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The Retreat M aste r Ta lked 
About Pur i ty a n d  I L i ste ned 

Eloise Klein Healy 

I could not let myself know and the priest said 
we l l ,  yes, i t  is  a sin but more than that 
it's a cheap im i tation of someth ing e lse 
but I could not let myself know 
the hot swel l i ng was not g u i lt since by then 
remembering mouths and b l ind tongues in  their dark touching 
made my whole body order i tself to s i t  
up very calmly and stra ight ahead 
look at the priest and not look 
right or left or i t  wou ld seem to the others 
that I knew in a way I shou ldn' t  know 
what he was ta lk ing about 
and knew more about g u i l t than I cou ld say 
and could not say no to what I d id. 

Tongues, how kiss ing began standing then s itting  
with the top down and sea air and the k i sses 
moving to the th roat, the deep spot on the neck, 
the tongue there, and the priest in my m i nd 
with h is  tong ue saying, 
we know what i t's  a cheap im itat ion of 
and the hand s l id ing  from the wheel to my b louse, 
brus h ing  my breast, touch ing my shou lder, 
I cou ld not let myself know it or stop it, 
my breast where J esus would have la in  as a baby, 
the priest saying J esus wanted us pure as a baby, 
that k iss ing a boy shou ldn't  make a g i rl feel d i fferent 
than kiss ing a telephone po le 
and I thou ght of the B lessed M other 
and if her l i ps wou ld  chastely press that wood 
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but how a tongue could send words along wi res 
connect ing straight to that spot in my lap, 
felt i t  start with the tongue 
and scared as the bra s l ipped over my n i pples, 
wh i le  under my hand, my hand under his hand 
press ing my hand, I could not get away, 
c losed my eyes tighter, opened, my hand on hard cloth 
then curl i ng hairs and what I had not seen, 
and h i m  touch ing my l eg and the priest sayi ng 
it was my fau lt 
that this might happen if I kissed 
or held or let those fee l ings for a boy fool me. 

So I could not let myself know I knew 
the warmth started f i rst, then the wet h e  rubbed 
in the wet and I felt my body press ing me 
and the 'priest said th is k ind of touch ing 
was for  married people on ly and I felt a married fee l ing 
as f ingers moved in  and out of me 
whi le I thought no a l l  the t ime and cou ld not let myself know 
in my body' s hot l u rch u nder a boy's f ingers 
that I wanted that married fee l i ng  in my tongue, 
on my tong ue a heavy flesh my mouth knew 
was no s ubstitute for someth ing else 
l ike the feel ing I was not supposed to know spurting into a kleenex 
and because it was wrong never into me. 
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You M ust Cha n g e  Your Li fe 
from "The Torso o f  Apollo" 
-Ri lke 

Eloise Klein Healy 

The stories say you r  animal 
will tel l you what you m ust d o. 
The tale from N icaragua adds this:  
that l i fe i n  the city is  cleaned of  the animal 
and you must go to the trees 
so your an imal can tell you what to change. 

When I write about trees 
I know I'm talking  about l ove. 

My an imal is a tree 
and my trees are birds 
and my b irds are animals 
who burst from their wa lking 
into a sky waiting for this transformation 
as if it had n oth ing else to d o  
b u t  receive. 

Whenever I change my l i fe 
I ask myself have I l istened 
to the right breezes. 
They are the tongues of all tongues 
and tile laughing enemies of al l  borders. 

Have I l istened enough 
beyond my f i rs t  knowledge 
that my animal  
is  the largest of plants? 
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E l o i se K l e i n  H ea ly: 
An I nte rv i ew 

Marlene Pearson 

North ridge Review: I n  you r  poem, " A  M i le Out of  Town" you 
said that as a ch i ld you were: 

Gene Autry and Roy Rogers, 
A footbal l  player in wh ite sandals, . . .  
A runn ing bedragg l ed Pygmy in  loose curls ,  . . .  
A l l  of it beg i n n i n g  to be a poet. 

When and how d id  the poet beg i n? 

Eloise Klein H ea ly: Weil l don't know that it happened a l l  of 
a sudden i n  one day. But  I was just talk ing to a friend of m ine 
about th is yesterday, another writer friend, and what we both 
came up with was that we real ly  l i ke words and that's why we 
are invo lved with writ ing i n  some way because bas ical ly, 
even beyond stories or even beyond poems, we l i ke the fact 
that there are words, and with words you make up real ity. 
When I was very smal l ,  my mother read to me a l l  of the t ime. I 
th ink  that it became a fact of my l ife that I knew that there was 
another real ity that words dealt with. That has always been 
part of my existence, the fact that there is what you l ive and 
there is  what you say about it ,  and then there is  how you say it 
which then makes it another real i ty al l together. N ot that it 
isn't true. I 'm not sayin g  that it changes the real ity, but I mean 
that when you start to make those dec is ions about what you 
wi l l  say and how you w i l l  say it, that transforms real ity i n  
certain ways, and makes i t  another k ind o f  real ity. I th i n k  that 
has always been developing in me since I was l i tt le, s ince I 
learned that words do that. N ow some people learn that 
drawing does that, or pai nt ing does that or  s i ng ing  or p laying 
a mus ical instru ment. B ut for a poet it' s defin itely that words 
do that. 

N R: What d id your mother read to you when you were a chi ld? 

