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Amanda Gorman 
in Context: 
the American Dream  
of a Young Black Woman  



Structure 

�  Poetry in the public sphere / the poet and society  
�  Inauguration poetry: genre and tradition 
�  Who is Amanda Gorman? 
�  The poem:  

¡  function as inauguration poem 
¡  form and language  
¡  “honorary ancestors” / “diepe bronnen” 
¡  & popular culture 
¡  & politics / activism 
¡  & African-American literary tradition 

�  Controversy about translation 
¡  How good is the translation / performance of Zaïre Krieger? 

�  How good a poem is “The Hill We Climb”? 
�  How to teach Amanda Gorman? A few suggestions 
 



Intro:  

�  much-laureled 
performance 
¡  Compliments of Michelle 

Obama, Oprah Winfrey, 
senator Stacey Abrams, 
Bernice King (daughter of), 
Hilary Clinton… 

�  jubilant reception: 
worldwide media attention 

�  within a day 2 million 
followers on Instagram: a 
hype, tsunami of public 
praise 

�  annoucement of poetry 
books September 2021: 
pre-publication bestsellers  





Meet the poet as … 

Influencer on social media 
 
Pop icon: 

Superbowl 7 February 2021: 
“Chorus of the Captains” 
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=-ejbSCjg2qo 
 

Presidential candidate 
 2036?  

 
Fashion model and icon: 

 dressed Prada design 
 contract with IMG 
 Vogue  

 
Commercial success 







Unicef Ambassador: poem 
at United Nations, 
September 2022 

�  https://
www.facebook.com/
theamandagorman/
videos/
461384829254639 



 
What does this say about … 
�  the interweaving of art and commerce (branding, consumerism) 

in the US capitalist culture market? 
�  the function of poetry in the public sphere? 
�  the status of poetry as autonomous art (dissociated from 

personal, political, societal context: cf New Criticism: “a poem 
should not mean but be”)? 



Inauguration  poetry  

�  occasional poetry / “gelegenheidspoëzie”  
�  poetry in the service of a public cause: 

¡  commissioned, written to order 
¡  aims to celebrate public themes / to highlight, with emotional 

and rhetorical effectiveness, themes that will serve to boost 
and underwrite the incoming President’s political hopes 

�  not “disinterested” or autonomous, art-for-art’s sake 
�  opposite of intensely personal or private poetry: 

“bekentenis poëzie” or confessional poetry 
¡  poet exhibits without shame or self-censorship the most intimate 

private matters (Robert Lowell, Anne Sexton, Sylvia Plath) 



Sylvia Plath (1932-1963) 

 
Dying 
Is an art, like everything else 
I do it exceptionally well 
 
I do it so it feels like hell 
I do it so it feels real 
I guess you could say I’ve a 
call 

 “Lady Lazarus” (1962) 
 



Inauguration poetry  

�  effect limited to the occasion– the  resonance of “the 
moment” – time-bound  

�  rarely “great” poetry written for “eternity” – seldom makes 
it into canon or literary anthologies 

�  lives by grace of the moment and the quality of the 
performance, declamation 



Inauguration poetry  

�  In US a short tradition, established and maintained by 
Democratic presidents:   
¡  1961  Robert Frost, “The Gift Outright” – inauguration 

    John F.  Kennedy  
¡  1993    Maya Angelou, “On the Pulse of Morning”  - Clinton 1  
¡  1997  Miller Williams, “Of History and Hope” - Clinton 2 
¡  2009  Elizabeth Alexander, “Praise Song for the Day” – 

    Obama 1  
¡  2013  Richard Blanco, “One Today” – Obama 2 
¡  2021  Amanda Gorman, “The Hill We Climb” – Biden  

   at 22 the youngest 
Before Gorman: hardly memorable, perfunctory rather 
than spectacular, quickly forgotten 

 





Robert Frost vs Amanda Gorman 

�  1961 Kennedy young, 
dynamic, charismatic; 
restored respect for art and 
culture to White House 

�  Frost aged: 87 years 
�  at top of fame as America’s 

most beloved & popular poet   
�  embodiment of white, male 

literary establishment 
�  plagued by slanting sunlight 
�  reading bungled à  
   “Dedication”replaced by “The 

 Gift Outright” 
�  Died at 88 



Robert Frost recites “The Gift Outright” 



