
 
 
 

 

Power of the Pen: Identities and Social Issues in Poetry and Plays 
Week 4 PP17 Part I Tameka Cage Conley – Transcript 
 
>>[text on screen: Power of the Pen: Identities and Social Issues in Poetry and Plays]  
 
>>[text on screen: Week 4 Tameka Cage Conley]  
 
>>[text on screen: We are proud to bring you the perspectives of authors from around the world 
and trust that you will find their perspectives valuable. Because some of the 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 4 page.] 
 
>>During our class videos, you may hear our poets and playwrights use terms that are new to you 
we have created a list of key terms and definitions that you can refer to at any point in our video 
lectures. This list is available on the “Video 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 in the following class videos. If you have any questions about 
these terms, we encourage you to ask your teaching team in weekly class discussion.]  
 
>>[text on screen: Tameka Cage Conley on Using Playwriting Techniques in a Non-play Format] 
 
>>Tameka Cage Conley is a literary artist who writes fiction, poetry, plays, and essays. She received 
a doctoral degree in English in 2006 from Louisiana State University where she was a recipient of 
the Huel D. Perkins Doctoral Fellowship and is currently an MFA student in fiction at the Iowa 
Writer's Workshop. 
 
 
>>Hello, everyone. I am Dr. Tameka Cage Conley. I just completed my first year at the Iowa 
Writer's Workshop as a fellow in the fiction program, but in addition to that, I also write plays, 
poetry, essays, and most recently, a libretto titled A Gathering of Sons, which premiered three or four 
nights ago in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. For that play, I was approached by Pittsburgh Festival 
Opera, and they asked me to create something surrounding social justice, and I had free reign over 
what I might choose, and because police brutality is the most imminent choke hold, I feel, on the 
African American community, I chose that. And I was just writing a very straight-line story initially, 
where a young African American man is pursued by a white police officer, and he does not survive 
the encounter. However, he is part of a lineage of what I call in the libretto, the sons who are 
comprised of spirits; they are ageless and aged simultaneously, some elder, some babies, and it was 
really a resurrection story about childbirth and death, because while one son is being shot, another 
boy's about to be brought into the world, but that child is faced with a decision as to whether or not 



 

he wants to come into the world, frustrated and villainized by so much untimely innocent death. But 
I had a residency at Ace Hotel, sponsored by Pittsburgh Festival Opera and Pittsburgh Playwrights 
Theatre Company, and when I was there, I ended up creating a larger archetype for A Gathering of 
Sons, and I brought in the spirit world, and that changed the libretto structurally. So you might hear 
me say libretto, but you can insert that as a play, because really, I used all the tenants of playwriting 
to write the play, the libretto. The only difference is that the composer for this piece, Dwayne 
Fulton, set the piece to music. Now, in some ways, I felt like that gave me a lot more room to be 
sort of grandiose and ambitious, structurally, but at the same time, I think that if you take the singing 
voices away, I really do think that, maybe I'm biased, but I do think that the piece could stand as a 
play, as well.  
 
So how did I manage to or decide to create characters like The Speaking Earth or The Waters, The 
Blood, or personify the character Glock, who is the gun of the police officer, Lockdown? It really 
was a matter of how can I bring in judgment that cannot be argued with? It's very difficult to argue 
with an earth saying, “I am tired of the bones of children being laid to rest inside of me.” So people 
might be able to argue with whether or not police officers are “just doing their job,” or whether or 
not police officers are coming in and unjustly terrorizing and brutalizing African American and 
Latino communities. You can make an argument that “hey, their job is hard, their job is challenging, 
there's a lot of stress, they're not properly compensated, they're improperly trained.” But I think that 
it's a larger, more difficult issue to argue with the sky, to argue with the blood, to argue with the 
spirit world, and I needed the spirit world to enter into this piece in order to bring about a judgment 
that is larger than human opinion. And because that's the dire need, I feel, when you talk about, for 
example, just yesterday, I believe it was, Charleena Lyles in Seattle, Washington, a pregnant African 
American mother, called the police for help. She had no weapon, but they went to her home, and 
they killed her in front of her three children. So we not only have an African American woman who 
was dead who was innocent, but we have the child she was carrying who is also dead, and not to 
mention, the decades, perhaps lifelong, trauma of her children. Now, why is that important to me as 
a playwright? Because I feel like the stage is where it's not only boundless, but it is also an immediacy 
of experience. There's never been a place that I can say, where I have felt the power of words quite 
like I do in theater. It's very similar to a spiritual experience, that when I walk into a theater to see a 
play, I don't wanna walk away feeling the same way that I entered. I feel like when that happens, 
something has failed in the production, or something has failed in the play. You should really walk 
away with the feeling that something inside of you has been transformed, because the immediacy of 
that stage experience happening live right in front of you is so tangible, and that's what I tried to 
create in A Gathering of Sons.  
 