EH: R obert Lou is  Stevenson's, A Child's Garden of Verses. 
That' s primari ly what I remember. This was a l l  before I was 
two years old.  As soon as I could learn to read, I was off on my 
own read ing.  It was to me the g reatest experience in l i fe-
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learn ing  to read and learn ing to write. It was abso l utely 
wonderful .  I d ied to learn handwrit ing.  That was my g oal in 
l ife. I t  seemed l i ke the most th ri l l i ng  th ing to be able to do, to 
do what was in those books. I was very d isappo inted when I 
went into the fi rst g rade and I found out that you d id n' t  do 
handwrit ing unti l  the second g rade. I cou ld see no reason to 
stay. I knew pri nt ing. Why sit  there for a whole year whi le  they 
did print ing? 

N R: You mentioned going through an experience then trans­
form ing it i nto words. H ow successfu l  are you in chan g i ng 
words i nto a new real i ty? 

EH:  I th ink  what I f ind happen ing is  that even the best poem is 
not exactly what happened. And that's a l right because I th ink  
there is  no " exactly the  way it happens" in  the  world. J ust to 
remember an event alters it in some way because you don't 
have the whole th ing go ing on. You r  memory and you r  
predisposit ion tend t o  want t o  know certain  th ings more than 
others. You start to shape that experience in  un ique ways. I 
th i n k  that a poem is successfu l when there is some k ind of a 
balance struck between what I thought I wanted to tal k  about 
and what I eventua l ly tal ked about. I th i nk that every poem is a 
compromise. There is noth ing that is real ly pure rendering of 
an experience. I t' s  not that way. I t' s  always a l i tt le bit shaped. 
Somet imes it 's even better. I t' s  poss ib le  that the way I would 
say it g ives another d i mension to it .  I t  makes it more 
understandable to another person. I t  puts a color ing on it that 
maybe wasn't apparent in the fi rst p lace. 

N R: H ow does the v isual  affect your  writ ing, such as artwork 
or painti ngs? 

EH: I have a lot of friends who are v isual artists. I pri nted a 
couple of broad sheets of my poems, and i nvo lved in that is  
des ign ,  color cho ice of i nks, the i l l ustrat ion. I 've done a lot of  
photog raphy, so I th ink  that the v isual  e lement is  real ly  there 
al l of the time. And I ' ve worked with a lot of v isual artists who 
wanted to put writ ing into the i r  work so I th ink that there is 
quite a lot of crossover between the art forms. And maybe the 
way that we study them in  school causes our arbitrary 
div is ions to occur. But  if you look at the l ives of painters and 
writers, often pai nters write things and writers draw. J ames 
Thurber, for example, i l l ustrated lots of th ings .  Also, W i l l iam 
B lake spent h is  whole l i fe as a work ing artist. So it isn't  that 
these art forms are real ly ever separate. I t' s  the way that we 
deal with them that's separate. It separates us in a way that is 
total ly u nnecessary. I n  fact I th ink we see in our  own ti me very 
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interest ing resynthesizi ng in  something l i ke performance art 
i n  which people who are interested in theatre and i n  visual 
presentation and in  writing  take al l  those parts and put them 
back together and say "why can't one person make al l  of 
those th ings?" Why not? What' s  the big d eal about it. You are 
vision i ng someth i ng, you are seeing someth ing .  Why can't 
you also deal with all of the forms that it m ight appear in? I 
wou ld  l i ke to do that a lot more myself. 

N R: How do you i n itiate a poem? 

EH: I th ink that I just try and cause someth i ng .  Then I see 
where it w i l l  go. That's one way of doing it. For example, the 
Artemis poems that I 'm writing, I had an idea. But I d idn' t  
know what it was going to turn out to be.  I on ly knew that I was 
interested in that goddess figu re as she appeared in a lot of 
different cu ltures. Actual ly, I d idn't start out with Artemis.  I 
started out with Diana because her name and even the 
l ingu istic e lements of her name come from an older time than 
the Roman t ime. As I started to research that, I thought wel l ,  
i nstead of  Diana what I rea l ly  want to  do i s  take a look at 
Artemis because I was i nterested in  the hu ntress aspect-the 
solitary h unter. And then I started to do research on her and I 
began to understand why I had gone that way. I t was because 
in my own l ife I was tryi ng to find out what sol itude meant. So 
there was someth ing in there that was drawing me and 
making me be interested. So I caused myself to have 
someth ing happen. I 've done that a lot of t imes w ith certain 
projects where I have started and then I fol lowed it. I t's  l ike 
you throw a path out in front of yourself and you don't qu ite 
know where you put it. Does that make sense? 

N R: I n  order to accompl ish that you must need t ime and 
space. Virg in ia  Woolf said that a woman needs a room of her 
own in order to f ind th is so l itude you seem to be talk ing about. 
Once you mentioned that some women f ind the sol itude to 
create in thei r cars. A lot of your  poems make references to 
driving. Where is your room? I s  it, sometimes, in you r car? 

