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Coming Apart Together
The propulsive intensity of Shane McCrae’s poetry
by lydialyle gibson 

L
ike many writers,  Shane McCrae, 
J.D. ’07, remembers clearly when he 
first took an interest in words, when 
the urge—and then the need—to 

write first grabbed him. It happened all at 
once, on October 25, 1990. He was 15 years 

old, living in Aloha, Oregon, and that after-
noon his high school screened an after-school 
special, about a young man who committed 
suicide. One warning sign, the film explained, 
was that he’d been reading poetry. “A lot of 
Sylvia Plath,” McCrae recalls. In a funeral 

scene, one character 
quoted from Plath’s 
“Lady Lazarus”: “Dy-
ing / Is an art, like ev-
erything else. / I do it 
exceptionally well.” 
Those lines went 
through McCrae like 
an electric current. 
He wrote eight po-
ems that day. By the 
next year, he’d decid-
ed to become a poet. 

He’s now an 
“alarmingly prolific” 
one, as a reviewer put 
it. In the past seven 
years, McCrae, a 
graduate of the Iowa 
Writers Workshop 
who teaches crea-
tive writing at Co-
lumbia, has produced 
six books and three 
chapbooks; 2017’s In 
the Language of My Cap-
tor, was a National 
Book Award final-

ist. His newest collection, The Gilded Auction 
Block, will be released in November by Farrar, 
Straus and Giroux. “Every time I’ve published 
a book, I’ve thought I should slow down, 
but I honestly don’t know how,” he says. “It 
doesn’t really feel so fast to me. My experi-
ence is, lots of silence punctuated by occa-
sional stretches of happiness during which 
I’m writing.”

The velocity of his output is matched by a 
propulsive intensity. His poems hurtle down 
the page, in fragments and echoes and dislo-
cations, communicating amazement or hor-
ror or hunger or vulnerability with brutal 
precision. His syntax doubles back on itself; 
words are fractured, lines interrupted; some-
times the whole enterprise races to a halt. His 
poem “Claiming Language” ends this way: 

I want a different language    / Lord not
a claiming language  / I want a language

like the language   Lord
our bodies use to free each other

“McCrae writes as though he’s trying to 
stitch the world back together,” critic Jona-
than Farmer suggested in a 2015 Slate review. 

Perhaps he is. McCrae’s poems often re-
visit his childhood. When he was three years 
old, his white grandparents kidnapped him 
from his black father—whom he would not 
see again until he was 16—and raised him to 
believe that his father had abandoned him. 
They denied that he was black, even as they 
punished him for his blackness (“I always 
knew,” McCrae says now. “There’s a kind 
of dual consciousness….I knew it, but also 
didn’t know.”). His grandfather was a violent 
and physically abusive white supremacist; 
McCrae’s poetry recounts sexual abuse by 
other boys. 

By the time he and his classmates watched 
that after-school special on suicide, McCrae 

says of working on classics like Marriage of 
Figaro that “creating something new when 
you have that much cultural memory weigh-
ing on you is hard. But there’s something 
to be said for experience, because over the 
course of those 15 versions [of Figaro], you 
learn a great deal.”

With new operas, she explains, “I have 
a strong obligation to help [composers] 
achieve their vision, because it’s the first it-
eration anyone will ever see.” Before Kallor’s 
operas could open at Green-Wood, Meyers 
needed to untangle a few knots. The cata-

combs lack electricity, making lighting dif-
ficult. Their structure is unfriendly to easy 
entry and exit—most bodies that enter are 
there for an extended stay—so she had to 
devise ways to go in and out safely. But the 
challenges are the price for an apt, adapt-
able space. In the novel, Frankenstein’s mon-
ster is assaulted by light and sound at birth; 
the gloomy catacombs will enable Meyers 
to give her audience a taste of that. “The 
environment needs to be an integral part of 
the story, an equal character,” she explains. 
“Directing this show in the right way, we’ll 

bring the fantastical around every person 
who will see it.”

By any given opening night, a reluctant 
Meyers has stopped tinkering—the show 
is what it is. She’s sitting way in the back 
of the space, or even standing, in case she 
needs to leave. “I clench my seat and make 
all sorts of funny noises as the show is 
happening, to the extent that my husband 
won’t sit next to me anymore.” Nobody is 
paying her any mind, though. A story is hap-
pening on stage, with designs on following 
them home.

Shane McCrae
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In Scale & the Incas  (Princeton University Press, $65), Andrew James Hamilton, Ph.D. 
’14, examines the role of size—manifest in tiny conopas (hand-held idols) and massive 
stonework—in the art of this vanished South American civilization. Scale, he argues, un-
dergirded Inca thought. It was how they conceptualized key relationships: between life on 
earth and celestial constellations; the emperor and the sun; far-flung populations and the 
capital. Color plates, which the author hand-
drew in pencil, watercolor, and gouache, il-
lustrate   his narrative with lush precision. 

