
 
 
 

 

Power of the Pen: Identities and Social Issues in Poetry and Plays 
Week 1 Part 1 – Transcript 
 
>>[Text on screen] Power of the Pen: Identities and Social Issues in Poetry and Plays. Week 1 Part 
I: Gabrielle Calvocoressi. 
 
>>[Text on screen] We are very proud to bring you the perspectives of authors from around the 
world, and trust that you will find their perspectives valuable. Because some of our contributing 
authors are nonnative speakers of English, we suggest that you turn on video captions. You can turn 
on captions by clicking the “cc” button at the bottom right of the video. 
 
>>[Text on screen] Glossary of Terms on Week 1 Videos page. 
 
>>During our class videos you may hear our poets and playwrights use terms that are new to you. 
We've created a list of key terms and definitions that you can refer to at any point during our video 
lectures. This list is available on the videos and readings class page, where you can read it or 
download it as a PDF. If you would like to find and review these terms as you watch each class 
video, you can stop this video, go back to the videos and readings class page, and download the 
PDF. There you can play this video and each of the following class videos. If you have any questions 
about these terms, we encourage you to ask your teaching team in the weekly class discussions. 
 
>>[Text on screen] Gabrielle Calvocoressi on The Persona Poem and Social Issues. 
 
>>Gabrielle Calvocoressi is the American author of APOCALYPTIC SWING: POEMS, and THE 
LAST TIME I SAW AMELIA EARHART. She is recipient of the Bernard F. Connors Prize, a 
Rona Jaffe Women Writers’ Award, a Stegner Fellowship, and a Lannan Foundation Residency 
Fellowship. She teaches in the department of English and Comparative Literature at the University 
of North Carolina, Chapel Hill. 
 
>>Well hello! My name is Gabrielle Calvocoressi, I'm thrilled to be with you today. And I thought 
we would talk a little bit in this poetry moment that we have together about some poems that really 
center around, for me as a poet, this idea of how do we talk about historical events, human 
experience, without necessitating that there be a hero in the poem. This is one of the things that I 
notice so much about poetry. It seems to me in my own poems and in the poems of many of the 
students that I read that in our poems, very often the place where they go... I don't want to say 
"wrong," but they might kind of turn towards something we might think of as melodrama or a kind 
of expected language—comes right at the place that we feel most deeply about the poem, and also 
the spot where we want the reader to get it, as it were. And that tends to be the moment where the 
"I" often becomes the hero of the poem. And the moment the poem gets too wrapped up in its 
heroism, it seems to me, is the moment where the poem can all of a sudden feel like some sort of 
mimicry of the experience that we wanted to talk about. As with anything, it's often thinking about 
craft, and how a poem is actually put together and built, that can help us think about ways to get 



 

around these moments where the greatest poem we ever wrote or read could've so easily become the 
worst poem in the world. I think the greatest poems that we have really always ride that line a little 
bit. 
 
I thought I would talk a little bit about a poem by Lucille Clifton, and then a poem by Ross Gay, I 
might talk a little bit about a poem that I wrote. But it seems to me that we are in a moment right 
now—an extended moment (the Clifton poem was written in 1998, so we'll see this is something 
that's going on and on)—but we are in a moment where there is a tremendous amount of violence 
being done to citizens in this country, and particularly to the bodies of black men in this country. 
And this is an issue that poets want to talk about. This is an issue that we want to read about. It's 
also one of those places we can go in our poems that we can have great intentions, and then all of a 
sudden, before we know it, we can be patronizing the people that we're trying to talk about. It's a 
really rough thing, right? We want to be good; what does it mean when we're talking about 
unspeakable violence, unspeakable joy, citizenship, what does it mean to talk about citizenship? 
 
So I thought what I might do is read the Clifton poem and then talk a little bit about that poem, and 
then read Ross Gay's poem. "jasper texas 1998" by Lucille Clifton. For j. byrd: 
 
"i am a man's head hunched in the road. 
i was chosen to speak by the members 
of my body. the arm as it pulled away 
pointed toward me, the hand opened once 
and was gone. 
 
why and why and why 
should i call a white man brother? 
who is the human in this place, 
the thing that is dragged or the dragger? 
what does my daughter say? 
 
the sun is a blister overhead. 
if i were alive i could not bear it. 
the townsfolk sing we shall overcome 
while hope bleeds slowly from my mouth 
into the dirt that covers us all. 
i am done with this dust. i am done." 
 
This is a poem that Lucille Clifton wrote in 1998 in response to the dragging death of James Byrd in 
Jasper, Texas. It's easy, I think, in this moment for some of us—certainly not for all of us—but for 
some of us to forget that many of the things that we're seeing in the news right now, that we're 
writing about and that we're responding to in terms of Black Lives Matter, in terms of queer lives, in 
terms of what's being done to bodies in this country, we can think of that as outside of history in 
some ways. Clifton's poem is an important poem for us to look at to see that unfortunately, there is 
no gap in this kind of violence. 
 
