The Scholar’s Poet

By Cheré Coen


Sometimes the career you’ve always wanted comes along when you least expect it. And with it great things.


Take Denise M. Rogers for instance. An English instructor at the University of Louisiana, she obtained a teaching degree in 1979 and taught school for three years, then ventured into being a law librarian and legal secretary. She had written short stories as a child and poetry as early as high school, but never thought of writing as a career.


“The argument is you’ll never make any money at it,” Rogers says, sitting in her cozy ULL office surrounded by books. “I wouldn’t have made any money at it. So it wasn’t a good fit at the time.”


While attending a writer’s conference, she met James Whitehead of the University of Arkansas who encouraged her to apply to his program. Heading to graduate school meant leaving a regular income, but meeting Whitehead and the sudden death of a colleague made Rogers think twice.


“The argument here was you’re going to be 39 whether you do it or not,” she says.


The University of Arkansas only takes about 20 students each year, she explains, and she was one of them. She didn’t realize how stiff the competition was and that revelation gave her confidence in her writing.


She began teaching English at ULL in 1996. In 2000 she received an Artist’s Fellowship from the Louisiana Division of the Arts and won the Louisiana Literature Poetry Prize in 2004. 


Rogers has had poetry published in numerous literary publications but this month released her first book of poetry, “The Scholar’s Daughter,” by Louisiana Literature Press of the Southeastern Louisiana University in Hammond.  The book consists of some poems from her dissertation, but many have been written about since and a few before graduate school.


“I took some things out (of the dissertation), wrote a lot of better stuff, matured as a writer,” she says. 


The poems appeal to a more general audience and range from dreamy visits to foreign lands to one written in the voice of her French grandmother. Many are inspired by Japanese paintings, Roger says. She fell in love with this type of art, where people exist within Japanese landscapes, while visiting the Freer Gallery in Washington, D.C. She wondered what the people within the artwork were thinking.


“Visiting with the Moon” is an example; the poem was based on the woodcut by Utagawa Hiroshige.


“I like to take those pictures and try to speak for the voices that are in the pictures,” she explains. 


“Denise Rogers’ poems in ‘The Scholar’s Daughter’ are notes on a pilgrimage in the uncharted geographies of the imagination,” writes Louisiana poet laureate Darrell Bourque on the back of the book. “Her ample skills as a poet are evident everywhere, but especially delightful in the way she houses the storyteller inside the poem.”


“Her poetry leads you on a journey through an intricate imagination equally at home in her grandparents’ French settlement in rural Missouri and the exotic realm of the artists of old Japan and China,” writes John Freeman, author of “In the Place of Spring.”


Other poems tackle more everyday subject matter, such as a mentally challenged man chasing a city bus naked. Rogers got the idea while riding a bus in St. Louis on a dreary winter day and witnessed a similar man standing in the cold with no clothes on, but perfectly happy.


“I was struck by his happiness. His expression was not one of distress but of happiness. It was grey day. No one on the bus was happy.”


Rogers enlisted the help of many people to edit and proofread “The Scholar’s Daughter,” she says, including Bourque, her colleague at ULL, who she has proclaimed the “parrain” of the book.


“He suggested a publisher, where to send it to, gave me a push when I was needing one,” Rogers says. “I’m very much thankful to him and everyone who supported it.”

Book signings of “The Scholar’s Daughter”

Denise M. Rogers will be signing copies of and reading from “The Scholar’s Daughter” at 2 p.m. Saturday, March 8, at the Paul and Lulu Hillard University Art Museum, 1710 E. St. Mary Blvd.

She will also be reading poems during the Nichols State University Jubilee at 7 p.m. March 13 at the Ellender Memorial Library in Thibodaux.

In other poetry news

Louisiana poet laureate and ULL English professor Darrell Bourque will host a poetry workshop from 6 p.m. to 8 p.m. Wednesday, March 12, at Acadiana Open Channel, 704 Lee St. The Writers Guild of Acadiana is sponsoring the workshop and the cost is $5 for members, $10 for non-members. 

