INTERVIEW

A CONVERSATION WITH ROBERT CREELEY

Rohert Creeley was born in
Arlington, Massachusetts,
attended Harvard, and received
his B.A. and M.A. degrees from
Black Mountain College and
University of New Mexico. He
has taught at Black Mountain -
College, where he edited the

Black Mountain Review. At
Black Mountain College, he was
one of the leaders of the “Black
Mountain movement,” along
with Charles Oison and Robert
Duncan, which began, in the
late 1840s, as an opposition to
the New Criticism, the influence
of Eliot and Ransom, and to the
academic tendencies which
pervaded American writing in
the late 1940s. The group’s
basic principles, as stated in
Charles Olson’s essay,
“Projective Verse,” {1950}
advocated, among other things,
a prosody based on breath units
and an open, rather than
terminal, poetic structurs.

In 1983, the University of
California Press published M.
Creeley’s Collected Works,
1945.1975. He is currently
professor of poetry at State
University of New York at
Buffalo,

Wiiliam Carlos Williams has
stated that Creeley’s poetry
cantains “The subtlest feeling
for the measure that | encounter
anywhere except in the verses
of Ezra Pound,” Allen Ginsberg
has stated, in regards to
Creeiey’s Collected
Works,“Rebert Creeley has

created a whole life body of
poetry that extends the work of
his predecessors Pound,
Williams, Zukofsky, and Olson
and provides, like them, a
method for his successors in
exploring our new American
poetic consciousness.”

Danjel Ritkes, Assoclate Editor
of BLUE WINDOW, met up with
Robert Creeley at Naropa
Institute, in Boulder, Colorado,
and on June 25, 1986, had the
following conversation.

DR: 1n the mid-1950’s you were
drawn to Black mouniain
College and began an
assaciation with Charles Qlson.
How did that come about?

RC: Thanks to two friends, Cid
Corman and Vincent Ferrini, |
had come into contact with
GCharles Olson and we began
writing to each other intensively
We didn’t really meet for about
five years, but we wrote aimost
daily, at times, incredible
amounts of letters. He had
come io Black Mountain at the
end of the 1940s, and by the
early 19503 became rector, as
the position was called. | was
doing a small amount of
publishing in Mallorca, where
we were living, using a local
press in Palma and Olson
thought it might be interesting
to have a magazine, and that a
magazine could advertise the
school’s existence more
intensively than could the usual
brochure. That began the Black
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Mouintain Review, and at that
time the faculty asked me o
come over and teach.

DR: Where is Black Mountain
College?

RGC: It's ten miles east of
Ashville, North Carolina, at the
foothiils of the mountains,
about 5 or 10 miies west of
Black Mountain, the town. The
college sits near a river, has a
pleasant, smal! iake (Lake Eden)
on the premises, and is now
primarily a Baptist boys' camp.
Black Mountain as a college
was unique insofar as the faculy
and students were the primary
determinants of its activities.
There was no board of
overseers, or regents, or
anything to qualify the teaching
except students and faculty.

DR: What was happening at
Black Mountain then?

RC: By the early fifties the
financial hard times made it
impossible for the school to
offer the usual college range. |
remember the science building
had been put together but there
was really no money io equip it.
The circumstances that the
teaching of sciences required
were beyond the school's
budget, so, like it or not, the
arts were cheaper to teach. The
school became more and more
emphatically a school
emphasizing the arts, literary,
visual and music. Olson’'s

i

P N
e o 3




presence was crucial. A lot of
abstract expressionist [painters]
were in and out, and in music,
there was an extraordinary
composer, Stefan Wolpe. There
were a number of dancers and
musicians and a wild range of
painters from Pollock to de
Kooning to Kling, ete. Also,
Buckminster Fuller was there.
But it didn’t have the sense of a
privileged or uniquely supported
situation. And though, in
retrospect, there were all these
incredible people around, at that
time there was no other
situation that really wanted
them around. There was not as
yet a public venue. . .

DR: Were the writers sharing
their works or comparing notes,
doing things in common?

RC: Yes. It was a very intensive
and communal atmosphere.
Once Olson taught a class from
7:00 in the evening until 1:00 the
next afterncon. There were no
bells ringing, nothing to say,
“Stop.”

