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Carol D eer ing

An In te rv iew  w i th  
Richard Hugo (1982)

A w r i t e r  of  essays, novels , and  poe t ry ,  R icha rd  Hugo t a u g h t  
at t h e  U n ive rs i ty  of M o n t a n a  in Missoula,  w h e r e  he  
d i r e c t e d  t h e  c r e a t i v e  w r i t i n g  p ro g ra m .  He is t h e  a u t h o r  
of, a m o n g  o t h e r  works :  Death of the Kapowsin Tavern; The 
Lady in Kicking Horse Reservoir; What Thou Lovest Well, 
Remains American; 31 Letters and 13 Dreams; The Road Ends 
at Iahola; Selected Poems; and  The Right Madness on Skye: 
Poems (poetry);  The Triggering Town: Lectures and Essays on 
Poetry and Writ ing  (essays); and  Death and the Good Life 
(novel).  This  i n t e r v i e w  was  c o n d u c t e d  in 1 9 8 2 , sho r t ly  
before  Hugo 's  d ea th .  It was  o r ig in a l ly  p u b l i sh e d  in Art  
Notes  m a g a z in e .

Carol Deer ing:  I h e a rd  you say at  t h e  r e a d i n g  th a t  you
g r e w  up in Sea t t le .

R ichard  Hugo: Yes, t h a t ’s r ig h t .  In a c o m m u n i t y  r i g h t  on 
t h e  s o u t h e r n  e d g e  of Sea t t le ,  a p lace  ca l led  W h i t e  C en te r .

CD But yo u r  po em s  have  a w i d e - o p e n  spaces  f e e l i n g  to 
them.. .

RH Wel l ,  I t h i n k  y o u ’re  p ro b ab ly  c o m m e n t i n g  on  th e  
m o re  r e c e n t  w ork .  You see, of m y  first t h r e e  books,  tw o  
w e r e  a lm os t  e n t i r e l y  Pacific N o r t h w e s t  p o e m s  th a t  c e n -
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te red  in places, r i v e rs  and lakes and so f o r th ,  in  t h e  Seat t le  
area. T h e n  m y  t h i r d  book  g r e w  out  o f  I t a l i a n  and 
Yugos la v ian  se t t in gs .  N o w  those  t h r e e  books  are ou t  o f  
p r i n t .  A f e w  o f  t h e  poems o f  t h e  f i r s t  t h r e e  books are 
i n c lu d e d  in t h e  Selected Poems, and I t h i n k  y o u ’ ll f i n d  m o s t l y  
S e a t t le -a re a  poems in t h e  f i r s t  t w o  books.  But t h e  o ldes t  
book  I have in  p r i n t  is The Lady in K ick ing Horse Reservoir,  
in  w h i c h  M o n ta n a  is t h e  se t t i n g ,  so i t  is m o r e  w i d e - o p e n  

spaces, t h a t ’s r i g h t .

CD In  The T r igger ing  Town,  you m e n t i o n e d  t a k i n g  c re a t i v e  
w r i t i n g  in  h i g h  schoo l .  Have you  been w r i t i n g  cons is ­

t e n t l y  s ince  then?

RH Yes, I ’d been w r i t i n g  even be fo re  tha t ,  as a m a t t e r  o f  
fact .  It seems l i k e  w h e n  1 was in  g r a m m a r  schoo l  t h a t  I was 
p u t t i n g  w o r d s  on paper.  I s ta r ted  v e r y  ear ly .  I mean,  I 
guess w h e n  y o u ’re  p u t t i n g  w o r d s  on paper ,  y o u ’re w r i t i n g .  
So I can say I was w r i t i n g  w h e n  I was n i n e  o r  ten  years old.

CD Has y o u r  p o e t r y  g o n e  t h r o u g h  stages th a t  you 

recogn ize?

RH No, i t  h asn ’ t. As a m a t t e r  o f  fact ,  I t h i n k  re v ie w e r s  
and c r i t i c s  g e n e r a l l y  agree  th a t  I h a v e n ' t  ch an g e d  v e ry  
m u c h  o ve r  t h e  years, tha t  i t  seemed l i k e  t h e r e  was a 
c e r t a i n  k i n d  o f  poem  tha t  I w r o t e .  I se t t led  on th a t  e a r ly  
and n ev e r  va r ie d  m u c h  f r o m  i t .  T h is  leads to  s o m e w h a t  o f  
a m o n o t o n y  in  m y  w o r k .  I t h i n k ,  i f  i t ’s read at any  susta ined 
le n g t h  o f  t im e .  But I t h i n k  t h a t ’s t r u e  o f  some poets  w h o  
have a fa r  b e t t e r  c la im  to  b e i n g  w o r t h y  tha n  I do.

