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Introduction

when the Editorial Board of the National Council of Teachers of

English approved a proposal for a book that would explore the
lives and works of poets writing today for children anc young adults.
Included in volume 1, Speaking of Poets: Interviews with Poets Who Write
for Children and Young Adults (1993), were Arnold Adoff, Lilian Moore,
Mel Glenn, Aileen Fisher, Karla Kuskin, Jimmy Santiago Baca, Mary
Ann Hoberman, Myra Cohn Livingston, Valerie Worth, Lee Bennett
Hopkins, X. J. Kennedy, Gary Soto, Eloise Greenfield, Barbara Juster
Esbensen, William Cole, and Eve Merriam. The sixteen poets included
in that volume represent just the tip of the vast mountain that is poetry
written for young readers. For this reason, a second volume was
planned—one that would continue this examination of poets who rep-
resent a full range of backgrounds, personalities, philosophies, and
styles of writing. And, for this second volume, another element would
be included: a special emphasis upon newer, emerging poets.

The poets included in this volume were chosen by a selection process
that consisted of three stages. First, over the past year as we spoke at
conferences and professional meetings about the poets included in vol-
ume 1, invariably it seemed souicone would ask, “Well, what about
So-and-So? Are you going to interview him/her?” Immediately, we
started making a list of those most frequently asked about by teachers,
librarians, and young readers. Second, through a modified “reputa-
tional selection” process, the poets included in volume 1 were asked to
recommend poets they believed shouid be included ina second volume.
They were also asked to give special consideration to those new to the
field of poetry for children and young adults and those whose work
might not be that well known nationally—but, in their opinions, should
be known. At this point, the lists were combined into one master list of
poets that was then sent to leaders of the Children’s Literature Assem-
bly of the National Council of Teachers of English, and they were asked
to help choose the poets to be included in the volume.

At the same time, we asked members of the Children’s Literature
Assembly to make suggestions related to the format of the interviews.
It was decided that the same interview format used in the first volume
would be continued, which included questions designed specifically for
and tailored to the work of the individual poets. The use of specific

I his book is the continuation of a project begun in the fall of 1991




Speaking of Poets 2

questions invited the poets to move deep inside their own works and
habits as writers. As many of the poets to be included could be consid-
ered newer, emerging poets, it was also decided that another compo-
nent would be added, where appropriate, to the interviews: Special
emphasis would be placed upon information of a biographical nature.
For many of the poets, biographical information and early publishing
histories simply were not available through other sources. In effect, the
interviews would serve as introductions to these poets and their works,
and we believed the biographical information would bring an addi-
tional slice of humanity to the writings of these gifted writers.

Next, the poets to be included in this second volume, an all-star list
of those who write for the young, were contacted and asked to become
part of the project. Among those to ‘be interviewed, two—Paul
Fleischman and Cynthia Rylant—had written books that had been
awarded the Newbery Medal. Jane Yolen had written a book that was
granted the Caldecott Medal. Ashley Bryan had been granted the Lee
Bennett Hopkins Poetry Award. Judith Thurman had been granted the
National Book Award. The PEN West/Josephine Miles Award for Liter-
ary Excellence had been given to Luis Rodriguez. Maxine Kumin had
been granted the Pulitzer Prize for poetry. And the list of awards did not
stop there. Others, like J. Patrick Lewis, Brod Bagert, and Nancy White
Carlstrom, were several volumes into what were already outstanding
writing careers that will continue to flourish through the years. Still
others were just beginning to make their marks on the field of poetry
for the young. Victor Martinez, Michael Spooner, Deborah Chandra,
and Constance Levy had just recently published their first books of
poetry. When contacted, all, with great enthusiasm, responded that they
would be more than happy to talk about their lives, their works, and
their views about the world of poetry for children and young adults. As
a matter of fact, it was typical for the poets to begin sharing information
about their lives and writings during those initial contacts—even before
the interviews were scheduled. Their enthusiasm was contagious.

Arranging the interviews for this project brought to light once again
the fact that poets who write for children and young adults have to be
some of the more well-traveled people on the planet. Most mentioned
the pride they felt in and the enjoyment they received from going into
libraries and schools to conduct readings and workshops. Not once was
anegative comment heard about all the travel and preparation required
to conduct those sessions. In working around their travel plans and
presentations, some of the interviews were conducted in the homes of

10



Introduction

the poets, some at conferences and professional meetings, and some, of
necessity, by telephone. These interviews and follow-up sessions took
us from Constance Levy’s beautiful home in St. Louis, Missouri, where
the hours flew by as we discussed her evolution as a writer, to an NCTE
‘conference in Louisville, Kentucky, where we had a delightful, laugh-
filled visit with Brod Bage:t, to a telephone interview with Nancy White
Carlstrom, who was seated in the log cabin that serves as her writing
studio in Fairbanks, Alaska.

As the interviews were conducted, several common elements or pat-
terns emerged. First, the poets took great pleasure in talking about the
world of poetry for the young. In most cases, it was nearly impossible
to place closure on the interviews. They were interested in continuing
the discussions long after the formal portion of the interview was com-
pleted. They were also interested in hearing information about what the
other poets were doing. Poets who write for the young comprise a
close-knit fraternity. Most were either friends with or at least have had
occasion to meet with and share their views with each other. Also, as the
interviews were conducted, it became obvious that they find great sat-
isfaction in fostering and promoting each other’s careers.

At the same time, while the poets found great pleasure in talking
abe ut poetry in general, many felt somewhat uncomfortable about sjre-
cific analysis of their own styles of writing for one common reason:
They wondered if too much analysis of their own craft might make
them so self-conscious that they would end up with a form of writer’s
block. For some, the comment was made tongue-in-cheek; others were
somewhat more nervous about those discussions.

For most of the poets, their fertile imaginations grew from vivid and
wonderful childhoods. In describing their early years, the poets poured
forth a sea of “sensory impressions.” Constance Levy recalled the sweet
scent of tall grass as she slid down steep hills during rowdy outdoor
games. Brod Bagert had sharp memories of the texture of mats used in
tumbling during his short stint in gymnastics. Victor Martinez can still
hear the determined wail of small children in his family, which included
twelve brothers and sisters. Ashley Bryan has etched in memory
a moment of being awe-struck by the sight of a majestic church in his
neighborhood. Judith Thurman mentioned the cold fear felt when bats
swooped down near her while on her grandmother’s porch. Through
these impressions, today all are able to think, while writing, as chil-
dren—to put themselves back in time in order to capture the excite-
ment and wonder of childhood. It was interestiny; that although most
had their own children around while writing, they chose not to write
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through the eyes of those children. Rather, the poets made a point of
saying they now write through memory, through their own eyes and
experiences as youngsters.

