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INTERVIEW

What was the catalyst for writing this erasure poem?
Black Lives Matter.

Where did you find your source text, and why did you choose it?
As a journalist (my career until I became hearing impaired), my en-

gagement with unfolding events was a constant. I loved that. As a short 
story writer, I struggle to find ways to speak to what goes on around me 
without speaking in polemics or twitter rants. Senator Tom Cotton’s call for 
the state to use more force against the thousands and thousands of  people 
in the streets protesting the state’s use of  force against people of  colour 
chose itself.   

There was a significant furore over The New York Times’ strange de-
cision to commission and run Cotton’s column. Embarrassed, they took 
down the paywall and the column was easy to find. I laid it out in a three 
column format as it might appear in the newspaper and used Times New 
Roman type face.

What was the hardest part about writing this erasure? What was the 
easiest?

The easiest part was finding the vocabulary that was relevant to Black 
Lives Matter. The hardest part was to turn that vocabulary into a poem and 
not just a scattering of  words. 

If  you had to narrow it down, what is your favorite line or phrase from 
the poem?

I am afraid it wasn’t a single line or phrase but the sequence which was, 
for me, the heart of  what I wanted to do:

subdued
lives
that still bear scars from past
an overwhelming 
force
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refuse 
and 
refuse
these circumstances
I like it for the fact is has some consonance.  

How is writing erasure and blackout poetry different from writing in 
more traditional poetic forms?

I am not a poet.  I am a short story writer currently trapped in a genre 
novel. What attracts me to erasure poetry is the intimacy of  its enragement 
with its source text. That is why I like, when possible, to leave my source 
text fairly visible on the page.  

Even when erasure is done as blackout or whiteout, there is an imme-
diacy and a tension in the new work being held or trapped by the old.  I 
find that thrilling.

I especially like the way erasure can be used as dialogue with the inten-
tions of  the source text such as Jerrod Swartz’s poem on Trump’s inaugu-
ration speech, which attracted me to this seminar. One of  other students 
in the seminar did a lovely piece on George Washington’s first inauguration 
address. I like Margaret Yacom’s work on The Brother’s Grimm, Janet Holmes 
on War and Emily Dickinson. All of  these works seem to me to be  re-
sponses to the same impulses which generated their sources.

What advice would you give to those who want to write erasure po-
ems themselves?

Take your time.  Less is more.
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INTERVIEW

What was the catalyst for writing this erasure poem?
As a last entry to the erasure course, I wanted to use one of  my own 

poems to erase and excavate to become my own victim to this process that 
would lead me to a sensitivity of  how it feels to be excavated. I also felt 
it would look interesting as a long four-page poem—like a railroad track 
because I had written the original as observations from a train window and 
was four pages long with the fleetingness of  my views.

Where did you find your source text, and why did you choose it?
It had not felt like a serious poem, so I felt it could grow into some-

thing new being somewhat experimental. The four-page length would itself  
become a new poem about observations from a train so that visually it 
would be a long, drawn-out, linear poem.

What was the hardest part about writing this erasure? What was the
easiest?

I felt as if  I was becoming too flip, too negligent in keeping it obvious 
that it was about observations from a train with the long phrases from signs 
and sights. It is playful and fun, which makes it mischievous and wicked.

 
If  you had to narrow it down, what is your favorite line or phrase from 
the poem?

It is “flock a curve” because of  its obscurity. But it refers to a train 
hugging a curve, which is intriguing when you can see the engine from 
where you are sitting as a passenger.

 
How is writing erasure and blackout poetry different from writing in 
more traditional poetic forms?

It feels entirely different—moves more quickly because I personally 
am not in a “zone” or the true creative phase but I am more in a thought 
process or analytical, and because my poems are often very visual, I know 
that I spend time in my mind recreating the feeling or the scene and most 
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often both. At the same time there is a less instinctual feeling in its “era-
sure” process because it is more playful and easier to access as there are 
already some ideas present.

 
 What advice would you give to those who want to write erasure po-
ems themselves?

I did not feel glib about this process but serious and respectful; for me 
as an artist, the integrity of  the surface, be they literature or visual art that I 
might collage or use in different ways, kept me mindful of  the original in a 
way that I think is necessary to create another thing of  promise.
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INTERVIEW

What was the catalyst for writing this erasure poem?
This poem was meant to be a “political erasure.” I had already made 

a contemporary political poem for the first week of  the course with an 
erasure I made from that day’s newspaper coverage of  the George Floyd 
murder. So for this one I tried to find a more historical political source with 
the idea of  bringing out a political message from the past that was relevant 
to the present reality. 

Where did you find your source text, and why did you choose it?
I have quite a few history books on my poor, much abused book-

shelf.  The source for this poem was Nehru’s Glimpses of  World History, and 
this particular passage “The Burden of  Tradition” was written in 1932. I 
chose it because there were many phrases that I found evocative as stand-
alone fragments, and when I started to circle them on the source page 
they seemed to colesce naturally around the theme of  awakening to the 
realization of  the inevitability of  a revolution (which is a theme I think is 
relevant to many points in world history, including the present day). I also 
liked that the new title could be erased from the old one and the cohesion 
that followed from that. 