CD Do you ever  e x p e r i e n c e  w r i t e r ’s b lock?

RH Yes. And.  as a m a t t e r  o f  fact,  in  t h e  last year  and a hal f.  
I 've s low e d  d o w n  a g rea t  deal by c o m p a r is o n .  T h a t  is to  
say. I had a v e ry  s i z z l i n g  a lmost  ten  years, about  n i n e  years.
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w h ic h  is p ro b ab ly  t h e  lo n g e s t  h o t  s t r e a k  I’ve e v e r  had  as 
a p o e t  and  p ro b ab ly  ev e r  wil l  have.  Yeah, I g e t  it, and  
w r i t e r ’s b lock e s sen t i a l ly  jus t  m e a n s  t h a t  y o u ’re  n o t  ab le  
to t a k e  t h e  s tance .  Usually w h a t  rea l ly  h a p p e n s  is you  d o n ’t 
rea l ly  w a n t  to w r i t e .  You’ve lost t h e  impulse,  and  t h e  
im pu lse  to w r i t e  is so r t  of l ike  a fai th .  You h a v e  to g e t  t h e  
fa i th  back.

CD So, you d o n ’t use a n y  t r i c k s  to t r y  to g e t  o u t  of . . .

RH W el l ,  t h e r e  a re  c e r t a i n  t h i n g s  you can  do. T h a t  is to 
say, t h e r e  a re  c e r t a in  s tan ce s  or  vo ices  you can  w r i t e  in 
in t h e  poem .  O n e  t h i n g  I tell  s t u d e n t s  s o m e t im e s ,  w h e n  
t h e y  ask m e  a b o u t  w r i t e r ’s block,  is to b e c o m e  a Nazi .  T h a t  
is to say, I tell  t h e m  to w r i t e  in t h e  im p e r a t i v e  voice,  
because  e v e r y o n e  has  t h e  s t reak .  All people ,  I t h i n k ,  have  
t h a t  s t r e a k  in t h e m .  C o n s e q u e n t ly ,  y o u ’d s ta r t  o r d e r i n g  
s o m e o n e  a round ,  tell  s o m e o n e  to do s o m e t h i n g .  Even o n e  
of m y  favor i te  love p o e m s  is w r i t t e n  l ike  tha t .  It s ta r t s  out ,  
“Look,  m y  love, on  t h e  wall ,  and  h e re ,  at  th i s  Eas tern  
p i c t u r e . ” So you see, ac tua l ly  i t ’s k in d  of a c o m m a n d .  
“W a t c h  th i s . ” “Look at  t h a t . ” “ Do th i s . ” S o m e t im e s  you 
can  w r i t e  y ou r  w a y  a r o u n d  a block  or  t h r o u g h  a block,  
d o in g  tha t .

CD In 31 Letters and 13 Dreams, w e r e  th o se  real  l e t t e r s  and  
real d reams?

RH Oh, no! (Laugh te r )

CD Do d r e a m s  play a ro le  in y o u r  w r i t i n g ?

RH Yeah,  s o m e w h a t .  Let m e  qual ify  tha t .  T w o  of t h e  
d r e a m s  of t h e  i 3  D reams w e r e  real  d ream s .  Small p a r t s  of 
tw o  o t h e r  d r e a m  p o e m s  w e r e  f rom dream s,  an d  all t h e  rest 
w e r e  m a d e  up. T h e  l e t t e r  p o e m s  w e r e  n o t  w r i t t e n  as 
le t te rs ;  t h e y  w e r e  w r i t t e n  as poems,  all of th e m .
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CD Do you c a r ry  on  a p o e m  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  w i t h  a nyone?

RH No.

CD Okay.  Do you ev e r  s h o w  a n y o n e  yo u r  w o r k  in p rogress?  

RH No, I d o n ’t.

CD Do you w o r k  on m o r e  th a n  o n e  p o em  at  a t im e ,  or  do 
you st ick  w i t h  o n e  un t i l  i t ’s f in ished?

RH I n e a r ly  a lw ays  s t ick  w i t h  o n e  un t i l  i t ’s f in i shed .  
S o m e t im e s  I v io la te  t h a t  p r in c ip le ,  bu t  n o t  v e ry  o f ten .

CD Can you g e t  a good  p e r s p e c t i v e  of  w h a t  y o u ’re  w r i t i n g ,  
or  do you have  to p u t  it a s ide  for aw hi le?

