Interview with Susan Terris, by Terry Phelan

for the Marin Poetry Center, September 2004

San Francisco writer Susan Terris is the author of several books of poetry, including Curved Space, Fire is Favorable to the Dreamer and Natural Defenses (Marsh Hawk Press 2004).  Ms. Terris has had more than 200 poems appear in close to 100 journals and magazines, including The Antioch Review, The Southern California Anthology, Ploughshares, Shenandoah, Calyx, Nimrod and Poetry Northwest.  She is the co-editor, with C.B. (‘Lynn) Follett, of the journal RUNES, A Review of Poetry, the next issue of which is due out in December 2004.

TP:  You started out as a children’s book author.

ST:  I did indeed.  I had a 25-year career in that field before I seriously headed into poetry.  Like many things in life, it came about accidentally.  I had just finished graduate school and was looking for a teaching job and out of the blue a friend of a friend called me and said he was hiring writers, artists and editors and asked me, “What do you do?”  And I said, “Well, I guess I write.”  I started off writing stories for a set of urban readers, being written for boys.  I published 21 books of fiction with publishers like Doubleday, Macmillan, Scholastic, and Farrar, Straus & Giroux.

TP:  What made you turn to poetry?

ST:  I had a children’s book that was on the short list for the Newberry Award, and I felt my editor wasn’t supporting it.  So I took a year off, and wrote only poetry.  Also, I had a daughter who was very, very sick at the time, desperately ill, and it changed my world view.  There were other things I wanted to write about, not about my daughter, just other things that I realized I suddenly wanted to write about.  That’s when I really started in on the poetry.

TP:  And now you write poetry exclusively?

ST:  I never went back.  It became clear to me that there was absolutely nobody out there in the field of poetry who cared that I had had the career as a writer of children’s books.  At one point I just dropped it from my CV and didn’t talk about it because I came to decide that maybe it was a handicap.  I no longer feel that way, in other words.  Now that I have built up a certain bio as a poet, I no longer feel that I will be categorized.

TP:  How did RUNES come about?

ST:  Well, it depends on whether you talk to me or to ‘Lynn (Follett, co-editor)!  It was something we had talked about for a long time.  We had kids who had gone to school together; we had known each other a long time.  When we’re being particularly silly we say it’s related to a ‘Mickey Rooney-Let’s-put-on-a Show!’ kind of thing.  But the more serious thing behind it was that we wanted to do it well, and we liked the notion that we could do it and treat poets with respect.  I think it was the idea of the quality production with ‘Lynn’s background in art, and this whole respect thing, which we’ve worked very hard on.

TP: It’s a wonderful journal.  Do you produce the actual physical magazine yourselves?

ST:  We have a fabulous designer and we work very closely with him on the production, the design, how the art goes into it, all of that kind of thing.

TP:  How do you work through your submissions process?  In other words, how do you wade through all of that and come up with your book?

ST:  ‘Lynn and I each read every poem probably at least twice.  And we categorize them, and where we differ, we talk about that.  We don’t receive a lot of bad work.  The stuff that’s easy to say no to is really small.  What we have is a vast number of poems that don’t have anything wrong with them, but don’t have that kind of extra spark that makes us catch fire or makes us fall in love with them.  And you know, sometimes we argue, sometimes we make compromises.  And ‘Lynn might stand up for a poem that I was less enthusiastic about, or vice versa.  

When we get to the last stages, we have about 300 poems, and then we literally go over them again, one by one, to winnow them down to 100.  It’s a very exciting process; we love the process, but it is basically just the two of us.  We have some help with mail and things of that sort but the actual editorial stuff we do ourselves.

TP:  What would you say to someone starting up their own literary magazine?  Has it been worth it?

ST:  It is a huge effort.  It has been worth it.  It has been extremely exciting and extremely rewarding.  We have received more attention and interest from across the country than we ever would have assumed possible.  To someone starting out I’d say you have to have the time, you have to have the commitment, you have to be sort of obsessive, which we are.  What we determined we would do was for the fist year we would fund it ourselves.  Some of that money we got back because people subscribed or bought the book.  But we always knew that we were going to then run a competition, and that the competition was how we were going to support the magazine.  Although when it comes to choosing poems, we choose them without regard to whether they were submitted as part of the competition or as part of the regular submissions.  It’s more important to us what the poem is than how it came to us.

TP:  I notice some common themes in your work: the passage of time, loss, and there’s also this idea of line – in some poems you’re casting; and there are many references to line, and then of course there is the function of line as it pertains to poetry.  Do you see any overriding themes in your work?

ST:  I write about casting because I fish!   As for the other things you mention, I was somewhere recently and some other poet said about herself, “All I write about is love and death.”  And looked at her and I said, “Is there anything else to write about?”

TP:  Love, death, and fishing!

ST:  Yes, and fishing.  Well, I do fish and I like to fish, and for many years I went into schools and talked to kids about the mysteriousness of writing.  I always used the image of ice fishing.  I am not an ice fisherman but I spent my summers in northern Minnesota and there, ice fishing is a big wintertime activity.  In ice fishing, you drop a line through several feet of ice and you never know what you’re going to get.  It’s the best metaphor I have to explain the mysterious process of writing – that you’re never sure what’s going to come out and that the mystery is part of the excitement.
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