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INTERVIEW WITH GALWAY KINNELL

conduc ted  by Bette T om l inson  
M issou la , M o n ta n a  

April ,  1992

BT: I remember heanng you deliver the welcoming address at the 
Squaw Valley Com m unity of W riters in 1987. You said to all of 
us then: “While you are here, 1 want you to aspire to greatness.” 
W hat do you mean by greatness?

GK: Something that’s alive and has truth in it and gets more of 
what and who you are out onto the page.

BT: How do you view the language poets’ experim entation with 
what and who they are?

GK: I think that it’s interesting to them. It’s not interesting to me. 
I don’t write poetry of that kind, nor read much theoretical decon-
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structionist criticism. I think, in principle, that it’s good that po 
etry continue to have offshoots and developments. But I expect 
that poetry will always have a core and that core will be that in 
which a person simply tells what it is for the au thor to be here.

BT: Doesn’t the telling of that core expenence always have some 
political orientation?

GK: 1 want to try to understand  expenence a little, not just pres
ent it. See into it and perhaps illuminate it a bit. 1 suppose that 
that could be seen as teaching, but I see it more as discovering. 
The writer is in a different position than the reader.

BT: You have said that Patrick Kavanaugh and  John  Clare are 
recently of interest to you. How do they influence you?

GK: They d o n ’t belong to the golden tradition of poetry in Eng
lish, w hich  is a k ind of desire to transcend ou r  mortal life, in 
which things are turned into symbols quickly and become som e
thing else. Clare and Kavanaugh are peasant poets, one English 
and one Insh, and describe experience more or less the way they 
see it. Kavanaugh writes about potatoes and his little triangular 
farm, about his father and  his m o th e r  and  about d r ink ing  too 
much, whereas Yeats talks about the larger issues of Insh politics 
and the symbolic life. Those things are wonderful to write about, 
but Yeats leaves out ordinary, rough, plain, unm ediated  reality. 
Kavanaugh is a nice corrective Kavanaugh is m uch  beloved in 
Ireland, probably  m ore so than Yeats. For the ordinary  person 
w ho reads Irish poetry, Yeats is a little bit elitist, from their point 
of view. I d o n ’t th ink so, but Kavanaugh is like one of them  and 
talks about the life that they know. Clare, really— the same situ-
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ation. If you compare his poems about nightingales to those of 
Keats, you see the trem endous difference. Keats' nightingale 
hardly appears in Keats’ “Ode to a Nightingale.” There are a 
couple of lines about the voice, but Keats goes right into the sym
bolic world— the world of art. W hen Clare writes about nightin
gales, he creeps through the woods and parts the leaves and looks 
at them in their nests. He describes them as real creatures of our 
earth. Then he describes their singing. There’s one poem which 
has ten lines which consist entirely of phonetic transcriptions of 
the various, different songs of the nightingale. It’s amazing. He 
really knew the nightingale— he was its cousin. I think of Keats 
as the greatest of all lyric poets in the language. But sometimes I 
think that I like Clare just as well. Clare was a little cracked and 
spent much of his life in an asylum. That crack let in some light 
that a whole brain doesn’t let in. So he understood some things 
in an odd, unusual way.

BT: So, the graceful simplicity of your lyrical style derives from 
a desire for the real things of the real earth.

GK: Yes, it’s a turn I’ve taken toward the actual.

BT: What are you working on now?

GK: I’m writing poems about childhood, about my parents and 
about what I may have been like as a child. I’m writing about 
political issues and social mood. I’m writing some love poems, 
poems about sexual love and poems about despised things— try
ing to restore to them their dignity. One about flies— house 
flies— and one about shit.
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BT: You have w ritten  poem s that tell a story— but not in the way 
w hich  is recently  popu lar ized  as the neo-narrative.