RH W el l ,  w h e n  I’m “o n ”, I can  w o r k  fair ly fast, and  I can  
g e t  a poem ,  I w o u ld  say, in f ive o r  s ix drafts .  P e rh a p s  in 
four  or  f ive days,  I can  f in ish  a poem ,  w o r k i n g ,  say, t h r e e  
to four  h o u r s  a day on  t h e  p o em .  Th is  is w h e n  I ’m  rea l ly  
g o i n g  and  sai l ing .  R ig h t  now ,  I c a n ' t  h i t  t h a t  p ace  at  all. 
I’m  s tuck  on  poem s.  I’m w r i t i n g  s o m e w h a t  d i f f e r e n t ly  and  
u s in g  d i f f e r e n t  p sycho log ica l  t e c h n i q u e s  t h a n  I used  to. 
For o n e  th i n g ,  I’m  f i c t i o n a l i z i n g  m o r e  w h a t  I w r i t e  about ,  
f i c t i o n a l i z i n g  t h e  base of t h e  poem s,  in s te ad  of  w r i t i n g  o u t  
of ac tua l  e x p e r i e n c e .

CD Do you t h i n k  t h a t ’s w h a t  m os t  p o e t s  or  w r i t e r s  d o —  
s ta r t  ou t  w i t h  real  e x p e r i e n c e ?

RH W el l ,  I t h i n k  it w as  t r u e  for  a lo n g  t im e ,  e v e r  s ince  
W o r d s w o r t h ,  at  least . But t h a t ’s c h a n g i n g  now .  And I 
t h i n k  i t ’s c h a n g i n g  w i t h  t h e  g e n e r a t i o n  of  p o e t s  th a t  
c o m e s  jus t  a f te r  me.  I t h i n k  t h a t  t h e r e ’s a t e n d e n c y  now' 
for s o m e  of t h e  y o u n g  p o e t s  to f i c t io n a l i z e  e v e n t s  s o m e -
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t im es  in th e  past,  in a r a t h e r  r e m o t e  past,  t h a t  is to say, a 
past th a t  o c c u r r e d  before  th e  p o e t  was  born .  In o n e  book 
I p icked  for t h e  Yale Series  of Y ounge r  Poets,  o n e  of t h e  
poem s  is w r i t t e n  as if t h e  a u t h o r  u n d e r s t a n d s  and  c o m ­
p le te ly  c o m p r e h e n d s  and  has d ig e s ted  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  
b eh ind  t h e  poem,  but  in fact t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  b eh in d  th e  
poem w ould  have h a p p e n e d  a ro u n d  W o r ld  W a r  I, and 
obviously,  h e  w asn ' t  even  born  yet .  So, w h a t  he  did was 
f ic t iona l ize  an even t ,  and  th e n  s o m e h o w  in t h e  w r i t i n g  of 
t h e  poem t h e  e v e n t  b eca m e  real  e n o u g h  to sustain  t h e  
poem.

CD Ray Bradbury o n c e  said in a Writer's Digest in te r v ie w ,  
“W h a t  (a w r i t e r  has) to do is be th is  k ind  of hys te r ica l ,  
em ot iona l ,  v ib r a n t  c r e a t u r e  w h o  lives at  t h e  top  of his  
lungs for a l i fe t im e  and  th e n  c o r r e c t s  a ro u n d  th e  ed g es  so 
th a t  he  d o e s n ’t go  in s an e .” Do you see t h e  c r e a t iv e  w r i t e r  
as d i f fe ren t  from o t h e r  people?

RH Wel l ,  I d o n ’t k n o w  th a t  I see h im  as d i f fe ren t .  T h a t ’s 
an i n t e r e s t i n g s t a t e m e n t  of B radbu ry ’s. I t ’s ideal is t ic .
I ha t  is to say, obviously,  n o - o n e  has t h a t  m u c h  s tam ina .  
(Laughter)  Everyone  has to re lax  o n c e  in a w hile .  If all 
w r i t e r s  w e r e  l ike tha t ,  t h e y ’d all be in s t i tu t i o n a l i z e d .  But 
I k n o w  w h a t  h e  means .  I t h i n k  w h a t  h e ’s say ing  is th a t  you 
have to o p e r a t e  at t h e  l imi ts  of your  o w n  personal  p o w ers  
at th e  t im e  y o u ’re w r i t i n g  or  p r e p a r i n g  to w r i te .  But, of 
course ,  no  w r i t e r  w r i t e s  all t h e  t ime.  You have  to stop and 
go to t h e  s u p e r m a r k e t  and  g e t  food and  s o m e t im e s  you 
have to g e t  d ru n k ,  or, in my case, go  f ish ing.  Or go w a tch  
a baseball  game.

CD How do you k n o w  w h e n  to stop t a m p e r i n g  w i th  a 
poem?

