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An Interview with Richard Wilbur 

Copyright, May 1965, 
by Kalamazoo College 

Interviewer: 

Mr. Wilbur: 

The date is January 9, 1965; the setting, the recreation 
room fu DeWaters Hall, Kalamazoo College. Over a 
breakfast of coffee and omelettes, interviewers Sue 
Riemenschneider, Chris Jocius, and Jim Donaldson 
are posing questions to visiting poet Richard Wilbur. 
Mary K1epser is tending to the culinary productions. 

Mr. WUbur talks readily, and with a poet's instinct 
for choosing always the exact word and not (as Mark 
Twain once said) its second cousin. His voice, remark
ably deep and resonant, adds stUl further to the 
eloquence one senses in him. 

Is it true that your translation of Tartuffe is opening 
in Lincoln Center tonight? 

Well, there's a preview tonight--they've been having 
previews starting last Tuesday and there'll be another 
one on Tuesday and again on Wednesday; they open on 
Thursday--by that time it had betterbegood.I went to 
the Tuesday preview and it was beginning to look like 
something. I hadn't thought it ever would ••• I think it 
may be a good show. Next Thursday night all the family 
is gathering, and all the friends are gathering, and 
we're going to sit up in the St. Regis and have 
nervous drinks, and then go to the show, and then go 
to a little Syrian restaurant which has promised to 
stay open after ten for our party. And we'll have 
dinner; because the show, you know, begins at seven 
on an opening night. So we'll eat afterwards and just 
sit around waiting to see what beastly Mr. Kerr 
has to say. 



I: This should be a very exciting experience. 

W: Hope so. I've been in on a number of these occasions, waiting for the 
press to come in, and it seems to me that most of them have been sad 
occasions. You feel in advance, very often, that it isn't going well. That 
takes the happy suspense out of it. 

I: Yes, but don't you think you'dfeelthatway no matter how well it finally 
did work out? 

W: Yes, oh yes.,. Well, I hope it is going to be fully homogenized. It has to 
be an ensemble show' and that's hard to arrange m# country where there 
isn't a great deal of playing of the classic theater. But, happily, before 
the Lincoln Center Management blew up and Robert Whitehead vanished 
into the Caribbean, I got them to agree to augment the repertory company 
by six or seven actors with classical training. By that I mean simply 
people who have done some Shakespeare, and so on. And so, although 
there are two or three Method actors in the cast, they have been exposed 
to the influence of other and better actors ••• that's wrong--it isn't right 
to say that a Method actor can't be good. It's very hard for them to 
discipline themselves, and play ensemble, and to time things right. 
They're so self-indulgent, Method actors, that they feel that every 
performance may be different from the one before--and that everything 
must be felt from the inside out, and there isn't time for that. In Moliere 
you just have to crack the whip and make the right face and let the soul 
take care of itself. 

I: I noticed in a review of Robert Lowell's play by Snodgrass that you 
called it an ensemble. He didn't think it was possible ••• 

W: The Benito Cereno? 

I: Right. 

W: I haven't really studied Snodgrass' review, though I know it was very 
favorable. 

I! Yes. He's critical of the critics. He didn't seem to see how you could do 
it. 

W. Well, I read a few of the criticisms, and they we full of reservations, 
though almost all the critics praised Benito Cereno. I'm happy to see 
that that's being revived ••• and the theater's at least starting on poetry. 

I: Getting back to Tartuffe, andyourothertranslations--Whydo you like to 
do translations and what problems do you find with them? 



W: Well, almost always I'm drawn to translate something because I'm very 
fond of it and want to see if I can't bring it over, and I always try to do 
the sort of translation 1n which scarcely anything is added by the trans
lator. I know it's an illusion, but Hike to enjoy the illusion of bringing it 
back whole, Practically speaking, translation is something you can get 
ahead with 1n periods when you don't have many ideas of your own; and 
it's a way of filling the working day, 

I: Can't translation also be quite creative? If you want to get the same 
flavor into something and if you like it enough to be willing to work hard 
enough to translate it, I should think it would be very creative, 

W: Yes, it is, Partly, it's just like solving a double crostic: working until 
you can find a suitable set of rhymes that will suit your ballade, But 1n 
part it's extremely creative, You are writing on somebody else's idea and 
on a development of tone in the original which is provided you, and it's 
not at all so risky as doing something of your own. But it uses most of 
your powers. The great danger is that you'll find it easier, safer to tum 
to the translation in the morning, rather than sit there and see if some
thing of your own doesn't occur to you. So you never have a very happy 
relationship to translation. You're always worried aboutit, you're never 
quite sure that you should be doing it. 

I: Well, do you think perhaps, since translation calls on a creative power 
and a certain understanding of all the values within whatever you're 
working on, this would be a good starting point for someone who wants 
to write? 

W: I think you might come to understand certain things by trying to trans
late. The translating of Moliere has taught me a lot about the couplet; 
how to handle the couplet--! can do anything with the couplet in my 
sleep now, And I don't think I ever would have arrived at this under
standing through writing the couplet myself--it wouldn't have occured 
to me to write so much. I think there are specific technical tricks which 
translation can teach you, and also, I suppose, the translation of certain 
texts can embolden you to use certain kinds of language, certain levels of 
rhetoric you wouldn't use without that kind ofbacking, So 1t can actually 
have the effect of broadening your own range, in your own work, If you 
were making a noise like Racine for weeks, I suppose your poetry would 
rise occasionally to a Racinian style. 

1: Have you ever done any work with prose or at any point been interested 
in this area of expression? 

W: I wrote one short story some years back--well, actually I've written 
a number of short stories quite a while ago, and none recently. 



I've only had one published; and then I've written quite a lot of criticism. 
It seems to me a lot--too much. I suppose in a few years I'll have enough 
to put toghether a kind of random book of little lectures and introductions 
.to volumes and that sort of thing. Something prevents me from trying 
the short story more often--1 couldn't imagine doing a novel. That's a 
job of organization which seems to me very daunting. I think that if you're 
a poet you get used to hovering over word choices for so long that it 
would be an interminable project to write a novel. 

1: Spender pointed out that the poem was a puzzle and he liked that, but the 
one novel was too much beforehand--you had to think it out too much. 
He didn't like that ••• 

W: Yes, I suppose unless you were some kind of a nut, like Thomas Wolfe, 
you couldn't possibly blurt along at such a rate as to surprise yourself 
by seeing what happened to the characters. 

I: Why do you think you've done too much criticism? Is there anything about 
writing criticism which you don't like? 

W: Well, it's awfully hard work for me--it takes me about six weeks to 
write a lecture, in such free time as I can find, and it means that I can't 
write anything else. It's not that I don't enjoy it in itself, in a kind of 
tormenting way, but with so much else to interfere with writing poetry, 
it seems too bad to take off into writing criticism as well. I suppose I 
find myself drawn to writing criticism on those occasions when I have 
the illusion that I'm the only person who understands something. Then I 
find that I have to put it down. I've had the waking dream for a long time 
that Pm the only person who understands Edgar Allan Poe; so I've 
written several pieces about him. 

