
 
 
 

 

Power of the Pen: Identities and Social Issues in Fiction and Nonfiction 
Week 4, Part III – Transcript 
 
>>[Text on screen] Elena Passarello on Writing Cultural Memory in Literary Nonfiction. 
 
>>Elena Passarello is the American author of LET ME CLEAR MY THROAT which won the 
Independent Publisher's gold medal for nonfiction and she was a finalist for the Oregon Book 
Award. Her new book, ANIMALS STRIKE CURIOUS POSES, is forthcoming this year. She is a 
recipient of the Whiting Award and teaches creative writing at Oregon State University. 
 
>>Hi there, I'm Elena Passarello. I'm an essayist, a nonfiction writer, and I'm a big fan of the 
International Writing Program. I hear that you're talking about structure and memory and the sort of 
transference of imagined or remembered experience onto a page of successful and highly 
functioning writing. So I've been asked to tell you a little bit about an essay where I encountered 
some of that work and how I put it together.  
 
[Text on screen] Writing Cultural Memory: LET ME CLEAR MY THROAT by Elena Passarello. 
 
I found when I was putting my first book together, which is this collection of essays on the human 
voice and how different people have used their voices to perform over the course of human history. 
I found that it was really fun to go and find a national voice, or a voice of a generation, a voice of a 
region, a voice of early television and to just report from where that was. It was especially helpful 
when that voice, that cultural artifact was something that I wasn't that interested in. It was really 
hard for me to write kind of about my favorite things, so there's no essays in my first book on my 
favorite voices. The voice of Tom Waits, the voice of my grandfather, the voice of Lata Mangeshkar 
right? Who is one of my favorite singers of all time. I really liked going to a place where I could sort 
of push up against other people's fanaticism rather than my own. And that's how I came to Judy 
Garland, which is the essay that I'd like to tell you a little bit about for the next 10 minutes or so. 
Judy Garland, I knew hopefully most of you know who Judy Garland is. If not maybe there's some 
kind of link somewhere in the MOOC that could take you to some of her great performances. I only 
knew Judy Garland from two things, from THE WIZARD OF OZ where she's a very young 
person, or she's at least playing a young person for a children's movie, a family movie, and then I 
knew her in parodies because it was a sort of thing on comedy shows growing up like SATURDAY 
NIGHT LIVE for men to dress up like Judy Garland and do these kind of impressions of her. I 
didn't know anything about her impact as a singer to the people who were alive and listening when 
she was doing her best work, and I just happened through a weird series of events that's too long to 
go into right now in the process of writing another essay, I just happened to come across her singing 
a song in a film that I had never watched before and it was devastating to see what she could do. I'd 
never heard anything like that and I'd never heard film allow a person to sound the way that she 
sounds. It's loud and kind of destructive but also beautiful and musical and it's, it was just 
captivating. So I started researching Judy and I decided that I wanted her to be the beating heart of 
my book. Everything about what she does as a singer was just so special to and it just seemed to sort 



 

of tick all the boxes of the things I was asking when I was moving from essay to essay to essay in the 
book.  
 
And then when I started to write the essay, I decided that I would take the essay and divide it into a 
few parts and have her narrate my book. So you'd see the essay toward the beginning of the book 
and then the second part of the essay would be toward the middle, the third, the fourth as we go on 
and I started with that first structural choice to have her speak as herself moving through the book, 
it was a disaster and it wasn't the good kind of Judy Garland disaster. It was just a mess, it was a hot 
mess. It was a “messay” if you will, so I workshopped it with some peers and they just kind of said I 
think she's too big for you to put words into her mouth. I think her voice, her talking and her 
thinking is in too many people's heads for it to for it to stand on its own as your own piece of 
writing that you can put your name on right? It just sounds like a kind of bad puppeteering. So then 
I cried for seven years, no then I just put the essay away and I tried to think about what I could do 
to fix it and I decided that I needed to approach it as from the outside. I needed to approach her, 
that's when I think I decided I needed to talk about this one concert that she gave, this concert at 
Carnegie Hall in 1963 and I needed to embody not, not the cultural artifact of Judy Garland but the 
cultural experience of imparting her into your memory, right?  
 
[Text on screen] Using an Indirect Approach to Evoke Authentic Collective Memory. 
 
That's when I realized that in order to embody this moment that I didn't hold inside myself and to 
which I didn't have access, and most of the people who love this Judy Garland concert didn't have 
direct access to it right? It's a platinum record but there was only a much smaller percentage of 
actual humans who heard her speak. I had to find a peripheral second story. Something that we 
maybe could all understand or remember and smash it up against that cultural memory. Like I was 
going to sort of design this ambulatory, this leg that I wanted the essay to stand on but I needed to 
give the reader, knowing that they didn't have, and myself, that experience of walking with that leg 
that it was false, something to balance with. So I was like wow, congratulations me I figured that out 
but I didn't know what that crutch was going to be, so I cried for another seven years. No, and then 
a friend of mine in Iowa City, so I was still working on this big book about the human voice. 
Thinking about the human voice, talking to doctors, and a friend of mine in Iowa City got pregnant. 
And I, she was very excited, we were all very excited. A little baby to buy hats for or whatever, but I 
don't know anything about babies and I got really nervous, and the only thing that I could say at the 
baby shower was all of this information that I had learned about what happens to people, babies in 
the womb when they hear their mothers' voices. And so I just grossed out an entire baby shower 
essentially and but as I was talking about the sonic acoustics of the womb and how sound travels 
down the spine and into the mother's amniotic fluid and slaps the baby in the face before it even has 
developed ears and people are just like holding their cake and like never invite her here again I was 
like, lightbulb! That's it. Because most of us, unless we're like Macduff and not man of woman born 
or whatever, we've all been there right? We weren't in Carnegie Hall, very few of us were when Judy 
gave this concert but we were all in the womb at one point in this kind of overwhelming disastrous 
but also galvanizing sonic experience and it's the experience that happens in the body of a woman 
and if you know anything about the Judy Garland story, she is a woman whose body was very 
compromised for the sake of her career through things like drug use, and diet pills and people 
binding her breasts so that she could play Dorothy in THE WIZARD OF OZ at age 20 or 
whatever.  
 



