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-Hello, and welcome back. For this session, we're going to be exploring the pleasure of writing 
poetry and the different methods of finding pleasure in poetry like using the persona to inhabit a 
reality that either reflects or distorts your own experience. 

 

So we'll start off with Lauren Haldeman and Micah Bateman speaking about persona. Lauren is the 
author of a collection of poems, Calenday, which is a finalist for the Julie Suk Award. She is a 
graduate of the Iowa Writers' Workshop and edits the Virtual Writing University website at 
University of Iowa. And Micah Bateman is a graduate of the Writers' Workshop as well. He is a 
winner of the Poetry Society of America's Lyric Poetry Award. He edits petripress.org and is the 
mad genius behind the camera right now, and without him we would be invisible. 

 

-And our final speaker is James Galvin, who teaches here at the Iowa Writers' Workshop. He's the 
author of seven books of poems, most recently As Is. His new and collected poems, Resurrection 
Update, was a finalist for the Los Angeles Times Book Award, the Lenore Marshal Poetry Prize, and 
the Poets Prize. His second book was a National Poetry Prize winner, and his honors include a Lila 
Wallace Readers Digest Foundation Award, a Lannan Literary Award, and fellowships from the 
Guggenheim Foundation, the Ingram Merrill Foundation, and the National Endowment for the 
Arts. Onward! 

 

I'm Micah Bateman 

I'm Lauren Haldeman 

and we are both poets here in Iowa City and we thought we would talk to you about writing "I" in a 
poem and about persona poems. What I wanted to ask was what does it mean when we write "I" in 
a poem and as poets we sort of take this as a matter of course and we don't think about two things, 
one is that writing "I" leaves out the personal history of the I, and writing I as your reader reads it, 
writing I and reading I do not share a body. So what I was going to talk about with Lauren was 
writing from the persona of I, using "I" as a kind of mask that you can kind of pass from yourself to 
the reader and that reader can put on that mask and share a personal history, share a body with the I 
of the poem. 

So when you're writing as yourself I, coming to the reader with a story, you're coming to them with a 
narrative of yourself which is then passed on to the reader, so it's a lot harder for them to sort of 
take your story and make it their own. Whereas if you put on a mask or a persona, you get to sort of 
separate that emotional experience or the experience of the world that you're talking about from 
your own story, so you get a little bit of that distance, and that's where other readers come in and get 
to place their own story in that distance. It's a pretty great way of sort of handing them a sort of 



	 2 

emotional experience and then to experience it themselves.  So I wanted to read a poem by Margaret 
Atwood, and I want you to listen in the poem as the I comes to describe its actions, and as a reader 
think about if you can really feel those actions, if you can really share those actions with the shared 
body of the I. And it happens to be a poem about mask-making.  

 

I make my head, as I used to, 

out of a paper bag, 

pull it down to the collarbone, 

draw eyes around my eyes 

with purple and green 

spikes to show surprise, 

a thumb-shaped nose, 

a mouth around my mouth, 

penciled by touch, then coloured in 

flat red. 

 

With this new head, the body now 

 

stretched like a stocking and exhausted could 

dance again; if I made a 

tongue I could sing. 

 

An old sheet and it's Halloween ; 

but why is it worse or more 

frightening, this pinface 

head of square hair and no chin? 

 

Like an idiot, it has no past 

and is always entering the future 

through its slots of eyes, purblind 
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and groping with its thick smile, 

a tentacle of perpetual joy. 

 

Paper head, I prefer you 

because of your emptiness; 

from within you any 

word could still be said. 

 

With you I could have 

more than one skin, 

a blank interior, a repertoire 

of untold stories, 

a fresh beginning. 

 

What we really want to pass on is the same thing Margaret Atwood wants to pass on with her paper 
bag exercise. Using the I as a mask we get a body without a past, a body that is more than one skin, 
that has a blank interior, a repertoire of untold stories. Anything can happen from behind this mask.  

I found very early on that I was much more comfortable behind a mask than I was just as me in the 
world, especially in, I don't know, just social settings? Also doing readings or giving performances, it 
really allows me to hide and through that hiding be a lot more expressive. And I also just like how it 
changes other people, too. I make the masks for other people too so that anyone can put one on. 
I've had kids all the way up to adults put on masks to do photoshoots and movies for me and it's 
really fun to see each person react differently.  