I: I was curious as to why you chose to do the Poe volume in the Laurel 
Series. 

W: Yes, especially so far as the poems are concerned, I find it hard to 
answer the simple question, •no you think they're good poems?• I don't 
know. But I think there are some things you have a weakness for, or a 
feeling about, like some relatives, you know ••• you don't necessarily 
approve but you're hopelessly involved. 

1: I enjoyed your essay on Emily Dickinson immensely. 

W: I hope there's some truth in it. When I gave that as a lecture at Amherst 
four years ago, Armour Craig, one of my old teachers, came up to me 
afterwards and said, •That's a very interesting lecture. I don't, however, 
think it's true.• People will often say that to you. I remember that 



Douglas Southall Freeman, at the University of Virginia, when I had 
had the temerity to read a paper on Edgar Allan Poe, then, came up to 
me afterwards and said with soft Southern malice, •Mr. Wilbur, I was 
fascinated by your paper. I don't myself agree with your ideas, but I can 
understand why~ might entertain them.• 

I: Is there some of the spirit of Emily Dickinson still left in Amherst? 
Is the town preserved such that you can catch it? 

W: The town has changed agreatdealsincethe University of Massachusetts 
became big. When I was there, Amherst College was about half of its 
present size--I suppose we were BOO, or something like that, and the 
University of Massachusetts was called Mass. State, or referred to as 
the Aggies, if at all; and it wasn't a matter at all of Amherst's looking 
snobbishly down on Mass. State--they didn't even look at it. Now it's 
suddenly a huge institution, and rather a good one, and towers over the 
town of Amherst and Amherst College. Well, Amherst, for some reason, 
continues to produce poets, and there's no specific encouragement of 
poets at all there. You're aware that everybody's glad that Robert 
Frost was there. Robert Frost is likely to be referred to, and there'll be 
a bust of him in this or that corner. There is the Emily Dickinson House 
there, and there are now some papers given to the library by Mrs. Bing
ham, and a certain amount of fuss is made over her, but not so much as 
to change people's lives. I think it remains a mystery that so many 
poets come out ofAmherstwhocontinuetowrite poems. In recent years, 
people like Robert Bagg, James Merrlll, David Ferry--there are 
a great many one could list. 

I: You've had quite a long experience with the college institution as such 
and with teaching. Do you feel that your students, or your experiences 
as a professor, have influenced your poetry? 

W: I suppose both for good and bad. I think it's bound to be so. I know that, 
leaving the students out of it--it's hard to say, what you may have 
learned from students, or what continual relationship with young1r 
people can do for you--that constantly reading, talking about what 
you're reading can be bad for you, in that it takes the edge off of language 
for you and you're always settling for second best words because you 
don't have time. A teacher gets into the habit of settling for the present
able word, the word that will do. That's one reason why, when I have a 
year or ahalfayearoff, !head for some part of the world where English 
is not spoken or the people are not glib; I try to recover a primitive, 
sub-verbal feeling, again. On the other hand, when people denounce the 
academy and say that it's bad for poets, I think they're being absurdly 
romantic. There're almost no poets you can think of, in the English or 
any other tradition, who didn't know something; who didn't know pretty 



much the whole scope of the literature of their language. 

I: You mentioned before being pressed for time for writing. I guess that 
the teaching takes away from your time. Would you prefer now just to 
be a writer if our society would have such a situation? 

W: I don't know. I think it's a bottomless and unhappy question. I really 
don't know. I feel sometimes as if I'd like to be a farmer of some kind. 
I've always liked that. Or things like forestry have always attracted me. 
But of course if you reallygottobe a good farmer, that's what you'd do; 
you wouldii't have any time for writing. When you think of what job you 
could give ~ of your time to, teaching quickly begins to seem the 
most convenient. 

I: With all the new information, too, there's just so much time you can 
have to read everything that's coming out. I should think it makes it 
awfully difficult to find time for your own writing with so much going on. 
I wonder if other writing really helps writers to do creative work ••• 

W: Trying to read everything that comes out, trying to keep abreast of 
things, is likely to be fatal for anywriter. It spoils his concentration on 
what it is that he's trying to think. Every now and then I'm embarrassed 
at having to confess, as I did to EdmiUld Wilson the other night, that I 
have not read ~ ~ Peace. But damn it, if I read War and ••• ~ 
and Peace would have cost me a couple of poems, that's all. 

I: You talk about translating the things you like. What do you like to read? 
What subjects, what authors, what are your favorite books? 

W: There are certain poets I read over and over. And not just the poets of 
this century. I read Marvell a lot, I love Herbert and Milton. Many of 
my favorites are of the seventeenth century. Ilove to read Dr. Wllliams; 
never get tired of him, and periodically get tired of Robert Frost but 
always go back to him. Most of the poets of the present century who 
turn up in things like Louis Untermeyer's anthology have something that 
makes me want to read them. And then there' re certain books for which I 
have peculiar feeling, like Traheme's Centuries of Meditations. I find 
myself earnestly buying books which are going to tell me all about 
$C1ence in a popular way, and then not reading them. I never get anywhere 
with any science except botany; I do find myself buying books about 
botany. And then I have fits of theology; and don't read a great many 
novels--I think that's a special economy. If you have the novel-reading 
economy, probably what you mean when you say "book• is a novel. Don't 
you think that's so?--that there are a lot of people for whom reading is 
the reading of novels--who wouldn't consider, for example, reading 
letters or a book of essays. I walked into a rather toney paperback 



bookstore the other day, and looked around and felt the same sinking 
feeling that such places always give me. rve no excuse !!2!Y for not 
reading Dead Souls and all those other great titles which were out of 
print or ""iii'tavailable before the paperbacks carne along. "Shall I read 
Dead Souls now?• Happily my eye fell on · a whole new row of Eric 

·Ambler novels just brought out in paperback. Ibought those and escaped. 
Do you know Eric Ambler's work? 

I: I know of him; I haven't read him ••• 
I was rather curious to know what you think of John Crowe Ransom's 
poetry. 

W: I've always loved it. I suppose there are times when he cloys a little 
for me. There's a kind of archness, a way of playing with the language, 
and a certain narrowness in his preferences for a certain kind of people, 
and a certain kind of society, so that you can periodically feel that 
you've had it; but I always go back to him. 

I: I felt especially when Ifirststartedlookingat some of your poetry, as if 
there was a definite connection between Ransom and you--in the Latin 
cognatives for example, and the use of words: using just the right word 
from another language because it really does say it better. 