In a related vein, most recalled reading as a major part of their young
lives and had vivid memories of the books and writers, which repre-
sented the full range of literature and authors, that influenced them.
Jane Yolen recolled reading and treasuring the works of William Butler
Yeats, Rudyard Kipling, and James Thurber, who was a family friend.
Michael Spooner cited the works of Robert Frost, e. e. cummings, and
Walt Whitman as providing a great influence on his development as a
writer. Patricia Hubbell said her style of writing was shaped by the
reading of Christina Rossetti and Theodore Roethke. Maxine Kumin
said that Louisa May Alcott was her literary heroine. Here, two points
emerged. One: Very few mentioned reading the works of the same
writers. A common reading “core” did not emerge. Emily Dickinson
seemed to be the lone, common lirk. Well over half of the poets listed
Dizkinson’s work as having a great influence on their development as
poets. And two: Most expressed fond memories of sharing their reading

- experiences with others—family, friends, or neighbors. In many in-

stances, this sharing time—being read to at bedtime, the family reading
together in the evening after dinner, parents reading the morring paper
aloud—was listed as much more important in their development as
writers than the literature actually read. For the poets, experiences like
these led to a joy in reading that mushroomed as the years moved by.
The poets were also very similar in their views related to how to get
young readers interested in writing and reading poetry. Many sug-
gested that young writers do as they do and keep journals, which can
serve as storehouses for images, details, and feelings. Later, they can
turn to these and draw out information that will greatly enrich their
writings. In essence, they felt these journals could serve to frecze mem-
ory and make childhood impressions accessible throughout their lives.
Most poets also suggested that youngsters write first and worry about
“quality considerations” later. In other words, they encourage young
writers first to concentrate upon “getting words on paper,” because so
much of writing growth comes through time, through gaining life expe-
rience. Related to this, Paul Janeczko spoke of writing what he considers
“pretty bad” poetry when he was younger. This was echoed by Brod
Bagert, who now feels sorry for his dates who had to sit through the
reading of his early poems. These wonderful writers were saying that
poets, in many ways, have to “season.” They wanted young writers to

12
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Xv

know that this is a normal part of the process of growing and maturing
as a writer.

In terms of sharing poetry with young readers, one refrain kept sur-
facing among the poets: Make poetry exciting! They felt that above all,

poetry should be read aloud—and with great feeling and enthusiasm.

Brod Bagert and Ashley Bryan are the reigning champions of the belief
that poetry is shared best when it is performed. And, when possible, this
performance should coincide with direct observation of the events or
ideas presented in a poem. Marilyn Singer supported this belief when
she said that taking children outside to observe the actions of birds
before or during the reading of her poems about these interesting crea-
tures would make her poetry all the more meaningful and enjoyable.

At the same time, a majority of the poets believed that young readers
should be taght the elements of poetry, because this knowledge can
help them better understand the craft of the poet and therefore help
them become better readers and writers of poetry. However, they would
like to see this knowledge gained through the reading of poetry, not
through study of the elements in isolation. In other words, several
mentioned that they hoped an area like metrics didn’t end up being
nothing more than an exercise in memorizing accent marks drawn on
the chalkboard; they encourage those who work with young readers to
enthusiastically present poems that use these elements in special ways,
making them jump to life. Most also believed that poetry could best be
shared in the schools by including it in all subject areas in all areas of
the curriculum. They did not see it as the sole province of the language
arts classroom; rather, they thought poetry needed to be shared by all
teachers and librarians as often as possible. The poets also believed that
memorization of favorite poems was important, because youngsters
would always have these to draw from in future years as they evolved
as readers and writers. Many poets said that poems they memorized as
youngsters formed the “cornerstone” of their love for poetry.

While the poets were similar in many respects, they differed greatly
in one area: how they work as writers. In terms of the process of
composing their poems, they are as different as colors of the spectrum.
When Marilyn Singer starts to wind down or has a difficult time coming
up with ideas, she stands and sings a song from one of her favorite
musicals. This invigorates her and gwes her the drive to continue.
Ashley Bryan has a series of studios in his home. For him, each part of
the composing process is completed in a separate studio arranged spe-
cifically for that type of work. When Victor Martinez needs inspiration,

14
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he takes a walk and picks up pens and pencils he finds in the street. He
then tries to imagine the person who dropped the items and draws from
those images for writing material. Patricia Hubbell does some of her
best thinking and prewriting while working in her garden. Cynthia
Rylant has ideas come to her in a flurry of creativity; she wrote one of
her books of poetry in just a few’ short days. Paul Fleischman, on the
other nand, is a meticulous artist who may spend an entire day writing
a single page of prose or poetry. However, this single page will not need
further revising or editing. For the poets, the means may differ, but the
end results do not. All are crafting magnificent writings that will con-
tinue to delight and entertain generations of young readers.

And finally, after interviewing all the poets, one special message, one
overall philosophy, seemed to echo in a chorus of their voices: The .
world is an exciting place, a place where all possibilities exist for all
people. It is a world populated by a true “family of humanity.” It is a
world of magic and joy. It is a world just waiting to be explore %, and
this exploration can begin right now—through poetry.

14




]. Patrick Lewis

Readers of J. Patrick Lewis’s poetry have come to expect the unexpected. Lewis
tends to write in “traditional” forms and structures, but there is nothing
traditional about the images that burst forth from the lines of his poems—readers
suddenly encounter a hummingbird with “helicopter wings” or a pelican with a
“faceful of luggage.” These images, in combination with masterful wordplay,
produce poems that both delight and challenge the reader. As a writer, Lewis is a
creature of habit who says, “Images come with somewhat more perspiration than
inspiration.” He takes great pride in the fact that a single poem may be the final
result of hours of painstaking research, which produces accuracy and precision of
detail—both hallmarks of his writing.

