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>>[text on screen: Power of the Pen: Identities and Social Issues in Poetry and Plays]  
 
>>[text on screen: Week 5 Part I: Daniel Khalastchi]  
 
>>[text on screen: We are very proud to bring you the perspective 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 5 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 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 while 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 each of the following class videos. If you have any questions 
about these terms, we encourage you to ask you teaching team in the weekly class discussions.  
 
>>[text on screen: Week 5 Part I: Daniel Khalastchi]  
 
>>[Narrator] Poet Danny Khalastchi is the Director of the Undergraduate Writing Track here at the 
University of Iowa. He is also the author of the book Manoleria and has a forthcoming book from 
McSweeney's. 
 
>>My name is Danny Khalastchi and I'm here today to talk about poetry, and when I was asked to 
participate in this MOOC, I immediately started to think about how I would define poetry and to 
me when I look at what poetry can do and what poetry is and all of the things that is has in it, inside 
of it, I think that I would define poetry as the wild construction of possibility.  
 
James Wright once said that poetry is the crucial relation between craft and the imagination, and I 
think that poetry needs to take into account the relationship between language, structure, and 
something that for lack of a better way of defining it I would call creative urgency. And if we can 
figure out a way to put all of these together maybe we'll get to a poem. When I work with students 
who are just starting out in the world of poetry or writers who have been writing for years and want 
to talk about manuscripts, one of the things that we keep going back to is what is a poem? What 
does it need to look like, sound like? And I keep reminding them that poetry can be defined and 
built however they see fit. So when I think of building a poem, I think of writing a poem I should 
say I think of building a house. Some of you probably know the world stanza comes from the Italian 



 

word meaning little room. And I think that's a good jumping off point. When we're writing a poem, 
we're trying to construct those rooms. We're trying to use lines, we're trying to use words to build 
something, to decorate it, to make it function in the way that we want it to so we want to live and be 
in those rooms.  
 
But like with any building, if the structure or the construction of it is weak in any point, the whole 
building will collapse and that's scary. Writing can be scary. Some of us may not think we're master 
builders. Some of us may not think we have the knowledge or the experience to build anything at all. 
But I don't think that's true. I think that if we learn what tools we do have, if we study the way other 
people have built their homes, their poems, we can produce that work ourselves. Something that 
we're proud of, something that we can stand behind, something that we can stand in without 
collapsing. Roethke once said that poetry is difficult and so good poets have to be fascinated by the 
difficulty. And I like that. Building something won't be easy, but it's something we can do even if it's 
hard and I think if we remain fascinated by it we'll be able to create it.  
 
So then that gets us back to what I was talking about earlier which was ah, building was hard and 
how do we do it? I don't have a formula. I don't believe there's one way to write a poem, and I also 
don't think that all poems need to sound the same, make the same moves, follow the same ideas. I 
think every time we write it's a new experience, every blank page is blank. We can do whatever we 
want on it. But I do think there's a couple things, five things for me that I like to remind my 
students and myself to keep at the ready. And I think if we keep those tools in the toolbox and if we 
keep that toolbox close to us we can start to figure out when we want to use which tool and how we 
want to use it.  
 
When I think of those tools, I think of them as the following five things. One of them is the image. 
Two is the use of figurative language. Three is the use of the line. Four is the use of sound, 
repetition, rhyme, the music of poetry. And five would be form. Now in a 15 minute talk, probably 
not going to be able to talk about all of these or go way into depth, but I think it would be valuable 
for us to just kind of talk about what these ideas mean. To help us understand again what these tools 
are and maybe how we can use them in our own writing.  
 
So first and foremost, poetry doesn't all have to sound like Robert Frost or it can. Poetry doesn't 
have to be poems in shapes, concrete poetry using wild space like E. E. Cummings or it can. As I 
said earlier, poetry is about possibility. And as you begin to write, I think remembering that even if 
we talk about image and what a good image can be and figurative language, what good figurative 
language can be, sometimes we gain as much by not using those tools. By being direct when others 
might use figurative language or by using form when others might not think to. So we have to learn 
kind of how to play with all these and like I said earlier this line, this idea of understanding the 
relationship, the shifting elements between language and structure, and that's what we're trying to 
do.  
 
