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SWEETNESS
IN THE BELL?Y

About the Book

Lilly, the main character of Camilla Gibb?s stunning new novel, has anything but a stable childhood. The daughter of
English/Irish hippies, she was ?born in Yugoslavia, breast-fed in the Ukraine, weaned in Corsica, freed from nappies in
Sicily and walking by the time [they] got to the Algarve?? The family?s nomadic adventure ends in Tangier when
Lilly?s parents are killed in a drug deal gone awry. Orphaned at eight, Lilly is left in the care of a Sufi sheikh, who
shows her the way of Islam through the Qur?an. When political turmoil erupts, Lilly, now sixteen, is sent to the ancient
walled city of Harar, Ethiopia, where she stays in a dirt-floored compound with an impoverished widow named Nouria
and her four children.

In Harar, Lilly earns her keep by helping with the household chores and teaching local children the Qur?an. Ignoring the
cries of Xarenji? (foreigner), she slowly begins to put down roots, learning the language and immersing herself in a
culture rich in customs and rituals and lush with glittering bright headscarves, the chorus of muezzins and the scent of
incense and coffee. She is drawn to an idealistic half-Sudanese doctor named Aziz, and the two begin to meet every
Saturday at a social gathering. As they stay behind to talk, Lilly finds her faith tested for the first time in her life: ?The
desire to remain in his company overwhelmed common sense; | would pick up my good Muslim self on the way home.?
Just as their love begins to blossom, they are wrenched apart when the aging emperor Haile Selassie is deposed by the
brutal Dergue regime. Lilly seeks exile in London, while Aziz stays to pursue his revolutionary passions.

In London, Lilly?s life as a white Muslim is no less complicated. A hospital staff nurse, she befriends a refugee from
Ethiopia named Amina, whose daughter she helped to deliver in a back alley. The two women set up a community
association to re-unite refugees with lost family members. Their work, however, isnt entirely atruistic. Both women are
looking for someone: Amina, her husband, Y usuf, and Lilly, Aziz, who remains firmly, painfully, implanted in her heart.
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The first-person narrative aternates seamlessly between England (1981-91) and Ethiopia (1970-74), weaving a rich
tapestry of one woman?s quest to maintain faith and love through revolution, upheaval and the alienation of life in exile.

Sweetness in the Belly was universally praised for the tremendous empathy that Gibb brings to an ambitious story.
Kirkus Reviews writes that the novel "reflect(s) the pain, cultural relocation and uncertainty of tribal, political and
religious refugees the world over. Gibb's territory is urgently modern and controversial but she enters it softly, with
grace, integrity and a lovely compassionate story. [It is a] poem to belief and to the displaced?humane, resonant,
original, impressive." According to the Literary Review of Canada, Sweetness in the Belly is ??a novel that is culturally
sensitive, consummately researched and deeply compassionate?richly imagined, full of sensuous detail and arresting
imagery?Gibb has smuggled Western readers into the centre of lives they might never otherwise come into contact with,
let alone understand.?

Discussion Guide

1. Discuss Lilly?s role as an outsider and her struggle for acceptance both as a farenji in Harar and as a white Muslim in
London. Who elsein the novel could be considered an outsider?

2. What do the words ?family? and ?home? mean to Lilly? How does her view of herself as an orphan evolve over the

course of the novel?

3. ?Faith has accompanied me over time and geography and upheaval,? says Lilly. For her, love and Islam ?have always
been one.? Did Sweetness in the Belly in any way alter or broaden your understanding of Islam? Consider, for instance,
the notion of jihad or holy war.

4. Sweetness in the Belly alternates between Harar, Ethiopia, in the 70s, and London, England, in the 80s and early 90s.
What qualities does this crosscutting of time and place impart to the narrative?