RH Oh, I don t k n o w  abou t  tha t .  Paul Valery said th a t  a 
poem is n e v e r  f ini shed,  i t ’s jus t  aban d o n e d .  I th in k  t h e r e
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con ics  a t i m e  w h e n  you e i t h e r  t h i n k .  “ W e l l ,  i f  I ke ep  on.  
t h i s  is g o i n g  to becom e  an even b e t t e r  poem  tha n  i t  is.” 
And  th e n  s o m e t im e s  you feel,  “ No m a t t e r  w h a t  I do, th i s  
is n ev e r  g o i n g  to ge t  any  b e t t e r . ” So, i t ’s l i k e  you lose y o u r  
in te re s t .

CD I see. A re  you a good ju d g e  o f  y o u r  w o rk ?

RH I p ro b a b ly  am. n o w .  I have a p r e t t y  good  sense o f  
w h a t  poems o f  m i n d  are good,  a l t h o u g h  on some poems o f  
m y  e a r l i e r  w o r k  I ’m far  m o re  fa l l ib le .  I t h i n k ,  tha n  on m o re  
re c e n t  w o r k .  Up u n t i l  abou t  ten  years ago. m a yb e  a l i t t l e  
m ore ,  I w o u l d n ’ t have t ru s te d  m y  o w n  j u d g m e n t  on m y  
w o r k  too  m u c h .  And  I t h i n k  i t 's  a r a t h e r  d an g e ro u s  t h i n g  
fo r  a w r i t e r  to do. I t ’s re a l l y  up to  o th e rs  to  say. to  readers 
and peop le  w h o  are in te r e s te d  in y o u r  w o r k .  I t ’s re a l l y  no t  
up to you.  In fact,  y o u r  o w n  e v a lu a t io n  o f  y o u r  w o r k  is 
q u i te  mean ing less ,  w h e n  you c o m e  r i g h t  d o w n  to  i t .

CD Back to TheTriggeringTown. You m e n t i o n e d  fo u r  c u r r e n t  
w r i t e r s ,  t h r e e  o f  t h e m  poets,  w h o s e  w o r k  s t im u la te s  you 
to  w r i t e .  W h o  are they?

RH Oh. I r e m e m b e r  sa y in g  tha t .  W e l l .  I t h i n k  Bi l l  S ta f fo rd  
and Ph i l  Lev ine ,  and a y o u n g  poe t  n am ed  Dave S m i th .  I 
asked Dave S m i th  abou t  tha t  one  t im e ,  and I said. “ H o w  
co m e  you i n s p i r e  me?" He said, “ I t ’s because I steal f r o m  
you! "  ( L a u g h te r )

CD W h a t  is t h e  W y l i e  S t ree t  W r i t e r s '  Assoc iat ion?

RH Oh, t h a t ’s just  a joke .  On W y l i e  S t ree t  t h e  B la ck fee t  
I n d ia n  poe t  and nove l is t  James W e l c h  l ives t h r e e  doors  
f r o m  me, he and h is  w i f e .  His w i f e  is a c o l le ag u e  o f  m in e .  
Ah.  t h e n  m y  w i f e  and I l i ve  on W y l i e  St ree t .  And  across 
t h e  st ree t  R ick  and Caro l  D e M a r i n i s  l ive,  and t h e y ’ re 
w r i t e r s .  R ick  has p ub l i sh e d  t h r e e  nove ls  and a nove l la  w i t h
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a coup le  of shor t  s tor ies  in book form. So w e  just  call 
ourselves  th e  W y l ie  S t ree t  W r i t e r ’s Associat ion because  
we  all h ap p e n  to live on W y l ie  S tree t .

CD Rober t  Bly has said th a t  he  n e e d s  to w r i t e  in isolat ion.  
Do you w ork  best th is  way, or  can you w r i t e  a n y w h e re ?

RH I can w r i t e  a n y w h e r e ,  but  I t h i n k  p robab ly  I am in 
isolat ion w h e n  I’m d o in g  it anyw ay .  Bly is r igh t ,  actual ly;  
you do do it in isolat ion,  but  iso la t ion has m o re  th a n  one  
form. I t h in k  he  m e an s  actual  physical  iso lat ion.  I bel ieve 
he  has a g r e a t  a m o u n t  of p r o p e r ty  tha t  his  fa the r  gave  him, 
and tha t  in some area  th a t  is just  his  to k n o w  abou t  t h e r e ’s 
a shack or cab in  or  s o m e t h i n g  w h e r e  he  goes  to w r i te ,  and 
w h e r e  no o n e  can d is tu rb  h im. T h e re  a re  no te l e p h o n e s  
or  a n y t h i n g  l ike tha t .

CD But can you m a k e  your  ow n  isolat ion?

