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EVENT OUTLINE 
 
EVENT TITLE: Do I contain multitudes? Who's asking? 
 
EVENT CATEGORY: Poetry Craft and Criticism 
 
Event Description 
“Identity tends to be used as a thing to pin us down... but I am imagining ways to 
become unpinnable,” Natalie Diaz once said. In this panel, five poets will discuss 
writing queer identity under the cis-heteropatriarchal gaze—how they use direct 
address, performance, epistles, the collective I, and other subversive craft choices 
to pursue the unpinnable in their poetry. They will explore the generative 
approaches that worked for them as they broke open against perspective and form. 
 
Event Organizer & Moderator 
Sarah Blake: Sarah Blake is the author of three books of poetry: In Springtime; 
Let's Not Live on Earth; and Mr. West. She was awarded an NEA fellowship for 
poetry in 2013. She is also the author of two novels, Clean Air and Naamah, 
winner of a National Jewish Book Award. She lives outside of London. 
 
Event Participants 
Wo Chan: Wo Chan is a poet and drag performer. They are a winner of the 2020 
Nightboat Poetry Prize and the author of Togetherness (2022). Wo has received 
fellowships from MacDowell, New York Foundation of the Arts, Kundiman, The 
Asian American Writers Workshop, and elsewhere. Find them @theillustriouspearl 
 
Rachel Mennies: Rachel Mennies is the author of The Naomi Letters and The 
Glad Hand of God Points Backwards, winner of the Walt McDonald First-Book 
Prize in Poetry and finalist for a National Jewish Book Award. She works as an 
adjunct professor and freelance writer, and serves as a member of AGNI's editorial 
staff. 
 
C. Russell Price: C. Russell Price lives in Chicago and is the author of Tonight, 
We Fuck the Trailer Park Out of Each Other (SRP) and oh, you thought this was a 
date?!: Apocalypse Poems (Northwestern University Press). They currently serve 
on boards with the Ragdale Foundation and The Anarchist Review of Books. 
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Arisa White: Arisa White is a Cave Canem graduate fellow and author of Who's 
Your Daddy and Home Is Where You Queer Your Heart. She collaborates with 
other artists to expand readership for poetry and to center the narratives of queer 
IBPOC. White is an assistant professor of Creative Writing at Colby College. 
 
Opening Remarks and Housekeeping Announcements 
Welcome to Do I contain multitudes? Who's asking? A few reminders before we 
begin: 
 
• For those needing or wishing to follow along to a written text, please let me 
know, and a printed copy will be delivered to you. 
 
• Please make sure that spaces marked for wheelchairs remain clear of chairs or 
other barriers. 
 
• Treat service animals as working animals and do not attempt to distract or pet 
them. 
 
• Be aware of those with chemical sensitivities and refrain from wearing scented 
products. 
 
• Please be aware that your fellow attendees may have invisible disabilities. Do not 
question anyone’s use of an accommodation while at the conference, including for 
chairs reserved for those with disabilities. 
 
And now for introductions of all the speakers in the order in which they are 
sitting… 
 
As you can see, Russell wasn’t able to make it, but we are extremely grateful to 
have Zach Semel reading their piece. Zach Semel is a poet and essayist pursuing 
an M.F.A. in Creative Writing at Northern Arizona University. His work appears 
or is forthcoming in DIAGRAM, Salamander, Drunk Monkeys, Flyway, Word-
gathering, FreezeRay Poetry, and other places. His hybrid chapbook Let the tides 
take my body was awarded the 2021 May Day Mountain Prize by Hunger 
Mountain. 
 
Participant Remarks… 
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Sarah Blake 
 
9. (A section from my book-length poem In Springtime) 
 
The mouse has her morning routine. Scavenge. Scurry. Groom. Burrow. Then 
sleep for the day. 
 
But she’s thrilled at the sight of you. 
 
She loves the structure of your arms. She’s nothing but a muffled curve, but you’re 
a series of points. Any time she looks at you, she sees how to make you out of 
stars. 
 
Constellation of the Burier of Birds. Constellation of the Dreamer.  
 
She might not burrow at all today. 
 
At first she thought you’d be dangerous. She’s heard stories of mice being fed to 
snakes, of mice dying in basements. 
 
And she knows you might kill her yet. 
 
 
When I first started writing this poem, I wasn’t out as non-binary. Like many 
people who are gender-queer, I knew about my identity since my childhood, before 
I had any language for it. 
 
If I pulled my hair back, my mother said that I looked like a boy and she told me to 
put it down. But what was wrong with that? I wondered. 
 
