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s an art form, poetry has

spent the last fifty years be-

ing conderrmed by the public
as dead, written and read only by a
handful of snooty academics. As
Susan B.A. Somers-Willett points
out, however, this criticism has
continued even in the face of the
immense popularify of “slam” poet-
ry, a performance-oriented view of
the medium in which the line be-
tween poetry and theater blurs al-
most fo the point of indistinction.

Since she both produces and
critically evaluates poetry for a liv-
ing, Somers-Willelt possesses a
urtigue perspective an this cultural
renaissance. In addition to The
Cultural Politics of Slam Poetry, a
work of critical scholarship, she has
also recently published Roam, her
first book of verse, with the help of
Southem lllinois Universily Press.
As this years runmerup in the Crab
Orchard Series in Poetry Competi-
fion, she will conduct a reading
from Roam Thursday, April 6 in
SIUs Harry T. Moore Auditorium.
The reading is free and open fo the
public, and starts at 4 p.m.

Born in Ohio but raised in New
Orleans, Susan B. Anthony
Somers-Willet! developed an early
fascination not only with lan-
guage, but also with the natural
world around her. She began her
academic career as an undergradu-
afe biology major af Duke Univer-
sity and, though she eventually
changed her concentration to writ-
ing, Somers-Willett maintains that
science continues to be a signifi-
cant area of professional inferest.

After working briefly in the New
York City publishing industry,
Somers-Willett pursued both a
master degree in crealive writing
and a doctorate in American (ifera-
ture from the University of Texas af
Ausfin. In addition to cultivaling a
name for herselfl within national
poetry-stam circles, Somers-Willet!
has had her work featured in nu-
merous jouwrnals, including the Vir-
ginia Quarterly Review and the Be-
loit Poetry Review. She is currently
a visifing professor af the Universi-
fy of Hlinois at Urbana-Cham-
paign, where she teaches poetry,
feminist literature, and African
American lileralure. For more
aboul Somers-Willett's poelry and
crificism, log on fo her websife al
<http:fwww susanst. com.,

Recenitly Nighthife caught up
with Somers-Willeit fo discuss the
upcoming reading, her new poelry
collection, and what famous ge-
neficist Gregor Mendel might have
satd to the plants in his garden.

As someone with a background
as both a poet and a critic, what do
you hope to accomplish through
your work?

[ think this is really for future
critics to decide. | can say that I'm
influenced very much by feminist
writers— Adrienne Rich, Sylvia
Plath, and Audre Lorde, for exam-
ple— and [ see myself writing in that
tradition. 1 think their mix of ac-
tivism and poetic expression exem-
plifies the poet's necessary engage-
ment with the world around her.

| also write a lot about mothers
and daughters, and Roam calls up-
on the voices of several women
from history, literature, and
myth— Eve, Joan of Arc, Ophelia,
Circe to name a few— to reenvi-
sion their perspectives beyond the
confines of their official narratives.

I'm also very invested in the role
performance can play in poetry. I've
been a part of three National Poetry
Slam teams and have been part of
the slam-poetry community for a
decade now. I've also dabbled a bit
in theater and I'm interested in ex-
ploring the thin but concrete line
between the poetry reading and po-

etry's performance.

When I write, I often hear the
sound of poems before | know what
they're saying— a certain vowel
sound needs to go here or there, or
a certain cadence is needed to end a
phrase. So although [ write mostly
in free verse, I'm also highly at-
tuned to the prosody and music of
the language I'm using. My back-
ground in performance informs
that use of language— I'm always
thinking about how the poem will
be read aloud or, in some cases, be
performed as a character piece.

What mitially drew you fo poel-
rif over prose as a crealive medivan?

In truth, I'm a failed fiction
writer. | started out writing fiction
as an undergraduate, but whenever
| started a new story [ spent all my
time describing the scene rather
than focusing on action or dia-
logue. My fiction teacher, Elizabeth
Cox, was smart enough to recom-
mend trying my hand at poetry,
since my attention to language was
leaning toward the lvrical.

| read something recently that
sums up my attraction to poetry
well: it said that poetry is that
which is unparaphrasable. When
we talk about fiction or nonfiction,
we can usually talk about it in
broader strokes— a writer’s unique
prose style or diction. But with po-
etry, you have to quote the verse to
fully convey what it's doing, be-
cause it can't be said any other way.
That careful attention to saying it
just so really appeals to me.

