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Discussion Questions for Reasons to Live 

By Amy Hempel 

From Judy C 

1. Hempel is known for her minimalist approach to writing. Does it work in this collection? 

Are there instances where the story seems too “bare bones”? 

2. Hempel says her strategy is to tackle a large subject by finding a small personal way in. 

Does she succeed in doing that? 

3. She chooses to compress her stories because she fears losing a reader’s interest. This is 

also one of the reasons she knows the first sentence (she also knows the last one) before 

she begins and wants it to be a grabber. Does she keep her readers’ attention? 

4. She says she is less interested in the ‘what happened’ part of a story and more interested 

in the mind of the person telling it. Does that have more appeal to you? 

From Maribeth 

1. So many of Hempel’s stories are about what is not said—and I love this. Two great 

examples are “Beg, Sl Tog, Inc, Cont, Rep” and “In the Cemetery Where Al Jolson is 

Buried.” How does not naming or speaking explicitly about the issues at stake enhance 

the stories (or not)? 

2. Hempel fills her stories with odd quirky details that reference celebrities—Freud was 

born and died on the same day (p. 58). Johnny Carson won’t eat steak tartare (p. 60) 

3. Will Rogers called vets the noblest of doctors (p. 24). How does Hempel use these 

details and what role do they play in the story? 

4. Why begin with “In a Tub?” 

5. Hempel relies on a ton of space breaks between sections—this is, in fact, a huge part of 

her style. What is the effect of all the “White Space” on the stories? 

6. What makes “In the Country Where Al Jolson is Buried” a great story? It is widely 

anthologized and might be Hempel’s best known.  

7.  “What seems dangerous, often is not...while things that just lie there, like this beach, are 

loaded with jeopardy.” What seems dangerous and what is dangerous seem like a theme. 

Is it? Which makes me wonder—do Story Collections have to have a theme? 

From Deborah 

1. Hempel often blends humor with grief, e.g., the chimp trivia or earthquake jokes. How 

does this “defense system” reflect character coping mechanisms? Does it make the 

stories more or less devastating? 
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2. Animals (especially dogs) recur throughout. In a story like “Pool Night” what might they 

symbolize? How do they compare with human unreliability? 