As I grew up, it bothered me that without makeup, without painted nails, without 
plucked eyebrows, with a wardrobe of mostly jeans, tee-shirts, and sneakers, I was 
still perceived as feminine. I felt, often, that I could not escape my face, could not 
escape my body. 
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Not that I experience body dysmorphia. I love my body. I just don’t love how no 
one else seems to get that it doesn’t make me feminine. It doesn’t make me less 
non-binary. 
 
In college, I wrote poems with vague yous that later got turned into shes and hes. I 
started to understand the power of specificity. I didn’t want an unknowable 
relationship in a poem. I wanted to be exploring love or guilt or friendship or lust. I 
wanted to name everything. 
 
As a teacher, my students brought these same vague-you poems into the classroom, 
just as I had. I encouraged them to see what happened if they said the thing they 
wanted to say, specified the people involved, and trusted that their voices and ideas 
had worth and value. 
 
But I stole away to my own work, wanting to create a new you. A you that I 
adored. A you that I could identify with. 
 
Second person narration is one of my favorite topics to teach. It can read almost 
like third person limited. Or it can read as a disguised “I,” a disguised first person 
speaker. Or it can read as a direct address to the reader. 
 
I wanted my you to be, nearly, direct address, but also a character, but also not a 
character, because it was so nearly direct address. It was a delicate line, and I 
dipped and bobbed, up and down, to the right and left of it. 
 
 
24. (In this section, it has begun to rain.) 
 
You were ready for this. The tarp is set up between two trees, angled towards the 
ground, as a lean-to. 
 
You have two choices. Try to stay dry all day under the tarp. Or leave your clothes 
to be dry and spend your day naked in the woods. 
 
Your hunger makes the decision for you. You get undressed. 
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You wrap your underwear in your shirt, your shirt in your sweater, your sweater in 
your pants, which should be a little tougher if the wind blows any rain in.  
 
Outside the tarp, the mouse is playing in a puddle. But she stops when she sees 
you. 
 
She thinks your body looks like a collection of nests. She better understands your 
clothes now as a way of keeping your body for yourself. 
 
You don’t know how to understand your modesty. 
 
 
I wanted to force the reader to inspect why they read a particular gender into 
particular descriptions. Everyone can be described as a collection of nests 
(depending on how much hair they have), and anyone could be made into a 
constellation, with a star at each point of their bony body. 
 
Why is it that we read gender into descriptions then? It’s not wrong to do it. It’s in 
our nature to name, to categorize. It’s a fundamental part of how we understand 
things. But it’s not right either. It’s something we have to push against. It does no 
one any good to go through life uncritically. 
 
At the start of the poem, I realized that I gendered animals as hes. I’d already done 
it in a few other poems I’d written. Did it give those animals gravitas? Or did it 
seem neutral to me? Like how we call boats shes. Was it implied that, Of course, I 
didn’t know? And you mostly can’t know, the gender of animals when you see 
them around. Maybe it’s a mix of all of these things. But I knew that I didn’t want 
to do it anymore.  
 
I made every animal a she. I didn’t care how difficult it was to track the bazillion 
she pronouns in the poem. 
 
 
1. 
 
Introductions: Horse. Dead bird. Mouse. 
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Though the horse won’t stick around, will she? 
 
The mouse—you won’t know she’s there unless you move the folded-up tarp that 
she’s under with the garter snake. 
 
Picture the dead bird how you will. She has a hole in her that an egg can squeeze 
out of (as if it’s the egg’s doing and not her big push). 
 
Maybe the mouse will say something to you after all. She pities the bird. She 
wishes birds died and decayed in treetops. 
 
Hiss, hiss, says the snake so softly no one can hear. 
 
The mouse doesn’t know much about decay. Surprisingly. The near rotten food in 
her belly. 
 
God, there goes the horse, just like you thought. 
 
 
Every time I gendered an animal against my instincts felt like a radical act. Every 
time I caught myself switching back to referring to an animal as a he for no 
particular reason, I knew I was right to do it, to force myself to restructure my 
thoughts and how I went around categorizing the world. 
 
To make sure the you wasn’t identified as a woman, I often thought of the you as a 
man. I thought, If I do this, it will balance out any femininity I add to this character 
unwittingly. Because I still believed what everyone said about me, that I was 
feminine, inherently. 
 
I don’t think it actually mattered. Even though I knew how much care I took in 
building my you to make it as non-binary as I am, the you is still read as a woman 
if the readers know my name.  
 
