














the top of a hill—and Frost was approach-
ing it. First his head came out of the
ground, and then the rest of his body. It was
as if he were emerging from the ground.

You spent time with him then, and at othe
times. Did Frost, in person, meet you
expectations?

He really did for me. He was

very kind to me; he did not

have that reputation always, but

he was kind and he encouraged

me. He read a prose book of

mine called String Too Short to Be

Saved (this was in Michigan years

later), and he told me that
because I had written that book I

could do anything in poetry I
wanted to do. Part of that remark

was certainly that I wasn’t already
doing it.

Frost had—and at times still has—the
popular reputation of being “‘simple.””
He was very sophisticated and witty—
and very competitive. One time when
he was visiting Ann Arbor, where I was
teaching at the University of Michigan, I
pointed to a classroom and said it was the
room where I taught.

And Robert Frost, so many decades
older than me, had to compete with
me. He said, “They didn’t make me
teach when I was here.” It was hardly a
heavy remark; [ just was amused.

Billy Collins, one of your predecessors as
poet laureate, said in his review of your new
selected poems, White Apples and the
Taste of Stone, that you write in a Frost-
ian tradition. He cites “‘simple, concrete dic-
tion,” “no-nonsense sequence of declarative
sentence,” and “‘simplicity.”” I don’t really
think these characteristics are part—or cer-
tainly not all—of a Frostian tradition. I
don’t mean to take Mr. Collins’ words out of
context, but I don’t think those characteris-
tics define your work either.

Not all of it. There are some poems that it
could describe. For me, the miraculous
style of Robert Frost had to do with the
way in which he fitted the English sen-
tence across the English line, his use of
meter. When I use meter, which is fairly
rarely, I don’t resemble Frost.
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No. I think probably Collins is talking
about something that has to do with tone—
a straightforwardness—and the thing that
I see is that often the straightforwardness is
a boldness: rage or bawdiness or impa-
tience. When I think of your book-length

—

- Nav. T certainly don’t

No. By no means.

When I think of a poem like “Without,”
I don’t think of sequences of declarative
sentences...

No...A lot of people have made the com-
parison with Frost, and mostly it seems to
come down to subject matter—writing
about the abandoned farms of New England.

Cellar holes.
Cellar holes—yes! At Harvard, Robert Bly
called me “the cellar hole poet.”

When I was working with Robert Pinsky
on the Favorite Poem Project, we received
many letters about different poems you’ve
written, but the most common beloved
poem was “Names of Horses.”

Yes. It would be.

It’s a remarkable poem, and I think that
maybe it reflects some of those qualities
that Collins points to.

Yes, I think so, too—I thought of it when
you quoted him.

“t- Lit about what it was
s of poems into
d the Taste of

¢ a sample manu-
it to three friends
inted on to read
zes. Several of them
at I had omitted; I
s from my friends’

der different section
rrange the poems by
b originally published,
bu :hronological. How did
yo irrangement?

Wi I could begin and end
wit d exemplary of the peri-
od on to those poems. Also,

ny revisions, poems that
Were puvus... .t one point but revised
later, which fouled up the sequence.

You’ve a _famous reviser; you even revise
sometimes as you’re giving readings. You’ve
said your poems sometimes go through
hundreds of revisions. Revision for you
seems more important to the writing
process than the initial laying down of lines
or words.

Yes, the first drafts are uniformly horrible.

Did you find yourself revising or wanting to
revise poems for this collection?

I did. Some of them were old ones, where
I just took out the word “then” or the
word “the,” tightening up a line when I'd
had some word that didn’t really need to
be there. There weren’t major revisions,
but there were little ones here and there
all the way through.

With, and Without

I hope we can talk a little bit about your
marriage to Jane Kenyon. People are so
curious about it. It’s probably the most
famous marriage of poets since Sylvia Plath
and Ted Hughes...

Yes, and very different. We had our solitude



in the country, for instance, for 20 years of
that marriage. The two of us lived very
separate lives during the day when we
were working in our separate rooms, and
then got together midday. I would read to
her in the afternoon, and we would some-
times play Ping-Pong, but then get back to
work again late in the afternoon. It was a
marriage of poetry; at night, we often
talked about poets—things we were read-
ing. That’s not all we talked about; we had
a normal life, we had friends and we had
our nap times. But it was a life of double
solitude, as I've often called it. We both
liked to be alone, and we were alone a
great deal of the time. Sometimes in the
morning we would meet getting another
cup of coffee, and we wouldn’t even speak,
we’d just sort of pat each other and go
back to our work.