DR: Before Black Mountain, in
the 1940s, were you doing
things at Harvard?

RC: At Harvard | began to
connect with friends who were
involved with Gertrude Stein and
a spactrum of the great
moderns. Harvard always had an
active enclave of poets. | never
“now John Ashbery in college,
but actually we were in classes
together when we later realized
that we were separated by one
friend, whose name was Donald
Berlin. | met Kenneth Koch in
that situation as well. In fact, |
remember Kenneth inviting me
up to his room to show me
some poems that he had
written. | think the common
denominator amoung our group
of poets was a gquestioning of
orthodoxy. Kenneth, for
example, has a great poem
called “Mending Sump —"
"Something there is that doesn

hump a sump...,” which is a
classic parody of Robert Frost
[“Mending Wali™], who would
have been one of the
Establishment poets of that
time [1940s]. So, we were
variously arguing against the
orthodoxy, the sense of poems
as being absolutely constructed,
facts of classical model, and
this was particularly true of
Allen [Ginsberg] and myself, or
Ashbery, or Robert Bly or Frank
O'Hara, or the whole spectrum.
It really doasn’t have to do with
what we were thinking
politically or socially, it has to
do with a sense of a
cataclysmic war [World War II],
and a lot of social confusion, in
the sense that the world has to
be re-thought, re-constituted.

“It’s not easy to avoid a
simple and immediate
pessimism, when one
considers the brutality we
must deal with — the cost
of living, the imagination
of the world has shrunk,
the sense that we are
returning to a kind of '30s
or ’40s isolationism, the
incredible amounts of
money committed to
military production, the
inability to deal with toxic
wastes, eic.”

DR: If's interesting how that hit
all of you at about the same
time.

RC: Yes, well, we came of age
reading Kafka—it was the time
of the extentialists’ sense of
human separation from common
physical event. Qur heroes were
variously Gide, or Valery, or
Dostoyevsky (an intensive
favorite), writers who were
extraordinarily articulate in
representing the human
situation as isolated and
vulnerable and capable of
ultimate self-determination, so
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- world...” or “This is a war to eng

that there was a shift from the
old nineteenth century
humanistic sense of every day
and every way | am getting
better and better. It wasn't that
we were despalring necessarily,
but we certainly didn’t believe
the homilies of “God’s in His
heaven, all's right with the

all wars,” etc.

DR: How was your work
perceived at that time?

RC: As Leroi Jones
subsequently put it, we were
autsiders, possibiy not as
dramatic as outcasts, but
people who felt themselves
commonly apart from the
coherent social body. We felt
gither rejected or ignored, or
simply didn't feel at all at home
in that we had a relation to that
larger social pattern. And so,
our heroes were therefore
people who seemed to be in a i
similar situation—[D.H.] 4
Lawrence, for example, Henry
Miller, band writers. | was
thinking of Bill Burroughs, who
is staying next door {at Naropa
Institute] —in the fifties, it
sgems as though a book such a
Naked Lunch would never have
the possibility of

publication —its thinking and
demonstrations of human
circumstance were 50 harshly
articulate that we thought,
“They won't let that be said in
public.” It wasn't simply sexual
innuendo, it was the
imagination of the world and the
demonstration of the world’s E
constitution that was hard to :
take, however true. So we didn’t
really have any large public
[following], certainly not in the i
forties, but again, whether it E
was be-bop, or jazz. . .

DR: And now you're the
Establishment.

RC: Just by hanging around and
staying persistent, one
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becomes, like it or not, part of
the establishment.
Extraordinary, articulate rebels,
like John Cage, for example, or
Bill Burroughs, who would now
be a familiar person, if not a
household word, would fall into
that category.

DR: How do you feel about that?

RC: | don’t really feel much one
way or the other. | am still,
blessedly, sufficiently rejected
io be reassured.

“Just by hanging around
and staying persistent,
one becomes, like it or
not, part of the
Establishment.”

DR: You've got a clean, austere
sort of style to your writing that
| really admire. How did you
arrive at that kind of style?