Amanda Gorman 

�  2021 
�  Biden: white, male, old 
�  vs young, black woman, 

swinging, dynamic   
�  innovative performance: 

“spoken word”  
  



Amanda Gorman recites “The Hill We Climb” 

�  Inauguration President Joe Biden, 20 January 2021 

�  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LZ055ilIiN4 

�  https://time.com/5933596/amanda-gorman-
michelle-obama-interview/ 





“spoken word” 

�  Subversive:	from	the	
periphery	of	poetry	slams	
and	activist	community	
politics	to	the	central	public	
platform	of	US	political	power	

�  rooted in:  
¡   African-American oral 

tradition 
¡  Protest movements of 1960s 
¡  Poetry slam / jazz poetry 

(Beat generation)  

 

�  affiliation with rap & 
hiphop music / 
commercialized street 
culture of inner cities 

�  resonates with Black Lives 
Matter 

�  global impact 



“Spoken Word” 

Definition by American Poetry Foundation:  
�  “A broad designation for poetry intended for 

performance. Though some spoken word poetry may also 
be published on the page, the genre has its roots in oral 
traditions and performance. Spoken word can encompass 
or contain elements of rap, hip-hop, storytelling, theater, 
and jazz, rock, blues, and folk music. Characterized by 
rhyme, repetition, improvisation, and word play, spoken 
word poems frequently refer to issues of social justice, 
politics, race, and community. Related to slam poetry, 
spoken word may draw on music, sound, dance, or other 
kinds of performance to connect with audiences.” 



Jazz & Beat Poetry / Slam poetry / Hiphop / Rap 

Jack	Kerouac	and	Beat	poetry 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8J_5YDUIt_c 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Cf2rLxFAxT4 
Allen Ginsberg, “Howl” – poetry and jazz 
 
Poetry Slam founder Marc Smith at The Green Mill in Chicago, 1993 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JltqWM9sV5c 

From jazz to hiphop: Innercity Boundries 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r6zH6uMyU9c 
 
Coolio, “Gangsta’s Paradise” (1995) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fPO76Jlnz6c 



Amara van der Elst 
Dodenherdenking 4 mei 
2021 
 
�  https://

www.youtube.com/
watch?v=H6XZdcKa5ZM 



Who is Amanda Gorman? 

�  born March 7, 1998 
�  daughter of Joan Wicks, 

a single black mother, 
middle-school teacher at 
inner city public school 

�  twin sister Gabrielle, 
brother Spencer 



�  Smart – grade A student 
at Harvard (2020 BA 
Sociology)  

�  At 16 (2014): Los Angeles 
Youth Poet Laureate 

�  At 19 (2017): first and 
youngest National Youth 
Poet Laureate 



�  born prematurely – 
“special needs” kid, 
hampered by speaking 
problems 

�  speech impediment APD 
(Auditory Processing 
Disorder) 

�  difficulty pronouncing 
liquid “r” 

�  conquered with help of 
poetry exercises   

�  reciting “Aaron Burr” from 
musical Hamilton 

�  therapeutic and personally 
healing 

�  Cf Biden: “disability” / 
handicap as integral part of 
American diversity 

�  subtext at inauguration 
ceremony 

�  Pledge of Allegiance, 
simultaneously in sign 
language: 



“The Hill We Climb” & inauguration Biden 

�  Poem resonated with the 
themes of Biden’s inaugural 
address:  
¡  the grief over massive loss 

(400,000 Covid-19 
deaths)  

¡  the systemic racism and 
injustice in US society 

¡  the necessity for healing, 
reconciliation and unity 
after an unprecedented 
attack-from-within on 
American democracy 

�  Inauguration Biden 
celebrated restoration of 
faith in democracy, judicial 
system  

�  But: because delivered by a 
young black woman at the 
most august platform of 
American democratic 
politics, it also resonated 
triumphantly as a symbolic 
moment of emancipation, 
visibility and recognition for 
an underprivileged and 
unacknowledged part of 
“America” – and an implicit 
promise for the future  



 
 
 
 

language 

�  language personally healing 
for AG  à likewise for the 
nation: torn, divided, scarred 
– especially after language 
destruction under Trump   

�  inauguration also: celebration 
of language as democratic 
“cement” – poetry as “act of 
affirmation” (moral, political, 
human, religious)  

�  in the wake of Trump’s 
divisive, demagogic, populist, 
egocentric tweets:  

�  a plea for a language of 
integrity, compassion, 
decency and truth, empathy 
and mercy 

�  Cf Mark Twain:the corruption 
of language precedes the 
corruption of morality and 
human dignity (think of 
Huck’s “honest and bully” 
vernacular versus the hollow 
rhetorical trickery of the King 
and the Duke)    



“We have seen the ways in 
which language has been 
violated and used to 
dehumanize. How can I 
reclaim English so we can 
see it as a source of hope, 
purification and 
consciousness?”  