EH: Going in between th ings has been often where I am. 
There is a lot of time spent in between.  I th ink  that is  a time that 
a lot of poems in A Packet B eating Like A Heart tend to 
explore. I ' l l  be th ink ing about something and the actual 
physical c i rcumstances of my l ife are in an automobi le. So 
the pressure of those two things together makes one be the 
metaphorical vehic le for the other one. I th i n k  that is proven 
then by what happens in Ordinary Wisdom because I ' m  out i n  
a p lace where I ' m  tota l ly  i n  the country and I ' m  isolated from 
every body. I don't have e lectricity. The poems al l  sound l i ke 
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they come out of a place l i ke that. They're contemplative. 
They aren't fast. The lang uage is very steady and s mooth. 
Noth ing i s  be ing pi led u p. There aren't a lot of consonants 
popping  up against each other. The form is  much more 
trad it ional .  I real ly th ink that poets are very much c reatures of 
place. Look at someone l i ke R i chard H ug o  who was up i n  
Montana writ ing. The whole story of h is  l i fe i s  being worked 
out in cou ntry bars and p laces that have burned down and 
old towns and f ish that he's caught and streams that he has 
waded in  and long h ig hways that he's driven on. Those 
places become what carry the m essage. I th ink  that work ing 
in Los Angeles,  you are go ing to have a lot of that in  there. You 
can't help but have some cars in you r  l i fe. 

N R: When do you do most of you r  writ ing? 

EH:  Whenever I can. Sometimes I can get a day a week now, 
but that's pretty hard-to get a whole day. I took last su mmer 
off and wrote and that was g reat. I j ust had s ix or seven weeks 
of u n interru pted t ime in which a l l  I had to do was wander 
around my house and do whatever I wanted. I d idn't  have to 
be anywhere. I d idn't have to cal l  anybody back because I 
turned on the answering machine and said I 'm  not really 
ava i lable much at al l to anybody. And it  was wonderfu l .  
Because I f ind out that when I have ti me, I do write. I t' s  not that 
I have a writ ing block at the moment. I t' s  that I have a work 
block. I have a lot of th ings that I have to do and I can't write as 
much as I want. 

N R: What k ind of inf luence has teach ing had on your  writ ing? 

EH: Wel l , I think that I tend to want to be very clear. I 've been 
teach i ng for twenty years as of next year. I understand how 
people understand th i ngs because I 've taug ht lots of d ifferent 
kinds of brains .  When I write a poem, it' s real ly i m portant to 
me that people u nderstand me. I know that in some theoreti­
cal c i rc les that is a k ind of stu pid notion-being understood 
in that way is not an i mportant c rit ical test to some people. I 
th ink i t' s  not only because I have taught a lot, I th ink it i s  
because when I was a kid I g rew u p  i n  a restau rant. I learned 
that you deal with whoever comes i n. Life is deal ing with lots 
of d ifferent k inds of people-not j ust people who have had 
poetry c lasses, or not just people who have co l lege educa­
tions, but just people. I don't th ink i t' s  bad that my poetry i s  
pretty much  understood by people who don't know anyth i ng 
about poetry. I n  fact I k ind of l i ke the fact that if somebody 
reads my poetry he or s he gets a notion that maybe they can 
understand it  o r  maybe that even they cou ld write someth ing .  
There's a lot of e l i t i sm in  what k ind of  aud ience you want to 
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aim for. I th ink  that th is is  one of the th ings, particu larly in  
America, that we shou ld  look at a l ittle  more in  terms o f  the 
way we deal with art. We make art very far removed from most 
people's experience. I th i n k  that is  an i mportant experience 
for h u man beings to have- not just that they look at 
someth ing, but that they would l i ke to do it too. 1 th ink  that the 
Olympics proved that on the level of sport. I f  you look at all of 
these wonderfu l ,  wel l-trai ned ath letes then maybe the next 
t ime you go to the gym you have a fee l ing about why you do it. 

N R: Did the O lym pics have anyth ing to do with your choice of 
Artem is? 

EH: N o, but I th ink  that it d id do someth ing about the way 1 
looked at the female ath letes because I 'm real ly  interested 
with the Artemis fig u re in deal ing  with someone who is  
muscu lar, physical, so l i tary, a hunter who basical ly owns the 
woods. You know the Robert Frost poem ask ing whose 
woods are these? Those woods are Artem is' woods. There's 
no doubt about it. 

N R: Did you work with J udy G rahn in the idea of myth? 

EH: She used to be my neigh bor. She l ived down the street 
from me for about a year. N ow, she is my fr iend although she 
l ives in  the Bay area. We don't see each other as m uch but we 
talk on the phone pretty reg u larly. I have a very good 
relationsh i p  with her, not on ly  as a friend but as a poet. We do 
talk about things that relate to poetry-how we f ind th ings out 
orwhat we think is i m portantto be doi ng. I t' s  fun ny, i t' s  not l i ke 
some snazzy salon tal k. I t's  l i ke going down the road or go ing 
to the ai rport, or going to the g rocery store. I t's  just normal tal k  
about what i s  i t  that you do o r  what d i d  you read. She' s  a very 
generous person. I n  fact, most of the people that I know who 
are poets are extremely generous. She knows that I 'm 
working on Artemis so she gave me some references in  a 
book that she has j ust written. She said I should look i nto 
these two people; they are probably Artemis f igures. I 'm 
look ing for  a certain th ing for  her that she wants to  know. My 
job is  to try to find a certa in  book for her because J udy needs 
that footnote. Those k inds of connections are reg u lar  dai ly 
l ife connections and they are also qu ite marvelous. 

N R: J udy G rahn has been inf luenced by Adrienne R ich. H as 
the "common lang uage" theme infl uenced your  writ i ng? 

