
SPLIT THIIS ROCK: INTERVIEW WITH MELISSA TUCKEY, CO-FOUNDER OF A NEW MOVEMENT 

CALLING POETS TO A GREATER ROLE IN PUBLIC LIFE (INTERVIEW BY HELEN MOORE) 

Helen Moore: Split This Rock calls poets to a greater role in public life – can you explain this? Do 

you mean that you want to support the social standing of poets, to promote the civic ‘place’ of 

poetry, which, I imagine, is probably as marginal as it is here in the UK?  

Melissa Tuckey: Yes, we believe in the civic place of poetry. Split This Rock grew out of the Poets 

Against War movement in response to the US wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. As poets in 

Washington, DC near the seat of power, we felt a special responsibility to speak out. It was 

Sarah Browning’s idea to organize a national poetry festival, calling poets “to the center of 

public life,” and from this an organization was born. We decided early on that our focus was 

wider than opposition to war; it was to lift up and amplify the voices of socially engaged poets, 

poets who are writing into and about social issues, and build a network supporting this vital 

work. We were inspired by all the work that poets are doing in their communities, working with 

veterans, teaching in prisons and homeless shelters, working with survivors of abuse and 

violence, and so much more. We were also inspired by a rich tradition of socially engaged 

poetry; our name, Split This Rock, for example comes from a Langston Hughes poem, “Big 

Buddy,” which celebrates solidarity: 

Don’t you hear this hammer ring?  

I’m gonna split this rock  

And split it wide!  

When I split this rock,  

Stand by my side. 

Working together has been immensely inspiring—our first poetry festival was held in 2008, and 

hundreds of poets have gathered every two years since for readings, workshops, discussions, 

and activism around challenging and timely topics. From the beginning, Split This Rock made a 

commitment to cultural and stylistic diversity, something that’s still far too rare in American 

poetry.  

The conversations at Split This Rock inspire other projects. For example, I am working right now 

on Ghost Fishing: An Eco-Justice Poetry Anthology for University of Georgia Press. It’s largely 

inspired by conversations at Split This Rock. In 2010, Camille Dungy launched Black Nature: Four 

Centuries of African American Poetry at Split This Rock, and in 2012 I hosted a forum at Split This 

Rock celebrating the work of poet June Jordan and looking at the intersection of social justice 

and the environment. From here a space opened up for work on Ghost Fishing, which builds 

upon Black Nature in that it recognizes that the relationship between humans and the 

environment is political. In this anthology, I’m interested in looking at the ways in which social 

issues impact our human relationship to the natural world, and in looking at this from a wide 

range of cultural perspectives and poetic approaches.  

  



HM: Simultaneously are you perhaps calling poets to greater engagement in public life outside 

of poetry – inviting poets to be activists and, as Brenda Cárdenas says in a Poetry Society of 

America interview, “to actually get off their butts and away from their computer screens long 

enough to engage in the activism that might affect the injustices they decry, expose, question, 

analyze, and (yes, I'll say it) use to win prizes and make careers”?  

MT: It goes both ways. Poets need to be active in their communities and social change 

movements, and social change movements need to recognize the role of the arts within their 

movements—not only as entertainment, but as something fundamental and uniquely 

challenging.  

Ultimately, Split This Rock is building upon a rich tradition of poetry, especially in communities 

of color and oppressed communities. Writers and artists have always been central to social 

change movements. The Harlem Renaissance and Black Arts Movements are great examples of 

arts movements that were both inspired by and central to social change movements. Not only 

did these movements produce great art—jazz, poetry, writing, visual arts—but they also 

produced innovative thinking and strong politics. These movements had grassroots support and 

there was no question that the artist or writer was an integral part of something larger than his 

own work. As James Baldwin said, while bemoaning the fact that American readers have eyes 

but do not see, ears but do not hear: “the people who produce the poet are not responsible to 

him: he is responsible to them.” It seems important to point out that some of the most original 

American art has come from the turmoil and struggle of politics. There were no ivory towers for 

these artists and poets; they were on the streets.  