 Gorman in interview with 
 Michelle Obama, Time,  
 February 2021 



In poem and inauguration: 

�  Language of biblical as well as 
political scripture: the 
Constitution, Founding Fathers, 
and famous orators like Lincoln, 
Martin Luther King, en Obama 
(also Churchill: speeches studied 
as examples of “rhetoric for the 
good”) 

  
�  Lincoln, King, Obama all spoke 

of American democracy as 
“unfinished” and of the search for 
“a more perfect union” 

�  Cf US Constitution: “We the 
people, in order to form a more 
perfect union….” 

  

Amanda Gorman, “The Hill We 
Climb”: 
 
a nation that isn’t broken, 
but simply unfinished 
  
And yes, we are far from polished, 
far from pristine, 
but that doesn’t mean we are 
striving to form a union that is 
perfect. 
We are striving to forge our union 
with purpose. 



 
 

Abraham Lincoln, inauguration speech,  
4 March 1861 

�  American Civil War (1861-1865) 
 
�  A plea for unity over division:  
 
�  We are not enemies, but friends. 

We must not be enemies. Though 
passion may have strained, it 
must not break our bonds of 
affection. The mystic chords of 
memory, stretching from every 
battle-field, and patriot grave, to 
every living heart and hearth-
stone, all over this broad land, 
will yet swell the chorus of the 
Union, when again touched, as 
surely they will be, by the better 
angels of our nature. 



Barack Obama 
“A More Perfect Union,”  
National Constitution Center,  
Philadelphia, 18 March 2008  

Two hundred and twenty one 
years ago, in a hall that still 
stands across the street, a group 
of men gathered and, with these 
simple words, launched 
America’s improbable 
experiment in democracy. […] 
The document they produced 
was eventually signed but 
ultimately unfinished. It was 
stained by this nation’s original 
sin of slavery […] 

Of course, the answer to the 
slavery question was already 
embedded within our 
Constitution – a 
Constitution that had at its 
very core the ideal of equal 
citizenship under the law; a 
Constitution that promised 
its people liberty, and 
justice, and a union that 
could be and should be 
perfected over time.  



Performance as statement 

�  impressive, inspiring, 
moving  

�  resolute, self-assured, 
eloquent  

�  fabulous feeling for timing, 
diction, rhythm and music 
of language  

�  playful, creative, and 
dramatic 

�  made words dance, and 
underscored declamation 
with graceful body 
language and refined, 
almost oriental gestures.  

   



Black is beautiful 

�  decked out in bright-yellow 
Prada coat, red-satin 
headband, “tiara” 

�  hair braided, not 
straightened 

�  her claim to the self-
evidence of the beauty of a 
“natural” African-American 
hairstyle  
¡  Toni Morrison, The Bluest 

Eye (1970) 
¡  Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, 

Amerikanah (2013) 



The politics of hair 





TED talk 2018 

�  https://www.ted.com/
talks/
amanda_gorman_using
_your_voice_is_a_politi
cal_choice?
fbclid=IwAR3Mk0Ta2dy
KC5PpQPfjqxwttoIak8B
CfRlQYEKzGnJYjc0pzM
uCriUukbA 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Poetry  & activism: 
“Whose shoulders do you stand on?  
What  do you stand for?” 

�  poetry: personal and public and 
political: “using your voice is a 
political choice” 

�  poetry “is always at the pulse of 
the most dangerous and most 
daring questions that a nation or 
a world might face.”  