W: He does do a lot of that. He refers you continually to the root meanings, 
and I know that's one thing I've always enjoyed in him, and in Stevens 
sometimes, and enjoy trying to do myself. I'm sure that you're right in 
perceiving an indebtedness. 

I: He told us that he'd worn out three Oxford one-volume English diction
aries thumbing through them and was on his fourth. 

W: You don't really get tired of him. It's a small body of work, too, so that 
you're not forever discovering some poem you didn't know was there-
you know them an. They do remain fresh. 

I: Is there a single or one or two young poets corning up at the present 
that you would say have' greater promise than others? 

That's tough. Actua:lly I read - because I'm one of the readers for the 
Wesleyan Press Poetry Series - I read almost everybody, but maybe 
that's just why it's ·hard for me to come up with one or two names. 
There's certainly an awful lot of acceptable poetry being turned out at 
the moment, but as for who in his twenties might be outstanding, I can't 
think this minute. 

I: When Jack Gilbert carne here, he didn't think there were any what he 
considered really great poets since the twenties. Somehow there 

.. 
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seems to be a decline in poetry right now. I don't know if he mentioned 
a plateau but he thought it was more of a decline. 

W: Wel~, I don't know how to go about measuring wrtters; I don't know how 
he would measure them. If you take a literary historical view of things, 
then there are a lot of people who really don't wrtte very well, but who 
get to be gigantic in the view ofthe cr1t1c or teacher because they repre
sent some moment of change. I think there are a lot of very fine people, 
most of whose wrttinghas beendoneinand since the forties, who haven't 
helped the lecturers out at all by making any remarkable changes in 
the contemporary strategies of poetry, but who write very well. I don't 
know whether magnitude consists entirely 1n the sort of literary 
originality that would appeal to a literary histortan if he were trying to 
sum up the period. There are a lot of kinds of originality that aren't 
very obvious. I'm spending a happy semester teaching John Milton, and 
I've come around to feeling that he's the most ortginal poet who ever 
wrote in English; the least imitable. Think of writing a thing like 
Lycidas, full of word order that had never before been seen in English 
poetry and has never since been seen--the kind of constructions he · 
used. But he's not usually thought of as a great innovator, it seems to me. 
Maybe it's because he's too much of a monument; because he is the most 
scholarly of the Englishpoets;drewsoheavilyon other poets; he doesn't 
seem to have the reputation for originality that he deserves. 

I: Another point--Spender thought he saw an end to poetry; didn't think 
there would be any more original changes in the writing of poetry; thought 
they'd all been made·... · 

W: No more •modern• poetry, yes. Well, lthinkthat what used to be called 
•modern" probably was a distinct movement which is over now, or which 
is no longer fruitful. In general it seems to have consisted of taking 
some aspect of poetry and saying, •now, this is what poetry is", and 
letting the rest go. ·Saying, for instance, as the Epistaltic School of 
poetry did, that printed poetry was over and dorie with; that poetry in 
Specific languages would soon be over and done with, because after all 

· we all belong to the United Nations and poetry now should consist of 
symbolic noises in sequence. The founder of this school turned up at 
my house one time in Massachusetts, and recited to an astonished group 
of people some Epistaltic poems. I remember that one of them began, 
•tstika, tsuka; baluna carona; baluna carrona; carrona carona; whistle; 
bang,• and so on. He was having sort of a good time, but you couldn't 
be moved by it. Actually, he thought he was writing in international 
syllabic sounds, and of course he was talking pure Italian noises. But 
it does seem to me that almost all •modern" poetry was in one sense 
or another reductive; they said, poetry is nothing but this, nothing but 
that, nothing but typography, nothing but the presentation of clear visual 



images uncluttered by ideas--and I thlnk that it all produced some quite 
wonderful poetry, bUt the vanity, the emptiness of certain of these 
experimental directions has now been shown up; one wouldn't want to 
do that again. Once the Imagists have shown us how to make those nice 
images, why not enrich · them a little by surrounding the objects with 
taik and introducing the objects to the language once again? I suppose, 
it seems to me, there have been more and more poets trying to play 
the . whole instrument and not experimentally ordogmaticallyleave most 
of it out • . I think there's been an awtullot of dogmatism in the modem 
movement in the arts generally. I suppose there are no more forbiddl.ng 
faces in the arts than the faces of Bauhaus people. They'll tell you what 
art is for, and it's for that and nothing else. A house is a series of work
ing spaces · and living spaces, and you may not have it otherwise. 

I: 1$ there a problem with thecomplexltyofthe age, that we don't want any 
narrow forms anymore, or that we don't accept them as easUy as we 
used to? 

W: I find that it's hard to connect this recoil from the limitations of 
modernism with anything particular that's happened in society. Change 
in the arts is related to the developments in society, but I think it's 
hard to demonstrate just how. Of course the Modernist movement, the 
great practitioners of 1t were bohemians and exiles; and I think that 
whole style has passed except for some very inferior people who are 
doing 1t all over again in San Francisco. The whole idea of playmg 
Bohemian any more is a bore. The various new styles of living and of 
writing and of having a relation to society seem more interesting, or 
are interesting to more interesting people. I can't imagine Elizabeth 
Bishop wearing a dirty smock and livtrig in Greenwich Village. There 
wouldn't be any point in it. There was a point in 1t for the people' in 
the generation of the twenties. n was necessary to them and 1t helped 
them do their best things. Well, I th1nk that l,f /Goldwater had been 
elected, I would have c.ome near wishing to leave the country, but I 
have never felt that I had to become an exUe from America; and it 
seems to me · that A~eric;an society has grown in sophistication, in 
favorableness toward the arts, at such a rate that there's no reason 
to throw up your hands and rush off to Europe any more, and no reason 
to hide out from 1t in some urban bohemia. And in fact the economic 
basis for bohemia has vanished, too, even 1f one wanted to be a bohemian. 
In order to· be a bOhemian nowadays you have to have a job at Macy's. 

cusslon: 

~tuc1ent: Mr. WUbur, _ _!~ write ~try ~ut Rome and in Russi!!, whe~er y~ 
n•q_be.And)'ettherearemeninAmerican Llterature like Robert _F.ros~, 

• 
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and novelists like William Faulkner, who have always been regional 
people in their poems and their writing; have always said that there 
was enough for them close to home. Can you give any insight on this? 

