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Writing Prompts Inspired by Savage Flower 

• Write a sectioned poem for/about a specific emotion. What personal experiences resonate 
most with that emotion? Describe each experience in a separate section. How does the 
order of the sections and form of the stanzas inform your definition of the emotion? How 
does each section build on the previous and look ahead to the next? (see “For Shame”) 
 

• Consider the poem “Confession with Toll House and a Thunderstorm,” in which the 
speaker combines that confessional form with the religious act of confession. What do 
you have to confess? Write your confession, utilizing plenty of sensory imagery. 
 

• The phrase “the personal is political” is a good way to contextualize the relevance of 
contemporary confessional poetry. What elements of your identity/experience feel 
inherently political? Now, write a political poem that maintains an intimate confessional 
lens. (see “For What I Am About to Do” “The Women’s Clinic in Antioch, TN” “Side 
Effects” “Fertility with Multiple Diagnoses”) 
 

• Many of the poems in this collection were inspired by online articles and listicles. For 
instance, “Ten Ways That Elephants Are Like Us” uses a clickbait listicle as the basis for 
a poem in the tradition of “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird” by Wallace 
Stevens. “Photographs of Water” uses a photo essay as a jumping off point. Other poems 
inspired by news items include “Two Whooping Cranes Found Shot in Hopkins County” 
and “Origami-Inspired, Self-Assembling Robot Crawls by Itself.” Find a news item or 
listicle that inspires you and write that poem. 
 

• The specific landscapes of Middle Tennessee, the Blue Ridge Mountains, and Coastal 
Carolina are a major part of the image systems in Savage Flower. Write a poem that 
highlights a landscape that has significance to you. Consider why it is significant and 
what memories or emotions that landscape brings to mind for you. (see “Hometown” 
“Center Hill” “Wilmington”) 
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Discussion Questions that Explore Craft and Content in Savage Flower 

• Sutton identifies as a confessional poet. What are the tenets of confessional poetry? How 
does Sutton’s poetry fit or not fit within those tenets? 
 

• Savage Flower uses formal choices to inform content. What are the different formal 
choices you see repeated throughout the collections? Why do you think Sutton makes 
those choices where she does? 
 

• There are multiple prose poems in Savage Flower. How do these poems differ from the 
lineated poems in the collection? 
 

• How does Sutton use section breaks within poems to amplify content in her poetry? 
 

• How does the ordering of the poems in Savage Flower serve the content? What do the 
section breaks accomplish in that regard? 
 

• What are the themes of Savage Flower? What poems most represent those themes? Are 
there any poems that feel like they fall outside the thematic elements of the collection? 
 

• What are the recurring image systems in Savage Flower? How does Sutton use these 
image systems to reflect the themes of the collection? 
 

• The title Savage Flower comes from the poem “Fertility with Multiple Diagnoses.” How 
does that phrase sum up the collection? Is there another title you would have selected? 
 

• Sutton identifies as a cis woman, bisexual, white, fat, and middle class. She was born and 
raised in Nashville, TN, and lived in the area for twenty-five years before moving to 
Coastal Carolina. She now lives in the foothills of the Appalachia. How does Sutton’s 
identity inform the poetry in this collection? What elements of Sutton’s identity do you 
think are most vital to the collection?  
 

• Confessional poetry was, for a time, very controversial. Why do you think that is? What 
are your feelings about confessional poetry? Do you “like” confessional poetry? Reading 
it? Writing it? Why or why not? 
 

• How has the confessional poetry movement informed contemporary poetry? 
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Classroom Activities for Book Analysis 

• Kick-Off Discussion: Have students break themselves up into groups by selecting a 
landscape—Nashville, Coastal Carolina, or the Blue Ridge Mountains. If the groups are 
not relatively even, you can move people around or assign them yourself. In their groups, 
have students identify poems that apply to those locales. Have them write their group’s 
poems on the board or a shared document. Questions below for discussion: 

o What patterns emerge when you isolate poems by location? 
o What other landscapes appear in the collection that aren’t covered by these three? 

What purpose do those landscapes serve, if any? 
 

• Voice and Point of View: Discuss the significance of voice and point of view in 
confessional poetry. 

o Discuss point of view in confessional poetry. 
o Does Sutton ever veer outside of first-person point of view? 
o What is the significance of voice in confessional poetry? 
o Describe Sutton’s poetic voice in one word and share with the class. 
o What poem best embodies Sutton’s poetic voice in Savage Flower? 

 
• Five Poem Confessional Collection: Have students create a five-poem collection of 

confessional poems. 
o Choose a primary theme for the collection: Is it an emotion? An experience? An 

element of the writer’s identity? A personal politic? 
o Write five poems following the guidelines below: 

§ At least one sectioned poem that is at least four sections long, with each 
section at least ten lines long 

§ At least one prose poem  
§ At least one poem in confessional form 
§ One poem about something outside of the writer’s experience that informs 

their primary theme 
§ One poem that incorporates a newspaper headline 

o In addition to writing the poems, instructors can ask students to create physical 
chapbooks of their collections, including a front and back cover, front matter such 
as dedication page and table of contents, and page design that speaks to the 
content of the collection. 
 

• A Picture Is Worth At Least a Couple Poems: Mixed media processing. 
o Ask students to create a mixed media collage that represents the poems in Savage 

Flower. 
o If collage is digital, it should incorporate elements of sound and moving pictures, 

as well as still images. 
o If collage is 2D or 3D, it should incorporate multiple artistic mediums, including 

but not limited to paint, magazine clippings, photographs, and the written word. 
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A Note to Students from the Writer 

 

Dear students, 

Thank you so much for spending time with my debut collection. I appreciate your 
thoughtfulness when discussing these poems. As a confessional poet, publishing work can often 
feel like opening a vein. It’s a vulnerable position, but at the same time, each reader is deeply 
important to me. We’ve formed a relationship, you and I, through the sharing of these poems. 

Savage Flower was written over the course of ten years. During that time, most of the 
poems found homes in journals and magazines. However, there were also dozens—if not 
hundreds—of rejections for both the individual poems and the book. The book itself went 
through many different revisions, beginning first as my MFA thesis and then changing and 
growing over time. While working on the book, I also held down a number of full- and part-time 
jobs. Even now, as I work on the next book, I am pursuing my counselor’s license. I say all this 
because it’s important to remember as a writer that rejection and adaptation is part of the game. 
Finding the right place for your work takes time and commitment, but it also takes luck. The 
stars have to align, so to speak. Don’t lose faith, though. It’s a great time to be a poet because 
there are so many new outlets for work and many organizations dedicated to lessening the 
financial burden of submissions and fighting against the systemic bias that effects the writing 
world, just as it effects the entire world. Keep reading, keep writing, keep revising, and keep 
submitting. Ask for help when you need it. Find a group of fellow writers you trust and share 
your drafts. Get an MFA if you want, or don’t. Learn from the writers you read, and read all the 
writers you can. Work to make the poetry world egalitarian and inclusive. There is no one road, 
there are many, and each one is shaped by our individual experiences.  

If you have any questions about the book, poetry, or publishing, please contact me 
through my website: annabsutton.com. 

 

With thanks, 

Anna B. Sutton 

 