�  from Emma Lazarus to Black 
Lives Matter: “poetry is actually 
at the center of our most political 
questions about what it means to 
be a democracy”  

�  poetry in the service of societal 
change and social justice 

  



The poetry of Black Lives Matter 

�  “Poetry and language are 
often at the heartbeat of 
movements for change. If 
we look to the Black Lives 
Matter protests, you see 
banners that say, ‘They 
buried us but they didn’t 
know we were seeds.’ 
That’s poetry being 
marshaled to speak of 
racial justice.” 
¡  Interview with Michelle 

Obama, Time, February 2021 



�  poetry: not “the language of 
barriers” but “the language 
of bridges” 
¡  victory won’t lie in the blade, 

but in all the bridges we’ve 
made  

�  unity, reconciliation, 
diversity: 
¡  “we” in title is inclusive 
¡  interview met Michelle 

Obama: “highlighting and 
celebrating poets who reflect 
humanity in all of its diverse 
colors and breadth.” 



  “honorary ancestors” –  “Here’s to the women who have climbed my hills before.”  

�  “I would be nowhere 
without the women 
whose footsteps I dance 
in.” (Tweet to Oprah Winfrey) 

�  Ring with “caged bird” as 
symbol  & tribute to 
Maya Angelou 

�  mantra for every  
performance / reading: 

‘I am the daughter of Black 
writers, we are descended from 
freedom fighters who broke their 
chains and changed the world. 
They call me. I carry them 
always’ 



“honorary ancestors” 

Conscious of place in long  
American tradition, in 
particular of black female 
poets, descendants of 
slaves:  
 
A skinny Black girl 
descended from slaves and 
raised by a single mother 
can dream of becoming 
president, only to find 
herself reciting for one. 
 
 



�  the poet as storyteller 
(bard/ troubadour) for a 
(tribal) community: djeli 
(griot) 

�  the poet as mediator: 
passing on communal 
cultural values and 
stories  
¡  Cf Aminata Diallo in  

Lawrence Hill, The Book 
of Negroes (2007) 



Literary fore-mothers 

�  Phyllis Wheatley 
(1753-1784) 

 



Zora Neale Huston 
“How It Feels to be Colored Me” (1928) 

�  But I am not tragically colored. 
There is no great sorrow dammed 
up in my soul, nor lurking behind 
my eyes. I do not mind at all. I do 
not belong to the sobbing school 
of Negrohood who hold that 
nature somehow has given them 
a lowdown dirty deal and whose 
feelings are all but about it. Even 
in the helter-skelter skirmish that 
is my life, I have seen that the 
world is to the strong regardless 
of a little pigmentation more of 
less. No, I do not weep at the 
world--I am too busy sharpening 
my oyster knife. 



“we’ve found the power …. to offer hope and 
laughter to ourselves” (Gorman) 

�  Someone is always at my elbow 
reminding me that I am the 
granddaughter of slaves. It fails 
to register depression with me. 
Slavery is sixty years in the past. 
The operation was successful and 
the patient is doing well, thank 
you.  

�  Slavery is the price I paid for 
civilization, and the choice was 
not with me. It is a bully 
adventure and worth all that I 
have paid through my ancestors 
for it. No one on earth ever had a 
greater chance for glory. The 
world to be won and nothing to 
be lost. It is thrilling to think--to 
know that for any act of mine, I 
shall get twice as much praise or 
twice as much blame. It is quite 
exciting to hold the center of the 
national stage, with the 
spectators not knowing whether 
to laugh or to weep. 



�  Gwendolyn Brooks 
(1917-2000) 

�  A Street in Bronzeville 
(1945) 

�  Amanda Gorman:  
With every breath from 
our bronze-pounded 
chests, we will raise this 
wounded world into a 
wondrous one.  



The poem: genesis and writing process 

– asked by dr Jill Biden at end  
of December 2020 
 
– midway on 6 January when 
the attack on the Capitol began  
 
– finished poem that night  
 
– determined not to downplay, 
gloss over or cover up the events 
but to name explicitly  
 
– precondition for 
reconciliation, healing, advance 
to the light 

�  “I was not surprised at what 
happened – I had seen the 
signs and the symptoms for a 
while and I was not trying to 
turn a blind eye to that.”  

�  “it energized me even more to 
believe that much more firmly 
in a message of hope and 
community and healing.” 

 (interview Anderson Cooper, 
 CNN, 21 January 2021)  



We’ve seen a force that 
would shatter our nation 
rather than share it. 
Would destroy our country 
if it meant delaying 
democracy.  
And this effort very nearly 
succeeded.  
But while democracy can 
be periodically delayed,  
it can never be 
permanently defeated. 