Does your critical work influ-
ence or inform your poelry (or
vice-versa)? Do you find that the
two overlap, topically or otherwise?

Absolutely. Most of my critical
work is aboul poetry and perfor-
mance, and my experience as a per-
formance poet bears largely on
what | have to say as a critic. |
think that experience puts me in a
unigue position to talk aboul
America’s current obsession with
spoken-word poetry, because | am
less inclined to try to promote or
pan slam poetry and I'm more open
to discussing it as a cultural phe-
nomenon, which has broadened a
popular audience’s relationship
with verse.

How are the poems in Roam
thematically connected? What
kinds of experiences inspired their
crealion?

It's funny, | sent oul the manu-
script of Roam for seven vears, but
it was only at the very end of that
time that I knew what its poems
were about. Most generally, Roam
1s about my search for a sense of
home after the loss of my father to
cancer— my various physical and
emotional travels I undertook to
try to fill that void. My father died
when | was a sophomore in college,
at a time when my mother had just
sold our house in New Orleans and
moved to Arkansas. We sold or put
in storage most of the things in my
room. We gave most of my father's
clothes away to Goodwill. So at the
time 1 was dealing with the emo-
tional displacement of his death, |
was also experiencing a sense of
physical displacement, this sense
that | didn't have a familiar home
to return to.

In Roam. sometimes | speak
quite obviously in the first person
about that experience; sometimes, |
speak in the voices of personae to ex-
plore that loss. Looking back on it, |
now realize that | was using these
characters to give voice to some-
thing [ wasn't ready to write about in
the first person or talk about with
my family. In this way, Joan of Arc’s
search for her father-God stands in
for my emotional search after my
dad's absence. Daedalus lamenting
the loss of his son lcarus becomes
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my grandfather mourning his son.
Many of the poems in Roam are
about being purposefully lost in a
moment of mourning— acknowl-
edging the place of grief so to better
understand it and to start the
process of healing.

In addition to the focus of your
upcoming book of criticism, what
specific areasiauthorsiliterary de-
bates most engage you as a scholar
and professor?

Right now, I'm very interested
in poelry's place in public culture.
Just fifteen vears ago, critics were
asking why poetry was ostensibly a
dead art to the public, and now we
are in an era of poetry’s renais-
sance, not just in the traditional
medium of print but in radio, tele-
vision, film, the internet, and live
performance. Today, it's impossible
to board a bus or subway wilthout
being exposed to verse— whether
by a Poetry in Motion placard or by
the guy silting next to you with
hip-hop lyrics bristling from his
iPed headphones. Now that public
audiences are having a relationship
with poetry, | think it's pertinent to
ask about the nature and quality of
this relationship as well as how
public poetry projects navigate and

instruct this relationship.

How did your upbringing in
New Orleans influence your poetic
style?

Even though Ream is about
traveling and getting lost in differ-
ent voices and geographies, | still
embrace the mantle of the South-
ern writer. New Orleans in particu-
lar was very formative for me, espe-
cially in the language and subjects
| choose— growing up white in a
predominantly black city has defi-
nitely influenced my diction and
has encouraged me to explore race-
based social inequality and black
culture.

It alse has informed a number
of blues-inspired lyrics— although
| wouldn't classify myself as a blues
poet, it's a mode 1 feel pretty com-
fortable in. And then, of course,
there's the general influence of
music. New Orleans culture is mu-
sic culture, so it makes sense that
I'm invested in the musicality and
rhythm of spoken language— to
me, that's a natural extension of
being a New Orleanian.

What are gour plans for the fu-
ture? Are there any new genres,
mediums, or literary periods that
you would like to investigate in

further detail?

I'm hard at work on a second
book of poetry about the science,
mathematics, and evolution of
heauty entitled A Natural Order.
Some ideas | am exploring in the
hook include: What would the
cross-pollinated plants of Mendel
say to him in the garden? How was
Einstein’s love for his first wife re-
flected in his theory of relativity?
I'm interested in how natural phe-
nomena reflect our experiences and
connections with each other.

To me, science and poetry are
very much linked, because what fu-
els each field is a passion for dis-
covery and beauty. | see science as
an aesthetic practice. With my new
writing, | hope to contribute a new
perspective on the phenomena that
make up the art of the natural
world— a voice which reflects a
scientist’s sense of intellectual rig-
or but which also is not ashamed of
being curious and amazed,
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