Well ,  I could w r i t e  in a public l ib rary  or  I w r i t e  at 
h o m e  s o m e t im e s  w i th  t h i n g s  g o in g  on a ro u n d  me.

CD How do you wr ite?  Do poem s  flow, or is it ha rd  work?

RH Wel l ,  i t ’s both.  S o m e t im e s  th e y  c o m e  easily, and 
s om e t im e s  it s hard  w ork .  I t h i n k  o n e  t h i n g  abou t  w r i t i n g  
tha t  a lot of peop le  d o n ’t u n d e r s t a n d  is tha t  t h e r e  i sn ’t any 
d i f ference .  1 hat is to say, you can w o rk  hard  on te n  poems 
and n o n e  of t h e m  ever  qu i te  com es  off, and  you spend,  
m aybe  m o n t h s  on the m .  And th e n  all of a sudden you sit 
dow n  and o n e  very  good poem, o n e  of your  b e t t e r  poems,  
com es  quit e  easily, and you th ink ,  “Wel l ,  if it com es  this  
easy, w h y  d o e s n ’t it h a p p e n  all t h e  t im e?” Wel l ,  t h e  hard  
w ork  you did on those  o t h e r  poem s  acc o u n ts  for tha t .  Tha t  
is to say, th e  hard  w ork  you do on o n e  poem is t h e  w ork  
you do on all poems.  So poem s  d o n ’t co m e  easi ly to peop le  
w ho  d o n ’t w ork  hard .  You’ve go t  to g e t  to w ork .  So, th e
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w o r k  o f te n  seems w as ted  because th e  resu lts  a re n ’ t im m e ­
d ia te ,  o r  th e re  d oesn ’ t seem to  be a causal r e la t io n s h ip  
b e tw e e n  th e  hard  w o r k  and w h a t  you  f in a l l y  end  up w i t h .  
But th e  re la t io n s h ip s  b e tw e e n  poem s are m u c h  c lose r tha n  
I t h i n k  pe o p le  im a g in e .

CD Do you  ke ep  a jo u rna l?

RH No.

CD Y o u ’ve a lre ad y  said you go th r o u g h  abo u t f iv e  o r  s ix  
d ra fts .  So you  rev ise  in  a separa te  process ra th e r  th a n  a 
poem 's  ju s t  c o m in g  to  you  a ll a t one  s i t t in g ?

RH W e l l ,  I t r y  to  g e t  a f i r s t  d ra f t  d o w n  i f  1 can, so I ’ ll have 
a c o m p le te  w h o le  to  w o r k  w i t h .  A nd  th e n  I can go  back 
and s ta r t  re v is in g .

CD I see. Does a t i t l e  eve r  co m e  to  you  b e fo re  th e  poem  
does?

RH Yeah, so m e tim es . But I c a u t io n  b e g in n e rs  n o t  to  le t  
th a t  happen .

CD W h y  is that?

RH W e l l ,  u sua lly  th e  t i t l e  tends  to  d ic ta te  th e  l im i t s  o f  
th e  poem , I t h in k ,  to  a y o u n g  w r i t e r ;  so t h e y ’ ll p u t  d o w n  
th e  t i t l e  “ A u tu m n  R a in ” and th e n  th e y  t h i n k  t h e y ’ve g o t  
to  keep  t a l k in g  about a u tu m n  ra in .  A nd  w h e n  th e y  ru n  o u t  
o f  th in g s  to  say abou t a u tu m n  ra in ,  w h y  th e n  th e y ' l l  repea t 
the m se lve s  o r  s ta r t  d iscu ss ing  t h e i r  o w n  m e a n in g  and so 
fo r th ,  w h e n  th e  real p ro b le m ,  o f  course, is th a t  th e  t i t l e  
to ld  th e m  th is  is w h a t  th e  poem  is abou t and th e y  b e l ieved  
it .  But m aybe  th a t  is n ’ t w h a t  th e  poem  w a n ts  to  be abou t.  
So som e tim es , i f  you w a i t  u n t i l  th e  poem  is o ve r  b e fo re  you 
t i t l e  it .  y o u ’ ll avo id  g e t t i n g  t rapped .
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CD I’ve h e a r d  m e n t i o n  of  a p o e t i c  r e v i e w  ca l l e d  Anonymity.  
Do you t h i n k  p o e m s  s h o u ld  be  p u b l i s h e d  w i t h o u t  t h e  p o e t s ’ 
n a m e ?

