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Legendary prizefighter Jack Johnson—the first African American to claim the
title of world heavyweight champion—"comes so boldly to life” in The Big
Smoke "one almost wants to duck” (The Boston Globe). This third collection of
poetry by award-winning poet and Indiana University professor Adrian
Matejka has “the lean, long jab and agile step of a boxer” (National Book
Foundation). Winner of the Anisfield-Wolf Prize and finalist for the Pulitzer
Prize, the National Book Award, and the Hurston/Wright Legacy Award, The Big
Smoke explores the fighter's journey from poverty to one of the most coveted
titles in sports through the voices of Johnson and the women who knew him
best. It's a “rich, sometimes disturbing portrait of a fascinating, flawed, and
complex man” (The Washington Post) who “is troubled by his own demons but
determined to win the ‘fight of the century” (National Book Foundation).
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What is the NEA Big Read?

A program of the National Endowment for the Arts, NEA Big Read broadens our understanding of our world, our
communities, and ourselves through the joy of sharing a good book. Managed by Arts Midwest, this initiative offers
grants to support innovative community reading programs designed around a single book.

For more information about the NEA Big Read, visit www.arts.gov/partnerships/nea-big-read
For information about the NEA, visit www.arts.gov
For information about Arts Midwest, visit www.artsmidwest.org
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About the Book

“When two boxers of even
skill are in the ring together,
the contest is as much about

movement as it is [about]
landing punches... the action

that leads to or follows the

punches is where the poetry
lives..."—Adrian Matejka in
the Cleveland Plain Dealer

POEMS

It took Adrian Matejka two
years of research before he
was ready to write the first
poem for The Big Smoke, a
book that gives voice to the
life and legacy of the boxer Jack Johnson. Johnson was born
to ex-slaves during the Jim Crow era and became one of the
most famous people in the world when he claimed the title
of world heavyweight champion in 1908—the first African
American to do so. To Matejka, the epic story of Johnson's
rise and fall naturally lent itself to poetry. “He managed to
win the most coveted title in sports,” says Matejka, “but
through the combination of his own hubris and the
institutionalized racism of the time, he lost everything”
(National Book Foundation).

ADRIAN MATEJRA

The majority of the poems in the book are “persona”
poems: poetic monologues written in Johnson's voice.
“What drew me to Jack Johnson... was his inability to speak
for himself historically,” Matejka says. The “post-
Reconstruction institutions—the newspapers and other
media in particular—were in opposition to his success and
did what they could to subvert him” (Barely South Review), all
while they shaped his public image. Matejka also includes
poems in the voices of three of Johnson's lovers. “There was
a story [Johnson] used to tell,” Matejka says, “about beating
up a 25-foot shark while he was diving for shells. When he
was 12. With his bare hands. The kind of fabulist who would
add shark-fighting to his mythology is not the kind of
person who is going to present himself in any self-aware or
emotionally vulnerable way. So that's where the other
voices in the book come in” (National Book Foundation).

The book opens with poems that give us a glimpse into
Johnson's experiences as a young man. In “Battle Royal,” a
young Johnson is stripped down, blindfolded, thrown into a
ring, and told “only/ the last darky on his feet gets a meal.”
In “Blues His Sweetie Gives to Me,” we feel the bitterness of
the cold Chicago nights when Johnson travels there without
a dime to help advance his boxing career. And advance it
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does, with grueling hard work and despite the relentless,
ever-present racism that Johnson must endure. The book
chronicles Johnson’s matches against a long line of
opponents, building up to the poem “The Battle of the
Century,” which refers to the famous match in which the
white boxer Jim Jeffries comes out of retirement to try to
take back the world heavyweight championship from
Johnson. When Johnson wins, the nation erupts, both in
celebrations and in violent riots.

Johnson's famously flashy and unconventional lifestyle—in
stark contrast to the racial segregation and second-class
citizenship to which he is subjected— is on full display in
The Big Smoke. In “Courtship,” he tells Hattie McClay, the first
of three white women with whom he has a relationship
over the course of the book, that they can bathe in
champagne and dry themselves with hundred dollar bills. In
the poem “Equality,” we see him flaunt his fast, shiny car to
a white opponent he is about to meet in the ring. But while
Johnson's bravado is evident in many of the poems, we see
a different side of him in the poems titled “Shadow Boxing”
and “The Shadow Knows,” which are repeated throughout
the book. In these, Johnson trains by sparring with his
“shadow"—an inner voice that knows his deepest burdens,
vulnerabilities, failures, and desires.

