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After serving in the U.S. 
Navy during World War II, Gi-
anna Russo’s father, a Brook-
lyn native, decided to give Flor-
ida a try. 

“He thought Florida sound-
ed interesting and a lot of peo-
ple were interested in it at the 
time,” said the poet, educator 
and Tampa’s first official Word-
smith.

Her mother’s side of the fam-
ily has deeper 
roots in Tampa, 
though. “They 
were Florida 
crackers,” she 
said. “My moth-
er was born 
here in Ybor 
City.”

On her ma-
ternal grandfa-
ther’s side, her 
great grandfa-
ther was origi-
nally from West 
Virginia, while 
her great grand-
mother hailed 
from Alabama. 
They each came 
to Tampa as 
young adults 
with their fami-
lies.

This set of 
great grand-
parents met 
through the 
M e t h o d i s t 
church and 
ran the well-
known Stal-
naker Brothers 
Feed Store. The 
faded sign from 
the shop can 
still be seen on 
30th Street, Russo said. 

Her grandfather, Leo Stal-
naker Sr., went on to become a 
practicing attorney and judge. 
He also had a passion for writ-
ing detective stories, publish-
ing several in mystery maga-
zines over the years, and also 
published a couple of books.

One of Russo’s uncles was 
an educator in Tampa, while 
the other was a reporter for 
the Tampa Times and later the 
Tampa Tribune.

After graduating from Hill-
sborough High School, her 
mother went on to the Univer-
sity of Tampa, where she met 
Russo’s father. Though her 
mother earned a degree at UT 
and went on to do some gradu-
ate work at Tulane University, 
ultimate “she gave up any as-
pirations she had to raise her 
family,” Russo said. “My moth-
er was very, very intelligent and 
sort of an intellectual person, 
but it was very much in line 
with the sort of expectations for 
women, especially women in 
the South, in the 1950s.”

Her father, Joseph, was a 
television pioneer in Tampa 
and even has a paver with his 
name on it along Seventh Av-
enue – in front of the Colum-
bia Restaurant – in Ybor City. 
He had “a great public speak-
ing voice” and was a natural on 
camera, though only a few clips 
of his work survive, Russo said. 

One of these clips is a short 
promotional film for the area’s 
cigar industry, “The Flower of 
Tampa,” which was produced 
in the 1950s. The film has been 
available through the Tampa 
History Museum during a past 
exhibit on the cigar indus-
try and is sometimes aired on 
WEDU.

When Russo’s twin sisters 
were born, he switched careers, 
working as a corporate trainer 
for 7-11 stores.

Russo has been a writer her 
entire life, writing and illustrat-
ing her own books, and mak-
ing up poems and songs. She 

wrote in isolation, though, she 
said. “I didn’t know anybody 
else that wrote. I just did all of 
this on my own.”

It wasn’t until she gradu-
ated high school and began at-
tending the University of South 
Florida that she met other 
writers. They formed a critique 
group in 1979 that met “reli-
giously every other week for 12 
years.” The group included oth-

er well-known writers from the 
area, including Rhonda Nelson 
and Sylvia Curbelo. 

“That’s how I learned about 
writing, through them,” Russo 
said. “It was a community-
based kind of thing.”

At USF, she was an inter-
disciplinary studies major, 
focusing on two areas: psy-
chology and women’s studies. 
Originally, she planned to at-
tend law school and become a 
civil rights attorney. 

After she was accepted into 
law school, she “started feel-
ing dreadful,” she said. “As the 
year wore on and I got closer to 
starting law school, I felt worse 
and worse.”

She realized that not only 
did she want to teach, but she 
also wanted to continue study-
ing literature. She decided to 
scrap plans for law school and 
earn a master’s degree in Eng-
lish at USF. “I followed my gut, 
and it was one of the best de-
cisions I’ve ever made,” Russo 
said. 

As a graduate student at 
USF, she got her start as a 
teaching assistant. She went 
on to serve as director of the 
Writer’s Voice program, a na-
tional literary arts initiative, at 
YMCA locations in Tampa.

In 1996, she was hired to 
teach at Blake High School, 
which opened its doors that 
year. During her 10 years 
there, she created and devel-
oped the school’s creative writ-
ing program.

After this, she worked as 
the curator of education at 
the Henry B. Plant Museum at 
the University of Tampa. She’s 
also taught at Hillsborough 
Community College, as well as 
workshops for younger writers.

For the last nine years, 
though, Russo has worked for 
St. Leo University as an as-
sistant professor of English 
and creative writing. From 
2019-21, she has served as 
the university’s inaugural Poet-
in-Residence for the College of 

Arts and Sciences. She’s also 
editor-in-chief of St. Leo’s liter-
ary magazine, Sandhill Review, 
and is the founding director of 
the Sandhill Writers Retreat, 
which will take place virtually 
May 15.