W: Actually I think I'm probably more regional than I sounded last night. 
I never did manage to write anything about Russia, using Russian 
material; and I lived on the desert in New Mexico for a year, absolutely 
loving the landscape, and I tried and tried and tried to get some of the 
words of it into poetry, and only succeeded once. And there ••• I think I 
rather halt-succeeded. I just forced myself to get some cottonwoods and 
Russian thistle, andsoforthintoapoem, but it was extremely hard, and I 
did it with a consciousness of being forcibly exotic. There're really 
only two places .outside of my own East Coast stamping grounds that 
Pve managed to write about, and those are Paris and Rome. For some 
reason I was always prepared for those two places. To discover Rome, 
and in particular Baroque Rome, was to discover something I'd always 
wanted to be feeling and saying. I think there are places like that for 
everybody. But I wouldn't find it easy, for example, to go so far south 
as Virginia and write in and about that landscape. When I lived in 
Houston, Texas, for a year recently, I used to go down to Galveston all 
the time. A lovely town, Galveston. But I could not use the names of the 
trees and other flora of Galveston; it all sounded too exotic, too poetic. 
I don't know whether that's an answer to what you're saying--it's 
probably a fairly superficial answer. 

S: To what extent do you attribute the richness of, say, Frost's poetry or 
Faulkner's writing to the fact that it's a regional type? 

W: Oh, I think that the richness lies in the universality, not the regionalism. 
But maybe the ability to •say it•, to get it said in a firm and clear way-
maybe that ab111ty arises from the commitment, the strong emotional 
commitment to one region and its way of life. Maybe it's all seen so 
clearly for that reason. Ithtnk we often see Frost in terms far too small. 
He certainly is not the poet of nature. Not that to be a poet of nature is 
necessarUy a small thing, but it usually has been in past decades. He's 
not a poet of New England nature. I remember his saying one time that 
he'd only written one nature poem in his life; and I figured out finally 
which one that was. An early one; it's in "A Boy's wm•, it says that 
as a child he knew where the bird was before it flew, where the flower 
was before it grew, and so forth. That 1s about nature, or it's probably 
about God in nature. I think it really is the only poem of Frost's in 
which the subject is nature itself. But that kind of mistake is made about 
him--he's mistaken for a calendar artist painting pictures of New 
England or for a purveyor of portraits offascinating Yankee types--that 
kind of thing. It seems to me that if you really listen to him you hear the 

, classical scholar at all times through the New England particularities; 



he's writing eclogues a lot of the time. 

S: What about experience rather than regionality or environment? I read 
same_place that you had done the Sandburg role and traveled on a 
freight car in America. How much did this idea of seeing the world, 
perhaps especially from the bottom up, count? 

W: I can't guess how important it might be to somebody else, and I'm 
not sure I knew what I was doing. I know that my hoboing around the 
country was in part a literary gesture. Certain proletarian novels of 
the thirties contributed to this adventure, and some of Hart Crane's 
poems--he's got a lot of romantic train whistles in his poems; and 
Muriel Rukeyser's poems had given me, as it were, the key in which I 
was going to go travelling around. It was very romantic; it was also 
politically radical in spirit. It didn't have anything to do with being a 
dharma bum. That style had not been invented. It was certainly a style; 
and the friends who went with me on one of my jaunts were all being 
consciously theatrical, consciously members of the generation and 
doing something in a literary key. <Ale friend was being John Garfield 
throughout the trip. It's fUnny to have gone twice through all the forty
eight states in freight cars, and had all sorts of experiences, and never 
to have written about it, then a lot of these travels of mine must have' 
been insignificant or unrelated to the rest of my life. I think probably 
there are a lot of things you don't have to do in order to write. I think 
of Emily Dickinson as being a towering example of this. 

S: You mentioned politics ••• To what extent is it wise to let politics or the 
political world creep into your work? 

W: Oh, I think I still agree with my radical friends of the thirties that you 
can't avoid being political because you live in a political world. A non
political poem is a kind of political gesture. It's a refUsal. It seems 
to me that there are ways of handling politics in poetry--some of them 
spoil it. Frost in his introduction to Robinson's book.!!!§ Jasper dis
tinguishes between the true subject matter of poetry (which is sorrow 
which you can't do anything about, woes immedicable) and the sort of 
thing he felt too many of the New Masses poets were writing about-
things that a ten dollar bill would fix. The poetry of whining and com
plaint; the poetry of easy indignation. I think one of the most damaging 
consequences of the radical movement in America, for American 
writers, was to give many writers ahabitof easy indignation; very hard 
to get out of. And once you've wallowed in it, the subtler, harder feelings 
are harder to arrive at, harder to convey; there seems something lack
ing in your writing. I think that a person like Arthur Miller is stuck with 
certain of the indignant and earnest feelings of the radical movement of 
the 30's, and can't get beyond those feelings, and regards that as 
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WlSerious which doesn't deal with those feelings. I remember talking 
with Lillian Hellman about this. Her art has always been much too 
subtle to be cons.idered propaganda art, or indignation art. Nevertheless 
there was always some of it, up to her play •Autumn Garden•--there 
was always some element of indignation in her word. She has come to 
mistrust it; at the same time she says she terribly misses it. 

How about somebody like James Agee, would he have been too blatant? 
He was certainly eloquent, but then again his emotions, his indignation, 
were kind of adolescent ••• 

Yes, well, I think the book which most affected me when I was in college 
was Let Us Now Praise Famous Men. There were two or three of us at 
Amherstwho used to carry that around like a holy book, and I've hesi
tated to read it since, because when you've been so much in love with a 
book you don't want to go back and find out that it wasn't as good as you 
thought. I remember some stretches of what then seemed to me quite 
heroic writing--efforts to describe the precise relationshipofa table to 
a wall, and that kind of thing. But then I suspect that there are some 
troubling excesses of indignant feeling in that book which I now wouldn't 
enjoy. It isn't that indignation is not in itself a proper feeling. It's that 
in the radical movement it was always coupled with sentimentality. Agee 
--I've never read!_Death.!!;l_the Familybut I've read recently his book, 
The Morning Watcn, which I think is a wonderful short novel, or long 
short story. He had more than one string to his bow, and as a religious 
sensibility, he still remains fascinating. There seems to me nothing 
sentimental or period about that story. I hope the novel!._ Death 
in the Family is as good as the movie they made of it. 

Sir, I was wondering--what are the work habits of a poet? I keep getting 
the feeling that a poet rW1S out and sees something and dashes it off. 
Well, I'm sure by the way your meter goes, that nobody could burst out 
things like that; I just wonder what the strains are for you to put words 
to beat like that. 

I think that wishing to produce a kind of a subtle and pointed variation of 
the fundamental metrical beat is one thingthatslows you down; and then 
there are endless other things that slow you down in the writing of 
poetry. It takes me a long time to write about almost anything. Once or 
twice I've had the the luck to write a poem in an afternoon, but it has 
often taken me five years of picking up a poem and laying it down to get 
it finished to my satisfaction. I probably give myself more trouble than I 
should; I have a terrible mode of composition. I will not go ahead, I will 
not write anything ahead, unless Pm satisfied with what has already been 
done. And Iwon'tleave any gaps to be filled later with brilliant words the 
way a lot of good poets havedone.Keats and Shelley, their manuscripts; 



dashes for adjectives to be thought of later. I just can't bring myself to 
do that, and that slows the process. I'm sure that I'm neurotically slow 
much of the time, and it would probably help if I had something crude like 
a deadline. Onee or twice I have had deadlines, and have turned out what 
now seems to me perfectly good work. 