RH Oh,  I d o n ’t t h i n k  so a n y m o r e .  I m e a n ,  I d o n ’t k n o w  
w h y  a n y o n e  w o u l d  do  t h a t .  T h a t  g o e s  b a c k  to  t h e  
e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n s  of  t h e  w o n d e r f u l  c r i t i c  I.A. R i c h a r d s  in 
t h e  *2o’s. O n e  day,  h e  j u s t  d e c i d e d  to  p u t  a b u n c h  of  p o e m s  
in f r o n t  of  s t u d e n t s ,  w i t h o u t  n a m e s  o n  t h e m ,  a n d  h e  a s k e d  
t h e  s t u d e n t s  to  c r i t i c i z e  t h e s e  p o e m s .  And  h e  r a n  h e a d l o n g  
i n t o  s o m e t h i n g  I d o n ’t k n o w  if h e ’d e x p e c t e d  o r  n o t .  He 
f o u n d  t h a t  if t h e s e  s t u d e n t s  s t u d y i n g  l i t e r a t u r e  a t  C a m ­
b r i d g e  (or  O x f o r d ?  I g u e s s  i t  w a s  C a m b r i d g e )  d i d n ’t k n o w  
w h o  h a d  w r i t t e n  t h e  p o e m ,  t h e y  c o u ld  n o t  j u d g e  it.  And  
h e  r e a l i z e d  t h a t  c r i t i c i s m  h a d  g o n e  a l o n g  w a y  d o w n h i l l ,  
t h a t  t h e y  w e r e n ’t t e a c h i n g  p e o p l e  to  c r i t i c i z e  t h r o u g h  t h e  
t e x t  a n y m o r e .  T h i s  w a s  o n e  of  t h e  b e g i n n i n g s  of  w h a t  w a s  
c a l l ed  t h e  N e w  C r i t i c i s m ,  d e e p  a n d  c lo s e  t e x t u a l  ana ly s i s .  
And  t h e n  for  m a n y  y ea rs ,  o n c e  t h i s  e x p e r i m e n t  w a s  
c o n d u c t e d ,  a lot  of  p r o f e s s o r s  s t a r t e d  g i v i n g  a n o n y m o u s  
p o e m s  to  t h e  s t u d e n t s .  T h i s  t e s t e d  t h e  s t u d e n t s ’ a b i l i t y  to  
c r i t i c i z e  p o e m s ,  a n d  so s t u d e n t s  s u d d e n l y  w e r e  v e r y  
e m b a r r a s s e d .  T h a t  is to  say, t h e y  w e r e  s u d d e n l y  c r i t i c i z i n g  
p o e m s  by W o r d s w o r t h ,  n o t  k n o w i n g  it, you  see,  a n d  by 
C o l e r i d g e .  In fact ,  o n e  of  I.A. R i c h a r d s ’ s t u d e n t s ,  i t  s e e m s  
to  m e ,  passed  v e r y  h a r s h  j u d g e m e n t  o n  G e r a r d  M a n l e y  
H o p k i n s ’ “T h e  W i n d h o v e r , ’’ w h i c h ,  of  c o u r s e ,  is c o n s i d e r e d  
o n e  of  t h e  g r e a t  p o e m s  in  t h e  E n g l i s h  l a n g u a g e .  But  i t  
w o u l d  be  a p o e m  w h e r e ,  h a d  a p e r s o n  n e v e r  s e e n  it b e f o r e  
( and  r e m e m b e r ,  t h i s  h a p p e n e d  in t h e  e a r l y  ‘2 0 ’s; H o p k i n s  
h a d  o n l y  b e e n  in p r i n t  a b o u t  f o u r  y e a r s  a t  t h e  t i m e  b e c a u s e  
h is  p o e m s  w e r e n ’t p u b l i s h e d  u n t i l  t h i r t y  y e a r s  a f t e r  hi s  
d e a th ) ,  it w o u l d  be  t h e  k i n d  of  p o e m  t h a t  I c a n  i m a g i n e  
m a k i n g  a m i s t a k e  on .  I t ’s a v e r y  d i f f i c u l t  p o e m ;  i t ’s an  
u n u s u a l  p o e m ;  t h e  l a n g u a g e  is s t r a n g e  in it.  I h a p p e n  to  
k n o w  it s a g r e a t  p o e m  b e c a u s e  T h e o d o r e  R o e t h k e  to ld  m e

88 C u t B a n k



i t  was a great  poem, but  I ’m no t  sure I ’m a good e n o u g h  
c r i t i c  to have re c o gn iz e d  a poem that  d i f f i c u l t  and unusual  
as a good poem. I ’m p r e t t y  good on m o re  c o n v e n t io n a l  
w o r k .  I mean,  I can usua l ly  te l l  i f  a poet k n o w s  w h a t  h e ’s 
d o ing .

CD I read tha t  y o u ’ve w r i t t e n  a n o v e l—  a d e te c t i v e  story!