RC: | could Kid you and give you
some curious explanation. |
used to think it was growing up
in a language habit that was
seemingly void of emotion,
spoke in a laconic and ablique
way. A typical expression, upon
arriving at some place where
you aren't welcome, might be, *|
guess | know my way back
down the read.” Or, some
curious estimation of a relation
to somebody you love, even,
would be, “l wouldn’t walk the
length of her to bring her back.”
Both laconic and droll, and
often ironic. Edwin Arlington
Robinson, for example, dry, as
in “Eros Turannos,” but equally
in “Tha Man Against The Sky,”
that curious homemade
philosophy. I'm thinking of
Frost, too, who really takes on
that style as a very particular
decor, the Yankes, you know, a
style that can really get old, as
with any siyle that bhecomes
simply congealed and used like
an overcoat —can get very

boring. | don't know why | talk
the way | do.

DR: Were there influences...

RC: Olson was immensely
valuable because | was frying to
write pretty much like Wallace
Stevens —but the reflective
quality of his manner and the
pace of his lines were not really
comfortable in the pace nor in
the way he was addressed to
things. He was far more
confident that 1 was. And he
was more *laid back,” as they
say. [William Carlos] Williams
was far closer to my emotionai
state. Anyhow, Olson pointed
out that the line | was using
really wasn’t making articulate
the kind of intensive emphases
that were characteristic of the
way | was saying things.

DR: Yeah, comparing your style
to, say, Ginsberg...

RC: Yes, Allen has a long,
accumulating, equally intense,
but a long, accumulating line.
Olson was saying [to me] your
thinking is long, but your
breathing and your emphases
are short and intense. So that
was immensely useful. He
showed me practical ways in
which | could get this effect,
and that was very useful.

DR: That's interesting that you
mentioned breathing, because
when | first read your poems |
thought of them more as visual,
because they are so clean and

“compact, but sound and breath

are important in your work.

RC: Just as you were coming In
i was playing a record that is
really dear to me. It was with
jazz bassist Steve Swallow, who
set 10 poems of mine, which
were then recorded with Steve
Kuhn, and Sheila Jordan who
was singing and Bob Moses
played drums, [Home,
ECM-1-1160]
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DR: Were they songs, or simply
musical background or
accompaniment?

RC: They were songs. More

recently, there's a recording of
20 songs as a curious musical
evening...it is a musical [Steve
Lacy, Futurities, hat Art 2022].

In each case, the relation to the
language of the poetry is
specifically musical, and it is
specifically jazz...

DR: Are you cognizant, or have a
sense of music when you write?

RC: | took a lot from jazz, | took
a lot from the phasing and a
sense of how you stress things
or how you get something
moving in time, or beat...| was
fascinated by Charlie Parker,
Miles Davis, Thelonius Monk,
Max Roach...

“what is interesting is the
confirmation, finally, of
the sound. It isn’t that the
meaning otherwise isn’t
interesting, but
paradoxically, the
meaning is now what is
new — it is sound that
moves, that is action.”

DR: Do you think poetry
compeles with music?

RG: 1 think it's a very similar art.
Poetry is carrying a whole
semantic information as well as
a rhythmic and tonal pattern. As
well as having sounds and
rhythms, it has, obviously,
meanings that can be
abstracted, like, “Pass the salt.”
But the peoint is that the sounds
are also a crucial element, and
in some cases, as poets such as
Basil Bunting, one feels that
sounds are the primary element.
| would be tempted to believe
that alsc.
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DR: Of postry?

RC: Yes. Because what is
interesting is the confirmation
finaily, of the sound. It isn’t that
the meaning otherwise isn’t
interesting, but paradoxically,
the meaning is not what is

new —it is sound that moves,
that is action.

DR: But when people want
sound, it seems they spend a lot
of money for rock and roll
music, and sure don't spend for
poetry.

RC: Well, poetry is more subtle
and more difficult to get the
pleasure of, { was listening to
the statistics on fast

foods — something like 60
percent of the American public
eats fas! foods every day.
People are hungry, it tastes
pretty good, they know they'll
feel fed. By going lo a more
complicated situation of eating,
they might not know what it will
taste like, and it will be more
complicated to prepare. So |
think people feel, | know what
the spectrum of pop music is...|
know what it is going to sound
like.” They know they can come
in anywhere and teave
anywhnere —but ultimately, there
ts nothing that is finally going
to possess them, their attention
will neither be demanded nor
coerced —it is background,
through which they can talk and
don’t really have to listen. It can
be a pleasant background, like
the sound of that power saw out
there, it can be as a residue,
which, if | want to listen to it for
a while, terrific! I's easy to

“| took a lot from jazz, |
took a lot from the
phasing and sense of how
you stress things or how
you get something moving

- in time, or beat...”

come and go and share with
other people who are familiar
with a song.