S: What about your· translation or Tartuffe? Did you have a deadline when 
you wrote that? 

W: No, I just did it, with publication first 1n mind, and the hope that it, like 
the Misanthrope translation which I had done about ten years before, 
would get taken up by somebody. But I'm probably not giving a good 
account of this. Because I did want the text, as published, to be a good 
dramatic text, I said all the lines to myself, acted all the scenes in my 
head as Iwaswritlngit.Butitwas not done for any particular theater ••• 
of course, the Lincoln Center Repertory Company has now exploded in 
all directions; heaven knows what we'll have next year. But they were 
considering commissioning a lot of work, They've comm1$sioned Robert 
Lowell to do an adaptation of the Orestia, and I think wwell will 
probably finish it, whether or not the Lincoln Center wants to do it. 
He's got the damnedest idea of how to do it. What you do is to drop the 
•Eumenides• out of it altogether. Thatleaves youwltn the •Agamemnon• 
and the •ubation-Bearers", and it doesn't seem to me to end at all. I was 
talking with him about thisandhesaid, •After all, what does a reform in 
the Athenian concept of justice have to do with us today?• And I said, 
•wen, in that case, what does the Orestia have to do with us today?• 
And he said, •There're some splendid scenes in ttl• And I guess, if 
anybody can drop the major point of the trilogy and yet make it a 
wonderful evening in the theater, it'll be Lowell. 

They had a couple of other ideas for commissioning. They wanted me to 
translate Musset's wrenzaccio, which Pve never read--which I glanced 
at a little bit, and which sounded terribly bombastic. 

S: They've fallen apart now, haven't they? 

W: I guess so. It all may in some way be put back together again. I think 
somehow it will. There was a good column by John Crosby in y~terday's 
~ He was saying, •a has been fashionable from the very 
beginning not to say a good word for Lincoln Center in any aspect. But I 
was walking around the plaza and looking at some of the buildings today, 
and I must say it's beautiful,• Aridhewent on to say that in ten years or 
so, after all the fusses are over, everybody wUl be willing to put up with 
the taxi snarls that are involved in getting there, and it will be hard to 
get tickets for anything, and it will be working as intended. And I think 
Crosby is right. It's such a good plant that everybody will want to work 



there finally ,--once all their ego problems have been ironed out. I think 
it's understandable that thereshouldhavebeenablowup about the reper
tory theater. However they organized it, it was going to be organized in a 
manner unsatisfactory to another powerful faction. When the Lincoln 
Center announced its drama offerings for the year, there were a number 
oi letters to the ~ York ~ protesting the fact that they were 
going to do this Tartuffe translation of mine. People said, why on earth 
should an American repertory company bother itself with.a three-hun
dred year old French comedy, when Elmer Rice's The Adding Machine 
hasn't been done for years? Don't we have enough inoor American past 
to make our theater purely an American repertory? And so it was 
impossible that Whitehead and Kazan and Clurman should have satisfied 
everybody. Of course, the use of new plays by Arthur Miller confused 
all factions. 

S: Yet both his plays have gotten very good reviews. 

W: Yes, they're holding the whole thing together. 

W: I still haven't seen that. 

S: Taubman exploded. 

W: Yes, all the words like •greatness• and •profound• were used. 

S: At least, by the reviewer. ·some of the more literary critics took him to 
task for his easy indignation, the usage of the obvious rehash 
of the theme. 

W: Yes, I gather that he acts very much better than he reads. When I read 
him, he always sounds to me as if he were warming up the old •3o•s• 
oatmeal again. He doesn't write very good prose. It's funny how many 
dramatic writers there are who don't really ·write with words. They 
write with situations, they write with things they know the actors will 
do. Eugene O'Neill doesn't write worth a damn, most of the time, 
except in !!!.t Wilderness! and Hughie which I saw the other night. Most 
of the time the language of it is dreadful, and yet it can be powertul. 
I suspect Miller may be like that. An example of hoW he doesn't think in 
words--1 did see his adaptation of •The Enemy of the People,• done at 
the Alley Theater in Houston several years ago, and at one point, 
Stockmann says, •He tried to force me to my knees like a dog. • Now, 
isn't that just insane? Who ever forced a dog to his knees? I suppose 
dogs have knees. No, I'm not sure they do at all. You can see what it's 
all about, but it's strange writing. 



S: I don't know if anyone has posed this question yet, but last summer we 
had a guy here named Jack Gilbert, whom you are undoubtedly familiar 
with ••• a poet • · •• 

W: Now, I don't know how familiar I am with him ••• 

S: He has published one volume in the Yale Series of Younger Poets, 
•views of Jeopardy.• 

W: Yes. He is supposed to be pretty good. I am rather unfamiliar with the 
work. I should be better acquainted with it. 

S: He stirred a thought. He kept saying things like, •You can't be a pro
fessor of English at Wesleyan University and expect to write good 
poetry. You can't attach yourself to institutions and you've got to always 
be free and be able to run, you can't be saddled with the responsibility of 
three kids and a wife and expect to be a poet, at least and say meaningful 
things in poetry." And he keptsayingthereare a lot of well-made poets, 
but that there wasn't any contact. And he was bitterly opposed to men 
like Ciardi, who he claimed was really poor. But I just wondered if such 
thoughts caused any reactions from you. 

W: Well, yes, they do. They have to. I think you have to keep deciding things, 
but it's very hard to be black and white on this question. One could coun
ter these absolute arguments of Mr. Gilbert's, by saying that not to be 
eng;ag~ by certain political and religious affiliations is to miss out on 
certain ways of understanding the world. 

Not to have a wife is to fall to understand a great deal. And the same 
goes for children. I suppose thatl'minfavor of a maximum involvement 
in the common life as a citizen, and as an affiliated person generally, 
as the basis of any kind of writing that hopes to be of general value. 
I was going to say •universal", but that's a pretty big word. Never
theless, it's practically true that it is very hard to pursue the art of 
poetry with sufficient devotion and to be concerned with all these things 
and· all these people. If it were possible to be a balanced, and emotion
ally and intellectually knowledgeable person, and at· the same time be 
monkishly devoted to poetry' that would be good. If one could do it that 
would be fine; but I can think of very few people who have done it. Most 
of the people who write otit of small uncommitted, and peripheral 
lives, do not seem to me to write altogether satisfactory poems. I thtnk 
often that that is the explanation, or part of the explanation, for the 
unsatisfactoriness of the work. 

S: You said that to write vital poetry, you need your life threatened by 
chaos at times. If you are in these institutions, how can you have it 



unless you have the threat from society itself? 