The poem: “diepe bronnen” 
(Thomas de Veen, NRC) 

�  “The Hill We Climb” – title 
resonates in multiple ways: 

�  Capitol Hill 
�  myth of America as a “city 

upon a hill”  
 

�  “for wee must Consider 
that wee shall be as a Citty 
upon a Hill, the eies of all 
people are uppon us; soe 
that if wee shall deale 
falsely with our god in this 
worke wee have 
undertaken and soe cause 
him to withdrawe his 
present help from us, wee 
shall be made a story and a 
byword through the world 
[…]” 
¡   John Winthrop, “A Model of 

Christian Charity” (1630) 



“the hill” 

�  Old Testament: Moses on 
mountain Pisgah,overlooking 
the Promised Land 

�  Martin Luther King: 3 April 
1968 
¡  I’ve been to the mountaintop. 

[…] And I've seen the 
promised land. I may not get 
there with you. But I want you 
to know tonight, that we, as a 
people, will get to the 
promised land. And I'm happy, 
tonight. I'm not worried about 
anything. I'm not fearing any 
man. Mine eyes have seen the 
glory of the coming of the 
Lord. 



Echoes in African-American literature  

�  Gospel & slave songs: 
“Go Tell it on the 
Mountain” 

�  “We build our temples 
for tomorrow, strong as 
we know how, and we 
stand on top of the 
mountain, free within 
ourselves.” 
¡   Langston Hughes, “The 

Negro Artist and the 
Racial Mountain” (1926) 



Martin Luther King, “I Have a Dream”  
(28 August 1963) 

�  This will be the day when 
all of God’s children will be 
able to sing with new 
meaning, “My country ’tis 
of thee, sweet land of 
liberty, of thee I sing. Land 
where my father died, land 
of the pilgrim’s pride, from 
every mountainside, let 
freedom ring.” And if 
America is to be a great 
nation, this must become 
true. 



“we’ve braved the belly of the beast” 

�  The brutal crossing on 
the slave ship: “middle 
passage” 



“we’ve braved the belly of the beast” 

�  Bible: Jonah in the belly 
of the whale à the way 
to redemption, 
deliverance, the 
restoration of faith  

�  black urban slang: 
prison / repressive 
judicial system 

�  documentary 2020 about 
illegal sterilization of 
female prisoners in 
California 

�  popular action film of 
2003 / comic strip in 
Terminator series 1989 

�  book by prisoner Jack 
Henry Abbott (1981), 
sponsored by Norman 
Mailer 



Popular culture: musical Hamilton 
(Lin-Manuel Miranda, 2015)  

�  Alexander Hamilton: one 
of the Founding Fathers, 
back to roots of US 
democracy 

�  re-played to get into “a 
historic and epic 
mindset” 

�  Favorite bible quotation  
George Washington: 
“Everyone shall sit under 
their own vine, and fig 
tree, and no one shall 
make them 
afraid.”  (Micah 4: 4)  

�  In song “One last time” 



For while we have our eyes on the future, 
history has its eyes on us.  

“History Has Its Eyes on You” 
 
 -- song sung by Washington, as he 
realizes that he has sent hundreds 
into death  – cf Trump? 
 
WASHINGTON: 
I was younger than you are now 
When I was given my first command 
I led my men straight into a massacre 
I witnessed their deaths firsthand 
I made every mistake 
I felt the shame rise in me 
And even now I lie awake 
Knowing history has its eyes on me  
  

Let me tell you what I wish I’d known 
When I was young and dreamed of 

 glory: 
You have no control: 
Who lives, who dies, who tells your 

 story 
  
I know that we can win 
I know that greatness lies in you 
But remember from here on in 
History has its eyes on you 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=rs1zArHXAA8 



Language & form 

Characteristics of (good?) poetry: 
 
– choice of the perfect word (le mot 
juste) 
 –language  multi-layered; 
resonates with multiple meanings, 
sometimes harmonious, sometimes 
opposite or contradictory   
– the friction makes it intriguing 
and effective [cf dissonants in 
music]  
 
“The Hill We Climb”: 
�  Cyclical structure: begins & ends 

with image of day/dawnà light, 
hope in darkness  

�  Opening:  
 When day comes,  
 we ask ourselves:  
 where can we find light  
 in this never-ending 
 shade?  

 
�  End: profound; effective use of 

parallelism 
 
When day comes,  
we step out of the shade,  
aflame and unafraid. 
The new dawn blooms as we free it. 
For there is always light, 
if only we’re brave enough to see it. 
If only we’re brave enough to be it.  