So first of all when I think of image, I think of something that Bob Hass once said. He has this line 
where he says a good image makes something so real it's like being alive twice. So I think of going to 
the movie theater right? You guys have all been to the movies I imagine. I could go see what's it, 
maybe by the time this is going on the internet, or wherever it's going, there's a new reboot of the 
Spider-Man franchise right? I could go see that movie. I'm a smart enough guy that I can remember 
the plot and I could come back and I could tell it to you. I could tell you what happened. Spider-
Man did this, Spider-Man did that. Then this happened, then there was this great scene at the end 



 

and it was over. And because I can tell you what happened you would understand it. But I don't 
think that would prevent most of you from wanting to go see the movie. You'd probably rather 
experience it for yourself. You want those lights to dim, you want the annoying person next to you 
with their cellphone to finally put it away so that you can really zone in and be in that movie for that 
minute. And again you've also been in a movie theater and you know what it's like when that person 
picks that cellphone up again and it does startle you. Or someone gets up to go to the bathroom or 
get popcorn and they bump into your knee and suddenly you're thrown out of that experience. A 
good image in a poem can take you into that world, can remove you from where you are and again 
like Bob says, make it feel like it's coming to life for a second time 'cause you're living it. And that's 
what a good image is.  
 
When I think of imagery there's lots of ways that we could approach it. But I think of in particular 
I'm actually gonna just look at it real quick, I'm gonna read it to you 'cause it's short. There's a poem 
by Milosz. It's “Encounter,” and I just want you to think about image, about what you can see. Not 
only what you hear but what you can see based on the language.  
 
“Encounter 
 
“We are riding through frozen fields in a wagon at dawn.  
A red wing rose in the darkness.  
 
“And suddenly a hare ran across the road.  
One of us pointed to it with his hand.  
 
“That was long ago. Today neither of them is alive, 
Not the hare, nor the man who made the gesture.  
 
“O my love, where are they, where are they going?  
The flash of a hand, streak of movement, rustle of pebbles.  
I ask not out of sorrow, but in wonder.” 
 
Now there's no huge similes here. There's nothing really except the language, and the language that's 
giving us an image. We see the frozen fields, we see dawn. We see the red wing rise, we see the 
darkness. We see the hand moving, all because Milosz slowed down and focused on the image. He 
brought it to life. For me, in poems, short poems, long poems, epic poems, whatever they are, there 
are moments where the image flashes, where I can see something. I tend as a reader to not only 
allow it to bring itself to life, but I end up realizing there's probably something there that I should be 
looking closely at 'cause it's staring me back in the face. So as a writer, if you know when to use 
imagery, if you know that you don't want somebody to just pass over the house that you're walking 
by in a poem, if you describe it and you bring it to life, the reader is going to see it and recognize it 
has importance. It's one way for you to signal to us, without just saying it, this is something you need 
to pay attention to, right? So that's an image, and I think if we can bring our images to life in the 
poem, the poem comes to life. If the poem comes to life the reader's going to stay in it and if the 
reader stays in it, you win. So that's image.  
 
Now, once we get into image there are many ways that we can start to use the language and one of 
those ways is by using what's called figurative language. If every image that we brought up in 
language had to be literal writing, reading, writing would be pretty boring, right? We could never say 



 

that, it would always have to be a cloud. It could never be the shape of a dinosaur riding a sailboat 
through the waters of hell, right? It would have to be literal and if we allow it to become figurative, if 
we allow it to be representational of something else, of another idea. If we allow it to make 
comparisons not only does the language become more fresh and interesting it stays with the reader 
longer, but it also comes to life in such a way that that comparison allows somebody to make a new 
connection.  
 
Now just like I was showing you with Milosz, I could show you one billion examples of how similes 
work. I could also probably show you one billion examples of how similes or metaphors don't work 
very well in poems, but I want to just give you one example, maybe two, and maybe three if I keep 
going. So the one example that I often use is from a poem by Sharon Olds. And that poem is called 
“Feared Drowned,” and it's a poem about a woman who's at the beach with her family and she's 
with her kids and her husband's there and he goes into the water and after a while she kind of looks 
up and she doesn't see him, and she gets nervous. So she leaves her kids with somebody else by the 
shore or whatever. She kind of walks down to the water and starts looking around, nervous. And at 
that point, Sharon Olds uses the line she says she clutches her towel around her like a widow's 
shawl. Now that's pretty important, like a widow's shawl. 'Cause what does that mean? If I say 
something is like a widow's shawl I'm implying that there's no power. Like the death has already 
happened. There's nothing the person can do and I don't have to say anything. I just say like a 
widow's shawl and we understand the comparison. The towel is now like a widow's shawl, the 
woman has no power, the death has happened. She feels the sadness, it's no longer something that 
will come back to life, et cetera. That whole thing changes when we use figurative language. If we 
used the line she clutches the towel around her like Superman's cape, right? If we say like 
Superman's cape suddenly she does have power. She can look out there, she can see somebody, she 
can go rescue whoever she wants to. But by choosing widow's shawl, right? We understand the fear, 
the sadness, the fact that this woman has given up, doesn't have a chance to fight back, to save her 
husband, et cetera. And that's one example that I often think of and I think if you write if you're 
going to use similes, metaphors, you want to find ones that actually work and that do what you want 
them to do. If you want to show sadness, best not to use Superman's cape. Use the widow's shawl. 
 
 
>>[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] 