RH Yes, tha t 's  r i g h t .  I t ’s been pub l i shed,  and i t ’s been 
d o i n g  f a i r l y  w e l l ,  and I ’m w o r k i n g  on a n o th e r  one.

CD Oh! W h a t  p r o m p te d  you to w r i t e  f i c t ion?

RH W e l l ,  I ’ve a lways loved myster ies,  and I had w a n te d  
to w r i t e  a m y s te r y  fo r  years, about  t h i r t y  years. W h e n  I 
was in Sco t land  and had a lot  o f  e x t r a  t im e ,  in  '77 and ’78, 
in a d d i t i o n  to w r i t i n g  poems, I just  s tar ted  to w r i t e  the  
m y s te ry  novel .

CD Do you have to t h i n k  d i f f e r e n t l y  to . . .  ?

RH Oh. yes. Oh,  yes! In fact , i t  he lps  i f  you d o n ’ t t h i n k  
at al l ! (L aug h te r )

CD W o u l d  you ever  w r i t e  a play?

RH I t r i e d  to w r i t e  a p lay  d o w n  in L i t t l e  Rock about  a year 
and a ha l f  o r  t w o  years ago. T ha t  is the  most  d i f f i c u l t  of  
al l  f o rm s  o f  w r i t i n g .  I f ind ,  and I d i d n ’t do w e l l  at al l . In 
fact,  I w o u ld  say tha t  is s o m e th in g  I w i l l  neve r  be able to 
do. I d id  g iv e  up on i t.  T h e r e  was a p lay w r i t i n g  teacher  
at M o n ta n a  w h o  u rged  m e  to t r y  to w r i t e  a play,  but  i t ’s 
too hard.  One  o f  the  p ro b le m s  I 've found  is, I keep  
w o r r y i n g  about  the  te c h n ic a l  p rob lems.  1 had c e r ta in  
t h i n g s  I w a n te d  to happen,  and he to ld  me, “ Neve r  w o r r y  
about  the  te c h n ic a l  p rob le ms.  Those are the  d i r e c t o r ’s 
p rob le ms.  “ And he to ld  me  about  o ne  play w h e r e  t h e r e ’s
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jus t a s im p le  stage d i re c t io n  i t  i t .  A l l  i t  says is “ The  
un iverse  des truc ts .” T h a t ’s a ll i t  says. And som ehow  the  
d i re c to r  has to dec ide  h o w  to c o m p le te ly  des troy  the  
universe, you see, on the  stage! And he says, “ D on ’t w o r r y  
about these th ing s .  T h e y ’re n o t  yo u r  p rob lem s."  But, m y  
God. w h e n  y o u ’re w r i t i n g  the  play, th e y  c e r ta in ly  do 
become prob lem s; th e y ’re  v e ry  hard  to  ig n o re .

CD W e l l ,  h o w  do you teach c re a t iv e  w r i t in g ?

RH W e l l ,  I t h in k  The Triggering Town sort o f  te l ls  you h o w  
I go about i t  w i t h  the  y o u n g e r  people, th a t  is to  say, 
freshm an and sophomores. I tend  to  teach th e m  to 
co n c e n tra te  on sounds and rh y th m s  and p ro p e r t ie s  o f  the  
language, and s o lv in g  supe r f ic ia l  fo rm a l p rob lem s  in  
w r i t i n g  a poem, and th e n  hope the  substance leaks in to  the  
poem.

CD In  the  c re a t ive  w r i t i n g  d e p a r tm e n t ,  w h a t  d i f fe re n t  
classes do you offer?

RH A t M on tan a , w e  have b e g in n in g  c re a t ive  w r i t i n g ,  
b e g in n in g  f ic t io n  w r i t i n g ,  and b e g in n in g  p o e t ry  w r i t i n g ,  
w h ic h  you can take  once each t im e  fo r  c re d it .  I f  y o u ’re 
m a jo r in g  in  c re a t ive  w r i t i n g ,  these classes a c tu a l ly  d o n ’ t 
co u n t  to w a rd  yo u r  degree  e x c e p t  as an ove ra l l  e lec t ive . 
Then we have in te rm e d ia te  f ic t io n  w r i t i n g  and in te r m e ­
d ia te  p o e try  w r i t i n g ,  w h ic h  you can take  th re e  t im es  fo r  
c re d it .  I he same t h in g  w i t h  advanced, and then  w e  have 
the  g radua te  w o rkshops . So, w e  have i t  on all levels. 
F ic t io n  and poe try .  I w o u ld  l ik e  to get, maybe, some 
t ra ns la t io n  w o rk s h o p  g o in g  in  c o n ju n c t io n  w i t h  the  
fo re ig n  language d e p a r tm e n t ;  and someday, i f  you could  
ge t someone to teach it, I ’d l ik e  to see o ffe red  an M FA in  
c re a t ive  w r i t i n g  fo r  w r i t i n g  essays. 1 w o u ld  l ik e  to see the  
essay fo rm  rev ived  and co n c e n tra te d  on. I t h in k  i t ’s a 
w o n d e r fu l  fo rm . I ’ve w r i t t e n  a lo t  o f  essays, and I t h in k  one
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o f  t h e m  is al l  r i g h t .  ( L a u g h te r )  I t ’s v e r y  hard ,  too.  O f  
course,  w h a te v e r  you d o n ' t  do m u c h  of, you a lw ays  t h i n k  
o f  as hard .