What was the hardest part about writing this erasure? What was the 
easiest?

The hardest part was the end. I find that’s the hardest part of  every 
erasure for me. Often, I find a piece with several great themes and images 
that swirl together, but since the original text is not beholden to any of  
my new poem’s direction, it can be challenging to find a conclusion that 
seems both satisfying and intentional. I was happier with this one than 
most, though. At first I was somewhat underwhelmed by the timid nature 
of  the call to action, but then I realized that oftentimes people come to 
revolution reluctantly and the final words actually added depth to the voice 
of  the conclusion. 
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The easiest part was the dawn/awakening part at the beginning.  The 
images basically rose from the text and spun themselves together like wool. 

If  you had to narrow it down, what is your favorite line or phrase from 
the poem?

“A contest between the moon and the strange half-light of  the coming 
day.” I actually said “yessss...” out loud when I saw those images crawl out 
of  the text. They immediately foreshadowed the destination of  the poem 
for me. 

How is writing erasure and blackout poetry different from writing in 
more traditional poetic forms?

It’s way less stressful for me because I feel like, if  the poem turns out 
horrible that’s more on the source author than me. Sometimes confidence 
is all about finding someone else to blame. ;)

But seriously, I think the biggest difference is the idea of  de-novo cre-
ation vs. creative destruction.  Both can be quite satisfying, but in erasure, 
the feeling of  trying to control a narrative that is also trying to control you 
is a mind space that, for me, is unique, and when one’s mind wanders in 
unfamiliar places, it often stumbles upon unexpected beauty. 

What advice would you give to those who want to write erasure po-
ems themselves?

Grab an interesting source text and photocopy some pages. Read them 
through. Circle the phrases that draw you in (even if  you are not sure why). 
See if  all the circles lead you somewhere, and if  they do, fill in the blanks 
with what’s in between. Tell yourself  that 9/10 pages will be a bust.  Let the 
duds go.  Work on the page that excites you. 
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INTERVIEW

What was the catalyst for writing this erasure poem? Where did you 
find your source text, and why did you choose it?

 I entered the class with the intention of  working on erasures using 
my grandmother’s memoir as source material. Then June 2020 and the 
BLM movement took over our collective consciousness. In reflecting on 
my white heritage and why my grandmother was able to write about her 
parents’ immigration to Nebraska in the 1880s, I couldn’t help but face the 
reality that indigenous peoples were forcibly cleared from that same land 
just decades earlier. A significant tool of  Manifest Destiny and the “open-
ing” of  the frontier were the Lewis & Clark expeditions of  1803/04 and 
the diaries that were kept about them. For this erasure, as a companion to 
pieces I was working on using my grandmother’s memoir, I looked up some 
parts of  Lewis & Clark’s diary that reference the specific prairie landscape 
of  Nebraska, & the people living there, which are near to where my own 
Swedish ancestors settled eighty years later.

 
What was the hardest part about writing this erasure? What was the 
easiest?

 The technical aspect of  using a computer program to create this was 
new for me, and I don’t think it looks as good as it could were I more fluent 
in using such programs! I did find the selection of  the passage and the text 
pieces themselves fairly easy because I knew what I wanted to emphasize.

 
If  you had to narrow it down, what is your favorite line or phrase from 
the poem?

I think the closing is strong: “the River / Covered with / ash.”

How is writing erasure and blackout poetry different from writing in 
more traditional poetic forms?

I definitely underestimated the visual component of  erasure prior to 
taking this course. It is more akin to collage work than poetry, in my opin-
ion. I think I would consider it a hybrid form in which the visual presenta-
tion of  the words is of  equal importance to the words chosen—and I don’t 
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know if  I would’ve realized that before working in the form.

What advice would you give to those who want to write erasure po-
ems themselves?

I think nonfiction sources are a better place to start because they usu-
ally offer the chance to impose a contrary or complicating reading onto 
the source text. It also means you have to work hard to find ways to make 
words do poetic things—i.e. in the line from Lewis’s diary above, the word 
“ash” is originally included as part of  a list of  types of  trees, but I wanted 
to use it more evocatively. I feel like using nonfiction source texts lets you 
uncover the poetic possibilities of  words in ways that haven’t already been 
done by the author.
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INTERVIEW

What was the catalyst for writing this erasure poem?
This class was a healthy and stabilizing undertaking during the pan-

demic and social unrest of  2020. I made this erasure in response to that 
chaos and particular cultural moment.