A Getty/ACLS Fellow who will become 
associate curator of art of the Americas at the Art Institute of Chicago this spring, 
Hamilton begins the book with this enigma of anthropology:

The storerooms  of the Harvard Peabody 
Museum are filled with towering totem 
poles and tent posts, elongated dugout and 
birch bark canoes, and massive casts of ste-
lae. The collection is at once a sprawling 
repository of art and industry and a micro-
cosmic encapsulation of it because of the 
teaching museum’s vast size relative to 
other institutions and the staggering quan-
tity of objects humans have produced. Amid 
this panoply of evidence of the ways civiliza-
tions have thought and wrought, strived and 
thrived, a clutch of diminutive Andean arti-
facts raises outsized questions about the 
ways societies conceptualize, perceive, and 
interpret scale.

Because the objects are so small—only 
a few centimeters long—curators have aug-
mented their size. They have been grouped 
together, nestled into foam supports, and 
placed inside larger boxes. Removing a gray-
blue lid, many of the contents may look like 
silver-colored wires, perhaps sewing nee-
dles… The two dozen burnished objects 
present unusably small versions of ancient 
Andean tools for spinning and weaving. 
There is even an intricate loom featuring a 
repoussé-chased textile. Although the 
shapes of the original implements were er-
gonomically developed to be manipulated 
by hands, these smaller, denser objects 

forge new relationships with human bodies. 
Holding any of these minutely crafted but 
seemingly useless tools, it is hard not to 
wonder: what were their makers thinking?

Indeed, the logic or function of these ob-
jects is unclear. They were purchased from 
a dealer in Lima in 1947 with no documenta-
tion of where they came from or how they 
were found. They can be loosely attributed 
to the north coast of Peru after the year 
1000, because of the iconography on the 
metal weaving. When the enigmatic cache 
arrived at the Peabody Museum in 1948, the 
registrar who accessioned them had to de-
cide what to officially call them. With little 
evidence to analyze beyond their physical 
forms, they were dubbed a “child’s silver toy 
loom and parts thereof.” Because their 
scale meant they could not function as ac-
tual tools, the most plausible explanation—
at least to a modern viewer—was that they 
were pretend or make-believe tools re-
duced in scale to fit a child’s hands. What is 
critical to understand about this classifica-
tion, however, is that other toys and things 
broadly consistent with modern Euro-
American notions of childhood are not 
common in the Andean archaeological re-
cord, let alone ones made of valuable silver. 
This would-be rationalization was perhaps 
as illogical as the objects’ scale in the first 

place. And yet, in spite of this contradiction, 
many remain labeled this way.

The fundamental significance of this epi-
sode—simple as it may be—is that the scale 
of an object communicated something to a 
viewer. Moreover, it potentially communi-
cated different things to different viewers 
based on their cultural backgrounds. The 
thousand-year-old message that the regis-
trar believed was successfully received was 
more likely something lost in translation.

o p e n  b o o k

T h e  We i g h t 
o f  S c a l e

From the Peabody Museum  
collections, a reduced-scale macaw-
feather fan—a burial offering—and its 
larger model, a real fan

was five years into a “serious existential com-
mitment” to give up on life. He had failed ev-
ery grade from the sixth grade on. Hearing 
Plath, though, a world opened. He became 
a regular at the school library, poring over 
books about poets’ lives, reading Ann Sex-
ton, Linda Pastan, and, of course, Plath. “I 
became really profoundly obsessed,” he says. 
“I had this idea that poetry was either going 
to be the key to the rest of my life, or there 
just wasn’t going to be a key.” 

He didn’t finish high school. At 18, McCrae 

became a father and earned his GED. At 19 he 
and his first wife married. (He now lives with 
his current wife, Melissa, and their 8-year-old 
daughter, and is close to his two children from 
previous marriages.) At 21 he started commu-
nity college and afterward transferred briefly 
to the University of Oregon, where he solid-
ified a budding interest in the early canon. 
“It turns out that my favorite poetry is Eliza-
bethan and Renaissance English poetry,” he 
says. “Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queene has 
been necessary to me, to my conception of 

myself, of the world, of art.” For all its radi-
cal syntax and raw emotion, McCrae’s poetry 
adheres to metrical strictures that date back 
500 years: “I had this rule that I would not do 
anything metrically that Sir Philip Sidney”—
who wrote The Defence of Poesy in 1579—“would 
not have recognized as valid.”

McCrae finished his undergraduate de-
gree at Linfield College, a small liberal-arts 
school with a creative-writing major, and 
from there went to Iowa’s M.F.A. program 
and on to Harvard Law School (“I was good 
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at logic-ing,” he says, “and I thought I might 
become a lawyer”). While in Cambridge 
he took Boylston professor Jorie Graham’s 
poetry workshop, which transformed his 
writing from free verse “that read like ev-
erybody else’s,” to a style that felt truer; its 
strangeness cracked open something deep 
and abundant. “That’s when I started to 
write much more quickly.” 