I reread the poem. I scoured the pages looking for what I might have put in. But I 
found nothing. 
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46. 
 
Should you be preparing for the worst? Dig a grave the size of the foal? Dig a 
grave the size of the horse? 
 
Would their ghosts follow you too? Could you stand it? 
 
You shake your head. You kneel at the stream and splash water on your face. Your 
pants get wet in the mud where your knees fall. 
 
The dark spots call attention to the discreteness of your body. Must everything? 
 
You think of the horse. Even knowing that she is two horses right now, she looks 
more whole than you do. 
 
You remember staying up late with a pregnant rabbit one night, when it was clear 
she was about to give birth. (This was part of your old life.) 
 
All at once, she began tearing the fur from her chest and belly. She was noisy and 
you were scared for her. 
 
She birthed many rabbits that night into that soft nest of herself, and all survived. 
 
 
Another thing that I love about second person narration, when it’s direct address, is 
that you’ve created another voice in the poem, the voice that’s directing you. And 
the writer gets to choose how much character that voice has, how distracting it is 
from the character who is carrying out the action. But regardless of how much 
character you give that voice, it is still body-less. It never needed a body to exist, to 
speak, and to delight. 
 
I am much more secure in my identity now, and in the language that I have around 
it. Part of that security came from writing this poem and exploring how to portray 
someone like me, someone who never found a way for their exterior to 
communicate the gender identity of their interior. It felt so good to leave the you’s 
exterior out of this poem knowing that no one needs it to read and embrace the 
you’s story.   
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Rachel Mennies 
 

Writ ing into the  Space  Between 
Do I Contain Multitudes? Who’s Asking (3/8/23) 

Rachel Mennies, Discussion Outline 
 

Brief welcome and deep thanks to Sarah and my co-panelists Sarah, Wo, Arisa, and 
Russell! 
 
Quick orientation to the collection: The Naomi Letters, my second book, is a series of 
epistolary poems written from the perspective of the speaker to Naomi, the woman 
she loves. 
 
Reading “September 5, 2016,” see page 10 
—All my life, I have looked out at the world and never seen “between” was the moment I 
realized that the book I was writing was about my queerness. It was also the moment 
I realized I’d finally found the language to describe and understand my sexuality. 
—So much of my understanding about my queerness has been both liberated and 
constrained by language; in particular, the hands holding the constraints were 
connected, I see now, to mental illness, but also to my own ability to imagine a space, 
both on the page and in life, for a queer woman whose sexuality had made a clear 
shift in her lifetime. Whose desire had never only ever been one thing and may yet 
become another. A permanent between-ness. 
 
Reading “March 19, 2017,” see page 11 
—The word “bisexual” preoccupies the speaker of The Naomi Letters, largely because it 
has come to preoccupy me. The speaker calls it a narrowly diverse certainty, and I have 
come to grow grateful for her words. 
—Why epistolary? A unique space within the realm of the confessional: a chance to 
see into a deeply private exchange, but also a public construct. Its own between-ness. 
 
Reading “March 27, 2018,” see page 12 
—In thinking about how to end this book, it took standing before Escher to get me 
there. I remember standing in that museum and thinking these drawings are gay as hell. 
How they depict the space between as the majority of the creative field. How they 
transform ongoingly and, in the words of Natalie Diaz that come from our event 
description, become un-pinnable.  
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September 5, 2016 

 

I want to read you a poem—pink sky in the morning, it opens. 

A girl’s sky. 

When you look at me, do you see a woman who only knows how to love a man? 

These were the only stories read to me. 

This fault, too, is mine alone. 

Slowly the trees become visible, Olds writes, and the spaces between them.  

(This line makes me think of you—the white space in your letters.) 

All my life, I have looked out at the world and never seen between. 

I clung to each tree I could touch without moving. 

But here you are, Naomi, and I write to you at dawn. 

(Imagine being able to walk, into the woods, without fear.) 

The black sky holds all colors close. Anything could happen. 

I will wait here, reading, for the sun to rise, to show you what it decides. 

  



	   10 

March 19, 2017 

 

In Connell’s essay from the Feminist Theory Reader, a paragraph reads 
it is striking that in our culture the non-gendered object choice, ‘bisexual’  
desire, is ill-defined and unstable. 

 
(Once a man asked me do you just want to fuck everyone, then?) 
 
I laughed as I scrawled her line into my lesson plan, alone in my white- 

walled classroom before the students arrived— 
 
thinking of you, only you, how you require and deserve all of my attention— 
 
as an object choice, 
 
as everyone. 
 