Where did you find your source text, and why did you choose it?
This poem uses the language of  a letter written by Robert J. Schroeder, 

Louisville’s Police Chief, to Detective Brett Hankinson after the killing of  
Breonna Taylor. In my home town of  Louisville, Brett Hankinson was “ter-
minated from employment” after killing Taylor while serving a no-knock 
warrant. One of  three officers responsible for Taylor’s killing, Hankinson 
was the only one who received any consequences for his action. The “ter-
mination” is not even the starting line of  justice. This poem is one of  eight 
erasures of  the same text. Eight is the number of  bullets that hit Breonna 
Taylor.

What was the hardest part about writing this erasure? What was the 
easiest?

It was hard to respond to the trauma and the destruction of  (yet an-
other) black body at the hands of  a systemized white supremacy, at the 
hands of  brazen and belligerent police. As a person who does not exist in 
a black body, I’m hesitant to even comment on such an experience, but this 
was close to home in every way possible—it was not an abstraction. The 
easiest part was picking the source text, as it contained the sterilized diplo-
macy and feckless inaction of  empire. The letter begs a rewrite in several 
ways, for several reasons.

If  you had to narrow it down, what is your favorite line or phrase from 
the poem?

It is one sentence, so there isn’t a favorite line per se, but I like how the 
exercise of  making the speaker say what should have been said helped me 
stave of  cynicism and let me feel a fuller weight of  anger and fear. Coupled 
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with actual acts of  disobedience in the street, creation adds to the action.

How is writing erasure and blackout poetry different from writing in 
more traditional poetic forms?

Done with care, it can allow one to approach a subject, idea, or lan-
guage that may be out of  bounds for the creator—for personal, political, 
or cultural reasons. Done well, it allows the outsider enough continuity to 
access experiences without stealing the voice or pilfering the experience 
of  the creator of  the source text. In essence, it can provoke a shared and 
sincere empathy without doing violence to experience.

What advice would you give to those who want to write erasure po-
ems themselves?

Get comfortable with iteration and drafting. Don’t assume that the 
writing process is different because you’re working with an artifact.
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INTERVIEW
What was the catalyst for writing this erasure poem?

I had been affected and concerned about the divisive climate sur-
rounding the Black Lives Matter movement.  There has been a rhetoric 
that I wanted to change, and I thought by taking a blatantly racial rant and 
moving it in the opposite direction, I could neutralize the racial hatred.

Where did you find your source text, and why did you choose it?
I wanted to find a text that was blatantly racial and thought of  the 

segregationist Governor George Wallace. This inaugural speech was well 
known as “Segregation Now, Segregation Forever.” I searched the internet 
and found the speech. The picture was an image from one of  the news 
channels, and I chose it from the Black Lives Matter protests. I felt it sym-
bolized the “rising up” that Dr. King emphasized.

What was the hardest part about writing this erasure? What was the 
easiest?

By far the hardest part was the technical aspect. It was very difficult for 
me to upload the picture and insert it into the poem. It took longer than the 
actual erasure itself. The easiest part was being able to erase online rather 
than by pen. This was my first attempt at trying to erase using a computer 
program.

If  you had to narrow it down, what is your favorite line or phrase from 
the poem?

“God has placed us here in this crisis…let us not fail in this...our most 
historical moment.”

How is writing erasure and blackout poetry different from writing in 
more traditional poetic forms?

It is fun to see what can emerge from the words of  others.  It is like 
trimming a tree and finding out it is a rare flower.

What advice would you give to those who want to write erasure po-
ems themselves?

Be reckless, fearless, and enjoy the process.  
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INTERVIEW
What was the catalyst for writing this erasure poem?

Anger was my catalyst, followed by a more productive desire to dimin-
ish the power of  patriarchal pontificating by finding the underbelly of  the 
message.

 
Where did you find your source text, and why did you choose it?

The source is “On Witchcraft,” by Cotton Mather (1692), and is easily 
found in various forms online. I wanted to explore the cultural misogyny of  
my ancestors and how unequivocally enmeshed they were with their rigid 
religious beliefs.

What was the hardest part about writing this erasure? What was the 
easiest?

Once I found the idea within the words, the most challenging part was 
finding the specifics I needed to steer the poem. For me, the easiest part of  
any erasure is selecting the source texts. It might be the political maelstrom 
we’re living through, but I found that I enjoy taking words of  patriarchal 
figures and changing the message. 

If  you had to narrow it down, what is your favorite line or phrase from 
the poem?

“causing deep root and shadows”
 

How is writing erasure and blackout poetry different from writing in 
more traditional poetic forms?

Since the world has been on fire, I have been paralyzed artistically and 
have not been able to write poetry. This form has allowed me to continue 
interacting with poetry. Something about erasure/blackout seems to take 
off  the pressure and lets me play with words and ideas. 

 
What advice would you give to those who want to write erasure po-
ems themselves?

Consider making a few copies of  your source text to play with. If  
you’re using an actual book, slap that thing down on a copy machine and 
make copies of  the page. It will let you explore and feel less pressure to “get 
it right.” There is no “right.” 

S h a n l e y  W e l l s - R a u



- 2 7 -