Four years ago, at the age of 
59, she entered UT’s creative 
writing MFA program. The ex-
perience transformed her writ-
ing, she said. “I can’t believe I 

did it. That re-
ally took me to 
another level 
working with 
all the mentors 
at UT. It was a 
fantastic expe-
rience. It really 
helped me. It 
just gave me 
the confidence 
to do what I 
thought I want-
ed to do and 
gave me the 
knowledge to 
look at others.”

Earlier in her 
career, as she 
raised her fami-
ly, she didn’t fo-
cus on her writ-
ing as much. 
“When I had 
my children, I 
didn’t write for 
seven years,” 
she said. “I 
couldn’t. I was 
knee-deep in 
motherhood. I 
found it took all 
my attention.”

Now that her 
sons are adults, 
she’s refocused 
her energy on 

her creative work. “Nowadays, 
I’m older and don’t have kids in 
the house,” she said. “It’s easier 
for me to find the time.”

She was the founding edi-
tor of YellowJacket Press, and 
also released two poetry books 
of her own, through other pub-
lishers, over the past decade. 
“Moonflower,” which came out 
in 2011, is “a very inward look-
ing” collection based on real-
life family relationships and 
events. “Some of the poems in 
there are kind of sad,” Russo 
said. “It revolved around sad 
things that happened, like my 
mother dying.”

She took a different ap-
proach with her 2019 collection 
“One House Down.” 

“As I got ready do the second 
book, I wanted it to be more 
outward looking,” she said. 
Once again, the poetry leans 
on her family experiences, but 
also reflects on Tampa history 
and imagery.

“I love Tampa and was in-
troduced through working at 
the Plant Museum to so many 
wonderful archival images and 
places to find history stuff. It 
really nurtured my interest in 
history,” she said. 

She also reflects on the 
city’s present, focusing on 
various social justice issues 
in her work. “It’s not the main 
thing I write about, but I want-
ed to bring some of that into 
the work,” Russo said. “Home-
lessness, people begging for 
food, prostitution, people hav-
ing domestic arguments. It’s 
everyday life. It’s all around 
us. I don’t want to be blind to 
things around us, especially if 
it involves people in positions 
where they’re challenged or 
suffering.”

During a fall sabbatical, 
she also invented a new poetry 
form called The Daily, where 
the number of words in a poem 
is based on the date. She adds 
up the number for the day and 
the number for the month to 
determine how many words 

Gianna Russo

she can include in that day’s 
poem. “Every day in the month, 
it gets longer,” she said.  

Russo was also recently 
named the city of Tampa’s first 
official Wordsmith. Through 
this two-year honorary posi-
tion, she’ll lead literary ini-

tiatives, including readings, 
workshops and other projects, 
for the Tampa community. 

“It’s exciting and it’s a great 
honor,” she said. “We’ve got a 
few things that we’re thinking 
about coming up. We’ll be an-
nouncing them soon.”

“Homelessness, people begging for food, prostitution, 
people having domestic arguements. It’s everyday life.”                                

By the History Channel
• On Feb. 14, 278 A.D., Va-

lentine, a holy priest in Rome, 
is executed. Ruler Claudius 
the Cruel was having diffi-

cultly getting soldiers to join 
his military because of their 
strong attachment to their 
wives, and had banned ma-
rriages. Valentine continued 
to perform marriages in se-
cret and was beheaded for it.

• On Feb. 10, 1846, 
Brigham Young leaves Nau-
voo, Illinois, and begins lea-
ding 1,600 Mormons west 
across the frozen Mississi-
ppi to a temporary refuge at 
Sugar Grove, Iowa. It was 
their first stop in a westward 
migration that eventually 
brought 12,000 of them to 
the Great Salt Lake in Utah.

• On Feb. 13, 1920, The 
League of Nations, the in-
ternational organization for-
med at the peace conference 
at Versailles in the wake of 
World War I, recognizes the 
perpetual neutrality of Swit-
zerland.

• On Feb. 11, 1937, after 
a six-week sit-down strike by 
General Motors autoworkers 

Moments In Time
in Flint, Michigan, GM pre-
sident Alfred P. Sloan signs 
the first union contract in the 
history of the American auto 
industry.

• On Feb. 9, 1964, Ameri-
ca meets the Beatles on “The 
Ed Sullivan Show,” with an 
estimated 73 million Ameri-
cans watching as the group 
made its live U.S. television 
debut. When they sang “She 
Loves You,” the audience ex-
ploded in what was perhaps 
the most important 2 minu-
tes and 16 seconds of music 
ever broadcast on American 
television.
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