W: Gosh, it seems to me that life is disturbing enough even if you are a 
professor of English somewhere with a guaranteed income and tenure. 
Tenure solves nothing. It doesn't solve any of the major difficulties of 
life. Supposing you wanted to go and find some useful chaos. I dOn't know 
where you could find it. But, it seems to me that Allen Ginsberg's quest 
for useful chaos has trivialized him. He is a considerable talent, but it's 
not done him any good to become a campaigner for the noble cause of 
•pot•. Did you see that picture of him the other day? I suppose that he 
leads a more disorderly life than some, but it doesn't seem to be the 
kind of disorderly kind of life out of which interesting and useful visions 
of order can come. It's too self-indulgent. 

S: You had the Second World War to come in and offer this quest. I wonder 
if the idea of war is just such a powerful one. For example, the First 
World War and the Spanish Civil War-writers have always been chal
lenged and charged by those. During the 30's, Bellow and Ellison and a 
lot of others wantedtogoovertoSpain and help out, just like Hemingway 
and Fitzgerald in the First. Since we are not involved in the war, so 
much, the Cold War-- Does the society offer enough challenge? 

W: Yes, I suppose the war kind of chaos has the advantage of being more 
simply . usable, more obviously dramatic. I expect that Yeats and Emily 
Dickinson are right in saying that the really hard battles are the inner 
battles, but those are the hardest ones to describe too, the hardest 
ones to turn into poetry. And from those, I don't think you escape, 
whatever you do, wherever you go. 

I don't mean to make this sound easy, or to be defending my own posi
tion. There are disadvantages to living within an academic community. 
And there are disadvantages to turning everything into words too fast, 
and disadvantages in talking the kind of •officialese• which has become 
the language of inter-departmental communication in many educational 
institutions. I don't know where you'd go in America to find a class of 
people who live with great physical vitality, but it's certainly true that 
most faculties consist of so many dead bodies, and that's too bad. I 
entirely disapprove of the idea of tenure, and I think that it does some
thing of an unfortunate effect.· It's bad for people, before they'reeven 
forty, to be unfirable. 

S: Your father was an artist; your mother's people had background in 
editl.rig and publishing; and you lived in the country. These facts we 
can get out of Louis Untermeyer's •Introduction" or somesuch. How do 
you consider these factors as setting ycour mind or influencing you? Your 
father's being an artist, for example. 



W: Well, it was terribly influential. My father is actually more of a crafts
man than an artist. He paints in what he calls the traditional manner. Of 
course, this is a tradition that doesn't go back very far, a tradition of 
realism with a certain amount of expressive simplification or distortion, 
the kind of thing that his masters, John Sloan and Bellows, showed him 
at the Art Students' League. He is a very good craftsman, he is not the 
sort of artist who has a peculiar vision of the world, It seems to him 
that the world is obviously and interestingly there,· and he tries to paint 
pictures that look like it, in compositions that appeal to him for shape 
and color. I am simply trying to say that I didn't grow up in an artistic 
household in which it was felt that the artist had a special view of things, 
unlike that of his neighbors. Quite the contrary. All my father's best 
friends were brokers and the like. He doesn't care for artists at all ••• 
Stlll, I was brought up to feel that the best possible thing to do would be 
to practice one of the arts, and I'm awfully glad that I found it possible 
to practice one. R's hard on you if you grow up in a household like that, 
where the arts are highly esteemed, and turn out to be a certified 
public accountant, like Grandfather. You may beavery good accountant, 
but you'll feel guilty all your life. I think one is very much conditioned 
by that kind of thing, I remember sitting at a dinner table in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, one time. Everybody present was either a painter or a 
sculptor or something. Our host, who was Mr. William James, the son 
of the philosopher, said, •Let's go around the table and everybody here 
say why he thinks he took to doing what he now does.• And there was 
fascinating unanimity. The painter would say, •I got the idea of painting 
because Daddy took me to Mr.Sargent'sstudioone day, and he had a big 
painting on the easel, and I remember how much wonderful dark there 
was with that one little girl's face peering out of it.• And someone else 
would say that it was Rodin who persuaded him, or a Rodin which 
persuaded him, that sculpture might be a thing to do. He suddenly saw 
sculpture when he saw a Rodin correctly one day, walking around it. 
And with the writers it was all hearing somebody speaking a poem, or 
reading a poem and being caught by a couple of the tricks of the 
language. It does seem to be not beautiful sunsets, not love affairs, not 
political indignation, nothing but art itself that provokes the desire to 
make more art. n•s funny how ashamed people can be of that fact. Often 
times people would like it to seem that the chief source of art is life 
proper, that the love poem is the direct expression of passionate feeling, 
whereas it's terribly indirect and can indeed be a dead-end. Remember 
that thing that Auden said,; •If the purpose of a love poem was to p~ease 
the young lady, the best love poem in the world would be a Magnum 
of champagne." 

S~ You mentioned that Agee was a significant writer for you in college. 
Were there any others who came in and sort of exploded on you? 



W: Hart Crane very much, When I was about fifteen or sixteen, I was 
overwhelmed by Hart Crane, and there are still poems of his that 
I don't understand very well, but which I remain in love with--poems 
like the one called •Repose at Rivers," the one that begins, •The willows 
carried a slow sound,/ A sarabande the wind mowed on the mead.• 
Glorious noises, And then I've always loved his quite direct poem, 
•My Grandmother's Love letters,• And then, after that, I found myself 
just repeatedly being taken over by this or that excitement. It's 
interesting how the getting of new tastes, the having of new excitements, 
doesn't necessarily cancel out the old ones, I think the first book of 
poetry I ever read a lot of, and read over and over, was an anthology 
edited by Brander Matthews called Poems of American Patriotism. And, 
it was full of poems about Bunker Hill. I found in there Whittier's 
•Barbara Frietchie" which is a good poem, you !mow. It's a~good 
poem; it's not a supremely good poem. But I still feel exactly now as I 
did about it then. I can't read it to my children without breaking up all 
over the place, 

Every now and then, you have the awful experience of discovering that 
something you once enthused about you can now no longer enjoy; but 
mostly, happily, things stick. You can remain fond of them, I remember 
asking Frost one time. •no you like Poe's poem 'For Annie'?• And he 
said, •I liked it the first time, I read it. I liked it once, I naturally still 
like it," He claimed never to have fallen out of love with anything. I don't 
think that could be so. But it would be too bad if the reading of poetry 
were a judicial matter, wouldn't it? It would be too bad if you could be 
persuaded to like a poem you hadn't liked on the first reading, That 
would make poetry too intellectual a business, And it would be too bad 
to be argued out of any love you had, I think if I like something on 
first glance I can sometimes be shown why my affection is justified. 
Almost always, if you are going to like a poem at all, you'll like it 
right off, something about it, very much, 

S: Critics invariably say that •after the age of thirty-three he didn't 
write a decent poem," or •he never came out with a short story that 
was worth anything after thirty-five," Do you feel that there are things 
right now that you can't do that you were able to do when you were 
twenty-five, or that there are words that at twenty-five you found a 
facility for using, but now you just don't find a part of your vocabulary? 
Are there feelings, or thoughts, or emotions that aren't going into 
your poems? 