“performance” poetry  

�  How to analyze this poem? 

�  Criterion of intrinsic literary merit?  

�  Close reading? Formalist analysis? 

�  A textual close reading of the 
poem’s multi-layered language 
might illuminate where and how 
Gorman’s verse is searingly 
effective and touchingly wise and 
deep, then again sentimentally 
cheap, as it skirts the cliffs of 
cliché, or wilfully contrived, with 
its in places self-indulgent reliance 
on assonance and alliteration.  

�  But: misses the point? 

�  must be heard and seen and 
experienced in performance  

�  not poetry for reading, but for 
listening and watching?  

�  affinity with popular genres: rap, 
hiphop, dance, rock music  

�  swinging, musical use of language: 
cf “rap” – plays with sound, music 
of language – “ear” for words 

  
�  not a metrical poem (no rhyme 

scheme, as in sonnet) but not 
formless 
¡  cf free verse (Whitman) 
¡  cf sound poetry (Poe) 

�   poetic form determined by rhyme 
and rhythm  



�  alliteration 
¡  norms and notions  
¡  weathered and witnessed  
¡  polished-pristine-perfect-

purpose  
¡  bruised but whole, 

benevolent but bold, fierce 
and free  

¡  We will rebuild, reconcile, 
and recover  

�  effective? contrived, 
forced? excessive? 
¡  To compose a country 

committed to all cultures, 
colors, characters, and 
conditions of man.  

¡  If we merge mercy with 
might, and might with 
right, then love becomes 
our legacy and change, 
our children’s birthright.  



rhymes 

�  Assonance/ opening rhyme 
¡  interrupted by intimidation 

because we know our 
inaction and inertia will be 
the inheritance  

�  Half / slant /oblique rhyme 
¡  beast – peace 
¡   It’s because being American 

is more than a pride we 
inherit. 
It’s the past we step into and 
how we repair it.  

�  Internal / middle rhyme 
¡  divide – aside  
¡  afraid – blade – made – 

glade 
¡   prepared – heirs 
¡  hour – found – power 

�  Wordplay 
¡  what “just is” isn’t always 

justice  
¡  We lay down our arms so we 

can reach out our arms to 
one another  

¡  See it / be it 
 



�  Opposites and reversals 

¡  not to what stands 
between us, but what 
stands before us  

¡  We seek harm to none and 
harmony for all  

¡  our blunders become their 
burdens  

¡  raise this wounded world 
into a wondrous one  

¡  That even as we grieved, 
we grew. 

 That even as we hurt, 
we hoped. 

 That even as we tired, 
we tried. 

 That we’ll forever be 
tied together, victorious.  

¡  battered and beautiful  



rhythm 

�  “prose poem”  
�  repetition of sentence structure  

¡  old principle of rhetoric, often 
applied in tradition of black sermon 

¡  rhetorically immersive, enthralling, 
propelling,  uplifting, rousing, 
exhilarating 

�  cf Walt Whitman, “Song of 
Myself” (1855) 
¡  the poet as national bard of a democratic 

inclusive America/ singer songwriter 
avant-le-mot 

¡  Whitman wanted to sing America in all of 
its geographical, racial and sexual 
diversity   

  

“Fly-over” / all-encompassing 
bird’s eye view of America: 
 
We will rise from the golden 

 hills of the west. 
We will rise from the wind-

 swept north-east where 
 our forefathers first 
 realized revolution. 

We will rise from the lake-
 rimmed cities of the 
 midwestern states. 

We will rise from the sun-
 baked south. 

We will rebuild, reconcile, 
 and recover. 



Martin Luther King, “I Have a Dream” 

So let freedom ring from the prodigious hilltops of New 
Hampshire; let freedom ring from the mighty mountains of New 
York; let freedom ring from the heightening Alleghenies of 
Pennsylvania; let freedom ring from the snow-capped Rockies of 
Colorado; let freedom ring from the curvaceous slopes of 
California. 
 
But not only that. 
 
Let freedom ring from Stone Mountain of Georgia; let freedom 
ring from Lookout Mountain of Tennessee; let freedom ring from 
every hill and mole hill of Mississippi. “From every mountainside, 
let freedom ring.” 



