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Gillian Conoley is a Professor at Sonoma State University and the author of Lovers in a Used World, Beckon, Tall Stranger (A National Book Critics’ Circle Award Nominee), Some Gangster Pain, and the chapbooks Woman Speaking Inside Film Noir, and Fatherless Afternoon.  Her poems have won several Pushcart Prizes, the Jerome J. Shestack Award in poetry, and are included in Best American Poetry.  Editor of the progressive literary magazine, Volt, Ms Conoley conducted a reading and workshop for the Marin Poetry Center in October 2005.

TP: We talked, at the workshop, about white space in poetry.  I just re-read your 2001 interview in Poets & Writers Magazine and you discussed white space there also.  Somehow it makes sense that a poet from Texas would be interested in space.  Is there some connection between where you grew up and this interest in space on the page?

GC: Probably, just in the sense of a horizon.  Where I grew up you can see for miles and miles and miles.  It’s very flat, so there’s a big sense of space.

TP: What is the function of white space in a poem?

GC: It isn’t just one thing.  And it depends so much on the poem itself, and how it’s functioning within the poem.  Musically, it functions in terms of silence.  And also as a sense of void.  It can also function as a sense of erasure, that something was once there that is now erased.  It definitely brings another dimension onto the page.

TP: Are you a visual artist?

GC: No.  But I would like to be (laughs).  So this is how I do that.  I was interested in using the page as a canvass, and also like a score, a musical score, and not having it just be this neutral form.  

TP: Do you write on a computer?

GC: Yes, but I print out a lot.  And I work with hard copies.  When I first start writing I write in a sketchbook with a pencil or a pen.  I don’t draft straight onto the computer.

TP: It’s interesting that a piece of writing will somehow seem to shift when printed out in hard copy.  What is that?

GC: I don’t know!  It takes it to another level of composition I guess, where it seems like it’s become a more finished thing.  Which might not be a good thing!  (laughs)  The thing is I just can’t really work with a poem until I see it on the page.  And that might be a generational thing.  Although I’ve talked with younger people that are real computer savvy, and the technology’s been part of their lives much longer, and a lot of them do work similarly to the way I do, printing out a lot.  Although some of them compose directly on the computer.

TP: Do you think we’re limited by technology?

GC: I don’t think we’re limited.  Technology actually expands possibilities, especially in terms of the visual page, because you can move the language and the lines around on the page.  That is, if you know how to do it, which is my problem!

TP: In the P&W interview, you were reported as having difficulty with the assault of modern media (TV, internet).  And that in response you had kind of pulled back, for instance, you didn’t have a TV in hour home, etc.  Is that still true?

GC: Oh, that interview!  They really made a big deal out of that and it was because in that issue there was another person interviewed who was real pro-media, so they cast me as the foil.  It isn’t true! Yeah, I don’t have cable, but a lot of people don’t.  I watch a lot of film; I love film.  I mean, I’m not the most technologically savvy person in the world, but I’m not against it!

TP: In producing Volt, do you play with margins and space?

GC: No, that’s pretty much a set template as to how each poem is going to appear.  But the thing about Volt is because it’s big, it gives a lot of space to the poem, so even poems that are traditionally laid out look more like broadsides.  And people can send work to Volt that is using space in more nontraditional ways.  That’s one of the reasons that it is the size that it is: it invites people to experiment with the page.  I wish we got more work that did that, with longer lines.  Of course, the traditional 8 and ½ x 11 page that we use to write on, and the traditional literary magazine size, do put a limit on what you do.  And then there’s the limitation of what you can hold in your hand.  I recently had a poem where I took the page and instead of writing it top to bottom, I turned the page to the side, and the lines were still too long.  I knew that no one would be able to print it, and so I had to tinker with it so that it would be printable.  So there are all of those limits.

TP: You were quoted as saying you wanted to “write to a place where language breaks down.”  Can you explain?

GC: I don’t want to write so much to a place where language breaks down, it’s that the way I think about language is I don’t think language is just material, or just a bunch of empty signs.  I don’t think that, if language could completely pin down meaning, then language would have fairly limited properties, and meaning would have fairly limited properties.  I do think that language is not a transparent medium.  That it’s a very complicated, alive, procreative material, so I want to honor that.  I think that meaning does exist, but I don’t think that language pins down meaning.  Meaning flows through language.
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