I see it more as a narrowly diverse certainty, I told the man. 
 
The problem with certainty lives in its instability: how this afternoon  

I sliced open a peach at its seam, finding it gone to mush. 
 
I licked each wet wrist before I threw the peach in the garbage.  
 
Yesterday it would have been delicious—the day before, inedible. 
 
What I’m trying to say, Naomi, is you found me at the exact right time. 
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March 27, 2018 
 
 
I am learning to treat my beating heart as if it belonged to another— 
 
as if it still belonged to you, Naomi. 
 
I am learning to love equally the dead flowers in the vase and the ones  

I’ve just planted, wet with new life. 
 
The dress I wore to my grandfather’s funeral—the one who wept once  

in his life, just once—now wrinkles in a drawer. 
 
Everything inside of me has changed, and everything outside of me has changed. 
 
I just returned from a week in Boston. 
 
My sister and I stood in front of Escher at the MFA and counted each incremental 
tessellation. 
 
I imagined my hands tracing the woodcut shapes of the Metamorphosis II,  

as if touch could solve this puzzle of loving the space between a thing  
and a thing. 

 
I hovered my thumbs over a half-geometry, half-animal grayed in its remaking. 
 
A rounding cube. 
 
An unfeathering dove. 
 
Here, the print—like our love—both begins and ends with a word, which means  

the word will remain in each shape’s body forever: 
 
the wasp turned to water. The turret turned to rook. 
 
The woman you turned to light, to shadow, and back (at last! 
 
at last!) 
 
to light— 
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C. Russell Price (read by Zach Semel) 
 
Hi there, you were probably expecting a tall drink of water with blue hair badass 
babe in front of you today, but unfortunately due to physical issues and the 
unbearable weight of class, Russell was unable to attend AWP this year. Their 
book oh you thought this was a date?!: Apocalypse Poems is for sale at 
Northwestern University Press’ booth. My name is Zach Semel and I’m a graduate 
student at Northern Arizona University. I’ll be reading their piece in their stead. 
First a poem: 
 
When Someone Asks My Gender I Say A Nonexistent Month 
 
I want so much 
to say so much. 
 
All my life I’ve seemed to be 
just a funny little thing. 
 
I look in the mirror and try to love 
my body, my existence, my death rate 
 
which have recently become subject 
to academic discourse and projection 
 
while a cis man signs 
another bill to kill me. 
 
I’ve made terrariums of hurt 
out of men in my fishnets. 
 
I broke a jaw in houndstooth 
as I told the can’t-hear-NO-man 
 
I’m going to be a lady one day; 
I don’t know when or how. 
 
I adjust the tuck; 
I crack my knuckles. 
 
I’m an all out; 
I’m a good time seed. 
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I’ve thought for months since Sarah proposed this panel about my 
incapability of separating my queerness from all the other aspects of my identity: 
dyslexic, Appalachian, punk-anarchist, working poor, a body wrecked with C-
PTSD and debilitating OCD. In certain lights, my queerness and who I love and 
how I look might be celebrated by the white cis heteropatriarchy because there is 
just enough “something there” to make the observer comfortable. It’s the reversal 
of “surprise girl, you’re in a gay bar.” I may have opted for the frump of a few day 
old beard and a backwards cap. I may be dressing out of safety today; I may be just 
trying to make it home. I’m tired of other people’s comfort keeping me from living 
in this physical world and only being able to live authentically (whatever the fuck 
that means) in the doomsday worlds of my poems.  

My book is queer as hell not because there’s buttfucking in a cornfield after 
a bomb or because there’s someone getting paid to pee, but because every section 
is divided into a ritual, soundtrack, a directive into how to consume my book, a 
sobbing yawp for the reader to try their damndest in understanding how it feels to 
walk through this world with all this hurt. And that must be my heroic plight, that I 
will always be incapable of getting to the lyrical heart of my experience, but maybe 
a Reba McEntire lyric will help, maybe an allusion to Fleetwood Mac would help 
you spin into myself. The queerness in my work is aiming for the ecstatic, my 
readings involve marching band recordings, light cues, acapella pop, costume 
changes, hair to the gods. The joys of being queer have driven my work into 
further possibilities. Why would I ever allow my work to do what my body has to 
do to be safe? Why would I let a perfect image fall by the wayside due to a white 
cis hetero editor’s terrorizing pen? I think that’s where the queerness of 
collage/allusion in my work gets more weight than I originally intended or 
understood fully. That when I sing/speak this lyric, I am back in the club; but when 
my non-queer reader brings their own personal history to the allusion an alternate 
identity/experience comes into the conversation. I’m trying to get to that feeling in 
this draft of a poem’s ending that’s driving me batty: “You wouldn’t know it just 
by looking/ at me but this body fucks real good, like classic rock of 1971./ Like 
hearing classic rock of 1971 in 1971./ Like summer, like something/ of a hunting 
party’s dream bait.” 