EH: Oh yes. I don't th i n k  that there is  any way that if you are a 
woman writ ing these days that you can avoid the issue. And if 
you do avoid the issue, I th ink  it is  probably bad for you 
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because i t  is  an issue i n  the world. I t' s  as real as sayi ng that 
we have problems with nuc lear war. I t's  someth ing that's 
here, that's been raised, the power rat io  between men and 
women is ,  and has been, terri bly inequ itab le, and that has 
done someth ing to form the way both men and women are. It 
hasn't been good for either s ide. I f  you don't add ress that as 
an issue in  you r  work in  some way, I don't know what world 
you are in. I th ink that I have often felt the pressure of some of 
the topics that other women poets have written about when I 
have had noth ing to say about those topics, or I haven't 
known what I thought and I wou ld  start to explore it. In a bad 
way I wou ld  feel  that I had a respons ib i l ity to deal with that 
topic along s i m i lar l i nes. That can be pretty restrictive. I know 
that I 've said that you have to deal with these iss ues, but I 
want to make a f ine d isti nction. It gets to be restrictive when I 
th ink  that I have to deal with the issue i n  the same way they a l l  
d id. What i f  I even have a d ifferent attitude? Because there is  
such a th ing in  the movement as being pol itical ly correct. You 
say " PC" to a practicing fem i n ist and she' s  going to know 
what you' re talk ing about. There have been lots of po l it ica l ly 
correct th i ngs to do and lots of pol it ica l ly incorrect th ings to 
do-th i ng s  to say, th ings to th ink, th ings to wear, places to be. 
It' s l i ke any other movement, it's no d ifferent. So for a wh i le  
there were lots of poems about moons. I thought what i n  he l l  
do I know about the moon? So I started, qu ite fortu itous ly, 
l iv ing accord ing to the moon instead of the calendar. I d id 
that for a whi le. I l ived from fu l l  moon to fu l l  moon, and I tried 
not to th ink of whether it was the f i rst week of the month or  the 
second week of the month. In fact I j ust got a moon calendar 
as a present for next year. So I think maybe I ' l l  go  back on the 
" moon calendar'' and see what that' s about. I t's  a very 
different way of structur ing you r  t ime. It has an actual ,  
phys ical affect on the way you th ink o r  feel .  

N R: Do you fee l a pressure to deal with fem i n ist topics? 

EH: J ust l i ke anybody else there have been th ings that I 
haven't part icu larly wanted to th i n k  about, and then there is  
that added th ing of we l l ,  maybe I ' m  go ing to have to write 
about this. I don't th ink a consciousness change ever stops, 
and once you learn someth ing it g radual ly leads you to 
understand that you have to learn someth ing else as wel l .  
There have been so many wonderfu l  books that have come 
out by women poets in  the last ten years that it has just been a 
barrage of th ings to deal w ith. There are people who are 
standing up and saying "Th ink  about this !" I t' s  not always 
easy to then res pond and say, okay I ' l l  th ink  about that and I ' l l  
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try to g ive you someth ing back about that. I t's  tough. B ut I feel 
that I had to do a tremendous amount of reach ing and 
stri pping stuff away j ust to respond. Whether or  not I have 
been successfu l  i n  my poems, I don't know. I can't always say 
that, but just to even have that stuff work ing,  it may not even 
show up in a poem yet. I don't know. I rea l ly be l ieve in an 
archeology of poetry. So many th ings are in layers and even 
to get to where you want to go, you m ight have to write th i rty 
layers down to the th i n g  that you rea l ly want to tal k  about. So I 
th ink  that these topics have pus hed me through some layers 
that I had to go into. 

N R: I noticed in Ordinary Wisdom that you picked Oriental 
characters which then i n itiated a poem for you. Do you sti l l  
look for th ings to in itiate you r  writ ing? 

EH: With the project that I 'm work ing on, the Artemis poems, I 
haven't had to worry too much about what I ' m  going to write 
about. I 've had th ings that have caused me to write about 
certain  subjects. N ow I have a backlog of topics that I have 
started for myself that I have never gotten a chance to f in ish.  I 
think that I said at my last read ing that I was doing an 
exploration of my fami ly, where they had come from, what 
kind of cu ltural heritage I had being raised as a wh ite person 
in  America. And i t  opened up to me after starti ng to do it, 
actual ly going to my parent's house with a tape recorder and 
asking about things and tal k ing about people who I re­
membered but, being a ch i ld ,  not knowing much about those 
people.  So I had my im pressions and my parents knew 
things. I was also trying to f ind out a lot about my g rand­
parents and my great grandparents. I d idn't have a lot of 
fami l iarity with some of them. So I have a l l  of that other stuff 
yet that I haven't even gotten f in ished. I don't know if I '  II ever 
get to even work on it a lot. B ut I 'm not fee l ing lost for topics 
currently. 

N R: There is a b road d ivergence of form and content in your 
two latest books, A Packet Beating Like A Heart and Ordinary 
Wisdom. How do you account for th is? 

EH: I n  the first place, A Packet Beating Like A Heart was 
written largely in Los Angeles, a major u rban area. At that time 
in my l ife I was streaki ng around everywhere. I had a lot of 
turmo i l  go ing on. And I th ink  that i s  very apparent. It's a book 
about a lot of d isappoi ntments in a way. I t  was also a book 
that was put togethe r  as a co l lection of poems. I t  was not 
written according to a plan. I t  came out of s ixty some pages 
and the script was orig i na l ly about twice that large. So these 
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poems came together because the pub l i shers and I decided 
that these poems h ad some relationsh i p  with each other i n  
that way. They represented a person in  a n  u rban s ituation 
doi ng certai n  th ings, and dea l ing  with certai n  i ssues. 