You were talking about how the mask frees you and I was thinking about how that comes with 
anonymity. But the mask also connects you with a body , like when you  put on a mask you can 
barely see your body, you're driving your body like a car, and that's what I want to give you when 
you make these I-statements in a poem, give the I action and pretend that you're driving the I like a 
car so that anyone can sit in that driver's seat like they're driving that body like you are. 

As an example, if we're going to write a poem about losing a dog or breaking up with a boyfriend or 
a girlfriend, instead of writing "I felt this way, it is so hard to be without you, my dog," it would be 
interesting to try to write it as something else, like maybe a chair feels lonely when someone's not 
sitting in it, so if you put your emotions into sort of this inanimate chair, what images kind of come 
up that carry that same emotion of loss, and longing, but you're doing it through a completely 
different scope. 
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So Lauren is talking about taking on the personality of an inanimate object, like a chair, and I know 
Lauren also writes a lot of poems from the perspective of a wolf.  

Yes 

You write a lot of wolf persona poems. But what I want to read are examples are persona poems 
where the persona is actually an action. So the first poem I'm going to read is by Mark Strand and 
it's called Eating Poetry. 

 

Ink runs from the corners of my mouth. 

There is no happiness like mine. 

I have been eating poetry. 

 

The librarian does not believe what she sees. 

Her eyes are sad 

and she walks with her hands in her dress. 

 

The poems are gone. 

The light is dim. 

The dogs are on the basement stairs and coming up. 

 

Their eyeballs roll, 

their blond legs burn like brush. 

The poor librarian begins to stamp her feet and weep. 

 

She does not understand. 

When I get on my knees and lick her hand, 

she screams. 

 

I am a new man. 

I snarl at her and bark. 

I romp with joy in the bookish dark. 
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The poem introduces a dog, and before the poem had been eating poetry, and there's a magical 
transformation in which the I actually becomes the dog and in the last the line the I romps with joy 
in the bookish dark.  

OK, so this is, I wrote a series of poems in the voice of a baby wolf, and I put that baby wolf in 
some pretty dire situations because at the time I myself felt like I was in some  dire situations just 
with my own thinking and, you know, my own brain and what my brain was doing to me, I was 
thinking about death a lot, these deep dark thoughts, and they were really heavy, and I needed a 
place to put them. I brought out this baby wolf, this tiny adorable furry baby wolf and just decided 
to let the baby wolf sort of think these things. This is a poem about a baby wolf that has just realized 
that  this baby wolf has just gotten in a trap, gotten caught in a trap, so. But it's not sad. OK 

 

The traps out there just look like regular things 

Which aren’t half that bad 

Unless you are in a trap 

I myself might like the rest 

Time alone to think things through  

Think: A body is a buzzing thing  

Fur is a graph 

Moving very fast 

Which itches 

Which darkens if you fear 

Except for the perfect moment in the trap 

Surrounded by regular things 

In that perfect moment a certain fly comes 

A certain fly makes some lovely commotion then  

What fur you have what fur you have small one  

You are almost there, it says 

 

So that was interesting to do! To come into this little body and experience this moment which I as a 
human will hopefully never experience, stepping on a trap, any time soon. But a lot of the emotions 
I was feeling at the time and a lot of the ways that I just was, anyone exists in this world, I was trying 
to put that sort of, I don't know, experience into this persona. 
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So what we've read are three poems that use a kind of mask, as a kind of car that you can drive and 
narrate the actions of driving that car, so that you as a reader can put yourself in that body, put 
yourself in that place through the labor that they're performing or the actions that they're doing. 

So, for an exercise, if you're having trouble thinking of a persona, or an occupation from which to 
write, what I recommend you do is think of an activity and look it up on the internet, how to build a 
fire, and take those directions for how to build a fire, and just make them into I-statements. I cut the 
tinder with an axe, it wearies my hands, I whittle the tinder down to sticks, I pile the sticks into a 
pyramid, and then that I becomes the persona of a fire-maker.  