DR: To continue your food
analogy, poets starve as a
resuit...Do you think poets have
some responsibility to approach
soclal issues in their works?

RC: | feel insofar as one lives
with other people it is

“...the point is that each
person has a life, has to
deal with other people,
and being an artist might
change the judgement for
the persons who are
thinking about the writing,
but it wouldn’t make a hell
of a lot of difference in
the life itself.”

impossible to ignore what they
or you in relation to them have
as a life. My dilermma is...the
imagination that somshow
you're free from any social
entanglements. | don't think the
creative process absolves you...,
Take Pound, for instance, an
artist whaose political dispasition
seemed abhorent, and at the
same time he was possessed of
genius as an artist. | don’t think
that vitiates the art necessarily.
I dor't buy the argument that
Pound's anti-Semitism makes
him therefore worthless as a
poet. But | do feel that his being
a great poef doesn’t make him
any less an anti-Semite. The
judgement is particular in each
case. There have heen
extraordinary artists who
seemed 10 have been absolutely
without political determination.
Who, even in some respects,
became poiitical, like Garcia
Lorca. Garcia Lorca seems to
have been a bright genius of
middle class, comfortable
Spanish disposition, who
wanted to use the agencies of
folk tradition to get almost at
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{imes a campyfsurrealism, and
did it brillianily, But because he
was al a time and place where
all these factors had politicat
content, he became immensely

_political. Someone like Emily

Dickinson certainly wasp’t
avoiding politics, but because
she lived in her room and didn't
come out all that often, people
presume she was not interested,
although | always felt she was
intensely political. W's hard to
say — the point is that each
person has a life, has to deal
with other people, and being an
artist might change the
judgement for the persons who
are thinking about the writing,
bul it wouldn't make a hell of a
lot of difference in the life itself.

DR: Have you ever wrilten a
poem about a political issue by
first thinking, “¥m going to write
about this or that issue?”

RC: The closest thing 1 can
think of immediately is a poem
cailled, “Desuliory Days,” which
was written, literally, at the
request of an old friend, Peter
Warshall, who was one of the
advisory editors for the
Coerolution Quarterly, which
was an of{spring of the Whole
Earth Catalog. They were asking

“It wasn’t simply sexual
innuendo, it was the
imagination of the world
and the demonstration of
the world’s constitution
that was hard to take,
however true.”

a number of people who were
most identified with the sixties
to make some comment or make
some confribution relevant to
their senses of the seventies. |
wrote “Desultory Days,” which
really has to do with America's
separation from the rest of the



world...the isolation and weird
cultural loneliness the country
sometimes experiences. It's
certainly a poiitical poem, and it
was writien on order for that
interest, but during the Vietnam
war, which was a time | would
love 1o have been more overtly
political in my poetry, | think
there was [only] one poem,
called “For No Clear Reason.”
The point is that was the only
thing that could be cailed
“political,” with very few
exceptions.

“Iin the 1940s] we were
variously arguing against
the orthodoxy, the sense
of poems as being
absolutely constructed,
facts of classical model,
and this was particularly
true of Allen [Ginsberg]
and myself, or Ashbery, or
Robert Bly or Frank
O’Hara, or the whole
spectrum.”

DR: | wonder why it furned out
that way?

RC: | just could not get things
moving in that concentration or
vocabulary; it was not an idiom
or emotional context | could find
purchase in, | couldn't work with
it, it's one of the many things |
can't do.,

DR: | guess there has to be an
emotional involvement or direct
experience with a subject to
write about it.

RC: Something that translates
into its vocabulary and applies
to its vocabulary. | guess there
must be similar dilemmas-for,
say, people working in
photography — whatever it is
that makes a great
photographer, such action is not
theirs.

DR: What social and political
issues interest you today?

