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COBRA COLLINS

SPOKEN WORD 
Sharing her truth

The first poem I ever wrote sits on the mantle of my 
mother’s fireplace, much like the copy that sat on my 
grandmother's mantle before she died. It is not my only 
poem and I’d like to think, considering the prominently 

displayed (and framed) piece was written at the age of 12, that it 
is not my best work. Nonetheless, to this day, after a few glasses of 
wine, my mom will take it down and, much to my embarrassment, 
read it aloud to visiting relations, like some badge of parental 
honour. I suspect that my mom’s reverence for the work can be 
attributed to the fact that I went to the trouble of printing it out 
(complete with carefully chosen font and elaborate clipart). This 
first poem is one of the few permanent items my family has of  
my creative ability. 

• • •

As a spoken word artist, the way I tell my story is always at the 
forefront. Am I speaking through an authentic lens? Is this my 
story? Who is listening? Maybe most importantly, how will these 
poems—how will I—be remembered?

My words, after they have been spoken, only live on in the 
audience’s perception of them. But I hope my narrative will  
become a part of a broader dialogue, a more significant 
conversation. I feel a responsibility to provide the audience with  
an experience. I not only want to entertain people, but I also want  
to share my truth with them. I hope they will relate to the stories  
I tell and that all of us, for a moment, will feel less alone. There are 
times when I think this is perhaps asking too much (more so of me 
than anyone else), but I remind myself that I come from a long line 
of story keepers, that history can be kept alive in the memories and 
voices of those who take the time to listen. The lineage of language  
is something permanent.

I recall sitting in a Wendy’s eating a Baconator on a lunch break 
from my “day job” in interior design (being a spoken word artist 
isn’t as wildly lucrative as you may have been led to believe) and 
being approached by a woman about my age, accompanied by her 
young daughter. The woman asked if I had spoken the previous 
night at the Glenbow Museum’s opening of the Kent Monkman 
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rough edges. I’d been told that I’d catch more flies with honey  
than vinegar. (I feel confident speculating that this sentiment will 
resonate with most of the women reading this article.) Speak softly, 
or risk being deemed hysterical. Women’s anger has always been 
viewed as otherworldly. We have two characters: a damsel or  
a monster. The folklore of most cultures has the motif of the 
“woman wronged,” where an otherwise demure woman has 
suddenly become a terrifying beast causing death and destruction  
to all who cross her path. In the past, such alleged behaviour 
justified beheading or an old-fashioned burning at the stake. 

Today, a woman’s destruction is usually her own fault—a skirt  
too short, a walk too late at night, a drink too many. I think about  
all the times I’ve walked to my car alone with my fist clenched 
around a set of keys, hoping that in the event of a “worst case 
scenario” my makeshift talons would keep me safe (and it hardly 
feels like a choice at all). 

At a relatively young age, I was taught that my life and the lives 
of those like me were worth less than others. To this day, it rings 
in my ears the response given by then-Prime Minister Stephen 
Harper to CBC’s Peter Mansbridge (in the now infamous 2015 
TV interview) when asked if the government would consider 
an inquiry into MMIWG (Missing and Murdered Indigenous 
Women and Girls). 

“It isn’t really high on our radar, to be honest.” (cbc.ca/news/
politics/full-text-of-peter-mansbridge-s-interview-with-stephen-
harper-1.2876934)

Needless to say, when I finally got up on stage, I wasn’t surprised 
to find my words came out as a howl. At first, I found catharsis in 
becoming a banshee and unleashing my words with fury, but as 
my storm settled, I realized that beyond being heard, I wanted to 
use my words and voice to heal. I've noticed a shift as well in how 
my work is received, perhaps due to recent (albeit far from perfect) 
efforts toward a large-scale reconciliation of past wrongs inflicted 
on Indigenous peoples. In the past, my work was dismissed or was 
met with resistance, but now it has become a jumping off point for 
teachable moments and genuine conversations about how we can 
move forward together.