 

We are in a forest 

we find a deep spring 

a metamorphic rock face 

& carved symbols: 

*next to the banded-face god 

a plume of feathers 

*an alligator looking to the sky 

We hear a sound it is 

the story of giving birth 

coming from the rock face 

no, we mean 

actually being said out loud 

by the rocks 

behind the hidden pool 

saying to us: see those 

glowing dots in the small cavern 

like bits of prisms 

those are souls 

They look white 

yet as they flicker you will notice 

it is every color 

See now 
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one of those lights 

is passing into your belly 

you will have to push 

Somehow this is not a surprise 

We look at the water 

out of which a face now rises: 

ambient layers of rich 

minerals and sediment 

maybe the chest of a jaguar 

or a bird with a toothache, no 

it is a woman, the face 

of a woman we know 

 

-So already it's a triumph if they want to try to write something on a blank piece of paper that makes 
the blank piece of paper more interesting than it was when it was blank. That's an amazing 
accomplishment already if they have that desire, because the way that poetry is taught, the way it's 
presented to young people in school... it's violent and wrong. And it is presented as if it's something 
to be explicated or figured out, it's some kind of puzzle that when Robert Frost says "I have 
promises to keep, and miles to go before I sleep..." did he actually mean something else? And we 
have to figure out what that is? Well, we don't. Poetry is pleasure. And they should approach poetry 
both in writing it and in reading it as they approach anything that gives them pleasure, whether that's 
listening to music of whatever kind, whether it's going to the movies, or whether it's like eating a 
tiramisu. It's supposed to be pleasure. And it's supposed to be delicious. And it's supposed to be 
sensuous. And you can think about it if you want. But that's not what it's there for. And it does seem 
to me that to want to participate in the creation of it is just to be hungrier for it than most people. I 
mean some people go through life, most people go through life, without poetry. Not that many 
people go through life without music of some kind or movies or TV or eating. But I believe that 
poetry is a way of surviving. It's survival. And the fact that it's pleasure if approached in the right 
way makes your chances of staying alive better. So, you know, it's Darwinian, right? And if you love 
something, it gives you a better chance of surviving. In other words, if you have something to 
survive for, if you have a place in your psyche that you can go that's full of music and dance and 
poetry and fiction, and that place is a realm of sensuous yet unassimilable delight, and if you can get 
there, you have a better chance of staying alive. And also you can help other people stay alive. 

 

Usually people start writing poetry because they read something that made them feel this really 
strange sensation, which was a somatosensory experience of the alphabet. And it's a surprise, you 
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know, the first time that happens, and you want more, just like the tiramisu. You don't want just 
one. You want another one. And then like the next time you go to a restaurant you want another 
one. And it remains always beyond the reach of explication, I think, and exigesis, and analysis. 

 

So I think it's great that people should try to do it, and it's a brave thing to do because it's almost 
impossible to write a poem. It's almost impossible to paint a painting, you know, that anyone would 
be interested in spending more than like thirty seconds in front of, right? Trying to write a 
symphony would be... I mean, my God, imagine "Childe Roland to the Dark Tower Came," you 
know, it can't be done. And yet here we are doing it, you know? 

 

And so I think that it's a Darwinian thing that might be a response to the fact that we know we're 
going to die. And it is a temporary respite from that knowledge. Now, does my dog know he's going 
to die? I don't know. I've asked him. But he just kind of goes... [cocks head]. You know, he just tilts 
his head in that RCA Victor kind of way. And if he does know he's going to die, let's say he does, 
does he mind? I don't think so. But people, because we have so much language and so many ways of 
turning these problems over and so many ways of scaring ourselves of common things, we need 
something that's an antidote to that. And I think that... Is it escapist? Sure. Is it only escapist? No. 
Because it keeps telling you new things. And it keeps teaching you new things. And you never come 
to the end of a great poem. I mean, when you finish Yeats's "Among School Children," do you think 
that's the last time you're going to read that poem now that you've read it? No. You're just going to 
read it over and over and over again and then keep adding to your treasures of sensuous relationship 
to our language. 

 

Which is kind of a cool thing too, I mean, a lot of people are thrown off by poetry because it's in the 
same language as the newspaper. But once you get attuned to its language, which is, oh, to a large 
extent, figuration, and speaking through rhythms and sound effects, whether they be rhyme or 
alliteration, I mean, alliteration is a kind of rhyme -- there's a whole spectrum of sound effects that 
really are rhyme -- alliteration would be the lightest touch, and then straight-on, you know, exact 
rhyme would be the other end. And in that sentence there are competing claims on the nature of the 
line. The more competing claims there are on the nature of the line, the better the line can be.  

 

So if, you probably aren't, but let's say you want to write a poem in rhyme and meter... the rhyme 
and the meter are going to compete against each other, and sometimes you're going to have to 
sacrifice the syntax for other sound effects. Another thing that's competing for the line is grammar, 
if you want. If you decide that reality is fragmented and therefore you need to write in fragments, 
well then you don't have that problem, and poetry becomes vastly easier. Think of Gerard Manley 
Hopkins. Things that are competing for his line are sense-making, grammar, a kind of rhythm which 
is more like pure music than it is like natural speech in English and more involved with falling 
rhythms than with rising ones. Competing for his line are also hyphenated words, words that have 
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never been seen together next to each other, and a high degree of music that does not lose all the 
other things, all the other sound effects and sense-making. 

