Paper Mache for 3-20-26 by Angeleek Marie Viola

One of the first things competitors do for the Poetry Out Loud State (POL) Finals is answer the question “What do the arts and POL mean to you?” Our answer is put next to our headshot, along with a list of the poems we memorized, our school, and the teacher who shared the program (shout out to Mrs. Jenkins!). This was my second year at state, having won my county competition with my recitation of “Dirge Without Music” by Edna St. Vincent Millay. The poem is about the grief of living with the fact that, like everything else, you too will die. Despite that knowledge though, she ends the poem by saying “But I do not approve. And I am not resigned.” And she was right, she wasn’t resigned. Here we are, talking about her nearly a century later. 

My answer to the question was “From your voice to your hands, the arts are the purest form of expression. You are the artist, as well as the art.” This is how I feel about not only Ms. Millay but about every student at the competition, as I believe it was so much more than a competition. One of the judges for this two-day event encapsulated this fact perfectly. Andru Defeye, a past Sacramento poet laureate, shared with us before the performances his poem on poetry. As it is so “much more than, just, poetry,” Poetry out Loud isn’t just a competition that’s just about poetry. It’s meant to be an outlet for not only those performing, but also for those listening. During the performances, looking at the audience, they’re just as lost in it as the performer. You are helping them feel those emotions; you are the joy or the sorrow, the art and the artist. 

The second day, also the day finalists for the third round would be announced, was held in the California capital. It’s almost surreal, being there surrounded by people who feel like you. Whether they're feeling your nerves or you’re playing concentration with them, all waiting to go into a room that has held some of the most powerful people in your state (which might be contributing to the nerve issue). Though, thinking about it, I don’t know how much I was able to focus on my nerves. I think I was too busy laughing or talking with people that made it clear we were in this together. You’re all there for the same purpose, to be heard and understood. You can’t help but cheer when someone does good and congratulate them when they walk back to their seat. Or comfort them. 

Having opportunities like these irreversibly shape our youth. 2026 is the California Arts Council’s 50th anniversary. CAC is the agency responsible for holding the vision for the future of our arts, and through their eyes it will be bright. They provide the means to be involved with the preservation and innovation of California's art. With opportunities like California Creative Corps (artist support program), art accessible in public spaces, POL and Poetry Ourselves. It’s important that we educate people, especially youth, about these options. It’s not only showing the possibility but it’s an encouragement. It’s saying that your dreams are possible, your art is valuable. In the case of POL, it’s helped me realize the intensity of pausing and the power in owning that moment. We all stand to learn something from the arts; about yourself, your life, your society. Whatever it may be, by pursuing that young, you are learning how to beautifully express yourself. And you could be helping someone else do it too.  Congratulations Marin County Champion, Lillian Braly! You’ll make California proud. 

Guest columnist, Angeleek, is a Junior at River Valley High School and is this year’s Sutter County Poetry Out Loud Champion.
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