Lewis's writing for young readers cante about in what he calls an “odd way. "
For years he focused his attention on writing scholarly articles within the field of
economics. However, while on vacation with his family, he visited a natural
phenomenon called tiie “Moonbow.” Inspired by this wonder, he set oul to write
The Moonbow of Mr. B. Bones (1992), a book chosen by School Library
Journal as one of the Best Books for 1992. From that inspired beginning to the
present, Lewis has continued to share with young readers wis love and respect for
both the amazing and the commonplace in the natural world.

Today, ]. Patrick Lewis, the father of three, lives in Westerville, Ohio, where he is
also a professor of economics at Otterbein College.

VC: Please tell us about where you grew up and
about your family.

JPL: 1 always like to think that I had a ridicu-
lously normal childhood. I grew up in Gary,
Indiana, in the 1950s. My twin brother, Mick, has
always been my closest friend. He now lives in
Kentucky. I have another brother, Tim, four
years younger, who lives in Tennessee. All of my
early experiences as I recall them were based
around family. My parents were wonderful. I
didn’t really have any traumatic experiences
growing up that I can think of. We are all still
very close and get together as much as we can.
I wish I could say I had this really weird life as
a gandy dancer or a nightclub bouncer, but I
didn’t. Many writers have “normal” lives; my
childhood certainly was.
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Growing up, my brother was the brainy one, and I was more sports-
minded. I didn’t get serious about anything, especially academics, until
[ got to college. When I was younger I played basketball. I was only five
foot nine inches, but I did manage to play on the high school team. I also
played football and baseball, but basketball was my favorite. When I got
to college I did a Jekyll and Hyde routine. I had a personality change
and realized how much I had missed, so I turned into a real grind, a
bookworm, and I'm afraid I've been one ever since. I decided fairly
early when I went right into a master’s degree program that I was going
to be a college teacher. I've never looked back, have never done any-

thing else. I started teaching college at twenty-five, and I've been doing
it ever since.

VC: Was there a particular spark that led to your writing career?

JPL: To me, people do things in life that are a function of the people
they’ve met. The people I met were all in the social sciences. I didn’t take
to literature until quite late in my schooling. I suspect that was in large
part because I didn’t meet an English professor who told me to get
serious about writing. The notion of being a writer and making a career
as a writer was something that never occurred to me. I didn’t start
writing for children until much later. I've always liked to write, but I
always thought I'd be writing in my field, which is economics. My first
writings were bone-dry academic articles that nobody reads. I finally
said to myself, “This is silly. If I'm going to write, I want to be read.”
Then I began doing book reviews for national and regional publications.
I got a kick out of that and still do. However, it doésn’t come close to
the satisfaction that I get from being able to turn a phrase in a poem for
children. So, as I move into the twilight years, writing is what I kncw I
want to do. If I were somehow denied writing, it would be like losiig a
major part of my life.

VC: What or who would you say have been the major influences upon
you as a writer?

JPL: In 1977 or 1978 I decided I was going to try my hand at writing
children’s poems. They were embarrassingly bad, though I didn't real-
ize it. I was carried away by enthusiasm. Enthusiasm is necessary, of
course, but it won't get you there by itself. You really have to know the
craft. So I stopped writing for about two or three years and immersed
myself in poetry by both adult and children’s poets. I read all the
classics by poets like Wallace Stevens, William Carlos Williams, Robert
Frost, and T. S. Eliot. The most influential children’s poets for me have
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been Edward Lear and Lewis Carroll. In fact, I will soon have a book
coming out that is an homage in verse to Edward Lear. I fell in love with
Lear’s work and read everything by and about him that I could get my
hands on. I still really admire everything he did.

VC: How did your publishing career begin?

JPL: My publishing career actually began in an odd way. I traveled with
my wife and three children to Cumberland Falls, Kentucky, to see a
natural phenomenon called the moonbow. It is a white rainbow that
occurs at only two places in the world, there and in Africa. You have to
be there at just the right time to see it, and the climate has to be just right.
It was a magnificent sight. After I saw it, I came home and wrote this
story called The Moonbow of Mr. B. Bones. It had becn accepted for
publication by a publisher in California in 1980. At tha. time I figured
as a writer I was off and running. The book was in production for about
three years when the publisher reneged on the contract. That was a
maijor setback. In a way it was good, I suppose, because it told me that
things just aren’t as easy as they seemed when the story first got ac-
cepted. The silver lining in the cloud is that this book became my fifth
book, and School Library Journal named it one of the Best Books for 1992.
At the same time I was working on that book I was writing poems
and being told by editors that I might as well forget it as a poet. Many
editors gave me the impression that a new, unpublished poet couldn’t
break into the market, that 1t would be impossible for me to get pub-
lished. There were times when I almost gave up, but I persevered. The
best thing happened to me in 1983. L sent a batch of poems to Myra
Cohn Livingston. She was one of the very few people who wrote back.
She said she saw potential and told me to keep working. Two weeks
later she called me and said she was putting together a collection of
Christmas poems; she asked if I had any poems about Christmas. I was
shaking as I talked with her. I told her I didn’t have anything on that
.subject. She said, “Can you write some?” I asked her how soon she
needed them. She said, “Yesterday.” I said, “Fine.” So I sat right down
and wrote poems about Christmas, and she published my work in her
book. Myra has been a wonderful friend, critic, and supporter, and I
love her dearly. Through the years my poetry has been published in
about fifteen of her anthologies. I can’t tell you how much Myra has
helped me, and dozens of other writers as well.

VC: Tell us about how you work as a writer. How would you describe
your process of composing?

17
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JPL: As William James used to say, “Habit is the great tlywheel of
society.” I am a creature of habit. I schedule the classes I teach in the
morning so that I can come home and write in the afternoon. For the last
few years I have got into that routine, and Ilike it. It suits me. My books
have been selling well enough that I'm able this year for the first time
to take off a whole semester. From now on if I can continue to put food
on my table through my writing, I'm going to teach six months a year
and be off six months to write.

VC: Could you illustrate your work as a writer by telling us about the
writing of a specific poem?