�  Woody Guthrie/ Trini 
Lopez 

�  https://my.mail.ru/mail/
serge_888/video/
803/1490.html 

�  This land is your land, this 
land is my land 
From California to the 
New York island 
From the redwood forest to 
the Gulf Stream waters 
This land was made for 
you and me  



�  Chuck Berry 

�  Well, they’ll be rockin’ in 
Boston. Pittsburgh, PA. 
Deep in the heart of 
Texas. And ‘round the 
‘Frisco Bay.   



How good is the poem? 

Audience appeal:  
�  Appeals to cultural elite, an older 

reading public 
�  Also younger audience: new 

appreciation of consolation, political 
resonance, force, power and beauty 
of (poetic) language  

 
Effective? 
�  Thomas de Veen, NRC:  
“slim betekenisvol rijm” 
 
�  sentimental clichés about America? 
�  excessive use of alliteration? 
�  ungrammatical use of language? 
�  cheap striving after effect? 
  

�  this never-ending shade 
�  a sea we must wade 
�  And yet, the dawn is ours before we 

knew it. 
Somehow we do it.  

�  Jos Joosten:  
“over Gormans gedicht gaat het allang 
nergens meer. En voor zover het daar wél 
over gaat, wordt steeds minder voorzichtig 
vastgesteld dat de kwaliteit ervan vooral zit in 
het moment waarop en de plaats waar zij 
sprak, én Gormans indrukwekkende 
gesproken voordracht, dan dat het intrinsiek 
nou zulke superieure poëzie is.” 



Melanie McDonagh in The Spectator 
(21 January 2021)  

  

 
“This kind of poetry and this kind of emotional declamation and all 
the intermittently dramatic diction are very much the stuff of 
contemporary poetry recitals. But once you stop being uplifted by 
the authenticity of the emotion and the beauty of the speaker and 
actually try to get your head round the syntax and the sense, you 
just have to give up. 

The thing about Martin Luther King’s diction — and he was an 
orator, not poet — was that it was sonorous, beautiful and rousing 
but it also made grammatical sense. His sentences hung together. 
This poem falls down on both counts. 
  
Take the poem away from the moment of delivery and look at the 
actual text, and ‘The Hill We Climb’ turns out, I think, to be just a 
bit of rubbish.” 
 



Amanda Gorham  
American Academy of Arts and Sciences, 20 March 2020 



Interview with Oprah Winfrey 



 
On The Daily Show, with Trevor Noah 
28 January 2021  



Controversy about  translation into Dutch: 
Marieke Lucas Rijnveld? 



 
Controverse over vertaling  
door Marieke Lucas Rijneveld 

Janice Deul in Volkskrant, 25 februari 2021: 
�  “Een onbegrijpelijke keuze, in mijn optiek en die van 

vele anderen die via de sociale media uiting gaven aan 
hun pijn, frustratie, woede en teleurstelling.”  

�  “Is het dan – op z’n zachtst gezegd – niet een gemiste 
kans om Marieke Lucas Rijneveld in te huren voor deze 
job? Hen is wit, non-binair, heeft geen ervaring op dit 
gebied, maar is volgens Meulenhoff toch de 
‘gedroomde vertaler’?” 

�  “waarom niet gekozen voor een literator die – net als   
Gorman – spoken word  artist is, jong, vrouw én: 
unapologetically Black?”  

 

 

  



Reactie Meulenhoff 

‘Amanda Gorman en haar team stelden van meet af aan heel duidelijke 
eisen aan alle buitenlandse vertalers van haar poëzie. Het moest 
iemand zijn met een heel persoonlijke verwantschap met het werk van 
Gorman, ook qua stijl en toon. Amanda Gorman en Marieke Lucas 
Rijneveld ontvingen beiden op jonge leeftijd internationale erkenning 
voor hun werk. Daarnaast zijn ze beiden niet bang om zich uit te 
spreken. Rijneveld maakt zaken als gendergelijkheid en mentale 
weerbaarheid bespreekbaar en we herkennen in haar de passie en 
strijd voor een inclusieve samenleving.’ 

‘Dat Amanda Gorman en haar team direct positief reageerden op ons 
voorstel, was voor ons de bevestiging dat we in Marieke Lucas 
Rijneveld de ideale vertaler hadden gevonden.’ 

De uitgever maakte ook bekend dat een panel van ‘sensitivity readers’ 
op verzoek van Gorman de vertaling eerst zal bekijken. 