RC: | live part of the year in
Maine, and there, recently, the
question of dump sites for
nuclear waste was a large one.
The state’s dependence on
nuclear reactors for power,
that's a very harsh

one —because it is a poor siate,
it is subject to use by federal or
state disposition that can be
very hostile and overwhelming.
it's not easy to avoid a simple
and immediate pessimism, when
one considers the brutality we
must deal with—the cost of
living, the imagination of the
world has shrunk, the sense that
we are returning to a kind of
*30s or '40s isolationism, the
incredible amounts of money
committed to military
production, the inability to deal
with toxic wastes, etc. And
living in Maine, we now have the
awful effects of acid fog, which
is so immediate that you come
back after being away for three
or four months and you just see
dead trees everywhere —it's
terrifying. Forests are so subject
to abnormal stresses that they
are affected by a whole range of
viral infections, such as the elm
trees suffered, and apparently
the maples and chestnuts are
following a similar pattern. So,
you can see the physical world
really being battered, and you
see the most idiotic

madness —like the arming of the
Contras —the real dilemma for
an honest human being is how
to do something about it.

DR: Do you feel artists are
attempting to approach any of
these problems in their art?

RC: The damn problem is that
there is such a terrified
conservatism, not only in the
young, but equally shared by
others, so fearful of losing
everything that they are willing
to give up as much as they
imagine they can give up to
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have stabllity. As Ed Dorn was
saying about Margaret Thatcher,
Heath, the previous conservative
prime minister, came from a
tradition that still feit that those
who have are responsible to
those who have not. So, you
could certainly reduce
expenditures, but you could not
entirely remove public provision
for the indigent or those who
were unemployed, because that
was the obligation of those who
were privileged to the
underprivileged. Margaret
Thatcher has no such limit—her
philesophy is bleakly simple — if
you don't have, you don't get!

DR: it's particularly troublesome
when you want te approach
these subjects through the
creative process, yet it doesn't
somehow...

RAC: Engage your feelings. Yes,
Dan, you know as a lawyer,
unless you can get a common
ground that can be grasped and
recognized and can work in the
heads of more than just
onegself...[then] that's it!

DR: When you attend readings
or read the work of
inexperienced poets, what

“It really doesn’t have to
do with what we were
thinking politically or
socially, it has to do with
a sense of a cataclysmic
war [World War ll], and a
lot of social confusion, in
the sense that the world
has to be re-thought, re-
constituted.”

mistakes do you commonly
find?

RC: Well, they're not
mistakes —1 guess one would be
the attempt to design toco
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completely, to be tco much in
control. There's a great phrase
of Pound's from an early poem
of his —*“l had over-prepared the
event.” It's like holding it too
tight and not letting it move in
its own determination, not
letting it take you

anywhere — like a dog you're
trying to over-control. And that's
a subtie one, it's very hard to
know —it’s a matter of relaxing
and feeling confidence. The
other common situation |
encounter is the disposition
that's fearful of belng
influenced. And that is really
bizarre —an attitude that doesgn’t
really want to read much else or
hear much else for fear that the
originality of its own possibility
or writing will somehow be lost.

DR: Do you encounter that in
many poets?

“The damn probiem is that
there is such a terrified
conservatism, not only in
the young, but equally
shared by others, so
fearful of losing
everything that they are
willing to give up as much
as they imagine they can
give up to have stability.”

RC: Yes, I've had people actually
say that they didn't want to read
for fear they would be
influenced. | think of musicians,
characteristically, who listen fo
as much as they can possibly
get a hold of and really flood
their heads with all tha’s been
done to get all of the stimulus
possible, It isn't that these
previous solutions [in other

work] are going to work for you,
but they're going to save you
alot of time. So, as Pound said,
you flood your head with as
much of it as you can bear, of
the finest cadence you can get
a hold of, | think that's basic
instruction.

DR: Are there any postic
devices that you particularly
enjoy or prefer?

RC: | always love the quatrain
as a kind of...like going home,
It's a very comforable base for
me. [ come and go from it a o1,
but it always feels very famitiar
and common—| love ils
commonnass. And | love classic
syncopation, | like jazz, | love
idiom, [ like things people say,
the common, bright comforable
idiom —if you can get something
of that nature to worl freshly in
poetry, it's really terrific.
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