W: Well, I think ... I don't feel in anyway incapacitated. But I think there is 
something that happens toeverybody. Youare,afterall, only one person, 
and there are certain things you are equipped particularly to notice and 
to feel, And it seems to me ;-;,at in proportion as you are a serious 



writer, you will be talking about the same thing over and over again 
all your life. In your early work, you are going to say the sort of thing 
you have to say, or approach the kind of subject that is yours to 
approach, in its simplest terms; you are going to get a lot of the simple 
things said. So that as you get older, it will become less and less easy 
to approach the subject off-hand. n gets to be a more complicated 
subject before you can start writing simply again about it. n•s the 
problem of repeating yourself. If you don't repeat yourself, there is 
going to be something trivial about you. Idon't mean that it's good to be 
forever saying ~ the same thing; but if you don't stay on whatever 
matters are important to you, then you'll be like those New York painters 
who come out with a different style for every show. 

S: Do you ever read any of your old stUff and say to yourself, •Gee, I said 
it better then?• 

W: Yes, I do. Except I suppose what the •it• I would like to say now is 
never quite the •it'' I was saying then. Right now I haven't written very 
much poetry for, I should say, a year. Just a few things. Lots ·of false 
starts, and I am feeling sort of discouraged about it. At the same time 
I've been through this three or four times, through periods in which I 
thought I would never write anything again, and so I have a fundamental 
confidence that I'll start once more. And, I think, out of every stage of 
your difficulties with your obsessive subject there are certain gOOd 
poems to be got, if you are lucky. I don't think that it is necessary, 
unless you are a purely lyric and unreflective poet, to feeble out after 
thirty-three. 

S: You mentioned that you had met Yevtushenko. Had you a chance to talk 
'to him about his ideas or to criticize his poetry? 

W: Not at very great length.ji was meeting too many people, and actually I 
never talked to him alone. There were severill poets present--none of 
them, I think, a watch-dog; but stm, it wasn't very easy, giYen the 
language barrier, and given the presence of several other people, to get 
down to essentials. Also, at that time, I wasn't familiar with his work 
in translation. 

S: There are some poems which have been translated into English by 
him now. 

S: Are they good? 

W: I'm not really very convinced by Reavey's translations. I've a feeling 
that they could be better. This feeling is p·retty well enforced by Max 
Hayward's remarks on them, and some spontaneous translations of the 



same poems which I've heard. I heardYevtushenkogive a reading at the 
Polytechnic Institute andiwassurethatformany people there, he looked 
like the ghost of Mayakovsky. He had not text all; it was all done in 
almost declamatory fashion. He talked for half an hour spontaneously, 
before he got to saying his poems. And then he said them all from mem
ory, with the constant motion of the hand, into the air, and slightly 
jagged, but rather hypnotically emphatic rhythm. Tremendous crowd 
reactions of the sort that you associate with political rallies. The whole 
affair was encouraging to an American visitor who had good hopes for 
Russia and for Russian literature. I should say three-quarters of 
Yevtushenko's ·audience was kind of attractively untidy graduate-student 
types, you know; bright faces, bright eyes. And he was one of their 
champions, you could see. Theywerebehindhim all the way. Many of the 
things he said during his initial spontaneous remarks were directed 
precisely to these younger people, and were said for them, on their 
behalf. He'd just been to Cuba, and he came back with this 
kind of information: •no you know what the average age of the editors 
of the literary reviews of Cuba is? 341 Do you know what the average 
age of the editors of literary reviews in Russia is? 58!• And the kids 
knew what that was all about--get ridofthe old Stalinist crowd--and they 
applauded like crazy. And a great many things he said were at the ex
pense of the old repressive generation,--the old and truly repressive 
generation. 

S: They sent him for a half year to Siberia. 

W: Yes, they did give him a bit of trouble shortly thereafter. But I don't 
think they can stop it now, the thawing of Russian letters; it's gotten so 
far that people like Ehrenburg, who has been very crafty all his life up 
until now, have developed a very firm resistance to any repressive 
gestures from the authorities. When Khrushchev made his attack on 
abstract painting in the man~ge and went after Yevtushenko, (Vos
nesensky too, I think), Ehrenburg went to bat for them in the press. I'm 
convinced that it's all going to get better and better. I've been trying to 
learn some Russian in spare moments so as to be able to read some of 
these people. The person I really want to read is Akhmatova. But also 
Pd like to be able to read Voznesensky. I did a couple of translations 
from Voznesensky with Max Hayward. And he seems the sort of poet 
who would very much appeal to us, full of humor, full of tricks, full of 
trick rhymes, full of irony. And not at all provincial; very much of a 
generally cultured Westerner. Evidently, Voznesensky had access to 
Pasternak's library for many years, and so acquainted himself with a 
great deal that most young Russian architectural students would not 
encounter. I have somewhere a poem by Voznesensky you might like 
to hear. 
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••• Patricia Blake and Max Hayward say that this really does soWld like 
Voznesensky. This is a poem called "Foggy Street." I take the scene to 
be Leningrad on a foggy day, but obviously it also has to do with the kind 
of situation you were mentioning, in which you don't know whether your 
best friend is going to rat on you or not. 

(Richard Wllbur's translation of 
Voznesensky's poem 'FoggyStreet,' 
appeared in EncoWlter, April,l963, · 
p. 57.) 

I think the fog is the censorship, in part, anyway. Is there much Russian 
study here at Kalamazoo? I noticed a Swahili book in the lounge where 
I am staying, so it seems reasonable there should also be Russian. 

S: Yes, they will teach it if there are students. They teach Persian, Hindi, 
and Swahlli--the neglected Far-Eastern Languages. 

B: Do you choose all the poems for the Laurel Series? Did you choose all of 
Dickinson, all of Jonson, or doyouconsulta "Jonson man," so to speak? 

W: I'm simply a finger man, you know. I'm just hired to say, "Joseph Sum
mers is the man to doMarvell,'!cUldthen he does it. He writes the intro
duction, he makes the selection. In one or two cases I've had to aslt 
people to rewrite introductions. That's the painful part of being a general 
editor. And I ·have read a lot of proof, and I have read over people's 
notes, and said, "This is obvious. We don't need that annotated," or 
•such and such is confusing, wedoneedsome notes on that." But, I have 
to accept the taste of the editors, not interfere. 

S: As students who cannowsaywehavesat aroWld all morning and shot the 
bull with Richard Wilbur, can we tell people what they can expect to see 
from Richard Wllbur soon? 