HM: You talk about building the audience for “poetry of provocation and witness”. Does this 

imply that a seminal book like Carolyn Forché’s Against Forgetting: Twentieth Century Poetry of 

Witness and a string of anthologies of political poetry, as well as a good deal of literary criticism 

on the theme (Michael Dowdy’s American Political Poetry into the Twenty-first Century comes to 

mind) have all failed to find an audience? If so, what strategies does Split this Rock have for 

audience-building; what have you achieved so far, and do you discern different audiences for 

different kinds of poetry?  

MT: Our work as an arts organization is to help get this work out to a wider audience. We do 

believe like Rogue Dalton that “poetry, like bread, is for everyone.” We are deeply indebted to 

Carolyn Forché’s Against Forgetting and to others who have championed this work through 

years when there has been a strong backlash against socially engaged poetry.  

Our strategy for building audiences is to provide quality opportunities for performance, 

publication and interaction with poets. We organize an international poetry festival every two 

years in Washington, DC; we sponsor a monthly reading series in Washington, DC; we support 

and host youth poetry Slam teams and put teaching artists into DC classrooms. We also curate a 

poem-of-the-week series, which reaches about 8,000 readers a week. And while it’s true that 

not every poem appeals to every audience, we’re fond of stretching people’s boundaries by 

providing diverse programming, since part of what poetry does is to introduce us to new ideas, 

new language, new experience.  

  



HM: Often socially engaged poetry is labeled as ‘didactic’ or ‘propagandistic’ by its critics, and 

whilst some clearly is, I also perceive a cultural fear of ideas or philosophic content in a lot of 

mainstream British poetry in particular, and a preference for poems that celebrate minor 

personal epiphanies. Would you say this also true of poetry in the US? And how will Split this 

Rock avoid the pitfalls of promoting work that ticks a socially engaged box in terms of its subject 

matter, but which perhaps lacks the craft and multidimensionality of ‘good’ writing? 

MT: The challenge in programming at Split This Rock is not how to avoid didactic or 

propagandistic work, but how to choose among some of the most gifted and talented poets 

writing today. It really is an exciting time for poetry in the United States, and for socially 

engaged work.  

I think there is a knee-jerk reaction among some to call socially engaged poetry didactic, and I 

often wonder if such critics actually read poetry. There is so much nuanced, complicated, 

challenging work out there right now that it would be hard to reduce it to such terms. I think it’s 

true socially engaged poetry can fail, and sometimes it fails by being didactic, but it it’s also true 

that all kinds of writing fails. The miracle is that there is any poetry at all worth reading.  

What poetry delivers is vastly different from political or didactic speech, and it’s necessary: 

without it we might die of political speech. I am not exaggerating. Look at the terms in which 

those in the political realm want us to live—we can either save the environment or save the 

economy, but not both. We can either have security or peace, but not both. We cannot have a 

strong economy and pay workers what they are worth. If we speak about racism, we are being 

racist. The people who work the land and grow our food are called “illegal aliens” or often just 

“illegals.”  Poetry does not allow for such oversimplification—instead it gives us multiplicity, 

imagination, lived experience. It gives us both/and—simultaneity, imagination.  

With regards to what people are reading and what’s being published, I see more and more 

space being opened for socially engaged work in literary journals, at writing conferences, and in 

college curriculum. It is becoming more common to see poetry in response to current events 

featured in newspapers and literary journals. It seems to me these spaces are opening up 

because there is a need to communicate about these issues on some other level than newspeak 

or propaganda, and a growing audience is turning to poetry for its complexity and truth telling. 

There is so much silence around important issues: and poets are drawn to silence and difficult 

subject matter.  

HM: One of your aims is to “explore and celebrate the many ways that poetry can act as an 

agent for change.” To what extent do you think poetry’s agency is still tormented by Auden’s 

thorn (“poetry makes nothing happen”), and in what ways can you counteract this perception – 

particularly when poets themselves continue to uphold this idea? For example in Redstart, An 

Ecological Poetics, a collaboration between Forest Gander and John Kinsella, I was surprised to 

find the two poets claiming: “… poems don’t articulate emotional experience or frame concepts 

in ways that have made any discernable difference to the world – our whiffled clod of suffering 

and greed same as it ever was….”? 