And I used a number of playwrights as guides, mainly August Wilson, whose ten play cycle is set 
primarily in Pittsburgh's historic Hill District. The only one that's not is Ma Rainey's Black Bottom, but 
the first one in the cycle, it's not the first one he wrote, but it's the first one that appears, is Gem of the 
Ocean, which is his most archetypal play. He would say that the most spiritual play is Joe Turner's Come 
and Gone. My favorite play is Gem of the Ocean, easily, because it has a female warrior prophetess at its 
center who carried the mantle of a spiritual power, much like a high priestess would. She holds 
memories beyond that of her own existence. In the play, we're led to believe that she's almost 300 
years old, but we also understand that her real name is not even Ester. So we kind of see how 
August Wilson plays with characterization, so in similar ways in my libretto, A Gathering of Sons, I was 
interested in creating a world that was both tangible and intangible. So tangible characters are, for 
example, Victor and his mother Victoria; City, who is an African American police officer; and his 
wife Violet, who is expecting their first child. So these are very tangible life experiences where you 



 

have one mother who is grieving a son and then two parents who are welcoming one. So that's the 
tangible world.  
 
But the intangible world is the spirit world. The intangible world is the sky that has a voice, the earth 
that has a voice, the blood and the waters that have voices, and then the chorus of men, who are 
made up of the sons who are of the spirit world, as well. So I wanted to be able to straddle both of 
these worlds, but put these worlds in conversation, and the way that I did that is with Lockdown, 
the police officer who shoots Victor. He has to go before these spirits to face his judgment. And so 
we have his human form actually in conversation, and a rather in-battle conversation for his soul, for 
his spirit, for his, basically, doing what, in this play or in this libretto, what is not often done in our 
actual society. He has to pay for his sins. He has to give an account of what he has done, and I 
wanted it to be more spiritual than religious. So I want it to be the case that no matter what your 
religious background is, you could pull something from it, that it didn't have to be a matter of what 
name you call God, but whether or not you believe that there is something more than us. Even if 
you don't believe that. Even if you don't believe there's something more, I think that everybody 
believes in right and wrong, and I think that most people believe that it is wrong to shoot an 
unarmed person who poses no threat to your life. And so the question is if that is wrong on the 
street among us, then how can it be right just because someone has a badge? It is not. And that's 
what I wanted to be able to explore in A Gathering of Sons.  
 
And so I'll just read a little bit of it. I'll read a few, a few monologues. So the first one I'll read is 
from Glock. So Glock is, I'll just set up the scene while this happens, so by this point, Lockdown 
has shot Victor, and he has also taken some magical dust that is passed down through Victor's 
lineage that is a life force, and it represents power beyond Victor's actual human power. And so 
Lockdown is alone in trying to justify his actions, because he knows he's wrong, and he takes out his 
gun, and he begins to talk to it, and he tells it that it's his friend, that he can rely on it, but what he 
doesn't realize is that his gun has a voice too. And so before you know it, this gun, Glock, is before 
him, and this is what he says: 
 