 

Part of it is an engagement with language where you're supposed to bring something to the table, 
whether as a reader or as a writer, and that is passion. So all those things that people get afraid of 
having to think about: Oh my God, I have to learn prosody? I have to be able to understand all the 
allusions in Eliot and Milton? No you don't. You can. But you don't have to. 

 

So what I'm saying is, the music of poetry takes care of itself. It's not something that a writer sits 
down and plans and then a reader sits down and decodes. Why didn't Keats just say, "Wouldst I 
were steadfast as thou art, bright star"? Because he felt more strongly about the bright star than that. 
"Wouldst I were steadfast as thou art, bright star..." great. "Bright star, wouldst I were steadfast as 
thou art." That tells you everything you need to know. You don't even really need the semantic value 
of the words. You're watching a guy who is so turned on by a bright star that it makes him swoon -- 
"thou art" -- you know? That feminine ending. 

 

And so poetry written properly is a presentation of passion. Sometimes it's passion in regard to 
ideas. Wallace Stevens was passionate about ideas, but he was more passionate about exotic diction 
and sound effects. So, "She sang beyond the genius of the sea." You just get that line, how could 
you stop reading right there? You know, you can't. And if you read, you know, "The Snow Man," 
the ending of that is, he let's you off of the bus in the middle of the wilderness and drives away, 
right? "Man on the Dump..." nobody understands that poem. Well at least I don't. "When was it we 
first heard of the truth"? Right? "The the." The the? 

 

So, yeah, it's a way of getting in there and devouring images, things that address your senses five. 
Blake didn't believe in that, but there's only one of him. So you get to see bright colors, you get to 
see exotic things, you get to hear beautiful musics, you get to hear a nightingale, you get to hear the 
bells on a horse standing in the woods, you know, in a snowfall, you get to hear other things, like 
"Whenas in silks my Julia goes, 

Then, then (methinks) how sweetly flows 

That liquefaction of her clothes." 

Well how many senses is that addressing, including erotic ones? 

 

He's saying I have an absolutely sensual relationship with color, with form, with motion, with 
composition. And those things aren't problems, and they're not tests. They are pleasures. And I 
don't see how anybody could live without them. Who would want to live without those things? Now 
if your temperament is such that, you know, television sitcoms is enough or hockey is enough, great. 
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But that's a pretty low ceiling, and it's too bad. But if that's enough, I guess it's enough. Some people 
have a more complicated, more evolved, if I can sound pretentious, but really more evolved set of 
receptors for art. Art which comes to you, as Walter Pater says, offering nothing, except for the 
quickening of your moments on earth. All it does is speed you up and make you more intense for as 
long as you're looking at the art or as long as you're writing it. It makes you more alive. And being 
more alive gives you a better chance to survive. 

 

-So we hope you enjoyed those videos. The question of pleasure in poetry is as old as the hills. And 
in fact, whether we're talking about writing in form or in prose or using the entire page as a space for 
the poem or discovering what might come after the turn in a poem, we're really talking about 
pleasure of the deepest kind, the pleasure that teaches us something about our lives that makes 
possible our lives. 

 

-Pleasure and play, I think, too. I think that's one of the nice things to think about that we've been 
thinking about in these talks, talking about the persona and the mask and the play in that, and I 
think we've been thinking about that in a lot of ways throughout this class, all the different ways that 
one can play on the page, play with form, play with sound. It's an exciting thing to be able to explore 
and to take pleasure in, you know, I think that's one of the things to... it's work but it's pleasurable 
work. 

 

-It brings to mind a couple of those statements from Marvin Bell's statements on writing poetry. He 
says, "The dictionary is beautiful. For some poets, it is enough." Then he also says that "Poetry is a 
manifestation of more important things. On the one hand, it's poetry. On the other, it's just poetry." 

 

-I think that's a great way of thinking about it. It's both the most important thing and then it's, you 
know, it's just one part of life, so, yeah. And I think coming into it with that attitude can give you 
that freedom to be able to take pleasure and play with what you're doing. 

 

-And then take the next chances to see wherever it might take you. 

 

-Yes, exactly. 

 

-So, onward! 

	

 