GK: I th in k  ju s t  to tell a s to ry— it can be d o n e  in poe try , and  
certainly has been  done , bu t in m y op in ion , prose deve loped  as 
a m ore supple  and  adequate  way of telling a story than  poetry and 
in a way relieves poetry  of the du ty  to tell these long stories that 
p ro d u ce d  The Iliad an d  The Odyssey and  The Aeneid, and  so on, 
bu t at the same time p ro d u ce d  “H iaw atha ,” an d  very dull n in e 
teen th -cen tu ry  narratives. 1 really like poetry  in w hich  there  is a 
d eep  an d  in tense  persona l en g ag em en t.  T h a t ’s m y p reference  
based, like m ost poets, on  my practice. It is true that poet critics’ 
c rit ic ism  is often  a reflection of a s truggle  that they  are go ing  
th rough  regarding their ow n enterprises. So it's quite  m istaken  of 
them  to tu rn  this struggle with their ow n w ork  to a universal p r in 
ciple.

BT: You did begin as a formalist poet an d  evolved, like m any  of 
you r  genera tion , away from that style. W ha t  do  you th ink  about 
the recent re tu rn ,  by m any  y oung  poets, to the s tr ictures of for
mal verse?

GK: You can see the point of that position. W h e n  we tu rned  away 
from formal poetry to free verse it seem ed that poetry had  become 
too stuffy, too boxed-in, too literary, too full of the whole  baggage 
of poetic d ic tion  and  had  becom e incapable  of ta lk ing  abou t the 
o rd inary  th ings in an o rd ina ry  way. So it seem ed  a very healthy 
th ing  to tu rn  to free verse. However, it’s no  doub t true that there’s 
a lot of free verse th a t’s ju s t  prose cut u p  in to  segm ents. A poem  
m ust  have form to be shapely , to give the sense of lastingness.



That’s probably a good motivation for people to tu rn  back to 
rhythm and meter. I would never do so myself. I would try to 
make my own free verse more solid. Rather than think that form
lessness was intnnsic to free verse, I would try to make a free verse 
that doesn’t arouse the anxiety that poetry is in a headlong slide 
to prose.

BT: How would you characterize what is alternately labeled a 
renaissance of poetry in this country and an irrelevant form?

GK: There is a large audience for poetry in this country, com 
pared to what there was when I started writing. It is a very small 
percentage however, in comparison to the nineteenth-century, 
when Longfellow was a bestseller. But the audience for poetry 
now is a much more knowledgeable and interesting audience. The 
nineteenth-century audience wanted sentimental, wishful think
ing and neither Dickinson nor W hitm an could make a dent in 
that world. Our two greatest poets were completely ignored. It’s 
no loss to lose that audience, really, because it allows another kind 
of audience to develop— which has happened. Probably half of 
today’s audience is made up  of people who write poetry them 
selves and I think that’s good. I think this ferment, this thick and 
overlapping network of people who write throughout our coun
try is a very healthy one. I don't think that there is any other coun
try in the world that has poetry readings on the scale and of the 
frequency that we have. On any given night in the United States, 
it is almost certain that there are more people listening to poetry 
at readings all over the country than are listening in the rest of the 
world, combined. O ur society is so filled with things that claim 
our attention, like sports, or television programs, or political de-
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bates, or any of the things that fill people’s evenings— really, the 
last th ing that people do, because it’s the hardest, is to sit dow n 
and read poetry. W hen you go to a basketball game, you d o n ’t 
give anything of yourself— you get. W hen you tu rn  on the tele
vision set, you sit back on the couch and you just receive. W ith 
poetry, you not only have to say the w ords, you have to put your 
life and your feelings into those w ords and to understand  them. 
It’s no easy thing to read a poem. It’s no w onder that poetry is a 
m inority art and will always be— tha t’s how  it has always been. 
W e’re at an exciting time— the whole of poetry7 has changed in the 
last generation. All sorts of things that we thought were taboo, that 
were thought unw orthy  of poetry, that were thought too sham e
ful to be w ntten  about, have now becom e the subjects of poetry. 
In a sense, you could say that poetry is just in its infancy, because 
we have just begun to realize that there are whole worlds out there 
that have never been articu la ted  in poem s. It’s a very exciting 
time.
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