Historical consciousness weighs on all 
McCrae’s poetry, worlds burdened by the 
presence of an immutable past, and ques-
tions about how to live with that. His 2013 
book, Blood, is a collection of slave narratives, 
searingly rendered in the first-person. “Who 
do I got to kill / to get all the way free,” asks 
the book’s final poem, “After the Uprising.” 
The Gilded Auction Block, the newest volume, 
considers life in the age of Donald Trump 
(“Sonnet for Desiree Fairooz Prosecuted 
for Laughing at Jeff Sessions’ Confirma-
tion Hearing,” is the title of one poem), but 

also the long history that 
made the age of Trump 
possible (“Remembering 
My White Grandmother 
Who Loved Me and Hat-
ed Everybody Like Me,” 
is another). Several po-
ems address an “Amer-
ica” that seems at times 
imaginary: the Ameri-
can dream, the Ameri-
can idea, “the America 
that America sees when 
it looks in the mirror,” he 
says. The 40-page “Hell 
Poem” considers “our ca-
pacity for accepting and 
normalizing the terrible.” 
The book ends with a poem called “After the 
Skinny Repeal is Voted Down”—a reference 
to last year’s Senate attempt to repeal the 
Affordable Care Act—in which the speak-

er overhears four strang-
ers at a Wendy’s talking 
about their grandchil-
dren’s lives: “I breathe 
the words they say to 
each other / We live and 
die apart together.” 

McCrae sees a new 
golden age of political 
poetry dawning now, in-
tertwined with confes-
sional poetry. “It has to 
do with identity,” he ex-
plains; poets from mar-
ginalized backgrounds 
“are asserting the right 
to confess identity-based 
harm they have suffered, 

or celebratory joy. They are asserting the 
value of their stories.” And like McCrae, 
they are finding that their words have 
power. 

The Schoolhouse Gate: Public Educa-
tion, the Supreme Court, and the 
Battle for the American Mind,  by Jus-
tin Driver, J.D. ’04 (Pantheon, $35). Lest 
anyone forget why the Supreme Court 
matters, Driver—now Wyatt professor of 
law at Chicago, and formerly a clerk for 
justices Stephen Breyer, LL.B. ’64, and San-
dra Day O’Connor (the 2009 Radcliffe 
Institute medalist), and before that for 
might-have-been justice Merrick Garland 
’74, J.D. ’77—has crafted a definitive anal-
ysis of the issues it decides in schooling: 
racial segregation, students’ freedom of 
expression, corporal punishment,   the 
proper realm for religion in public life, and 
more. The treatment is thematic, rather 
than chronological, so lay readers may have 
to work a bit. But Americans can assume 
their own divisions on such matters will 
continue to reach, and be ruled upon, by 
the nine justices; this is an important guide.

Law’s Wars: The Fate of the Rule of 
Law in the U.S. “War on Terror,”  by 
Richard L. Abel ’62 (Cambridge, $74.99). 
Even weightier is this exhaustive reference 

by the Connell Distinguished Profes-
sor of law emeritus at UCLA. Ad-
dressing detention, waterboarding, 
targeted killing, and more, the book 
summons up Abu Ghraib, Guantá-
namo Bay, and contemporary mat-

ters like the civilian casualties of targeted 
drone strikes and the continuing bombing 
in Yemen: issues, and places, many people 
prefer to put out of mind,  but of immediate 
relevance as the nation deploys unconven-
tional forces, and means, in hidden combat 
around the globe today.

The Second Creation: Fixing the 
American Constitution in the Found-
ing Era,  by Jonathan Gienapp (Harvard, 
$35). And while we have the Constitution 
in mind….The author, assistant professor 
of history at Stanford, looks underneath 
the contemporary assumption that the 
drafting and ratification of the Constitution 
more or less established the national play-
book. Instead, he explains, its meaning, ap-
plication, and interpretation emerged from 
uncertainty during the first critical decade 
of governance. Hence the “fixing” of the 
subtitle, and the powerful suggestion that 
traits seen today as innate and originalist, 
cannot in fact be anything of the sort.

Civilizing Torture: An American Tra-
dition,  by W. Fitzhugh Brundage, Ph.D. ’88 

(Harvard, $35). Brundage, the University 
of North Carolina’s Umstead Distinguished 
Professor of history, finds an enduring dual-
ism in the national fabric: abhorrence of 
Old World barbarity and torture, and 
ready willingness to resort to it at times of 
crisis, from the early Indian wars to Civil 
War prisons to the continuing War on Ter-
ror. The debates reflect “certainty in 
American exceptionalism.” Brundage 
shows they are at odds with the history.

Outbreak Culture: The Ebola Crisis 
and the Next Epidemic,   by  Pardis Sa-
beti, professor of organismic and evolu-
tionary biology and professor of immunol-
ogy and infectious diseases, and Lara 
Salahi (Harvard, $25.95). Gene-sequencer 
(and guitarist: Harvard Portrait, May-June 
2009, page 49) Sabeti, who played a lead 
role in sorting out the epidemic that 
erupted in West Africa in 2014, here 
teams with a journalist to address the sys-
temic issues that interrupted the flow of 
information and expertise to the health-
care workers engaged in fighting the out-
break—for some of those workers, at the 
cost of their lives.

Jerome Robbins: A Life in Dance,  by 
Wendy Lesser ’73 (Yale, $25).  Displaying 
anew her broad critical range, the founding 
editor of The Threepenny Review crafts a suc-
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