Interestingly enough, after finding my voice, I speak out less now.  
I prefer to host events and create safe spaces where people can meet.
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exhibit (Monkman is a Canadian First Nations artist of Cree and 
Irish ancestry). With trepidation, I confirmed it was me. After  
all, I had exclaimed “Motherfucker” on more than one occasion 
during the performance. As it turned out, she just wanted to tell 
me how much it meant to see a Métis woman on stage that night, 
to see herself and her daughter represented. When I feel my words 
are ignored, or I'm exhausted by the world (which is most days),  
I focus on my fast food restaurant encounter. 

Discovering the performance art of the spoken word felt like home. 
I’d been writing poetry on and off, but I found my words often 
seemed static and clumsy when transferred to the page. Similarly, 
I felt awkward and out of place at most literary events and within 
the halls of institutions and academia. I struggled to connect with 
the artists and their work. These places didn’t feel accessible to 
me, nor was I seeing or hearing stories that resonated with my 
experiences. I have no issue with formal education. Having the 
opportunity and means to pursue postsecondary education (in the 
arts of all things!) is a privilege many people don’t have, especially 
those from marginalized populations. It's not to say I felt silenced, 
we just weren't communicating. 

Around this time, I had begun writing for a local music and 
entertainment magazine (putting the “free” in freelance) and 
covered the 2012 Calgary Spoken Word Festival (run by Sheri-D 
Wilson, Calgary's current Poet Laureate). As I descended into the 
basement of (the now defunct) Wine-Oh’s Cellar that first night 
and absorbed the evening’s performances, I knew I’d found the 
missing piece to my creative puzzle. I’d discovered a community 
where it felt safe to share my words, a place where I wasn’t afraid  
to get a little messy. And it got messy.

Spoken word’s history is rooted in protest. The desire to effect 
change is widespread within the slam poetry community; the 
structure is designed to be hard-hitting and aggressive. The subject 
matter often deals with issues many people would rather ignore—
racism, sexism, abuse—to name only a few. The idea is that if 
delivered correctly, or in some cases, loud enough, your words  
will force people to confront the elephant in the room and bear 
witness to whatever their particular pachyderm happens to be. 

I was drawn in immediately. As a female, I’d been taught from an 
early age the importance of remaining calm, smoothing out my 

I knew I’d found the missing piece to my creative puzzle.  
I’d discovered a community where it felt safe to share my 
words, a place where I wasn’t afraid to get a little messy.  

And it got messy.
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SG WONG, E.C. BELL, JAYNE BARNARD
October 26 - 27

LEXIE HANCOCK
November 23 - 24

Upcoming Events:

canadianauth  rs
Writers helping writers since 1921

New Writers in Residence:
Our 2018-2019 Writers in Residence are Katherine Koller 
and Simon Rose. 

More information, including submission details, is 
available at canauthorsalberta.ca/writers-in-residence

Last summer, I participated in a Calgary public art project 
involving Edmonton muralist AJA Louden and about 10 fierce 
women, ranging in ages from 12–17. We shared our poetry, art  
and walks through Confederation Park. At the end of the summer,  
I helped the women transform and commemorate their experiences 
into a poem flowing inside the 14th Street Tunnel, accompanied 
by a mural bringing life and visual representation to their words. 
In the body of my poetry is a poem written by a woman in the 
summer program—within the mural is a story inside a story.  
I think that is what it’s all about—our voices heard on stages  
or travelling through tunnels and darkness to light the way for 
those who might follow. 

Cobra Collins is a Calgary-based Métis poet. She was the captain and coach 
of Calgary’s 2016 Slam Team, representing the city at the national level at the 
Canadian Festival of Spoken Word. She is a member of Calgary’s Inkspot Spoken 
Word Collective, home of Calgary's official poetry slam. Collins has participated 
in national spoken word festivals and has worked with performance and dance 
artists. In 2016 and 2018, she was shortlisted for Calgary’s Poet Laureate.
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Maybe this is what 

home looks like.

A sanctuary, a place to rest.

Somewhere where all 

of the wild things we’ve

tamed can finally roam. 
—  EXCERPT FROM COLLIDE, COBRA COLLINS,  

CALGARY PUBLIC ART PROJECT, 2017
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