N R: And not accord ing  to chronology. 

EH:  N o, they are not c h ronolog ical. I t's  how they each s it with 
each other. The other  book, Ordinary Wisdom was written in  a 
six week period of t ime. I was i n  a tota l ly  rural s ituat ion. I had a 
plan that I wanted to fo l low. I had def in ite bou ndaries of what 
was go ing to be i n  there. Also, my l ife was very d i fferent 
althoug h I don't th ink  that the turmo i l  I was going through in  
my l ife when that book was written is  evident. I th ink, i nstead, 
that sounds l ike it's coming from a person who has rea l ly  got 
a lot of th i ngs settled, though I d idn't fee l that. I was al most on 
the way to havi ng some stuff settled, but probably I knew that 
it was sett led unconscious ly. That's why those two books are 
so d ifferent. They were made out of totally d i fferent cloth. 

N R: You have near the center of Ordinary Wisdom, a poem, 
" Making a Sacrifice." Th i s  was a d isqu iet ing poem to me. 

EH: Yes. When I was down there, one of the th ings on my 
mind was prayer. I don't know why. I was th inking about the 
way people pray and why they do it .  And that's a poem that is 
supposed to encaps ulate everyth ing.  But i t' s  a big job for one 
l itt le poem. I don't even know i f  i t  gets anywhere near it, but I 
was th ink ing more about the w i lder, pr imi tive aspects of 
prayer i n  which you take someth ing that is real im portant to 
you and you k i l l  it for somebody e lse. That's very far removed 
from the kind of nam by-pamby prayers that we now have in 
most of our  re l ig ions. L ike that poem says, " Prayers are 
easier./ they don't spl u rt blood al l over the b ushes/ and the 
stone steps." I was read ing a lot about rel ig ions that used 
an i ma l  sacrif ice. I was th inking about how some forms of 
prayer are so v io lent and immediate. You can look at them 
and you can see what they' re about. I th i n k  that the prayers we 
have are unclear. You don't know what they are about. They 
don't say anyth i ng. 

N R: I n  your  poem, " Dear Fr iend, My Priest," the speaker says, 
"You belong to a smal l god." What part does rel ig ion play in  
you r  poetry? 

EH:  I t  p lays a b ig part. I t h ink  it 's one of those pressures i n  
one's l ife t o  behave in  certa in  ways. I went t o  Catho l ic  school 
every year of my l i fe but one. I went to g rammar school ,  h igh  
school , col lege, and g raduate school .  I have a theology 
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minor. I know a lot about rel ig ion. I even, in  my senior  year, 
considered going into a rel ig ious order. I also suffered a g reat 
disappoi ntment in the whole set-up. I found that there's a b ig 
difference between what the church says and what it does. 
And I, for one, am not go ing to bel ieve it anymore. So my 
involvement with i nstitutional rel i g ion ended at that point. 
Now, th is is not to say that I don' t  have a lot of spi ritual 
interests. I do have a lot of those ki nds of i nterests, but I have 
felt that the rel ig ion from my ch i ldhood was very repressive, 
very much d i rected toward bu i ld ing a complacence and a 
rote rel ig ious feel ing .  I j u st th ink  that's not what I want to do 
with any kind of sp i ritua l i ty that I have. 

N R: I see a med itative qual ity in Ordinary Wisdom. Does 
Eastern rel i g ion play a role in your th i nk i ng? 

EH: Yes, I have read a lot of stuff about Eastern re l ig ion .  I 
have had many friends who have been invo lved in various 
meditative med i ums. I have some other fr iends who have 
been i nvolved i n  Buddh ist practices. I have taken Aikido 
which is a martial art that's very sp i ritual and a tota l ly  non­
violent martial  art. I t  has a lot to do with gett ing th i ngs i n  the 
un iverse i nto a proper relat ionsh ip. You put forces i nto 
balance. I th ink  that's a lot more interest ing way to talk about 
rel i g ion. I 've read a lot of Ch inese poetry, J apanese poetry, 
and I ' m  sure that has had an inf luence. 

N R: Was that part of your plan in Ordinary Wisdom s i nce you 
were us ing the Chinese ideograms. 

EH: I made a plan to do it, then I had to f igu re out how to do it. 
Actual ly  I kind of did i t  backwards. I went to China after I wrote 
that book. I don't always do th i ngs sequential ly. 

N R: Do the poems make the i r  own form? 

EH: Yes. For example, in  A Packet B eating Like A Heart the 
l i nes are real ly long, the poetry is  real ly  dense. If you look at it 
on the page it  a lmost loo ks l i ke it 's prose. At that poin t  I was 
just try ing to ru n real long l i nes out because I had a lot to say 
and it was rush ing out even though it wasn't being written in a 
rush. A couple of those poems in there took a lmost a year, but 
they look l i ke someone j ust  went " bam, bam, bam, bam." B ut 
ifs not true. Those l i nes got constructed word by word by 
word. But when I read them what I wanted them to sound l i ke 
was th is  b ig rush of emotion, energy or crazi ness. Then there 
have been t imes when I rea l ly wanted to write l itt le t iny skinny 
poems. B ut for me that's the rarest th ing of a l l. I bas ical ly  don't 
l ike l i tt le sk inny things. 
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N R: So it's very important to you how a poem looks? 

