonwoods,
mountains, every morsel —gone. God devouring each mouthful.

Gone. The earth still and silent. The earth: water in a forgotten glass.



Questions to consider:

1. In“Garments” (p. 22) from Apostasies, how does Holli Carrell use sacred clothing
and the motif of being watched to explore bodily shame, gender conformity, and
religious control? How does the poem reveal tensions between spiritual
obedience and personal identity, and where do you see acts of resistance or
reclamation of bodily autonomy?

2. In the poems “I Watched Boys” (p. 23) and “First Sex” (p. 81), Carrell explores
the intersection of innocence, desire, and taboo. What techniques does she use to
reveal the tensions between curiosity, shame, and the body? How do her choices
in language and imagery convey these conflicting feelings, and what does the
speaker’s gaze reveal about early encounters with gender, sexuality, and self-
awareness? Building on this, how does the author’s treatment of desire and taboo

transform throughout the collection, especially in later poems like “Sonnet for
Bringing Forth Flowers” (p. 110) and “Matrix” (p. 112).

3. How do “Heretical Woman (I)” (p. 96-98) and “Heretical Woman (II)” (p. 102)
draw from archival and historical sources, and to what purpose? What role does
language — particularly the interplay between Latin and English —play in
expressing the speaker’s crisis of faith?

4. In “Patterns” (pg. 35), Carrell closely examines Joseph Smith. What techniques
does she use to convey the idea that the history of the LDS Church and Smith
involves both individual and systemic violence? How does she employ historical
materials (quotes, letters, marriage data) as poetic devices?

5. Many of Carrell’s poems center on girlhood and growing up, especially how this
was shaped for her by Mormonism and life in the church. How does she use her
own memories, combined with scripture and religious ceremony, to convey the
experience of beginning to recognize constraint and oppression?

6. Across the collection, in poems like “In the Waters of Mormon” (p. 24), “In the
Community Garden” (p. 111), and “Matrix” (p. 112), Carrell uses imagery of the
body, water, ritual, and nature to explore agency, inherited belief, and spiritual
coercion. How do these images shape our understanding of consent, belonging,
and the transmission of faith, and where might the poems gesture toward
reclaiming spiritual identity beyond structures? In what ways does the last poem
in the book, “Body to Sea” (p. 114), illustrate agency, freedom, spirituality,
and/or oneness with nature, and what can be said about this poem being the
final gesture in the collection?



7. How does the speaker’s relationship with film projection evolve throughout
“Projection” (p. 72-78), and how does this changing relationship illuminate the
intersections of labor, identity, and trauma? In what ways do the physical and
sensory aspects of work intertwine with the speaker’s personal experiences, and
how might the act of projecting film function as both a means of survival and a
site of emotional strain? How does this invite us to consider the ways repetitive
labor can shape, distort, or reclaim a sense of self in the aftermath of trauma?

8. How does Carrell use biblical references, imagery, and Mormon practices to
examine power structures, and where do the poems in Apostasies affirm,
challenge, or reject religious authority? How do these shifts illustrate the
speaker’s relationship to faith and autonomy?

Writing prompts:

1. Inthe poem “Garments” (p. 22), clothing is shown to carry moral, spiritual, and
emotional weight. Write a poem about an item of clothing in your own life that
has shaped your understanding of modesty, gender roles, or worthiness. You
might explore the contrast between how this item was presented to you —its
intended meaning —and how you actually experienced it.

2. Inthe poem “Lot’s Wife” (pg. 89), Holli Carrell reimagines a biblical moment,
transforming a cautionary tale into an act of defiance where the woman is full of
feeling and choice. Choose a mythological, religious, or historical woman and
write a poem that retells her story from her perspective. What might she have
been thinking? What parts of her story have been erased?

3. In the poem “Sacrament” (pg. 26), Carrell uses ( / ) to create a break, and to
emphasize the tension between what the subject should be doing and what she is
doing. Write a poem that unfolds in fragments, and use slashes ( / ) to mirror
this division.

4. In“Grandmother, Dairy Farm” (pg. 65), Carrell evokes a matriarchal figure
through sensory details. Write about a family member using one vivid sense,
such as smell, sound, or touch, to capture what your relationship with them felt
or feels like.



Other Perugia books that could pair with this collection:

Daughter of Three Gone Kingdoms by Joan Kwon Glass
Girldom by Megan Peak

Lamb by Frannie Lindsay

Through a Red Place by Rebecca Pelky

Areas of study in which to teach this title:

Creative Writing/Poetry

Women's Studies

Ethnic & Gender Studies

Religious Studies

Archival Studies

American Social & Cultural History

Book orders and poet events:

To order Apostasies, or any Perugia Press title, you may do so through the
bookshop on our website (perugiapress.org).

For wholesale rates on course adoptions, check out our publisher portal at our
distribution partner, Asterism Books (asterismbooks.com).

To inquire about a desk copy, or Holli Carrell’s availability for readings, book
talks, or class visits (in person or virtually), contact Editor/Director Rebecca
Olander at editor@perugiapress.org.