JPL: The one poem of mine that seems to be anthologized more than all
the rest is the poem about how to tell whether a camel is a dromedary
or a bactrian. The poem is titled “How to Tell a Camel,” and it appears
in A Hippopotamusn't and Other Animal Verses (1990). The bactrian has
two humps, and the dromedary has one. Well, one day my twin brother
and I were talking and he said, “The dromedary has one hump and the
bactrian has two humps. Couldn’t you do something in a poem with the
two humps in the letter B and the one hump in the letter D?” I thought
and thought about that. I wrote the poem, and in the last two lines I
turned the letters over to show the shapes of the different humps, like
this:

How to Tell a Camel

The Dromedary has one hump,

The Bactrian has two.

It’s easy to forget this rule,

So here is what to do.

Roll the first initial over
On its flat behind:

The 0 actrian is different from
The 2 romedary kind.

(© 1990 by J. Patrick Lewis)

I think it’s published a lot because it is “educational.” Not that I
intended it to be educational. My brother always jokes that he should
be getting royalties from the poem because it was his idea.

There are times when Myra Cohn Livingston or Lee Bennett Hopkins
or Paul Janeczko will write to say they are putting together collections
and need poems for them. If I'm asked to do a poem for something
specific, then I spend time thinking about it. Eventually, a poem evolves.
Generally, when 1 do my own work, I think of poems for an entire
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collection and think along the lines of a particular theme. My first three
poetry books have been animal books. Now I'm just finishing a collec-
tion of poems about sports. I thought about that broad subject area and
put together an outline of what sports I wanted to include. Then I
started searching to find the right forms to fit the sports or particular
poems. Some needed to be in free verse, and some needed strict form
and meter. I tend to write more often in strict form than in free verse. 1
also strive to match the correct tone for each poem, whether it should
be funny or serious. This is how I work as a writer.

VC: Where do you prefer to do your writing?

JPL: 1 never work at school because there are too many distractions. I
have a little study in my house. It is a room without much of a view. It
is more functional than elegant. I'm surrounded by books and stacks of
umpteen versions of umpteen poems, which I usually can’t find when
I want them. There was a time when I wrote longhand on yellow legal
pads and swore I'd never use a word processor, but iow Ican’t imagine
going back to the legal pads. A computer is so writer-friendly. For me,
there is just something about being able to juggle words around and
printing a poem right away.

VC: Ahalimark of your poetry is surprising, unexpected imagery. This
is seen in a collection like A Hippopotamusn't. For example, in ”A Tomcat
Is,” the cat has a “sandpaper tongue.” In “Dragonflyer,” the dragonfly’s

wings “teeter-totter.” What is it about J. Patrick Lewis that leads to these
incredible images?

JPL: 1wish I could say that the muse comes to sit on my shoulder and
whispers wonderful things in my ear. That doesn’t happen. These im-
ages come with somewhat more perspiration than inspiration. It's a
Jonely—and I'm not singing a song of pity here—and time-consuming
process. In many ways this is a lonely business. When I was trying to
write these animal poems, I spent an awful lot of time doing research.
For example, the more I researched hummingbirds, the more the heli-
copter wings of the hummingbird reminded me of hemlock petals fall-
ing and spinning around as they fell to the ground. Many of my images
grow directly from my research. _

I can tell you in many cases that what you see on the printed page
was the fifth, tenth, or twenty-fifth version of a poem. I sometimes need
that many drafts to get to what I want to say. I'll give an example. My
mother’s favorite poem of mine is “A Tomcat Is,” which is the first poem
in A Hippopotamusn’t. When I wrote that poem she thought I had de-
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scribed cats perfectly, but after I finished it I also sent it to John Ciardi.
He was one of our great children’s poets. I asked him what he thought
of the poem. He read it and said, “I love it, except you have a cat with
a handlebar mustache. Have you ever seen a cat with a handlebar
mustache?” I had to confess that I never had. He suggested I change it,
and [ did. I changed it to a buttermilk mustache, which also struck me
for its description and internal rhyme. That is the working and rework-
ing over'and over again, which sometimes happens. It also points out
the importance of researching your topic—and close observation! At
other times, editors will pick up on those things. In any event, most of
the images come from simple, hard work.

VC: Wordplay is also a big part of your poetry. In “Tom Tigercat” the
cat wouldn’t think of “lion” about anything. Iri “Tut-U-Tut-Tut” the bird
is called a “wocrpoker” (both from A Hippopotamusn't). This wordplay
adds greaily to the humor found in your poetry.

JPL: 1love wordplay, but I have to remind myself not to get too cere-
bral. I do tend to get a little carried away at times, and my humor
sometimes moves too far away from children into the adult world. I'm
also overly fond of puns, which I have to stifle. These are things I'm
learning over the years, as I develop as a poet. I really do think the
poems | write today, especially in terms of wordplay, are much better
than my earlier efforts. It has been a process of writing, rewriting,
keeping at it, and being willing to throw away stuff or file it so I can
possibly come back to it later.

VC: Animals and objects of the natural world form the domain of your

poetry. People are present, but they always seem on the edge of the
experiences described.

JPL: As far as animals are concerned, that really is an odd thing, be-
cause I don’t love animals. I'm fascinated by them, but I don’t love
them. I don't have a pet, nor do I think I will ever get one. When I was
a kid I had a cat that seemed as big as a lion, but I never really cared for
it all that much. I do love to watch animal documentaries. [ also love to
do research on animals and then write poems about them. I won't say
it's easier to write poems about animals, but their behavior is so bizarre
from our point of view that they lend themselves to poetry in a way that
perhaps other subjects don’t 1 think that is really why I write about
them so much, because their behaviors are so different. I love to go to
zoos and I walk in parks a lot and I enjoy observing. 1 get most of my
ideas from observation and experience. However, it very well may be
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that I will have exhausted my own storehouse of animal poems after my
next books come out; they too will be about animals. I'll have to look
for other subjects. That is one of the reasons I'm doing the collection of
sports poems. '

VC: In Earth Verses and Water Rhymes (1991) you have pbems that de-
scribe everything from a golden seashore to a New England lighthouse

to a Midwest field. How much do you travel to gather background
information for your poems?

JPL: 1 traveled more in my younger days. Today I'm really something
of a homebody, but I stili do get around. I especially like going to Russia
and have visited there many times. In Earth Verses I decided I wanted to
do a collection of nature poems. It took me quite a while, because 1
wanted to think of themes that I thought were fitting. Once I had the
themes, it was a question again of sitting down and thinking about the
appropriate forms the poems should take. It is easy to suppose that
these poems were based upon detailed observation, from lots of travzl,
but it “just ain’t so”—at least not completely. With me it is always a
combination of travel and the research. The research is such a large part
of what I do.