“GLOCK: Lockdown, I can't do nothing 'til you do. I got more soul than you. I know the damage I 
do; I know my blue. One, two, three, shoot and poof. Somebody hurt or somebody gone, like that 
boy you just killed, Victor. Like all the boys you done killed in my name. Sometimes I hum. The 
shock of me fills a room, bullets light into a young boy, and I hear the wells go up. But what can I 
do? The only power I got is the power in you. When you weak, Lockdown, I'm weak. When you 
puff up, I puff up. When you buck, I buck. I can't do harm 'til you do harm. One boy but 17, 
another was 12, another, a father of three. You a cop, so you can kill to no end and never get 
punished, but you not one, Lockdown; you many. You hold onto me tighter and more wholly than a 
woman. You a murderer, and I'm done with you. But before I go, I ought to tell you since we've 
been together so long, they ain't done with you.”  
 
So that character was a complete surprise to me. And so part of playwriting, I think, is about one 
being surprised by what you are capable of creating, creating a space so wide that there isn't any 
limitation, and how do you do that? Well, you might start off with the structure, with asking 
yourself, well, what kind of story is this? So I knew, for example, with this libretto, which is often 
the case in much of my work, that the natural world was not the only world in which I was utilizing 
to tell the story. So bringing in the supernatural enabled me to create a structure that was a little bit 
more limitless. So if you are writing a story where it's a very straight line set in realism, then doing 
something like this just in a few moments probably won't make as much sense on the page. But if 



 

you know that that is the realm that you wanna work in, it kinda leaves you with, I would say, a 
number of options and a lot of different choices that you can make, as the writer. So I'm feeling like 
part of the struggle, I'd say part of my struggle was that this was a new form for me, and so I had to 
ask myself, okay, how am I going to approach a form that is a bit unique?  
 
Now, I had written plays before, but I'd never written a libretto, and part of the challenge was trying 
to not feel forced to think like the composer, because I don't write music. I know nothing about it. 
If you show it to me, I'll be like, “Uh,” it's like, that's like calculus or algebra or some advanced math 
to me. I don't know what that is. So what I did was I just pulled from what I knew as a playwright, 
and you still, you want action, you want dialogue, you want magic, you want all those things that are 
very gripping, as gripping as you can be almost with every line. You don't wanna waste any words. 
Almost every line has to keep the audience on its seat, and how do you actually do that? You do it 
by eliminating what you don't need. So it's really bare bones. What do I need in the space of this 
moment, in the space of this action? And anything that you don't need is just almost like a 
brainstorming. You edit that out. Even if it's beautiful, just cut it, because the magic will be so much 
better once you actually have what's honest.  
 
And so to the point of honesty, my truth, really, with this piece started with the fact that I have a 
three-year-old son who is three foot, six and a half inches tall and 43 and a half pounds. He 
measures in the percentile of a five year old, so my fear of being an African American woman in this 
country and having an African American husband who's large, six foot two, broad shoulders, and a 
child who is tall and who is already profiled for being, as if he was older than he is, is what tools do I 
have at my disposal to fight? And that, really, it's just this. It's just my pen. It's just what I write. It's 
just what worlds I can imagine and reimagine as an artist, and that's part of how I fight. That's a tool 
for me. So that is my most honest truth, and if you think about what your most honest truth is, you 
start from there. That is the core of what it means to write with the social justice framework in 
mind. It has to be what you're most passionate about, what you want your voice to stand for, and 
ultimately, I think what we're all trying to do as artists, once we say that we're writing with social 
justice, that we want a platform to do exactly what I'm doing by talking to you. Hello! You want to 
be able to create a space in which you can speak out and advocate for people who do not have this 
platform, for people who may look at what we write and what we create and be moved, awestruck, 
empowered, curious, discerning, thoughtful.  
 