W: You mean, what I'm writing? Just a few more poems, that's all. I'm try
ing to get rid of everything else, so that I won't have any excuses. For the 
next sJ>ring, I'm on leave, starting in a few days, and I just hope to 
get five or six good poems outofthe spring. That'll satisfy me, if I can, 
but I don't have any big projects. Indeed, I've cancelled such as I 
had. My wife's going to bear down on me and make me write another 
children's book, but you can do that over a weekend, if you have the 
right idea. It's difficult not to write a children's book now and then. 
once you've foWld out how much money you can make for so litUe work. 

S: I just wanted to call you back to the Russian poetry. I heard you read a 

• 



poem in Chicago about a year ago and it seemed hearing it that it was 
Stanley Kunitz that read another Russian translation of the poem •••• 

W: Oh, that was the Voznesensky; "The Fire at the Architectural Insti
tute";· yes. 

S: What do you think of that? 

W: Oh, that was a beautiful translation. n•s in an issue of Encounter, 
oh, maybe three years ago. It's also come out in a recent book edited, 
again, by Patricia Blake and Max Hayward; it's not the one called 
•Dissonant Voices in Russian Literature," I believe it's a later one. 

S: I'm curious about something. Have you created a poem that you couldn't 
read aloud because you got too emotional about it? 

W: I don't think so, no. I don't think you feel this way about your own 
poems, or I don't. 

S: n would be very strange, you think, to be emotionally disturbed by your 
own work, trying to read through to the end? 

W: Yes, I'd be very surprised if !found myself ever breaking up over a line 
of my own. 

S: Why? 

W: I don't know the answer; I don't know why, since these are products of 
your own emotions, that presumably clarify your emotions to you, distil 
them, why they should not move you more than the emotions of other 
people's poems--I just can't guess. Elizabeth Bishop said to me one 
time, •When I look at my poems all I see is the faults," and maybe 
that's part of it, because I think everybody does feel that way about 
his own work. You can't take yourself in, totally. And then--I keep 
thinking of quotations this moming--I remember Cyril Connolly in 
that strange book of his, The Unquiet Grave, saying that the purpose of 
love is to end love. And maybe what you do with a poem is to exhaust 
and finish off the feeling which you are putting into it; which by means 
of the poem you are discovering. I don't know. Not satisfactory, but I 
just can't answer that very interesting question. I've seldom seen any 
poet reading his poems aloud break up over his own work and rve very 
often seen people have trouble with other people's poems. I think this is 
not just my peculiarity. I come closest sometimes when I risk a little 
more tl\an usual, a dramatic tone of voice, when T try to act 1t more 
than I usually do. I think it's possible to roil yourself up somewhat by 
trying a risky reading. n might be that. We are certainly capable of 



being moved by the sound of our own voices when we start acting-
it's one of the worst things about actors. 

Have you heard of this young poet in England, he's just been recognized 
this summer at the World Book Fair ••• Ted Smith, he writes about 
social situations, the social revolution. 

No--Ted Hughes is the Englishman I know; Ted Smith, no. 

I talked to him about this very question and he said that the hardest thing 
for him is to read his own poetry; that he finds it more difficult than just 
about anything else. 

Maybe it is hard to readyourownpoetry, until you get to be hardened to 
it, because it's so very personal. I probably sound like Marianne 
Moore, but I can remember when I was having my first correspondence 
with a publisher about the projected publication of a book of poems; I 
remember saying something about how all this was so personal, it 
seemed wrong to publish it. I think everybody starts out, at lea&t, with 
that feeling toward his own work. That's one thing that makes it hard. 
Another thing is that you didn't writeforpurposes of platform perform
ance and so you may not feel, when you stand up there and read your 
poems, that you're fulfilling them naturally. You may feel that you're 
selling them and that's embarrassing, if you feel that way. I think the 
only time I feel embarrassed now, reading my own stuff, is when I dis
cover halfway through a poem of mine that it's sort of cheesy and that 
I'm trying to compensate for its cheesiness by making lovely noises; 
selling a product that really won't do. 

Dr. Hillberry ~ .!!!_ !!_ this point: I'm going to have to take you away ••• 

S: One more real little question ••• In the Fifth Grade anthology they had 
this picture of the young American poet, Richard Wilbur, at his home in 
Martha's Vineyard. Do you still own that home in Martha's Vineyard? 

W: Never had it. There were a couple of summel'S when we rented a place 
on the Vineyard, and I know the picture story you're referring to. I guess 
they did just flatly state that I owned that house. Then there were 
pictures in which I was standing there looking Yankee and rugged in 
front of a great mast, and I think it was generally assumed that I owned 
that boat. I didn't. 

• 
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Driving East 

I rode East withJimandSteve. WithSteve and Jim. We three, who have done so 
much in our separate ways together, because of ci rcumstance. Now we are all 
living in different worlds, But still we rode through the night together. We have 
never spoken of our associations; they have just piled up through the years until 
there are so many I don't really see how Jim and Steve look when I see them. 
I just see us, 

We were in our gray VW, n•s so small. A little room travelling across the 
country, East. 

I sat back, leaning into the comer. I was warm and secure in the cold night, 
sat there, and stared at the back of Steve's head. He has lots of brown hair, 

Smooth and clean. He had to keep pushing it out of his eyes, The set of Steve's 
head is security. I watched Steve, and thought--! could just lean forward and 
kiss him on the ear, And I didn't care what he'd do. It was so easy, I almost 
did 1t ••• I did it ten times in my mind anyway. 

I watched Stephen's eyes in the rear view mirror, They were looking at the 
road, I could see him, how he 1s when he looks at the road. He didn't know I was 
watching, Then his eyes met mine in the mirror, and slipped back to the road. 
What was he thinking? I never know. 

Once in a while Steve and Jim talked. They form a special world when they 
tlruk--so matter-of-fact, Except when· they're tunny. They talked about a jeep 
they want to build. They grew more and more excited, They'd have to put the bat
tery and differential together, maybe, and buy special lubricants. 

Steve and Jim took such joy in the carl n went 80 down hills and 50 up. They 
thought that was great, We passed everybody going down, everybody passed us 
going up. When the red trouble light on the dash turned on, they nearly jumped 
up and down for glee • . We stopped at a VW place, Steve got out and mumbled 
about with the man. They poked around in the engine a bit, and messed things 
up a litUe more. Then we went on, 

We could have traveled all over our country, We were cut oU from the world, 
and independent. And Stephen was in charge. You never know what he is thinking. 
Except that it is wise--it is from his mind, which I have never seen but which 
I trust. 

Stephen drove, and I sat behind him. I watched his head and his Stephen 
shoulders and his hands on the wheel. And for a moment, flying through the 
night, I was ready to die, 
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