It seems to me, when I read this poem the first time, one of the things that struck me so much was 
how Clifton approached it. How does she get to this topic? We think of the dragging death of this 
innocent man as one of those poems that could be so charged it almost becomes impossible to write 



 

about. The way that Clifton gets at this is that she approaches this through the lens of persona. I 
don't know if you all have talked about persona yet in class, but persona being a poem that is spoken 
in the voice of someone ostensibly other than the poet. Now this is interesting, right? Because in 
this poem, we have the poem being spoken, well, you could say from the point of view of James 
Byrd, who she calls, which is interesting, the poem is for "j. byrd," interesting... we might think 
about that, and this idea of voice. But is it in his voice? Yes, but what it really is—and this is 
interesting to me, is it is persona broken down even further. It is "I am the man's head hunched in 
the road." It's spoken from the point of view of the head. "I was chosen to speak by the members of 
my body," right, so one of the things that happens in this poem, and it's something we can do in our 
own poems, it's something we can certainly look for in the work of other poets, is when the scale of 
the event is so huge, what Clifton does is she whittles it down to this one point for us to look 
through. "I am the head hunched in the road." I'm not even perhaps James Byrd's unified body, 
right? That body doesn't exist anymore. I am the head hunched in the road. By starting there—the 
sort of amplification of the head—all kinds of things happen. She allows a sort of oracular voice to 
come in. But she also, without detailing—or maybe I would say plotting, maybe this is a really 
different thing between poetry and prose, it is that it's not plotted. We aren't actually told specifically 
what has happened to this man's body, right? We aren't told about the historical event. This 
becomes even more interesting, for instance, when I teach this poem in other settings, I would say 
the majority of my students let's say below the age of 22, 23, don't really have any recollection of this 
event. So one of the things that happens in this poem is that you aren't really ever told what the 
historical event is; you're told of the effect of the event, and the way in which the body is both able 
and unable to reconstitute itself. It's not a long poem; I think that that's an interesting thing for us to 
look at. And it's also a poem that uses various kinds of techniques. Repetition: "Why and why and 
why," and this idea of questioning: "Should I call a white man brother?" to pull the reader in, right? 
To pull the reader in. At no point, though, in this poem, would I say this poem becomes 
melodramatic. And that's something that I think is very interesting. Because it doesn't become 
melodramatic, which doesn't allow it to become patronizing, which also doesn't allow the reader of 
the poem to, in certain ways, make the poem about themselves. It allows us to experience the poem, 
to look at the way the body is broken up and broken into and the way it reconstitutes itself, and to 
think about this historical event in a deep and pointed and beautifully-paced way. But it never takes 
advantage of that moment. It never does anything other than look us directly in the eye. And I think 
that's an important part about this poem. 
 
[Text on screen] Evoking the Persona of Others: “A Small Needful Fact” by Ross Gay. 
 
Another poem that I think does this in a very interesting way—and we can come back and talk 
about this—is Ross Gay's beautiful poem "A Small Needful Fact." And this poem was written in 
2015. This is a poem that is, again, written on the occasion of the death of a black man. "A Small 
Needful Fact:" 
 
"Is that Eric Garner worked 
for some time for the Parks and Rec. 
Horticultural Department, which means, 
perhaps, that with his very large hands, 
perhaps, in all likelihood, 
he put gently into the earth 
some plants which, most likely, 
some of them, in all likelihood, 



 

continue to grow, continue 
to do what such plants do, like house 
and feed small and necessary creatures, 
like being pleasant to touch and smell, 
like converting sunlight 
into food, like making it easier 
for us to breathe." 
 
We now, in this moment that Eric Garner was, we believe—and there are certainly differing 
opinions on this—but I think that one can say he was a black man who was going about his day and 
was, for lack of a better word, suffocated, or choked, by the police. And we know, because of the 
news, and because there was footage of this, that what he said over and over again to the police was, 
"I can't breathe, I can't breathe, I can't breathe." Interesting that that's not the thing that's repeated 
in the poem, right? Like that's an interesting craft point. If I'm the writer, I think about... I think 
there was a point in my life where if I had written this poem, I would have repeated "I can't breathe" 
over and over again. That would've made the poem about me, and not about Eric Garner, if that 
makes sense. Maybe we'll talk about that later. What is it that's repeated in this poem? We have the 
repetition in Clifton; what do we have that's repeated in this poem? Well we have this beautiful 
"like" and the "like" and the "like," right? "which, most likely, some of them, in all likelihood, 
continue to grow, continue to do what such plants do, like house and feed small and necessary 
creatures, like being pleasant to touch and smell, like converting sunlight into food, like making it 
easier for us to breathe." It's not "I can't breathe, I can't breathe," it's all of these things that have to 
do with growth, all of the generative aspects of this human life.  
 
One of the things that Clifton and Gay do that is so essential to me as a writer and a poet is they let 
these men be themselves, they let these men be human, they let these men be citizens, they let these 
men's bodies have been destroyed and they also reconstitute these bodies in a way that is... that is 
not about turning them into something other than they were. And I think that that's a really 
important thing to think about when we're looking at poetry in general, and when we're writing our 
own, and particularly when we're thinking about what we might talk about as political poetry, or 
poetry of a social movement. How are poems able to be universal and speak to the anguish of the 
everyday, the joy of the everyday, the injustice of the everyday, without turning ordinary peoples' 
lives into an opera that makes it so loud that we can't even hear it anymore. This is a question of 
tone, this is a question of choices like repetition, and it's also a question of are you, as a writer, 
willing to get out of the way of the poem a little bit and not have the poem be about you, and your 
ability to make sense of a situation, or draw attention to a situation, but just let that situation bloom 
and speak for itself. And these are two poems that do this absolutely beautifully, and they were 
written a really long time away from each other, and I think we also see in each of those poems that 
a lot of time has passed, and no time has passed at all, which is something that poetry can do, I 
think, specifically. Live in historical time which is really lyric time, it goes like this instead of like this. 


