Interview with Louise Murphy, by Terry Phelan

for the Marin Poetry Center, March 2004

Louise Murphy is the author of two novels: The Sea Within (Scribners NY) and The True Story of Handsel and Gretel (Penguin 2003).  In recent years Murphy has returned to writing poetry, publishing dozens of individual poems in various literary magazines and in 2003, winning the Canadian Poetry Association’s Shaunt Basmaijian Award for her chapbook Pilgrimage (Micro Prose, Toronto).

TP: Tell us a bit about your background.

LM: I’m from Kentucky; I went to the University of Kentucky.  I had my first baby at 19, and had a pregnancy, marriage and divorce while in college, so that was interesting!  I moved to California in 1968 and earned a Master’s degree at San Francisco State in Creative Writing in 1977, and taught there, at SF State, for five years.

TP: Were you a writer as a girl?

LM: When I was a very little girl, I began writing poetry, was writing all the time and making up poems and making my mother write them down, and she said, “You’re going to be a poet when you grow up.”  So I always felt like a writer.  I wrote all poetry in college, did the creative magazine bit while there.  I started writing prose after my second child was born, and wrote my first book when I was 33, a novel that never saw the light of day, but it got me into the SF State Master’s Program.  Then I wrote my second novel (for my thesis), another book that never saw the light of day, although I did get an agent, and she sent it out to a dozen places but no one wanted it.

I was very discouraged at that point and I said, “Oh, to hell with it, I’ll just do whatever I want,” and I wrote a children’s gardening book and it got published.  It sold in six weeks.  And that taught me that if I really just do what I’m intensely obsessed with and not worry about anything, I get a much better book.  After the master’s degree stuff I was so caught up in critiquing.  Your critical muscle, when you’re teaching, gets too damn big.  I had to get rid of all that and just write.  

So the gardening book sold quickly, and I learned a lot about the realities of publishing, because the publisher didn’t do anything I wanted with that book, in terms of layout and illustration.  They paid NO attention to what I said.  And of course you can say, “I don’t want it that way.”  And they’ll say, “Well, we won’t publish it.”  So it taught me a great deal.

Then I wrote an adult novel, The Sea Within, and that got published and got good reviews and I said, “Oh goody, I’ve made it!  The New York Times says I’m a shining literary light, now I can do whatever I want,” so I wrote a 900-page novel, and it was very convoluted and complex and the response was, “It’s too confusing for the reader; we don’t want it.”
TP: The experiences you’ve just related touch on the struggle between the artistic impulse and the pressures to conform that impulse to serve the marketability of the product.

LM: Yes.  There was a wonderful review with Norman Mailer in Esquire Magazine twenty years ago and he talked about the fact that writing has become so commercial, and the position of the artist has gotten so weakened by the commercial aspect of writing.  He said you do what you are really obsessed with, what you love, and they reject it, and that rejection, naturally, shapes your writing.  So his question was, “Is this good or bad for art?”  Who the hell knows?  Looking back on the 900-page book, I can see it was very self-indulgent in a way.  I’m working on it now; I’ve re-written it three times and have it down to about 365 pages, and I think it’s a much, much better book for it.  So, if you’re an over-writer, like me, and self-indulgent, those pressures can be helpful.  If you’re someone like Kafka, they can be destructive.  So I don’t know, (that balance) is always a problem.

TP: What’s your writing process?

LM: I went through a thing where I tried very hard to be disciplined, where every day from 9 to 12, faithfully, I would sit down and write whether I felt like it or not.  I did that for about a month, and I wrote more crap than I’ve ever written in my life!  As far as prose goes, that doesn’t work for me.  It works in poetry, interestingly enough.  I never feel like I have a poem in me, but if I pick up a book of poetry and read five or ten pages, and put paper in front of me and get kind of calm and just start writing, I do get something out of it.  I really have to force myself to sit down and go for it if I want to get the poem.

When I was in my 20’s and 30’s, even my early 40’s I was so worried about process and I read every collected volume of Paris Review interviews, because I wanted to know how other writers did it.  I knew there wasn’t a secret; I was old enough to know that writing in red crayon on toilet paper at midnight would not end up making me Kafka.  But I kept reading those interviews because I thought, “There must be a process that makes it easier.”  But I know now that I AM a writer, I do have things in me that I will get to eventually, and I trust my process and I don’t read any interviews like that any more; I don’t care how anybody else does it.