VC: You mentioned how much you enjoy going to Russia. Your readers
will notice that the dedication in Earth Verses and Water Rhymes is in
Russian. Please provide us with a translation and tell us why the dedi-
cation is written in this language.

JPL: My interest in Russia began twenty years ago when I was working
on my dissertation. I was chosen as an International Research and
Exchange Fellow. As a part of that program, my wife and I and our three
children went to Moscow to live for a year while I finished the disserta-
tion. It was both a fascinating and difficult experience. We were the first
family to be invited to take part in this cultural exchange program with
what was then called the Soviet Union. Since then I've been back five
times. I was there during the abortive 1991 coup. I spent three days on
the barricades. Then I came back and wrote about my experiences for
our newspapers. My dearest friends in all the world, apart from my
family, live in Russia. That's the connection and why that dedication
appears in Earth Verses. A translation would be, “with love and friend-
ship.” It is for my friends there.

VC: How would you like to see your own poetry introduced to young
readers?
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JPL: Idon’t distinguish my poetry from any other poetry in that regard.
To me, all poetry ought to be introduced to children at a very early age.
It’s tco bad, but for some people who work with the young, their own
experiences with poetry were not the happicst, so they tend to shy away
from it or treat it as a demented stepchild cr a distant cousin we bring
in much later. It seems like prose always comes first. For this reason I
feel poetry shculd be introduced in bulk. Not just my poetry, but any-
body’s. Tons of poetry. I think poetry is primary to the language, in a
way that prose isn’t. My feeling is that it ought to be central to the
language and it ought to be so at the very earliest opportunity. Some-
times when you tell people you are studying poetry, their eyes glaze
over. They think, “Oh my goodness, such an exalted subject!” That’s too
bad. Even when children don’t understand part of a poem, it’s the
sound of the words that is most important at the early ages. I wish my
own experience had been like that.

VC: Related to your work as a writer, what plans do you have for the
future?

JPL: I have a retold Russian folktale and a Christmas story, set in En-
gland, coming out in the fall of 1994. 1 also have nine books of poems in
various stages of production. One will be called The Fat-Cats at Sea
(1994), and another is a book of animal poems called Ridicholas Nicholas
(1995). I also have a softer book of poems coming out next, in spring
1994, called July Is a Mad Mosquito; it is a book of “month” poems. The
homage to Edward Lear will also be out in 1995, as will Riddle-icious, my
book of riddle poems.

VC: What suggestions do you have for young writers interested in
writing poetry?

JPL: 1 would say first and foremost, never write more than you read.
This was advice given centuries ago by the great writer Samuel Johnson,
and I always take it to heart. Second, don’t be afraid to fail, because that
is essential to success. Failure is one of the great certainties of writing.
It seems if you go into it knowing failure is possible, then you won’t be
surprised wken it happens. You don’t have to show people your fail-
ures. It's just a piece of paper and you can throw it away. Another thing
is to turn the TV set off once in a while. I sometimes despair when I
think about the prospects for literature, and poetry in particular, be-
cause it is up against a very formidable medium in television. Id like to
think that at some point we’ll be able to overcome that influence. Every-
body criticizes TV, and in many cases the criticism is well deserved, but
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never more so than when it detracts—and distracts—from the printed
word.

VC: Do you have a spacial message you'd like to pass along to your
readers?

JPL: Keep reading and sharing poetry. I also want to say how much I
appreciate the letters from my readers. I didn't anticipate getting so
many letters from kids. Usually I get a cover letter from a teacher and
thirty letters from a class. Some of these letters are so charming. I'm
always touched by them. When you get that kind of feedback from your
readers, it is just the greatest thing in the world.
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Marilyn Singer

To Marilyn Singer the world is a magical piace, and her poetry embraces this
feeling. Whether the subject is the cycie of the seasons, as in Turtle in July (1989),
or the events of a three-thousand-mile camping trip, as in In My Tent (1992}, her
poems reflect the joy and wonder of childhood experience. She advises young
readers, “Everything we learn, everything we become interested in will help us
find the world to be more fascinating and exciting.” This is a philosophy carried.
forth in her own life, which includes interests in such diverse areas as yoga,
meditation, caring for pets, and baseball.

Singer’s poetry is characterized by tightly focused images that blossom into rich
narratives, inviting the reader to travel along. She believes that this ability to
create stories and weave detail actually began when she was a small child and
listened to her grandmother tell “amazing” stories of growing up in Rumania.
Hearing those stories helped foster a love for language that led to her writing career.

Singer also grew up in a household where music was an important part of
everyday life. Her mother and father loved to sing, and going to theaters to see
musical comedies became a favorite family activity. Even today, when faced with
“writer’s block,” Singer will rise from her writing table and sing from favorite
musicals until she feels ready to move back to the story or poem at hand. This love

for music has influenced the musicality of her poems, which sing through a blend
of alliteration and onomatopoeia.

Marilyn Singer lives today in Brooklyn, New York.

JC: Please tell us about your early life and de-
velopment as a writer.

MS: Tlived in the Bronx until [ was four and a
half, right next to Yankee Stadium, but during
my entire childhood I never went to a single
game there. At that time this part of the South
Bronx was a very lively area. Our home was
near a main street called the Grand Concourse.
My parents and I used to walk along it and go
to all kinds of places. I especially remember
trips to downtown New York City. That was a
huge treat for me. I also remember ail the local
stores had these incredible smells, like the
smells of pickles in barrels and freshly ground
coffee. 1 can still smell all those places today.
When my sister was born we moved to Long
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Island. It was nice to have more space, but I think my heart was and will
always be in the city.

When I was a kid I went to the movies as often as possible. Back ti.en
we went to some grandiose theaters that had lush red or blue velvet
curtains and little cherubs all over the walls. I really loved seeing musi-
cal comedies. Jerry Lewis and Dean Martin movies were also favorites.
As a matter of fact, I liked any movie that made me laugh. I hated
tearjerkefs, westerns, and war movies. After seeing movies like those, 1
usually ended up being sad or terrified. I think that going to the movies
played a major role in my growing up, partly because of the 1.usic in
the films and partly because I learned to enjoy and appreciate a good
story.