EH: Yes. And I also don't l i ke to indent much. I always want to 
go right over to that left marg in  for some reason. I don't know 
why it i s  but I f ind that very few of my poems have anyth ing  
that's k ind  of  i n  the middle ,  then over atthe edge, then back in  
the m idd le. 

N R: Do you feel that poetry is  a verbal art form or a written art 
form? 

EH:  Wel l ,  I rea l ly  tend to th ink of poetry as verbal most of the 
time. I tend to th ink  of the sound effect of poems. That's what I 
th ink of f i rst. Then what it looks l i ke on the page is second. 
That's another d istingu ish ing factor between A Packet Beat­
ing Like A Heart and Ordinary Wisdom. I have always had a 
fee l ing  that Ordinary Wisdom is a book that's meant to be 
read by the reader and not necessari ly heard.  Even when the 
book f i rst came out, I d id n' t  l i ke to read it a loud at read ings.  I 
felt that they were qu ieter and t in ier and more vulnerable and 
it was almost as though they shou ldn't be so loud. But I real l y  
bel ieve i n  my own l ife as  a poet that I l i ke to  g o  out  and read 
poems. I always f ind that I do want to go out and I do want to 
take th ings to where people are. I do want people to hear. I 
th ink  that is another factor i n  why I l i ke to write things that are 
fai rly clear. I wou ld  l i ke people to be able to u nderstand i t  
when they hear it. That wi l l  set me u p  for  judgement because 
many people don't fee l that way. That m ight make a poem 
much too easy and therefore it's kind of l i ke a throw away 
poem. My answer to that is that any poem I take out to a 
read ing ,  I also know that if someone reads it and starts to look 
into it they are going to f ind more than j ust that top level. 

N R: Do you consciously strive for u nderstatement? 

EH: N o. I just conscious ly strive to tel l  the truth about a 
situat ion.  

N R: Do you work at the typewriter? 

EH:  Very rarely. B ut with these Artemis p ieces, they've a l l  
been done on a typewriter. I wrote the first one in  penc i l. I was 
exerc is ing and th is idea came into my head and I thought, Oh 
God,  I 've got to stop exerc is ing and write th is th ing down. I 
real ly d idn't  want to. I wanted to f in ish my exerc is ing ,  then I 
wanted to go work. B ut then I thought oh no, I 'd better g o  do it. 
So I g ot up and wrote some of it down, then went back to do 
some more sit u ps. F ina l ly  I thought, no more exerc is ing for 
today. I went downsta irs and put some paper in  the typewriter 
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and I d id five pages. I j ust stayed there for the next th ree 
hours. Sometimes I 'd  just s i t  around, look out the window, 
then write some m ore. F inal ly, after four hours I decided that I 
just had to stop. But I very rarely do that; so that too is a new 
fee l ing and I don' t  know where that comes from. 

N R: Virg in ia  Woolf said she needed q u iet during periods of 
writ ing so the character could l ive. Does a fictional character 
l ive with you through the day? H ow does she assume 
herself? 

EH: Sometimes I try and say to myself what's going on rig ht 
now to get a fee l ing for it. I ' m  trying to let myse lf know that I 
real ly don't know what's happening but that I l i ke it. I try to 
leave it a lone to the degree that I don't th ink  I have to start 
making it be someth ing.  I pay attention to the fact that I have 
an idea, that I know what it's  about and I don't push it. At the 
same time I tel l  myself to work on it, which is  d ifferent. Don't 
push it, but work on it. 

N R: Do th i ngs happen in you that change your poetry or are 
you changed from looking at you r  poetry? 

EH: Both of those th ings have happened. I have written stuff 
that I didn't know what in the world it was about, then after I 
read it I thought, my goodness, look what I have said, look 
what I have been th inking about and working on i n  myself. 
Whafs this? And other t imes it has been the oppos ite way. I 
th ink  that I 've experienced both ways. I don't necessari l y  
prefer o n e  over the other. I ' m  wi l l i ng t o  take whatever I can 
get. 

N R: I n  your  Artemis poems, did you do extens ive research, 
and if so, where? 

EH: There are certa in  d ictionaries of gods and goddesses. 
Also, I pay attention to art. I rea l ly  want to look at G reek vases 
and statuary and get a sense of what Artemis was wearing, 
who was with her. Beside dogs; what other animals are 
associated with Artemis? These kinds of th ings are what 
concern me. I tal k  to people and ask, "What do you know 
about Artem is?" I i nterview people. I ask, "What do you th ink  
about h u nting? What do you th ink  you are h u nting?" Th i ngs 
l i ke that. I t  doesn't real ly matter where I get my information. 
Often one book wil l  lead to another. lfs kind of l i ke doing a 
term paper on ly I don't have to keep myself with i n  any 
bou ndaries. There's as m uch fortu i tous gett ing off the path as 
there is staying on it. I just try to g o. 

N R: You mention dogs i n  several of your  poems as i n  "A M i le 
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Out of Town": "There was always a half- breed dog/ to fo l low 
me home." Was there real ly a mongrel that fol lowed you 
home when you were a ch i ld  as you write about in  your  
poems? 