The doomsday book took six years to write because it is a product of 
collage, product placement alongside hyperlyrical confessional poems. I hadn’t yet 
found a world that loved me and maybe that’s why I spent so long in those 
destructive fuckdreams in which the apocalypse is a result of the actions of white 
cis hetero men. There is nothing mythic about the damage we inflict upon one 
another, it’s as simple as a retreat from your community. It’s as easy as turning 
away as long as it doesn’t affect you directly. Ironically, I feel my reclusive 
tendencies are as much a badge of my white privilege than anything else. The one 
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thing everyone who is shitting on my book seems to get wrong: they’re  
uncomfortable with the depictions of child sexual abuse but not the descriptions of 
race based violence. One reviewer said “Wow, that was a lot.” No shit. But for 
every person who just couldn’t get through it (lucky you, you never experienced 
such traumas), there’s someone reaching out to say they had never seen themselves 
in a book until my doomsday. This book was for the green haired girls in the back 
of the bar and I love you and am grateful for every one of you out there who has 
sent me a little note. In one poem I wrote “No one here understands me. Don’t you 
see that I am writing like this because I am grieving still?” I’ve exhausted myself 
and my publisher with armageddon and the grief over the world’s end, but I still 
got all this weight on my heart and maybe if someone else lifts a little bit of it, I 
can get to what I got to get to. My next book is an antithesis of the doomsday book; 
it’s not about some other power bestowing the beauty of creation as opposed to 
destruction, but the speaker and their agency over attempting something holy in the 
physical world. It’s queer and full of my same old tricks: research, collage, 
allusion. Why can’t Little Miss Sunshine be in conversation with Tupac, Chicago 
style hotdogs, with the creation of Spiritualism in response to man’s violence 
towards mankind. I’m grateful to my fellow panelists today for letting me speak to 
you from another place. I love you. I am beside you. This is the opening poem to 
my next book “Biscuit: Seance Poems” 
 
Skunked 
 
What business does anyone have in New Jersey 
dreaming a field of just black cats? 
In Yankee territory, there’s a dead cowboy 
with cocaine every other bar. 
We got our money hunger honest at the rock 
climbing gym where my dealer and my ex make eyes 
at grips and check the tightness of each other’s harnesses. 
When there are too many stars and not enough sky, 
there are just two simple questions to ask your soul: 
why are my pants down and where did this burrito come from? 
My ghost cowboy boyfriend with a severe amphetamine problem 
likes to call me Sugar and go on long hunts for predators of the poor. 
Before he saddles up Biscuit, his ghost horse, he gives me the see through 
look of Well just look at you! Getting fucked in the head by another stupid man! 
At dusk when Biscuit and my man with the drip return, skulls of debt collectors 
echoing behind Biscuit like a wedding getaway car, he grabs my hips with his 
ghost hands 
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and says Drag it through the garden, Sugar. And whatever that means, I do it.  
It’s incredibly easy to clean up ghost dirt, to walk away 
from a man who lasted longer than one night, then a month, then longer. 
I was lying when I said it didn’t hurt. 
These men always seeing and going towards a light 
with their big dicked butter faces. 
Him and Biscuit looking back at me all spent and bordered by a halo saying 
I’m so sorry! We have to go now! And me snarking back: 
You think I’m going to give you anytime? You don’t have a lot of land up there. 
And Biscuit takes off back towards me dragging the stuffed up spoked 
sonuvabitch. 
By his neighs he says Like Tupac said, “Revenge is the sweetest joy 
next to getting pussy.” We are just bad boy killers: me, Biscuit, 
my spectral domestic terrorist. He tips his leather brim–I stop him, I say: 
I am at the point of my life where in the movie, the battered woman 
is smoking over a motel rail looking at the sea 
and an abandoned Arby’s parking lot and she’s getting up and she’s thinking 
and her life changes from there on out.   
 
THANK YOU <3 
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Arisa White will be reading and speaking on a selection from Who’s Your Daddy. 
 
Wo Chan will be reading and speaking on a selection from Togetherness. 
 
Audience Question & Answer Session 
At the end of the event, there will be time for a 10–15-minute Q&A session. 