 



MT In context, Auden’s quote is beautifully complex. In ‘Poem’, celebrating the life of poet-

activist Yeats, Auden writes, “For poetry makes nothing happen: it survives / In the valley of its 

making where executives / Would never want to tamper, flows on south/ From ranches of 

isolation and the busy griefs, / Raw towns that we believe and die in; it survives, / A way of 

happening, a mouth.” 

That poetry survives is itself a statement. I’m thinking now of Palestinian poets like Mahmoud 

Darwish, and other poets of exile, who carry their culture in words, their language in poetry and 

how important that poetry is to a wider community which is fighting for its survival. “It survives, 

/ a way of happening, a mouth.” It survives, pass it on, it survives.  

I recently read a poem written by Daniel Johnson for James Foley, the American journalist 

murdered in Syria.  The poem gave me a sense of our connectedness. It left me feeling that all 

the small things we do to claim our humanity and resist war and oppression matter. This is what 

poetry does. It helps us go on. It connects our private griefs. It reminds us we are not alone. 

There are other humans out there doing human things even in horrible circumstances.  

How is it that we can watch more than 500 children bombed in Gaza and not feel compassion 

and horror? How is it a majority of white Americans are not hearing, not feeling the concerns of 

Black Americans about the police killing of Michael Brown, and the killings of countless other 

black Americans? William Carlos Williams wrote, “It’s difficult to get the news from poems, yet 

millions die every day for lack of what is found there.”  

How shall we begin to understand this moment in which we live—in which climate change 

threatens our existence and the choices we are making put our children at risk? If we try to 

understand it in terms given to us by political leaders, terms given by corporate media, we will 

have no way to access the deep well of human emotion, or our greatest resources—our 

imagination, our resilience, our ability to connect with one another. The arts are essential.  

As Wendell Berry writes in a poem from his book Leavings, “This is our riddle / to which the 

answer is a life/ that none of us has lived.”  

HM: To what extent do you think Split this Rock will address issues of censorship in the US? By 

this I mean editorial censorship and also self-censorship – poets who avoid writing about certain 

topics because these poems are less likely to get published? 

MT: Self-censorship is an issue in the United States. Censorship is less of an issue at this point, 

though lately some academics have been censored at the university level in what seems to be 

an alarming trend against academic freedom. Split This Rock supports the vigor of the poetry 

community by publishing poems and featuring poets on the stage—we also encourage poets to 

be more outspoken on social issues, and we help create a platform from which poets can be 

heard. If we want a free press, we have to support a free press—supporting independent 

booksellers, independent and small presses—and we have to be vigilant on issues of freedom of 

speech. 

 



HM: You mentioned that you are editing an anthology of eco-justice poetry. Can you explain 

more about that project?  

MT: Ghost Fishing: An Eco-Justice Poetry Anthology is forthcoming with University of Georgia 

Press. It’s inspired in part by work I’ve done as an activist in the environmental justice 

movement and the desire to bring some of that consciousness into poetry. Coming into poetry 

I’ve tried to find nature anthologies that speak to the concerns I witnessed. Mostly I’ve been 

disappointed. So much nature poetry remains influenced by romantic and pastoral poetry, the 

idea of a natural world divorced from human habitation, an ideal world free of politics. 

Unfortunately no such world exists. Not even for those last indigenous people living in Brazil, 

whose land is now being encroached upon and stolen.  

So I became interested in the ways in which social justice issues intersect with environmental 

issues and impact our human relationship to the natural world. Some of the topics in the book 

will include war and dispossession, environmental disaster, resource ownership and use, food, 

activism, altars and allegiance.  It’s my hope that the book will widen the perception of nature 

and of the nature poem; that it might inspire more connection between poets and activists, and 

that we might start seeing climate change not solely as an environmental problem but also as a 

social problem.  

Recently, the organization 350.org came out with a statement in support of the people of 

Ferguson, who were protesting the police killing of Michael Brown, a young black man. This kind 

of recognition of the ways in which our struggles intersect is central to where I think we need to 

be as environmental activists. Getting there will require some work, especially on the part of 

those who haven’t fully examined privilege and race and its consequences. I believe that poetry 

can help unlock some doors and take us into some common spaces.  
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