TP: You’ve said you ‘came back’ to poetry after your mastectomy.

LM: I had not written poetry since I was 21 years old.  There was something about my 20’s and being a single mom, and what I went through in moving to California, and then another baby – anyway, it just knocked the poetry right out of me.  And this is funny: one reason I didn’t want to be a poet was that I found poets to be the most narcissistic people!  I went to the Squaw Valley Writers’ Conference in the early 70’s, and there I am, I just stopped nursing a baby, I’m still 25 pounds overweight, I look like your complete middle class hausfrau.  And I’m surrounded by these young, thin people with long hair, these women writing on menstrual pads in blood to show the solidarity of women!  And then there were all these silver-haired poets, charming the young women, and sleeping with them, married or not.  I felt, like, a hundred years old!  And I said, “God, save me from these people!”  

But really, I think I just had the great desire to tell stories.  So I went to prose until, in 1997, I was diagnosed with breast cancer.  I went in for this procedure where they stuck these tubes up an open, bleeding duct, and they pumped in this radioactive material to see what’s there.  And it was such a shocking procedure, psychologically, being in this room, with this thing sticking out of me and this guy examining me with this huge eye-piece on.  It was so invasive that I went home and wrote a poem about it.  And as I went through all of the tests and the surgeries and the junk, I started writing poems, and I’ve gotten 15 or 20 of them published, and one won a few awards.

At that point I had also completed another novel, The True Story of Handsel and Gretel, about two Jewish children who walk into the woods in 1943 and find Magda, the witch, who is determined to save them from Nazi occupiers.  My agent sent it to 30 publishers who rejected it, including the largest Jewish press in the world, which said, “We don’t think the Holocaust is marketable any more.” (laughs)  That’s my all-time favorite rejection!  Any way, it was published last year with Penguin, and is now in its seventh printing.  I just got word it’s going to be translated into, of all things, Turkish.  My partner, Gary, said, “Afghanistan is next!”  Seriously, the hope is that if it gets some of these smaller translations, it will eventually lead to other, larger translations and sales.

TP: Your chapbook, Pilgrimage, has a fairy tale-like theme – it even opens with a poem called ‘Once Upon a Time,’ and you used the story of Handsel and Gretel to structure your novel.  Do fairy tales have some special significance for you?

LM: One of the best courses I ever took in college was in folklore, and the thing that fascinated me was that there were these basic stories that seem to be the essence of human life.  And of course we studied fairy tales, which take us into a world where the laws of nature and of normal life don’t follow.  I find that when I write I can get to very deep levels if I combine the ‘numinous’ with ‘reality’ and the only way I can think of doing that is through these profound stories and symbols.  And in Pilgrimage, it wasn’t so much fairy tale as it was symbol.  You get a whole lot of the major symbols of the western world.

TP: Are you aiming for myth?

LM: In poetry I’m definitely aiming for the mythic feel.  In my current novel I’m very concerned with locking the reader into the reality of the Holocaust and the terror children feel in war.  But at the same time, I use myth in a secondary way: I use it to protect the reader from the horror of what’s going on.  The minute you start telling a familiar tale, everyone realizes; they know they’re allowed to accept anything that happens because it’s “just a story.”  So when I put that overlay onto the Holocaust, the reader can distance just enough emotionally that they can stand it.  I was also trying to make it universal.  The minute you put the mythic and the fairy tale in anything, you have made it universal rather than just particular.  

TP: Who are your poetic influences?

LM: Early on, Ezra Pound.  And the person I adored more than anyone was Wallace Stevens, because of his rhythm and color.  He’s so lush, yet at the same time he’s got that fine New England mind under it all.  Really though, almost anybody I read – James Merrill, Anne Carson, Yuhuda Amichai.  I get into someone and read them and I’ll say, “Oh, that’s wonderful, I’m going to do more of that.”  At the moment I like all the people who do the things I can’t do!   I was just reading in the Chronicle about a young man’s book that Updike reviewed favorably, and they were comparing this young writer to Proust.  And I’m reading that and thinking, “Oh God, I’m just a plain old story teller.  I’m so ordinary.”

TP:  There’s nothing ordinary about you, Louise.
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