Music was always an important part of my life My father used to sing
to me all the time. He'd bring home song sheets called “The Hit Pa-
rade,” or something like that. On these sheets, which would alternately
be printed on pale orange, pale blue, or pale green paper, would be the
lyrics of all the popular songs of the day. At night my dad would sing
these songs to me. My mother also sang all the time, especially when
she was doing the dishes or other household chores. So, I grew up
knowing lots and lots of songs and song lyrics. I was also a pretty good
singer and was often called upon to perform for relatives. At that time,
Cole Porter and Ira Gershwin were still writing, so some really good
music was being composed. [ think studying the lyrics of these songs
made me more conscious of language use and really influenced how !
developed as a poet.

JC: Do you remember when you decided that you wanted to become a
writer?

MS: I can’t really point to one particular event, but there were several
people who influenced me greatly to become a writer. My mom read to
me all the time, so I developed a love of books at an early age. Then
there was my grandmother. Some of my foridest memories of childhood
involve time spent with her. She and I shared a room together until I
was twelve. Every night she told me incredible stories, stories which I
am sure also influenced my later writings. She was so good at creating
description. Grandma was from Rumania and would descrive places
she knew there in such detail I could see and smell every aspect of them.
Some of the stories she told were fables and morality tales. I remeniber
storics like the one about a woman who left her husband because he
was so mean tc her. He wanted her to come back home, but she first
made him chop down a tree that was in their yard. After the tree was
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cut, she told the husband to examine it closely. He saw that the tree was
hollow. The wife then said, “Yes it is, just like your heart.” There is no
question I got some of my ability to create and weave detail from
listening to my grandmother tell these stories.

Another person who provided great influence was our next-door
neighbor, Mrs. Fell. She was a wonderful person who was like an aunt
to me. I remember having trouble sleeping and telling her about this.
She told me that each night before I went to sleep, I should make up a
story that would carry me off to dreamland. No one had actually said
that to me before. My grandmother had told me stories, but she didn't
suggest that I make up my own. I thought Mrs. Fell’s idea was tremen-
dous, and I started to do just that. Each night before 1 went to sleep I'd
make up all sorts of adventure and fantasy tales. Looking back, this was
probably the real spark that led to my development as a writer. I remem-
ber I would go into the bathroom with a flashlight and shine the light
on the ceiling. I would pretend the light was coming from Lightey the
Lightning Bug. I would even have complete conversations with Lightey.
My parents overheard me one night and thought it was cute that I had
an imaginary friend. I knew I wasn’t making up imaginary friends; I
was making up stories and having a great time doing it! As time went
by I had a whole cast of insect characters for my stories. However, I
didn’t write down any of these stories until much later. They were the
first children’s stories I actually put on paper. I thank my mom, my
grandma, and Mrs. Fell for those and other stories.

JC: What was your first writing to be published for young readers?

MS: The first book I had published was The Dog Who Insisted He Wasn't
(1976). I wrote that after I had quit teaching. I loved working with kids,
but the politics of teaching and all the structure found within the school
setting really started to bother me. I just felt I needed more freedom, but
I wasn’t sure what I was going to do next. At that time my husband was
working at the American Federation of Arts. Through contacts at work
he was able to get me some jobs writing about film and preparing
teachers’ guides and catalogs. One dav I was sitting in the Brooklyn
Botaric Gardens, a place where 1 spend a lot of time, and I started
thinking about writing down my insect stories. My husband, Steve,
gave me great encouragement. 50 I got to work. When I finished putting
them together, I sent them to a few publishers. The editors wrote back
encouraging letters, but none wanted to publish my stories. I decided I
needed to work on my writing more, so I joined a writer’s workshop at
Bank Street Community College. I read the insect stories to the others
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in the workshop and got some good criticism. I kept writing and finally
wrote The Dog Who Insisted He Wasn't. I next got a list of publishers and
editors and sent out the manuscript. Within six months, Ann Durrell at
Dutton accepted the story. I remember getting this letter that said they
were publishing my book, and I said to myself, “What? You mean I'm

going to be a children’s writer?” It was all so amazing and wonderful
to me.

JC: Today your hobbies and interests include Taoist medicine and exer-
cise, yoga, meditation, Chinese herbology, and baseball. How would
you say these have influenced your work as a writer?

MS: First of all, writing itself is a form of meditation. I write and medi-
tate, among other things, to try to keep myself sane in this world—to
center myself. Through writing and meditation I am able to get calmer
and to open up to myself. I guess you could say one helps the other.
Also, for a long time T have been attracted to things from Asia. I took up
Japanese flower arranging, which is called Ikebana. It teaches one about
balance and harmony through arrangement of objects. This actually
helped me write one of my novels, Several Kinds of Silence (1988). An-
other reason I took to it was I'd not done any real study of the visual
arts and felt like a whole side of my brain had not been used enough or
properly. I also think the arranging has helped me become more aware
of shape and order in my poetry.

Meditation, yoga, Ikebana, and Taoism all deal with viewing your
place in and becoming harmonious with nature. That is something
attractive to me because I spend so much time sitting and observing
natural things like plants, birds, and other animals. All these practices
have helped me focus my attention even more on nature and then write
about it with love and, I hope, insight.

My interest in baseball is another story. I love baseball—or at least I
did until the Mets got so bad. I recently finished writing a poem which

I don’t think I could have written if I weren’t such a fan. It is called
“High Fly.”

“Are you good at this game?” Carrie accuses
“Sure,” 1 lie
standing there in right field
holding up my brand new glove
smooth as butterscotch
and stiff as an old dog’s leg
praying nobody hits one out to me
And nobody does
until

« M
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bottom of the ninth bases loaded two away
we're ahead by one
and uh oh {would you believe)
here it comes
“Dare you not to drop it,” Carrie teases
Sun-blind I reach
reach
and thump (would you believe)
here it is
in the tiptop of my glove
a snowcone surprise
Tlien just like in a really good dream
there’s the cheering
and the hugging
and the squeals
And best of all there’s Carrie
with her startled eyes
and only her mouth catching flies

(© 1994 by Marilyn Singer)

I had so much fun writing that. It will appear in a new collection of
poems called Family Reunion (1994).