Outside of the ring, The Big Smoke weaves together the
stories of three of Johnson's lovers: Hattie McClay, Belle
Schreiber, and Etta Duryea (whom he ultimately marries).
Each speaks in her own way: Hattie through letters to Belle;
Belle through FBI interview transcripts; Etta speaks to us
directly. In poems like “Cooking Lessons,” “Fidelity,” and
“Marriage Proposal,” we see evidence of Johnson’s physical
abuse of these women; in “Aristocracy” and “Il Trovatore,”
we witness the tragic toll it takes on Etta.

Matejka says he approached the writing of The Big Smoke—
which refers to one of Jack Johnson's many nicknames—
differently than he might have approached writing a
traditional collection. “Pretty early on | stopped thinking
about the poems as stand-alone events...and started
thinking about them as fragments of a character’s story”
(The Cloudy House). As a result, The Big Smoke is a book of
poetry with a strong narrative force, one to read
chronologically from beginning to end. “Even if telling the
story of the first African American heavyweight world
champion is an historically important task,” writes the St.
Louis Post-Dispatch Review, “The Big Smoke never labors. It
reads more like a thriller.”



About the Author

Adrian Matejka (b. 1971)

“Since | hover around the edges
of poems like a kid at a middle
school dance, the act of writing
poems for me relies on
improvisation in the moment.” -
Adrian Matejka in Barely South
Review"

Born in Nuremburg, Germany to
a military family, Adrian Matejka
lived in Army bases all across
Europe—andin 10 U.S.
states—before the age of
seven. His family eventually settled in Indianapolis, where
they lived in Section 8 housing. He says he was a “near-
sighted” and “unathletic” kid—a “sci-fi and comic book geek”
obsessed with outer space. “You could be here or on
another planet, and every place you go offers an
opportunity to be a different person. | saw on some basic
level this opportunity for escape from who | was and where
I was” (PBS Newshour). Matejka recalls stargazing through a
paper towel tube and saving up money to order a model of
a solar system that was advertised in the back of a comic
book. He sent in the money, but the model never came.

Photo by Stephen Sproull

Matejka also loved rap music and dreamed of being an
emcee. In seventh grade, he and a friend formed a rap
group called The 2 Furious MCs. “At least that's what we
called ourselves in the living room where we worked on our
rhymes after basketball practice,” Matejka says. “We didn't
get any further than the living room because we were pretty
terrible. All heart and no talent” (Barely South Review).

Though Matejka says rap has heavily influenced his sense of
language, he doesn't necessarily credit it with leading him to
poetry. He was a business major at Indiana University—
aiming to be a stockbroker—when he saw the poet Yusef
Komunyakaa give a reading at a coffee shop. Watching
Komunyakaa read was like watching a jazz soloist. His work
“resembled what my favorite emcees like Rakim or Q-Tip
did in some ways,” he says. “At the same time, these words
were unlike anything I'd heard. | knew then that | wasn't
going to work on Wall Street. | decided | was going to be a
poet instead” (Cleveland Plain Dealer). Later, Matejka would
study with Komunyakaa as a fellow at the Cave Canem
Foundation, an organization that cultivates the artistic and
professional growth of African American poets.

Since then, Matejka has published four books. The Big
Smoke (Penguin, 2013), about the legendary boxer Jack
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Johnson, received the Anisfield-Wolf Book Award and was a
finalist for the National Book Award, Hurston/Wright Legacy
Award, and Pulitzer Prize in Poetry. A fan of boxing since he
was a kid, Matejka did extensive research on Johnson'’s life
before writing the book.