So the whole journey is how can I touch someone? So that's really what we're talking about when 
we're saying social justice. And it's not just to change someone's mind, because really, someone may 
come to see a performance and walk away and not have their mind changed. Their minds may be 
affirmed, or they may say, “Oh, that was a really great production,” and that could be the end of it. 
So it really has to do with something in ourselves. The great writer, Chris Abani, says that “we 
become writers not because we have a story to tell, and not even because we have talent.” He says 
“it's because we have a wound that we are constantly in need of trying to heal.” And the first time I 
heard him say that, I just was completely blown away, and I thought, that's it. I've been waiting my 
whole life to hear someone say that. And that's precisely what I feel. So when we're writing with the 
social justice cause, it's because something hurts us, basically. Something hurts, and the wound that it 
has left is so incredibly painful and so present that we have no other choice but to write out of that 
wound. And so how do we do that in a way that is edified by craft? I wanna bring in just this small 
excerpt from a monologue by Aunt Ester in August Wilson's Gem of the Ocean, and then I'll say at the 
end why I chose it: 
 



 

“AUNT ESTER: That was like my Junebug. I lost my Junebug, Mr. Citizen. Oh, that was a sad time. 
The darkest day I ever did see was the day I lost my Junebug. You ever looked at a piece of rope, 
Mr. Citizen? God made that rope. It come right out the ground. You twist and weave it all together, 
and you get a rope. Rope can help you do a lot of things. You tie it around a bucket, and you can get 
water out of a well. You can tie things together with a piece of rope. God made the rope. It's man 
who sometimes gets in the way of God's creation and turns it over to the devil. Did you ever have 
love, Mr. Citizen? I've seen people have love and didn't know it. I had love and didn't know it. It's 
like money. You can't ever have enough.” 
 
Now, I chose that because it took me, I've probably seen this production on stage at least three 
times, and I've read this play so many more times than that, but it took me very recently to realize 
that in a very subtle way that only August Wilson could do, he's really talking about lynching, here. 
That's the way I read it, that this is a lynching reference. In this play in which an ancestral spirit has 
embodied the mortal form of a woman who is a former slave, and we don't know, necessarily, if she 
herself was a former slave, which I think she is, but she is carrying a lineage of many former slave 
women outside of her. She actually is a former slave, because she has her bill of sale, but what's 
important to think about here is that her bill of sale may not just be her own bill of sale. It could be 
the woman before her, her predecessor, who passed this power onto her. But what we definitely 
know here is that there is almost, if you read it, you might think, well, what does a rope have to do 
with what she's saying? And by the way, this is Citizen Barlow. What has happened is that he steals a 
bucket of nails in order to sell them. There was a man named Garrett Brown who was accused of 
having stolen the bucket of nails, and he jumped into the river and refused to come out, and he 
drowned, and so Citizen has gone to Aunt Ester to get his soul washed, because he feels the blood 
of this innocent man on his hands when he knows that he's the one who has stolen the bucket of 
nails. So this is all Aunt Ester's effort into getting him to a place where he can accept his wholeness 
and be a free human being. But if you really think about how she goes from all the movements in 
this one little excerpt from losing Junebug, who is her son, to right into this question, “You ever 
looked at a piece of rope, Mr. Citizen?” One might think, what does that have to do with anything? 
Well, since we're talking about a death, we're talking about Citizen, who knows he has caused 
somebody's death by not speaking up, she knows it too. So she knows it just as well, but she hasn't 
brought that up to him yet. It's not time. She's coaxing him, but at the same time, she's unlocking 
him. She is helping him to get free before they travel to the City of Bones, which I'll get to in a 
minute. But she uses this narrative around death and her own experiences with it, but without 
actually telling us exactly what she's talking about. Like, she could easily have said, “My son, 
Junebug, was lynched.” Isn't it more powerful, though, to reference the fact that God made rope, 
that God created this, that it comes right out the ground, and you can do great things with it, that 
you can get water out of a well, you can tie things together with a piece of rope. It has use, 
usefulness, but then she said, “It's man who sometimes gets in the way of God's creation and turns 
it over to the devil.” So God's creation isn't just the rope. God's creation in that moment is also 
Junebug. So without telling us exactly what it is, we can infer, “oh, my God, her son Junebug was 
lynched,” and the reason she can't say it is because it's too painful. It hurts too much. She cannot 
say, she cannot reimagine it, so she has to talk about it in spiritual ways. She has to talk about it in a 
way that she can take it.  
 