I guess you could say that all of these areas have influenced my
writing in one way or another. Everything I've done or liked has influ-
enced my writing. That is why I feel it is important that younger chil-
dren get out and experience as much of the world as they can. Every-
thing we learn, everything we become interested in will help us find the
world to be more fascinating and exciting, and, if you want to write, you
need to be interested and enthusiastic about the world.

JC: How do you work as a writer? Any special habits cr customs?

MS: I write everything out by hand on yellow legal pads. I print every-
thing because my handwriting is so abysmal. I have learned to print
very quickly, so this doesn’t slow me down as ideas come pouring out.
When I write I always use a Flair pen. Always. Writing by hand is great
because I can go anywhere and get right to work; I'm not chained to a
typewriter or computer in an office. I have written virtually every-
where: on the subway, on a plane, in a coffee shop, in parks. When I
finish composing on the legal pads, I go home and type everything into
the word processor.

Another thing I"do while I work may seem a little different to some
people. While I'm typing the material into the word processor I like to
listen tc records, usually of musicals. When I get tired or bored I start
singing. I will actually get up and perform a number. To break the
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monotony of writing I'll also talk to my dogs and cats and say some-
thing like, “This really stinks. What do you think?” I remember when I
was writing Turtle in July my black cat, Ebony, was curled up next to me.
I said to her, “I've got to write a cat poem, Ebony. What should I say?”
She started purring and snuggled closer. I looked at her and realized
how warm she liked to be, and the lines of the poem started to come: "I
prefer warm fur/ The perfect fire to lie beside.” I really need these short

breaks, whether they be singing or talking to my pets. Then, I'm ready
to start back up again!

JC: 1 understand that you and your husband once went on a three-

- thousand-mile camping trip. Did that particular adventure provide the
spark for In My Tent?

MS: That camping trip was wonderful. [ was still teaching at the time.
The minute school let out for summer vacation Steve picked me up. The
car was packed with all of our gear and two of our pets, a dog and a
pigeon. We drove straight west and saw everything from Niagara Falls
to the Badlands to the Grand Canyon. They were all such incredible
places, so beautiful. I knew I'had to do something with that trip, and the

experiences from it and several other shorter trips provided the basis
for In My Tent.

JC: One of the hallmarks of your poetry is skilled use of repetition. In
Turtle in July, words and phrases are repeated to add a beautiful rhyth-
mic quality to the lines. At the same time, this repetition also mimics the
sounds and movements of the animals being described. For example,
when chanted slowly, the “and chew, and chew” sounds like the mooing
of the cow in the poem “Cow,” and the repetition of “sweep” in “Barn
Owl” reflects the smooth and silent movements of this majestic bird.

MS: In Turtle in July I wanted to use words, repetition, and syntax to
mimic the sounds I thought animals would make and at the same time
to say something about their behavior. In other words, I wanted to write
what these animals would say or sound like if they spoke English. I
intentionally used a lot of “00” sounds in “Cow” to create the mooing
of the cow’s voice. In “Barn Owl” I used “sweep” and other words to
show silent hunting and flight. Then I shocked the reader with “swoop,
snatch, crack”—also representative of the bird’s actions and point
of view. So, repetition is a key, but so is the startling single word or

image. I had a great time playing with the language while writing these
poems.
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An interesting sidelight to Turtle in July is that it didn’t start out to be
a collection of poems. It started as a story about a boy and his grand-
mother walking around a park and looking at animals. The story began:
“It was a very hot day and Matthew felt grumpy. To cheer him up his
grandmother took him to the park. They walked around the lake. ‘Ugh.
I'm boiling,” said Matthew. ‘I wish I were that turtle.” ‘What turtle?’
replied the grandmother. Matthew said, “That one over there with just
his head sticking out of the water. That is what I'd like to be—a turtle in
July.””

The story continued with them walking around the lake and talking
about which animals they’d like to be in different months of the year. I
read the story to Steve and he said, “That’s BORING.” .t was boring, but
I liked the idea of a different animal for each month. One day, while I
was visiting the Brooklyn Botanic Gardens, an inspiration came to me.
I decided to write the story as a series of poems in the voices of the
animals. I started working as soon as I got home. In order to get
the sounds of the animals and the rhythmic quality blended together, I
had to play with the words a lot until I felt  had combinations that were
just right. For example, in the “Deer Mouse” poem I didn’t repeat the
“get get get” at first to represent the nervous, jerky motions of the
mouse. At first I used “bop bop bop,” but I could see that combination
didn’t add enough of the nervous quality I was seeking. I felt that “get
get get” was a much better choice because it represented both the
actions and feelings of the mouse.

JC: Inyour poetry we also find a very balanced combination of allitera-
tion and onomatopoeia. In a poem like “Timber Rattlesnake” (from
Turtle in July), repetition of harsh sibilant sounds (“s”) creates the atmo-
sphere and tone of the poem, while onomatopoetic words like “strike”
and “shuffling” reflect the actions of the snake. What is it about you that
leads to such a balance of sound in your poetry?

MS: Alliteration is one of my favorite poetic devices, and I'm very
cognizant of its power when I write. In “Timber Rattlesnake” the repe-
tition of the “s” sound was very conscious on my part. When I think of
a venomous snake, I think of that “ssssss.” I kept playing with word
combinations and word order until the alliteration fit with the
onomatopoetic quality of other words. These are all things [ work on at
the same time.

I am always interested in the musicality of a line. First and foremost,
a line has to sound right to my ear. When I go out to share my poetry
with groups, this is the first thing I mention. The lines have to flow. I
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will work and rework a line or a whole poem, no matter how long it
takes, until I like the sound of everything working together in that
poem. At the same time I'm doing that, I'm looking for images that are
fresh and different, images that will startle the reader or make the
reader smile.  don’t want to retread old images or put something in just
for the sake of startling the reader. My images must make sense in the
larger context of the poem. I remember when I was working on In My
Tent 1 wanted an image about what this tent looked like. I knew it was
orange, and I started playing with images like “a big glob of marmalade
sitting on top of toast.” That was an interesting image, and I'm sure it
would have startled some readers, but it just cidn’t work for me. It was
really stretching it to try to make it fit into the overall context of what I
was creating. In plain English: It stuck out like a sore thumb! I kept
playing with w ord combinations until I hit upon the image r.{ “an oriole
landing in the emerald woods” (from “Dad Says My Tent Is Rugged").

This image was much more in keeping with the natural setting and the
whole experience of camping.