Matejka’s other collections include The Devil’s Garden (Alice
James Books, 2003) which won the New York / New England
Award; Mixology (Penguin, 2009), winner of the National
Poetry Series and finalist for an NAACP Image Award for
Outstanding Literature; and Map to the Stars (Penguin,
2017), which draws material from Matejka's 1980s
childhood in Indianapolis. In 2013, Matejka moved back to
Indiana after living elsewhere for nearly 20 years, a return
he credits with inspiring this most recent collection. “The
emotional and psychic confusion—of growth, of place, of
change,” he says, forced him out of the “docupoetics space”
he had occupied when he researched and wrote The Big
Smoke and into a “more autobiographical, lyric mode” (The
Southeast Review).

Speaking about his writing process, Matejka says it can take
him eight months to finish a poem. “I write it, work to revise
it for a while, then put the poem away for a month or two.
Then | come back to it and revise it some more after the
initial creative shine is gone” (Indianapolis Review). Poetry is
always in the back of his mind. “I might be washing dishes
or watching a basketball game, but I'm really thinking about
poems. | write in bursts: images, melodies, motifs in
notebooks, envelopes, on the back of a workout sheet at
the gym. My desk is covered with scraps of paper and sticky
notes that might become part of a poem later” (Barely South
Review).

Matejka is a graduate of Indiana University and the MFA
program at Southern lllinois University Carbondale, and
currently teaches in the MFA program at Indiana University
in Bloomington. In addition to the honors he has received
for his books, his many other awards include the Eugene
and Marilyn Glick Indiana Authors Award; two grants from
the Illinois Arts Council; the Julia Peterkin Award; a Pushcart
Prize; fellowships from the Guggenheim Foundation and
Lannan Foundation; and a Simon Fellowship from United
States Artists. He lives in Bloomington with his wife, the
poet Stacey Lynn Brown, and their daughter Marley. He is
currently at work on a graphic novel, Last on His Feet, which
explores more of Johnson's story outside of the ring,
including his conviction under the Mann Act; his time on the
run in Europe and Mexico; and his brief careers as a
bullfighter and a spy for the U.S. government during World
War |.
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Discussion Questions

Many of the poems in The Big Smoke are written from
Jack Johnson's perspective (these are called “persona”
poems). Why do you think Matejka chose to write in
Johnson's voice? What might be the risks a poet takes
when attempting to speak in the voice of a historic
figure, and what can be gained? If you were to write a
persona poem in the voice of a figure from the past,
whom would it be and why?

Power is a major theme throughout the book. In what
ways is Johnson portrayed as both powerful and
powerless? How do we see him struggle to reconcile
this dynamic? In what ways do you see power abused in
the book?

The book includes multiple poems titled “The Shadow
Knows"” and “Shadow Boxing” (pp. 11, 15, 32, 44, 52, 71,
92). Who or what do you think is the shadow? Can you
describe the struggle taking place in these poems?
Describing a fight between Johnson and Tommy Burns,
the poem “A Great Maltese Cat Toying with a White
Mouse” (p. 24) is divided into two sections: “What | told
the reporters” and “What | really meant.” In what ways did
Johnson's public statement differ from how he actually
felt? What insights does this poem give you into
Johnson's other actions throughout the book?

Hattie McClay, Belle Schreiber, and Etta Duryea each
speak in the book through a distinct form. Hattie writes
letters to Belle (these poems are in the “epistolary,” or
letter-writing form); Belle is questioned by the FBI and
speaks through the interview form; and Etta speaks to
the reader directly. Why do you think Matejka chose to
use different forms for each of these women'’s voices?
Do the forms affect how you understand these women
and their relationships with Johnson?

References to Johnson's gold teeth appear in many
poems, including “Letter to Belle (May 29, 1909)" (p.27),
“Mouth Fighting” (p. 31), and “Gold Smile” (p. 65). What
do you think Johnson's gold teeth meant to him? What
did they mean to others?