 

And so I thought about the idea of the womb as this sonic space, this music hall, and then I thought 
about the idea of Judy completely rocking this music hall in a way that no woman ever has probably 
before or since, no person and I was like that's it. Thank you, and then I ran out of the baby shower, 
no I'm just kidding. And then I started researching the acoustics of Carnegie Hall, how sound travels 
there. If you are sitting in the womb of that hall, which you can do today and you could do in 1963 
and you could do 100 years before. What the sound does to the body that's sitting there and then I 
had to find a structure that would allow me to show this sort of contraption that I had built with the 
Judy Garland concert and then this crutch that we all understand. And so then I was even closer to 
being able to report that memory that I wanted to report and so then it was all over but the 
shouting, as my grandfather used to say. The structure that I decided upon was the concert listing of 
her songs, so side one of the album, side two of the album, and this sort of back and forth between 
what was happening to the bodies of the people that didn't just watch her, but heard her and felt her 
and what was happening to Judy's body as it grew inside of her mother's in Grand Rapids, 
Minnesota in 1920s maybe, twenties? And yeah, finally it worked. When I'm talking about the 
memory of a culture or of a unit of culture, a subculture, I find that you can't go straight into it. 
That's what this essay taught me. I need buffers or artifacts or new pieces of literary construction to 
press up against the act of remembering and my hope is that in doing that, not only can the people 
who were actually there who have the memory to resurrect, right, people that actually know this 
Judy Garland album but people who don't know Judy, they can also use this buffer, this scaffolding, 
this alternative information to engage in the process of reading. So you don't get turned off because 
I get too close to Judy by embodying her voice. If you have like a million Judy Garland dolls in your 
room at your house somewhere and you don't feel turned off from the essay because you have no 
idea who the heck Judy Garland is. There's something about for this particular act of memory and 
writing, there's something about creating those buffers or those scaffolds that works. 
 
[Text on screen] Moving from Personal to Universal. 
 
So one more thing that might help if you're thinking about how to do this, it may not help you get 
the essay that you're trying to write right now into a place of extreme success, but if you're thinking 
about this difficult process of making the personal universal and how this big challenge, this big 
hurdle of going from writing from inside the self to writing outside the self. Just remember that you 
do it every single time you talk about a physical sense that cannot be experienced immediately on the 
page. So that, any time you try to use words to describe the way something sounds or you use words 
to describe the way something smells, or words to describe, you see where I'm going with this right? 
You are forcing this buffer of language to move from your experience to the experience of a reader 
right? I can never actually make the sound of Judy Garland show up on the page, and so I have to 
use all these peripheral descriptions so that you can hear what she sounds like right? Like there's a 
moment in one of my essays on screaming where I say that the scream sounds like a, or it feels like a 
piece of paper being torn from a spiral bound notebook notch after notch after notch. That's using 
another sense to help you understand what it feels like inside the body. A thing that's impossible for 
the page and the text and the language to do. So maybe if you can kind of focus when you're doing 
your writing, just writing whatever you want on how you're achieving those methods of transference 
it will help you better understand the way that you reach out past the self to talk to the world about 
something much larger.  
 
[Text on screen] Description in Literary vs. Non-literary Journalism. 
 



 

I think that a researched literary essay that talks about a cultural moment is a personal essay in so 
much as that it comes from the interest of the writer who's putting it together. There is a hunch that 
a writer has when she is accumulating all these facts and reading all these books. There is a hunch 
that she's chasing that there is a kind of significance about the material that moves beyond reporting. 
There's something else. Her nose is twitching because it's more than just a woman singing and 
selling a lot of records. It's more than just a cool bit of song that nobody else has ever done before. 
There's another argument inside what those facts reveal and the literary essay's job is to figure that 
out and present it in some kind of a creative way to the reader. That's what fuels how I put 
descriptions together, right? Not just the fact that the facts existed but that the reportage of those 
facts is working toward something that I am trying to understand that lives in addition to those facts. 
So for example, when I'm describing just sort of the things that I know from photographs of the 
Judy Garland concert, what she's wearing, what people are doing, that a tiny woman is standing on a 
seat in Carnegie Hall in her little silk shoes so she can have a better, you know and kid skin gloves, 
I'm not just telling those details. I'm telling them sort of knowing that there's a description of a 
womb coming, or a description of the way that she sits on the piano coming and I'm choosing the 
way that I approach the description of those photographs with this parallel description in mind. 
That's just one way that the description changes away from just general reportage and starts looking 
at kind of the overall structure or the work of the piece, the mission of the piece above the reporting 
of facts that, yeah. That's one of the ways that that does that. 


