Interview with Jane Miller, by Terry Phelan

for the Marin Poetry Center, March 2005

University of Arizona Creative Writing Director Jane Miller is the author of several books of poetry and essays, including Memory at These Speeds, August Zero and Working Time.  Among her commendations are a Lila Wallace-Reader’s Digest Award for Poetry, a Guggenheim Fellowship and two NEA Fellowships.  She will be reading at Falkirk from her new book, A Palace of Pearls (Copper Canyon Press) on April 22, and hosting a writing workshop on Saturday, April 23.

TP: Tell us about your new book.

JM: Funny you should say that because it just arrived; I’m holding it in my hand.  A Palace of Pearls is a book-length sequence, which is the first time I’ve tried something like that, so it’s one poem, though it’s in 33 sections, so it does have its pauses.  It’s a meditation, set in the desert, where I spent one very long, hot summer, listening to the monsoons roll in over the mountains.  It’s quite a big rumbling before all the rain drops, and at the same time I was listening to the jets from the air base practice before they left for the Middle East.  So it was really quite a theater going on – some of it natural, some of it very unnatural.  So I was riffing on that, and the book sounds like somebody hanging out in their backyard, thinking.  And naturally one’s mind wanders to other subjects than just the yard and the planes overhead, but that’s what it keeps coming back to.

TP: There is a feeling of momentum in your work, a sense of propulsion, would you agree?

JM: I would agree with that.  One of the things that’s really important to me, and I think a lot of writers share this, is that the work seem lively.  It’s all about word choice, and the order in which the words are put.  I’m a pretty generous reader, in that if a thing sounds fresh, I’ll hang with book.  So when I set out to write my own books, I try to really make the language surprising.

TP: It seemed to me, reading through some of your books, that your poetry is not so much about capturing a moment, or capturing an idea, but about capturing the associations those things brought up.

JM: Yes, I tend to think associatively, and write associatively.  Sometimes just the sounds will get me off and running.  I never had a sense of story in any of my work; it doesn’t interest me that much.  I really feel like that’s done by fiction writers, better than I could.  No sooner do I send my subject off to the store for apples, than I start to think about what apples reminds me of.  And you know, that is a danger, in that you can lose your reader, and you have to sort of leave clues.  I’ve had my successes and my failures with this.  It can be quite an adventure.

TP: How do you harness that, so that it doesn’t just become free association?

JM: Well, I think all art is autobiographical, finally.  And there are stories in my work, there are certainly emotional moments in my work, and I’m hoping that even if the reader can’t always state outright, in a linear way, “this happened and then this happened,” I’m hoping that the feeling comes through, whether it’s a feeling of loss or pleasure or confusion or introspection.  I think of myself as a love poet, and I guess by that I mean I’m speaking from a place of wanting to communicate with the reader some of this affection and tenderness that I have for a person or place.
TP: Yes, I think that comes through.  There’s a richness or a feeling to the language – it’s ‘association with a purpose.’

JM: I am trying to hold the writing together with an emotional resonance.  I’m hoping that in my new work there’s even more clarity.  It certainly had a propulsion of its own.  I wrote this last book faster than I ever wrote anything: two months.  With this latest book, I just got into a head space, or some sort of zone.  By the end, I can honestly say, I was exhausted!  Spent.  And I’ve read of really famous poets like Keats and Rilke getting into these states, but I never thought I could.  Frankly, it was kind of scary!  I was living alone at the time and I was enjoying it and freaking out at the same time.  I was kind of glad when it was over.  It came, had an arc, and then went away.  I’m hoping that when I read from it people will get the same feeling.

TP: Will you be reading from A Palace of Pearls in April?

JM: Yes, and I’m hoping that people will gather afterward for a workshop to talk about their own work, and that I’ll be able to talk about contemporary writing, in general.

TP: Tell us about your plans for the workshop.

JM: As a teacher here in Arizona, I do a lot of thinking about other people’s work, and what’s going on in the field.  I think that it’s good, when sitting in a workshop, to try and take a broad view.  I’m hoping I can do a combination workshop/seminar.  I’m also hoping that workshop participants will email me their poem ahead of time, so that I can see where peoples’ interest lie.  In other words, to direct the workshop to what I see coming up in the particular work of the participants.

TP: Before you go, in your last collection, Wherever You Lay Your Head, you wrote about the US bombing of Japanese cities in WWII.  How did that come about?

JM: I spent some time in New Mexico, looking at this beautiful landscape, and slowly I began to realize that underneath the ground there the earth was ticking from all the experiments that went on, and from the nuclear waste material.  I got politicized as I was touring, and when I sat down to write about my experiences, the world began to drift into my work.  The southwest, where they did all the testing, is particularly alive with the memory of that era, and with the correspondence to the Japanese, which is what the book is about, and with the cover, which is a Japanese print, I was trying to get into the head of the “The Enemy,” which is, of course, the underside of ourselves.  So that’s how the book became about two worlds, the world over here where the research was done, and the world over there, where the bombs were dropped.  So it became a lot more than a collection of poems about MY world.

I think when I started as a writer, and I don’t think I’m that different than the rest of us, I was writing more personally – broken hearts and all the rest.  And the world inevitably filters in as you get older, and you finally have enough of the navel gazing.  And then it is a tremendous relief to stop investigating one’s self, but then you only get about a minute’s rest before you figure out that the rest of the world is on fire.  I don’t draw any conclusions, I don’t know if poetry is for that.  But certainly somebody has to bear witness.
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