CD Do you  re a l l y  be l ieve ,  “ I f  you w a n t  to  c o m m u n ic a t e ,  
use th e  t e l e p h o n e ”?

RH W e l l ,  I ha te  t h e  w o r d  c o m m u n ic a t e .  T h a t ’s w h y  I said 
tha t ,  because i t 's  a w o r d  t h a t  g r o w s  o u t  o f  a sor t  o f  
t e c h n o lo g y .  T h e  odd t h i n g  is, pe o p le  c o m m u n ic a t e d  
b e t t e r  be fo re  t h e y  s ta r ted  to  use t h e  w o r d  " c o m m u n i c a t e ” . 
I t ' s  a lm o s t  as i f  t h e  use o f  t h e  w o r d  i t s e l f  has s topped  us 
f r o m  d o i n g  i t .  I t h i n k  t h e  same t h i n g  is g o i n g  on n o w  in 
t h e  p ro b le m s  o f  w r i t i n g .  I t h i n k  once  you ta lk  abou t  “ t h e  
a c q u is i t i o n  o f  w r i t i n g  sk i l l s , "  y o u ’ve a l ready  b l o w n  i t .  
Instead o f  t e a c h i n g  som eone  h o w  to  w r i t e ,  I t h i n k  o u r  
la nguage  leads us a w a y  f r o m  th e  v e r y  t h i n g  w e  w a n t  to 
do, o f t e n .  W e ’re u s in g  a f fec ted  and o v e r b l o w n  la n g u a g e — 
" t h e  a c q u is i t i o n  o f  w r i t i n g  s k i l l s " — good  God! W h e n  you  
use la n g u a g e  l i k e  tha t ,  w h o  th e  he l l  w a n ts  any  w r i t i n g  
sk i l ls ,  you  k n o w ?  I mean,  le t  m e  go to  a m o v ie  o r  
s o m e th in g .

CD Do you have a ny  adv ice  y o u ’d espe c ia l l y  g i v e  to 
b e g i n n i n g  w r i te rs ?

RH No, no t  rea l l y .  I mean,  t h e  im p u ls e  to  w r i t e ,  I t h i n k ,  
is a c u r i o u s  t h i n g  and s o m e h o w  is in ves te d  in some peop le  
and n o t  in  o the rs .  T h e r e ’s v e r y  l i t t l e  o ne  can do abou t  tha t .  
I mean,  i t ’s e i t h e r  t h e r e  deep e n o u g h  to  susta in  i t s e l f  
f o r e v e r  o r  i t  isn ' t ,  and I t h i n k  i t ’s n o t h i n g  a n y b o d y  o u g h t  
to  w o r r y  about .  1 jus t  t h i n k ,  you k n o w ,  ju s t  keep  
w o r k i n g —  i t ’s a v e r y  d i s c o u ra g in g ,  v e r y  d i f f i c u l t  t h i n g  to  
d o —  and I t h i n k ,  jus t  d o n ’ t le t  t h e  d i s c o u r a g e m e n t  and th e  
d i f f i c u l t i e s  stop you fo r  too  l o n g  at  any  o ne  t im e .  T h a t ’s 
al l  I w o u ld  te l l  y o u n g  w r i t e r s :  i t 's  hard ,  i t ’s ha rd  fo r  
e v e ry b o d y ,  and jus t  h a n g  in  th e re .  I t ’s ju s t  an e n d u r a n c e
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c o n te s t ,  is a l l .  I t 's  a lm o s t  l i k e  a n y th in g ,  I t h i n k ,  
re sp e c t .  D o n ’ t lo o k  fo r  g re a t ,  o v e r n ig h t  success, 
v e r y  ra re .

CD W e l l ,  t h a n k  you  v e r y  m u c h .

RH W e l l ,  m y  p leasu re ,  C a ro l.

(M a y  7, 1982)

in  th a t  

T h a t ’s
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