Reactie Marieke Lucas Rijneveld: 
 gedicht “Alles bewoonbaar” 

Verscheen gelijktijdig in Volkskrant, Guardian, Standaard, Frankfurter 
Allgemeine, Marianne – in Nederlands, Duits, Engels, Frans 

Bevestigt rol van poëzie: kunst leeft bij gratie van provocatie, stimulans; haalt 
uit comfort-zone; biedt troost, heling, verzoening; opent deur naar empathie 
en compassie met “de ander”:  
 

       … het gaat erom 
dat je je kunt 
 
verplaatsen, dat je de verdrietzee achter andermans ogen 
ziet liggen, de woekerwoede van heb-ik-jou-daar, 
je wilt zeggen dat je misschien niet alles begrijpt, dat je vast 
nooit helemaal de geraakte snaar vindt, maar dat je het 
wel voelt, ja, je voelt het, ook al is het verschil duimbreed. 



Terugtrekking vs commitment 

Nooit het verzet kwijtgeraakt, en toch inzien wanneer 
het niet jouw plek is, wanneer je moet knielen voor een gedicht 
omdat een ander het beter bewoonbaar maakt, niet uit onwil, 
niet uit verslagenheid, maar omdat je weet dat er zoveel 
ongelijkheid, dat er nog steeds mensen achtergesteld, 

jij wilt juist verbroedering, je wilt één vuist, en wellicht is je hand 
nu nog niet krachtig genoeg, of moet je eerst die van de ander 
vastpakken om te verzoenen, moet je daadwerkelijk de hoop voelen 
dat je iets doet wat de wereld zal verbeteren, al moet je dit niet 
vergeten: kom na het knielen weer overeind en recht samen de rug. 



�  Echoes of culture wars in US in 1990s? 
�  Discussions about literary merit versus 

representation and the legitimacy (or not) of cultural 
appropriation  

�  Even earlier: cf the response of African-American 
readers and critics to William Styron’s appropriation 
of a black man’s voice in his 1967 Pulitzer-prize 
winning Confessions of Nat Turner  



�  A good poet is not necessarily a good translator 
�  Yet: both Rijneveld and Gorman display a shared 

conviction that art lives by provocation, by 
stimulation, by pushing people out of their comfort 
zones – and by bridging barriers that divide and 
polarize rather than unite, heal and reconcile  

�  Cf MLK:  dreamt of a time when black and white 
children would be judged “not by the color of their 
skin but the content of their character”  

�  Gorman testifies the power of poetry as our best 
hope for human empathy and compassion:  



“Everything Inhabitable” 

�  Gorman’s poem reaffirms the power of art to cross the “gap” 
of difference through human empathy, against all odds, and 
make another person’s sensibility “inhabitable.”  

�  Cf translation by Michele Hutchinson:  

[…] the point is to be able to put yourself / 
in another’s shoes, to see the sea of sorrow behind another 
person’s eyes, the rampant wrath of all wraths, you 
want to say that maybe you don’t understand everything, 
that of course you don’t always hit the right chord, but that 
you do feel it, yes, you feel it, even if the difference is a gap. 



Ramsey Nasr 

�  ‘Er wordt vaak beweerd dat kunst in tijden van crisis 
schoonheid en troost kan bieden. Dat lijkt me Dille & Kamille-
filosofie. Ik bedoel, het kán natuurlijk; maar kunst is veelal 
ongemakkelijk, weerbarstig, afstotelijk, schokkend. Ze 
confronteert ons niet zelden met een gitzwarte kant van 
onszelf die we in het dagelijks bestaan liever afdekken of 
vergeten. Kunst toont ons hoe complex de wereld is, maakt 
hem niet gemakkelijker maar gelaagder en  meerduidiger,ze 
doet ons twijfelen aan onze waarheden, ontregelt in plaats van 
pasklare antwoorden te bieden, en gedijt veeleer op een gevoel 
van vervreemding dan op bevestiging. Kunst biedt geen 
zekerheid.’ 
¡  De fundamenten, 2021 



De keus voor Zaïre Krieger  





Zaïre Krieger  

�  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EvWpxn9H6ew 



How to teach Amanda Gorman  
& “The Hill We Climb”? 

�  Module 5 VWO Christelijk Lyceum Apeldoorn 
�  Research assignments (handout) 


