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Panel: Poetry does matter
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The Northern Arizona Book Festival opened with one basic question: "Does poetry matter?"

Special guests kicked off the 9th annual event by asking themselves, what does poetry mean in this century. Artists Cynthia Hogue, Chris Burawa and Teresa Svoboda discussed the issue with the help of Coconino Community College teacher Marty Lara and their answer was a definitive "yes."

It matters, because there will always be people who love poetry and they are developing a new readership for future poets.

Cynthia Hogue (author of such poetry collections as "The Incognito Body" and "Flux") brought up a personal example from the times when she had worked in a small town in the middle of Pennsylvania, where the two main employers were the university and the local jail. When they organized a literature event at the bookstore, the prison guards outnumbered the students.

"I think that artists should be cultural activists" she said.

Nebraska native Teresa Svoboda -- one of the most known guests of this year's festival, and author of eight books -- expressed her view that a nation that does not have a respect for language is in deep trouble.

"Do I have to say more?" she asked, causing laughter among the couple dozen people attending the panel discussion at the Northern Arizona University.

Moving on to other issues, Christopher Burawa spoke about the benefits of poetry. The director of literature and public information officer for the Arizona Commission on the Arts, well-known for his translations of Icelandic poet Johann Hjalmarsson told the audience that it is easier to rate the impact of poetry than to determine its value.

"It has impact on family, and personality and people undergoing illness" he said, and Hogue continued the train of thought by saying that in this materialistic world poetry value means news value.

Talking about current events she also read a poem of an author better known for his love of nature than his political thoughts about the beheadings in Iraq.

"I try not to write poetical poems, because the problem with the purpose-driven poems is that the purpose takes over and it doesn't work anymore" she said.

The book festival continues today and tomorrow.