JC: Another characteristic of your poetry is the short, compact line.
While most of your poems do have a narrative structure, the poems are
not long on narrative details. Rather, you rely upon tightly focused
images to give power to the lines. For example, in the poem “Turtle In
July” the oppressive temperature is described as “heavy hot hangs.”
What is your philosophy related to this word economy?

MS: Tthink this grows directly from my interest in Asian art and poetry,
and in particular from my study of haiku. I admire the word economy
and expressive images found within something as focused as haiku.
The writer of haiku can use just a minimum of words, and these words
must be able to carry the strongest type of imagery. The more I read
haiku, the more this is impressed upon me—and the more this has
shown up in my own poetry.

At the same time, I am the type of person who gets bored easily by
lots of description, especially if I feel the description is unnecessary. I
get tired of a piece quickly if I feel the writer is just running off at the
mouth. It is bad enough in prose, but I especially don't like lengthy
descriptions in poetry. My philosophy here is simple: If the right words
are chosen, the same powerful images can be created just as well with
three or four words as they can be in a hundred. For me, a poem is really
capturing a moment in time. Thought of in this way, a poem is like

a photograph. So, what I try to do is write the visual equivalent of a
photograph.

31
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JC: One evolution in your writing that can be seen in In My Tent is the
addition of very striking, at times very unusual, similes that reflect how
young children view the world. This can be seen ~hen the youngster
pulls down his cap “like a flag at a race” in the poem “Packing the Car
We Play.” This use of simile isn’t as pronounced in your earlier work.

MS: In the past I made greater use of simile in the poetry I wrote for
the adult audience. Only recently have I begun to rely more upon it to
build description in my poetry for children. I reaily started noticing this
when I was working on my book Nine O’Clock Lullaby (1991). 1t is a
lyrical trip through the different time zones of the world. To me, the
book is really a collection of very small poems. Anyway, the book begins
when it is 9:00 AM. in Brooklyn, and the reader is taken from there on a
trip around the world. On the way to Goat City I used the simile,
” Auntie peddles quickly, flying like a dragon.” I also have, “Elder sister
peddles slowly, flapping like a goose.” At 6:00 pm. in Los Angeles, the
sun eases down “like a golden dinner plate.” There is no way to miss
the simile in this book. When used well, simile opens up new ways of
thinking about our everyday lives. When it is used poorly, it becomes a
tired cliché. This is something I always think about as I write.

JC: How would you like to see your own poetry introduced to young
readers?

MS: First of all, it has to be read aloud, both by teachers and children.
Everyone has to be able 0 hear what a poem is doing. I also think it
would be very good, sinze so many of my poems deal with nature, if
children could be taken to natural places or see films about nature to
help them feel the interconnectedness of everything around us. It would
be great to take children to a park so they could watch birds and their
activities for a while. Then the children cculd talk about what emotions
were stirred up in them while they watched the birds. Following this,
they could read poems about birds. What I am saying is this: I believe

poetry should be coupled with observation and experience whenever
possible.

JC: What suggestions do you have for young people interested in writ-
ing poetry?

MS: First, T would tell them to learn how to observe, to explore the
world. Everything you observe might someday be the subject of a
poem. I would also tell them to read. And not just my poetry, but all
poetry. Also, listening to music might help them get that musical feeling
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in themselves. You really do have to feel the rhythm yourself before you
can duplicate it on the page.

I also tell youngsters not to be afraid of rewriting. Many kids get
discouraged because they write something and it is not perfect on the
first try. Well, what I write isn’t perfect the first time either. There is no
shame at all in rewriting and reworking the words until they sound just
right to you. This is what should take place. There is also no shame in
accepting useful criticism. This criticism can help us grow as writers
in so many ways. My husband is always my first critic—and he’s
a good one. I have been given a lot of useful advice from editors. I
respect them tremendously because they have such a difficult and deli-
cate job.

JC: Related to your work as a writer, what plans do you have for the
future?

MS: 1write a lot of things besides poetry. Currently, I'm working on a
novel. But in terms of my poetry, I recently finished a collection of
poems called The Morgans Dream (1994). In it are represented the dreams
that different members of a single family have on the same night. To
match the subject matter, the poems are written in a very dreamlike
manner. Because I was representing the dreams of different individuals,
I tried to have in each poem not only different content but different

language as well. To give you an idea of what these poems are like, this
is one called “Catherine’s Dream.”

The words
all mumbly jumbly
are not her own
No matter how hard she tries
she talks in
twisted biscuits
and fumphfarumphfary
Jimmy, Johnny
Patsy, Pauline
the whole class
whinny and wicker
- like tickled horses
The underwear
all purple and yellow
is not her own
She can’t imagine why
she’s wearing it
with orange galoshes
and fluffy wuffy furbelows




20

Speaking of Poets 2

Lizzie, Linda
Brian, Bob
the whole class
hoot and halloo
like crazy chimpanzees
The dream
all dummy crummy
is not her own
Though she wouldn't believe it
if you told her
dreamers ever, where squirm
in the same tongue-tied mise-y
before a howdy rowdy crowd
Except their underwear is always
different

(© 1994 by Marilyn Singer)

I've also completed a book of silly poems about pets called Please Don't
Squeeze Your Boa, Noah! (1995). My most recent published collection of
poems is called It's Hard to Read a Map with a Beagle on Your Lap (1993).
It is a collection of funny dog poems. I just love writing silly stuff. I also
finished two other collections: Family Reunion, described by its title, and
Sky Words (1994), which is poems about the sky. Like clouds, the forms
of all the poems there are very different. Some of th~m are more like
episodes. Some are just goofy images I wanted to put into a poem.

T have a wide range of things I write about, and I hope I have a wide
range in my poetry as well. I get bored easily, so I try to challenge myself
by trying different things in both prose and poetry. However, my favor-
ite thing to write is poetry. It’s hard to explain, but there is just some
magical quality to poetry that excites me. My brain feels really differént
and I'm much more relaxed when I'm working on poetry. To me, poetry

seems closer to that central place everybody is looking for in medita-
tion.

JC: Do you have a special message you’d like to pass along to your
readers?

MS: Look at the world and try to see the interconnectedness of every-
thing. Learn to respect and get along with animals, plants, and other
people. No living thing is expendable. Everything has a place in the
w