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QUESTIONS 
1. Many of the poems in this collection deal with the 

speaker’s loneliness and grief. How have you sat with/

examined moments of grief and loneliness in your own 

life? What do those moments have to say back to you?

2. Why do you think there are multiple poems titled, “I’m 

Always so serious?” Is the speaker “serious” in all of them? 

What’s similar and/or different in the poems’ text? Do 

you have a favorite?

3. In “Can’t Afford Sadness in a Time Like This,” the 

speaker recalls a memory with her cousin and moments 

they’ve experienced as a family. Think of a family member 

that is important to you. What’s something you’ve never 

told them that you’ve always wanted to?

4. Are there any ghosts or recurring images in the 

collection? Who or what are they and how do they present 

themselves?

5. The collection opens with the poem “Self-Portrait.” 

What themes do you see present in the opening poem? 

Are they expanded upon throughout the rest of the 

collection?

6. “Things that Fold” is a poem written after the poet 

Jamaal May. The poem uses a listing form similar to the way May uses it in his poem “Things that Break.” Why do you 

think I used listing as a form for this poem about family and Hurricane Katrina?

7. Connected to the previous question: Is there a poem, song, or another piece of art that you’d like to emulate? What about 

it speaks to you?
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“These are the masterful portraits, mercurial 
testimonies, and verbal inventions of our 
imminent poet of the new school/south, 
the next generation. I’m Always so Serious is 
brilliant.” 

TERRANCE HAYES, winner of  
the National Book Award for Lighthead

“Karisma Price takes an unflinching look 
at personal, familial, racial, historical, and 
national violences in order to celebrate her 
survival of them. . . . This is a brilliant debut 
by a poet we should continue to watch.”

JERICHO BROWN, winner of  
the Pulitzer Prize for The Tradition

“Wry and introspective with painterly de- 
scription and enormous heart, this book 
absolutely shines. It flaunts its black aliveness 
and revels while in anguish. It’s the tender 
part in conversation with the hard edge.”
MORGAN PARKER, winner of the National Book 

Critics Circle Award for Magical Negro

“As formally inventive as it is fully inhabited, 
I’m Always so Serious does what a first book 
should—it introduces us to a voice at once 
new and familiar, satisfies us deeply, and 
leaves us aching to hear what more the poet 
has to tell and eager to see how she tells it.”

TIMOTHY DONNELLY, winner of the Kingsley 
Tufts Poetry Award for The Cloud Corporation

“On the first page, Oppen duets with André 
3000. Later, Homer and Baldwin croon. 
Throughout the collection, Price’s casts 
dazzle—Douglas Kearney, Ella Fitzgerald, 
Cher, Gwendolyn Brooks, Frank Ocean, and 
Ringo Starr all make important appearances. . . .  
These poems are better than good; they’re 
undeniable.”

KAVEH AKBAR, author of Pilgrim Bell

“Karisma Price doesn’t have to raise her voice 
higher than a rich hum for us to hear the howl 
seething under every line in I’m Always so 
Serious. Be warned, though: in the precise and 
devastating moments that she does decide to 
unleash that unbridled rage, you will have no 
choice but to join her howl.”

SAEED JONES, author of Prelude to Bruise

“Karisma Price’s poems are detail rich like a 
memoir that always exceeds comfort by letting 
things have their own true size and fact and if 
these deft poems were a government (and we 
lived ‘under’ it) we would be the lucky citizens 
of the only wild and just place on the planet.”

EILEEN MYLES, author of For Now

“There are poetry collections and then there 
are poetry collections. . . . I’m both a writer and 
reader of poems, and so am doubly floored. 
Price has written one hell of a first book.”

NICOLE SEALEY, author of Ordinary Beast

“Brilliant.” —TERRANCE HAYES9 781956 046045
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8. Why do you think the book is broken into three sections? What major theme(s) do you see in each section?

9. “My Phone Autocorrect Nigga to Night” is a poem that explores black life and black culture. Why do you think I decided 

to replace the word “Nigga” with “Night” in the body of the poem?

10. The collection includes persona poems from musicians such as James Booker and Harry Connick Jr. Why do you think 

I use personas in a book that contains so many poems based on personal events?

QUESTIONS
1. Paraphrased version of an exercise given to me by one of my creative writing professors that helped me write “Demeter, 

Reimagined as a Black Woman, Speaks to Persephone”: Take a familiar myth from history and add an element that allows 

you to reinvent or retell it in a different way.

2. Prompt based on “I’m Always so Serious [which is to say in the winters I dream]”: I tend to be verbose in my drafts and 

I love a long sentence. In the original draft, I tried to avoid run-on sentences, but the poem wasn’t working with shorter 

lines. Try writing a poem that utilizes run-on sentences and isn’t afraid of saying “too much.”

3. One of my “I’m Always so Serious” poems uses The Golden Shovel Form. The Golden Shovel form is a form created by 

Terrance Hayes where the end words of each line spell out the poem “We Real Cool” by Gwendolyn Brooks. Try writing 

your own Golden Shovel.

Karisma Price’s work has appeared in Poetry, Four Way Review, 

Wildness, The Adroit Journal, and elsewhere. She has received fellow-

ships from Cave Canem and New York University, was a finalist for 

the 2019 Manchester Poetry Prize, and awarded The 2020 J. Howard 

and Barbara M.J. Wood Prize from The Poetry Foundation. She is 

from New Orleans, LA, and holds an MFA in poetry from New York 

University. She is currently an Assistant Professor of Poetry at Tulane 

University.