5. In the chapter entitled ?Exile,? Lilly observes that ?the smell of coffee draws women together, an olfactory call
throughout a neighbourhood luring women from their homes to gather?? Later in the chapter, the act of twisting a mortar
over coffee beans and cardamom triggers in her a surge of nightmarish images from the Red Terror. Of the many lush
sensory detailsin the novel ? both fair and foul ? which affected you the most?

6. While living in Ethiopia, Camilla Gibb witnessed a female circumcision. A doctoral student in socia anthropology at
the time, she says she had to 2understand it in the context of the community in which it was taking place, and not judge.?
When Nouria?s daughters are circumcised in Sweetness in the Belly, how does Lilly react as the only Western-born
character in the scene? How did you react as areader?

7. Based on your reading of Sweetness in the Belly, what feelings and psychological states are associated with the
experience of exile? How do Aminaand Y usuf, for example, cope with their respective traumas?



8. In Harar, Aziz is caled a ?black savage, African slave, barbarian, pagan.? In London, Lilly is called a white fu?in
Paki.? Discuss the notion of ?otherness? in the novel. How do artificial divisions manifest themselves based on ethnicity,
class, race, religion and gender?

9. Discuss the ways in which the female characters ensure their survival and empower themselves despite the gender
divisions within their communities.

10. What does Lilly mean when she says that Aziz ?unveiled? her? How does she reconcile her love for him with her
love of ISlam?

Author Bio

Camilla Gibb was born in London, England, and grew up in Toronto. The first person in her family to earn a university
degree, she holds a B.A. in anthropology and Middle Eastern studies from the University of Toronto and a Ph.D. in
socia anthropology from Oxford. While researching her thesis, she spent a year living with a family in the ancient
walled city of Harar, Ethiopia

After returning to Canada, Gibb spent two years at the University of Toronto as a post-doctoral research fellow. She
probably would have continued in academia were it not for a chance encounter that enabled her to pursue her longtime
dream of writing fiction. One day, a friend of a colleague caught her moping on a bench. After hearing about her
frustrated desire to be a full-time writer, the man asked how much she needed to support herself while working on her
first novel. The next week he showed up with the amount she had quoted: $6000. At first she refused, but he convinced
her that it was just another form of scholarship, no strings attached. Gibb?s brother lent her his trailer, where she wrote
on a laptop plugged into a small stove. Mouthing the Words, which poured out of her in just eight weeks, sold

internationally and won the City of Toronto Book Award in 2000. Her second novel, The Petty Details of So-and-So?s
Life, was also published to great acclaim around the world and was selected by The Globe and Mail as one of the Best
Books of the Year. In 2002, Gibb was named by the jury of the prestigious Orange Prize as one of 21 writersto watch in
the new century.

Gibb?s third best-selling novel, Sweetness in the Belly, was shortlisted for the 2005 Scotiabank Giller Prize. Gibb

explains that she experienced two major challenges in writing this story. For one, she had to move beyond her thesis,
which she describes in a Toronto Sar interview as this dry, boring thing with all the blood and the life sucked out of it.?
She adds: ?Everything that had moved me had been expunged ? all the intimacies and the relationships that | longed to
write about.? She was also forced do a mgjor rewrite when she turned the main character from a child into an adult. Of
the 400 pages she originally submitted to her editor only five made the final cut. 2| was relying on the charm and naiveté
of achild,? she said in an interview with The Ottawa Citizen. ?But at some stage | knew | had to grow up as a writer, and
my characters have to grow up too. Added to that was more responsibility ? | had to take a stance, have an opinion, be

informed.?



Camilla Gibb lives in Toronto, where she serves as Vice President of PEN Canada and Writer-in-Residence at the
University of Toronto. She is currently working on a new novel about a community bound and defined by an unnamed
illness that is stigmatized, feared, and misunderstood, and how the outside world responds to the perceived threat of an

epidemic of unknown origin.

Critical Praise

?This complex tale about exile, romance and human rights combines the authority of Gibb?s scholarship on social
anthropology with the lushness of her fictional vision.?
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