EH:  I always had dogs that were made out of who knows what 
because I l ived in a farm ing commun ity, and people d i d  not 
have dogs as pets as m uch as they had dogs that worked on 
the farm e ither to  he lp bring the cows in  or to  guard the 
property. Cats were not pets. They were there to d eal with the 
rodent population in  the corn b ins. Where I come from the 
an imals worked. A purebred dog wou ldn't have a place in  th is 
kind of commun ity because it couldn't  work. You have to 
have animals that are stu rdy and hefty and can be out i n  the 
cold weather. That is  where I learned about dogs. I just l i ke 
the way dogs approach l i fe. They tend to be kind of relaxed in  
most instances. They do the i r  job as  dogs, but  they l i ke to 
hang around a lot. They also have an interest ing approach to 
going p laces. They go r ight where their  noses go. I th ink  that 
maybe that's what I try to do when I get myself loose enough 
to write poetry. What' s  interest ing to me is  to just put my nose 
down to where the scent is  and just go. 

N R: Do you write fiction at a l l? 

EH: I 'm  starting to. I d idn' t  th i n k  I was o ld  enough to write 
fict ion for a long ti me. And now, I th ink  that I am old enough. 

N R: Why d idn't  you th ink that you were o ld enough? 

E H :  I hadn't l ived enough.  I hadn't l ived enough ways. I had 
been a good Catho l ic  g i rl for such a long ti me, and I had to 
find other ways. I had to be able to look at other people and 
rea l ly look at them. I cou ldn' t  look at them with my ideas of 
what they were doing but j ust look at them. So, in  learning to 
doth at, I 'm  going to be writ ing some fiction. I did a l ittle  bit th is  
summer. I made a comm itment to myself that I was going to at 
least start and f in ish  one story. So I d id that th is  sum mer and I 
sent it out to a couple of fr iends of mine and I 'm wait ing to get 
it back, and they are going to tel l  me what they th ink. Then I ' l l  
probably make revis ions on it. I have another story in  m i nd, 
but I th ink I haven't learned enough about it yet. I n  order to 
write about stories I have to learn about them from writ ing 
them and not from what I know about them and how they are 
supposed to be. The fi rst story that I wrote this su mmer was i n  
a very trad it ional format. There were people and they d o  
someth ing and then they do other th i ngs a n d  then there i s  a 
change i n  them. They d o  someth ing e lse. And then it's over. 
But the next th ing that I wou ld I i ke to write i s  not I i ke that at a l l .  
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I n  fact I th ink it' s probab ly much more l i ke a long prose poem. 
It's going to be cal led " Kiss i ng." I was insp i red at the Everly 
Brothers concert that I went to this su mmer when I rea l ized 
that tons of their songs are about that. 

N R: You wrote another poem with a humorous tone i nvolving 
another level of re l ig ion with k iss ing, "The Retreat M aster 
Talked about Purity and I Listened." Could you tel l us about 
that? 
E H: That i s  a dead ly serious poem. I mean, I know it' s fun ny. I 
meant it to be funny. But  at the same t ime it' s rea l ly, to me, one 
of the most serious poems I 've done in  terms of real ly  female 
experience, and also, the other issue that's in  there that's 
always an im portant issue to me is what do I know that I know 
I' m not supposed to? I th ink that's a real issue for women. 
What do I know that I ' m  not supposed to know? And I know 
that I know it when I 'm not su pposed to know it. 

N R: Don't those k ind of things awaken from poem to poem? 

EH: Yes, and s l ugging it out through your l i fe, real ly. I th ink i t  
comes in  there f i rst. I t' s  j ust hard to tel l  one's self the truth. 
There are so many things that we are trained to bel ieve that 
we are not supposed to see. We know we are not supposed to 
know them. We see them, we know them, we feel them, but 
they aren't su pposed to fit i nto our  frameworks, so we make 
them not f i t  i nto our framework. And then, I th i nk, when you get 
your consciousness raised about someth ing,  suddenly all of 
those o ld th i ngs that you have stuck somewhere, j ump out. 
And then comes the price of paying for putt ing them away 
where they didn't  belong. Everyth ing i n  my rel ig ious  train ing 
was ai med at  convi nc ing me and a l l  of  my contemporaries 
that women were to be held responsib le  for any sexual 
transgress ions that men comm itted. That's what that poem 
was about, that no matter what happened, because I was the 
g i rl ,  I was going to be responsib le, and the second part of that 
was I was not s upposed to feel anyth i ng that I was fee l i ng, 
and i f  I d id feel i t ,  I was s upposed to pretend that I d idn't  know 
it. And it seems to me, that vvith that kind of th inking, how can 
you be responsible for anyth ing because it is  a double b ind. 
You're not su pposed to do someth ing,  but in order not to do it, 
you've got to know i t, b ut you' re not supposed to know it. So 
how in the he l l  are you s upposed to f ig ure o ut what you' re 
going to do? That's l i ke taking somebody by the throat and 
l itera l ly choki ng them to death. It doesn't pay any respect to 
feel ings-only to some l i ne that gets d rawn somewhere, and 
you aren't supposed to even know that there is  a l i ne drawn. 
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At the same t ime you' re more respons ib le for where the l i ne  is .  
So that's why I th ink  that poem is  to me a very ser ious one in 
its intent. 

N R: I n  an artistic sense, do you f ind the female experience 
d ifferent from the male experience? 