And so how does that affect us as playwrights and as writers? Well, that sometimes, we get 
overwhelmed. Sometimes, things feel too big for us too. Perhaps this was too big for August 
Wilson. I don't know. God rest his soul; he's not here for me to ask him, but I know that on a craft 
level, I appreciate what we sometimes say the show don't tell movement of this particular 



 

monologue, because it's even more powerful that way, because it stretches us a little bit to ask, huh? 
Because it seems like a tangent. Why is she going on this tangent to refer to this rope? Well, let's dig 
a little bit deeper and question that silence, because sometimes, it's what you don't say. I have a great 
friend, Dagoberto Gilb, who says “it's what you don't say, but what you can feel.” Sometimes, we 
can have our secrets, as the writer, and we can know what something means or the significance of 
something, but we don't always feel like we have to splay it out, that conserving, holding on a little 
bit actually creates a little bit more intrigue, sometimes, and more power, and I think that's what 
happens in this passage. And again, the structure of this play is that ultimately, and Aunt Ester says 
this to Citizen, she says, “You on an adventure. You on a grand adventure, and you didn't even 
know it.” And part of that adventure is that she takes, escorts people to what's called the City of 
Bones. Is it an actual place? I can't say, but in the spirit world, it is. In the spirit world, one can travel 
to the City of Bones, and it is literally a city made from human bones, and it is a reference to all of 
the millions of enslaved Africans who did not survive the treacherous Middle Passage, whereby 
Africans were stolen from the coast of West Africa and brought to various parts of the United 
States, the Caribbean, and England and Europe. So that's one of the powers of Gem of the Ocean, is 
that the world is very expansive.  
 
Now, what if the question is, well okay, what if my world is not that type of world? What if I'm not 
using magical realism? What if that is not the structure that I'm leaning towards? Well, then the 
question becomes what do you believe about what you're writing, and what do you believe about the 
story you're telling? And how are you willing to put your characters in such tension? What are you 
willing to put them through in order for the audience or your readers to be taken along that journey, 
as well, so that everyone is pushed? It should be the case that there's enough pressure that everyone 
is driven to a certain point, that nothing should be comfortable for you as the playwright, and it 
shouldn't be comfortable for the characters. There should be heat on them, and then we should also 
get a sense of where that heat is, because that's really how the characters are going to either survive 
or not. They're either gonna make it, or they're not gonna make it. And then as a playwright, we get 
to choose whether they're gonna make it or they aren't going to make it.  
 
And so in that way, you don't have to feel like, “oh, well my world isn't a magical world.” It doesn't 
matter, because the bottom line is, in this libretto, A Gathering of Sons, Lockdown is faced with the 
pressures of these other characters I created. He's faced with those pressures, and Gem of the Ocean, if 
I might be so brazen as to compare anything I'm trying to do to the late, great, brilliant, genius 
August Wilson, Citizen has come to Aunt Ester saying, “I need to get my soul washed,” and Black 
Mary and Aunt Ester are saying, “Only God can wash your soul.” But Aunt Ester is guiding him to a 
journey of self-confrontation, that he has to see himself, and he has to repent for what he has done 
in order to become a whole person, and utterly, to fulfill his destiny. But nothing about that is easy 
for Citizen. Everything that he endures in becoming, ultimately, who he is, is all about pressure, and 
it's all about decisions, and it's all about, in many ways, how everyone around him is either building 
him up or tearing him down, and how he is going to respond to that. So at once, it's a plot concern, 
too. Like, where is the story beginning, and where is it ending, and really, what type of pressures are 
going to be put on the central characters or character in between that space? 
 
 
>>[text on screen: This program was made possible by the generous support of the American 
people through the U.S Department of State and by the University of Iowa.]  
>>[logos on screen: American Flag, Department of State, University of Iowa] 
 