It’s no wonder that people romanticize the
marriage—it is romantic. Your lives were
so integrated and close, and yet artistically
distinct. You talk about the silence between
you during times when you were working.
Do you feel silences differently now at
Eagle Pond Farm?

They’re more pervasive. I have my lady-
friend with me right now, as a matter of
fact, but she’s not here normally. She has
children, and lives an hour away. Most of
the time I am totally alone.

What is your writing time like these days?
I’'m not writing much right now. Old age
seems to have crept up on me.

And people are constantly hounding you
for interviews...

Yes, yes...well not so much lately, but last
summer it was every day.

Do you still have a dog?

No, no longer. Gus lived another five years
after Jane did but then he had the usual
problems with hindquarters and couldn’t
get around anymore. I scattered his ashes
on Jane’s grave, as I told her I would do.

Many of the more recent poems in White
Apples bubble with humor and new love;
the tone is so changed from some of the
more raw, really excruciating poems about
grief in the collections Without and The
Painted Bed.

It’s been 12 years now almost [since Kenyon

died].

The poems are fun...the old poet finally
gets the girl!
“Olives.”

And “Conversation’s Afterplay’—I remem-
ber seeing it in The New Yorker a while
back and being delighted by the delight in it.
There’s even love—young people making
love—at the grave in ‘“Tennis Ball.” So, it’s
quite a turn. How does it feel to you to have
that as the conclusion of the book?

It’s more of an affirmation of life and life
continuing despite the grief and the hor-
ror of Jane’s death. But I didn’t plan it that
way, my life took me that way and then I
expressed it. I realized that it would be
offensive to some people, but so be it.

Eagle Pond Farm remains a joyful place

for you.
Yes.

And you’re not going anywhere?
I’m not going anywhere.

The Writing Life
When you originally arrived there in 1975
it was supposed to be for a year’s visit; you
took a break from your tenuved job at the
University of Michigan, and then what
happened?
My grandmother died, at 97.When we were
first moving into her house, she was in an
old folks’ home with Alzheimers. We had
been planning for a couple of years to take
out a mortgage and buy the house after she
died. At that time, we were just coming to
camp out for a year, and then go back to
teaching. But now the place was free to us.
On about September, Jane started to say that
she didn’t want to go back to Ann Arbor at
all. She said that she would chain herself in
the root cellar rather than go back, and I was
moved. But I also had one child in college
and one not yet in college and I was terri-
fied about money. So I hesitated. But, in
December, finally I made up my mind and
wrote a letter to the University of Michigan
resigning my position. They tried to spoil it
by rejecting my resignation and giving me
another year’s leave instead, but my mind
was really made up. We had to go back to
Ann Arbor to move out the following sum-
mer. The bookcases were built while we
were gone, and we moved in.

At first, I worried about money quite a
bit. Every now and then the payments
would be coming up and I wouldn’t have

made any money.... But I worked very
hard. I worked on children’s books and
textbooks and anthologies and all sorts of
things; I worked on magazine pieces,
which I could then collect into books later.
There were many years in which I pub-
lished four books—maybe one was a revi-
sion of a textbook, maybe one a book of
poems, another one a children’s book,
whatever, all sorts of things, collections of
essays. I worked all day, and I loved doing it.

I told myself at the time that I was
doing it to support Jane and me so that she
wouldn’t have to get a job, and I could just
write all day and cash in on it. I worked on
poems first thing in the day, but after that I
moved to other things that made money.
Of course, I departed the farm from time
to time to do poetry readings, which con-
tributed to the family income. I was very
busy, and I loved it. I loved the work.

Quite a different life from the teaching life.
Right. I could get sort of chilled out with
working on poems, working an hour or two
in the morning, but then I would pick up
something very different, like an article for a
magazine,and I would come alive again with
a new task. I think that writing so many
things helped me write so many things.

You’ve had some milestones lately. The big
book, and the laureateship, which feels like
it was long in coming.

It was kind of late in coming. (Laughs.) 'm
feeling my old age.

There are many misconceptions about the
U.S. Poet Laureateship: that the poet is
chosen by the President; that the position’s
honorarium is funded by tax dollars; that
the laureate writes poems for particular
American occasions.

All misconceptions.

And the biggest one perhaps is that the poet
laureate must have some project. But that
isn’t true. It’s an honorary position, and
the only duties of the laureate are to plan a
reading sevies at the Library of Congress
and to give a couple readings there.

And choose a couple of fellowships.

You’ve certainly done a great deal through-
out your life.

I'll also be doing a series of poetry read-
ings for the Bob Edwards show, which is
on XM satellite radio. @
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