EH: I th ink that it' s  d i fferent, very different. I th ink there' s even 
a d ifference in female experiences from woman to woman. I 
th ink that if you look at the k ind of writ ing that women have 
been doing in the last ten years, one thing that's going to pop 
up i mmed iately is  that there is a d i fference in female ex­
perience between lesbian poets and straight women poets i n  
terms of what kinds o f  topics each g roup may fee l i mportant 
to deal with, such as differences in language usage, in  
relation to  the topics wh ich  are  covered, d ifferent attitudes 
toward any number of th i ngs. Take a look at Adrienne Rich 's 
poetry i n  the development of her work and in  the way her 
topics are moved arou nd. Then compare her with somebody 
l i ke Denise Levertov. Those two women are havi ng very 
different experiences of the world as women. And, in that 
case, it has to do with sexual orientation in some ways. You 
can't ignore that fact. Or  look at J udy G rahn's work. She i s  
bring ing u p  a d ifferent set o f  topics. So I t h i n k  that those 
experiences are d ifferent. I don't feel that i t  is  a bad thing that 
men and women have d ifferent experi ences. I th ink that it is  a 
bad thing if we try to say a l l  writers have the same experiences 
and that there's no d ifference. 

N R: H ow do you feel about l i terary crit ic ism? Do you write 
literary critic ism you rself? 

EH:  Well ,  I do some book reviewing which I don' t necessari ly 
cal l l i terary crit ic ism,  because the th ings I write for the LA. 
Times are real ly just book reviewing. I t's  not go ing i nto very 
much depth about where th is book fits i n  the world of 
l iterature. I t' s  main ly a synopsis of the book and a way of 
tel l i ng the reader whether he or she should buy it. I have done 
some writ ing for the newspaper that comes out of N ew York 
cal led The New Women's Times and Feminist Review, and i n  
that instance I had a n  opportun ity t o  d o  a l ittle b i t  more i n  
depth study. And last year I d id  someth i n g  for a program at 
Cal State Long Beach which was about femin ist imagery i n  
the last ten years i n  relation to spatial d i mensions.  I t' s  another 
one of those areas that I 'd l i ke to do more of, but when? 

N R: You mentioned that in A Packet Beating Like A Heart you 
inc luded about half of the poems that you orig ina l ly intended. 
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Where's the other half, and have they been publ ished? 

EH: You know that' s  a real question that I 've been th ink ing 
about lately. Where are those poems? I actual ly have a pretty 
good idea of where they are. There's one poem that d idn't get 
publ ished which was tota l ly accidental. We sent it out to be 
reset because the typesetter had set it wrong.  The typesetter 
never sent it back and we d idn't notice it unti l the book was 
already publ ished. B ut I know that it had already been 
publ ished in a magazine. Some of those poems were pub­
l ished in other p laces, but I don't have much energy to get 
them together because i t  seems to me that that's over. That 
period of t ime is over. The energy that I have, and the t ime that 
I have are not enough to do that kind of project. M aybe if I ' m  
good enough, someone can do that when I ' m  dead. I t' s  not 
something that is  on my m ind, th ink ing about what wi l l  
happen after I ' m  dead. I 'm main ly th ink ing about when I 'm 
awake. That's my biggest concern. 

N R: When you write a poem that you l i ke, do you usual ly hold 
it for a col lection or  do you send it out to be publ ished. 

EH: I send them out. I try to look around and f ind someplace 
that might l i ke it. I 've got some stuff out in the mai l  r ight now, 
and I 've just had some poems accepted for an anthology that 
will be publ ished soon. I n  fact, I 'm now rev is ing some of those 
pieces. I don't send out as much as I shou ld. I t  takes t ime, so 
there's the factor of not havi ng time enough. Sometimes, i f  I 
have a day in the week to write, I wi l l  take the day to write 
rather than type up copies of poems and package them up 
and make a s ubm ission.  That's one of  the reasons that I j ust 
bought a computer. I want to get all of my poems on a 
computer so that when it comes t ime to make a subm ission I 
can cut down the steps of typ ing up the poem new orgo to the 
xerox shop to get it done. I t  w i l l  take me some time to get the 
poems on the com puter, but I th i n k  that in the long run it's 
going to make me feel better about submitt ing poems. We' l l  
see. That's my plan. 

N R: Barbara Walters once asked in one of her i nterviews, " I f 
you were a tree, what k ind of tree would you be?" How would 
you respond to that question? 

EH: I t's  interesting that you asked me that because my 
poems are f i l led with trees. One of my poems says that when I 
write about trees I know that I ' m  talk ing about love. To me, 
trees and forests and b ranches and leaves are s omehow 
what love is  metaphorical ly. I think that trees are the g reatest 
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th ings in the world. I, at one t ime, had an extremely c lose 
relationsh i p  with an Italian Cypress at I mmaculate H eart 
Col lege. It was near the l ib rary steps. That tree and I were 
friends. And even now, on my way to school, I take a certa in  
way to come here because I can drive through a l i ttle tree 
farm and I th ink  that it is j u st an amazing fee l ing to be able to 
drive th rough the tree farm. There are a lot of l ittle trees and 
they are a l l  going to be planted someplace, and I l i ke that a 
lot. I n  fact, they were p lant ing d ifferent trees on campus th is  
year; I wish I wou ld  have been ab le to go and see that. I p lan 
to plant some trees th is  winter. Trees are as much above as 
below, and I real ly l i ke that idea. Poems are l i ke that too. Love 
is l i ke that. If I were going to be any tree right now, I th ink I ' m  
sti l l  i nterested i n  Cypress trees. 
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