In “Texas Authorities Will Prosecute Champion If He
Takes White Wife,” (p. 38), Johnson says “I have the
right/ to choose who/ my mate will be/ without the
dictation/ of any man.” What do you think it meant for
someone like Johnson to have public relationships with
white women? Do you think these relationships were
viewed differently by black people and white people?
“Race Relations” (p. 43) is one of many poems that
touches on the theme of what it means to be a man.
Etta says: “they will all learn:/ a man is a man if he is a
man.” What do you think she means? What does
“manhood” mean to Johnson? How do you think it was
defined by society at that time, and how is it defined
today?
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In “Equality” (p. 47), Johnson takes partin a car race
with a white opponent he is about to meet in the ring.
What do you think the idea of “equality” means in the
context of this poem? Can you think of other poems in
the collection that grapple with the idea of “equality”?
How do they differ? How are they similar?

A number of poems take their titles from newspaper
headlines about Johnson, including “A Struggle Between
a Demon and a Gritty Little Dwarf” (p. 50) and “Carefree
as a Plantation Darky in Watermelon Time” (p. 70). Why
do you think Matejka chose to use real headlines in his
telling of Johnson's story? Do you think racial bias still
appears in sports media and the press at large, or is
this a thing of the past?

The poem “Alias” (p. 59) includes names that sports
writers and others gave Johnson over the course of his
career. In what ways do the names evolve over the
course of the poem? Why do you think ‘Jack Johnson' is
repeated throughout the poem? Why do you think the
poem ends with a question?

Johnson's physical abuse of the women he loves is
depicted in several poems, including “Cooking Lessons”
(p. 34), “Fisticuff Difficulty” (p. 61), “Fidelity” (p. 66), and
“Marriage Proposal” (p. 89). In “Fisticuff Difficulty,” Belle
says, “There were times | thought he loved me enough
to kill me.” What do you think she means? Do you think
Johnson, as portrayed in the book, feels remorse for his
behavior? Why or why not?

The long poem “The Battle of the Century” (p. 73) is
separated into sections, with each section representing
a round of the 1910 fight between Johnson and Jim
Jeffries. Why do you think Matejka chose to make each
round appear differently on the page (for example, by
varying the line lengths and number of stanzas)? Did
this affect your response to the poem and the story of
the fight?

In “Race Relations” (p. 88), the president of the
historically black Talladega College says it was better for
Johnson to have “beaten Jeffries & let a few coloreds/
be murdered in the riots” than for Johnson to “lose &
allow their spirits to be killed.” What do you think
Johnson's historic victory meant to the black
community, and what were its costs?

Matejka calls Johnson “a 21st-century athlete living in
Jim Crow America” (The Cloudy House). What do you
think he means, and where do you see examples of this
in the book? Do you agree? How do you think Johnson's
legacy has influenced—or is reflected in—athletes and
sports culture today?

The last poem in the book is “Hubert's Museum & Flea
Circus (1937)" (p. 101). Why do you think Matejka chose
to close the book with this poem? What do you make of
the final question, “What would you like to know?”



17. Johnson is the subject of the play and film The Great
White Hope, as well as the Ken Burns documentary
Unforgivable Blackness: The Rise and Fall of Jack Johnson.
If you've seen one or more of these portrayals, how
would you compare it (or them) to the story of Johnson
in The Big Smoke? Do you think poetry allowed Matejka
to explore Johnson'’s life in ways the other forms could
not? If so, how?
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The National Endowment for the Arts was established by
Congress in 1965 as an independent agency of the federal
government. To date, the NEA has awarded more than $5
billion to support artistic excellence, creativity, and
innovation for the benefit of individuals and communities.
The NEA extends its work through partnerships with state
arts agencies, local leaders, other federal agencies, and the
philanthropic sector.
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18. “Matejka’s Jack Johnson is a deeply flawed hero of
American history,” writes the St. Louis Dispatch. Do you
think Johnson was a hero? Why or why not? Is it
possible to be a “flawed hero?” Can you think of other
examples of “flawed heroes,” in literature or in history?

MIDWEST

Arts Midwest promotes creativity, nurtures cultural
leadership, and engages people in meaningful arts
experiences, bringing vitality to Midwest communities and
enriching people’s lives. Based in Minneapolis, Arts Midwest
connects the arts to audiences throughout the nine-state
region of lllinois, Indiana, lowa, Michigan, Minnesota, North
Dakota, Ohio, South Dakota, and Wisconsin. One of six non-
profit regional arts organizations in the United States, Arts
Midwest's history spans more than 30 years.
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