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Percy is pregnant. She hasn’t told a soul. Probably she should tell her husband—certainly she means 
to—but one night she wakes up to find she no longer recognizes him. Now, instead of sleeping, 
Percy is spending her nights taking walks through her neighborhood, all the while fretting over her 
marriage, her impending motherhood, and the sinister ways the city is changing.

Amid this alienation—from her husband, home, and rapidly changing body—a package arrives. In 
it: an exhibition catalog for a photography show. The photographs consist of a series of digitally  
manipulated images of a woman lying on a bed in a red room. It takes a moment for for Percy to 
realize that the woman is herself . . . but no one else sees the resemblance.

Percy must now come to grips with the fundamental question of identity in the digital age: To what 
extent do we own our own image, and to what extent is that image shaped by the eyes of others?

Capturing perfectly the haunted atmosphere of Manhattan immediately after 9/11—and the  
simmering insanity of America ever since—Jessi Jezewska Stevens’ The Exhibition of Persephone 
Q is a darkly witty and masterful satire about how easy it is to lose ownership of our own selves.
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QUESTIONS AND TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION

1. Consider the epigraph that begins the novel. How do you think it frames the events therein?

2.  In what ways does the myth of Persephone, particularly her abduction by Hades, run parallel to 
the events of the novel? How does the story of Percy echo that of her namesake?

3. The novel takes place in New York City in the months immediately following 9/11. What effect 
   does the setting have on the novel’s tone? In what ways does it reinforce certain themes of the     
   story, or of contemporary American life?

4.  The novel is jump-started in part by Percy’s mother’s bowl falling from a shelf in the kitchen, 
awakening Percy from sleep. How do other motifs of mothers and motherhood appear in the  
storyline? How does Percy respond to them?

5.   Percy frequently searches her own name online, referring to the other women who share it as 
her “doppelgangers.” She also participates in internet discussion boards, sometimes even writ-
ing to the self-help author she works for, hiding her identity behind an anonymous username.  
Compare these two modes of Percy’s internet ‘self.’ What do you think she’s seeking in these online  
interactions? 

6.     Percy claims, “I was the sort of person who accepted rather than shaped her circumstances. My       
              life was a long hallway punctuated by a series of open doors” (10). How does discovering the     
     exhibition alter Percy’s passive attitude towards her life, if at all? Do you think Percy’s neutrality          
       makes her a strong observer of her world? What kind of narrator is she?
 
7.   Percy ponders the muses of male artists, the “Olgas, Doras, Jackies,” noting that when she  

compares “the photographs of these women to the paintings in which they appeared, they almost
   never resembled themselves. . . the lover’s perspective transformed her” (86). How does Percy 
    contend with being the object of a work of art? Does she manage to transform herself from object           
    to subject? In what ways does she frustrate traditional gender roles, and in what ways might she                              
      be complicit? 

8.  When Percy goes to speak to the gallery receptionist about her appearance in the exhibition, “an 
image of Claire, in her violet windbreaker, dashed through my mind, and I watched her go” (80). 
Later, Claire turns out to be the only person who believes Percy about the exhibition. However, 
Percy decides “it was not wise to yoke my fate to Claire’s” (131). Why do you think Percy turns 
away from the affirmation she spends most of the novel seeking? Why doesn’t Percy want to be 
connected to Claire, another woman “whom no one will believe” (126)?

9.  “‘Two disappearances and one of them art? Now, that’s an event,’ Claire said” (125). Compare     
       Harold’s disappearance with Percy’s search to claim her identity in the exhibition. What are the 

similarities and differences in each respective form of erasure?
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10. Why do you think Percy hides both the exhibition and her pregnancy from Misha for so long?

11.  Discuss the novel’s structure. How does it change in the second part of the book, and what  
effect does it have on the novel as a whole? How does the introduction of Percy’s past, in part 2,  
influence your understanding of her in part 1?

12.  Why do you think Percy refers to her baby as her “nebula”?

13.  “It strikes me there are fewer private moments now. There is a great race on, really. The goal              
        is to gather your own impressions before someone else can tell you what you saw, what you are        
        seeing” (188). What do the many now-antiquated aspects of early internet culture featured in                 

  t he novel bring to light about the internet and online privacy today?

14.   Toward the end of the novel, Percy guides Buck, an attendee of the self-help author’s poetry     
   readings, to the hospital where Yvette works to finally have a sore on his face medically  
   examined. Why do you think the author chose to bring back this character for the novel’s  
      weighty penultimate scene? What do you feel this scene reveals about Percy? Has she changed?
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