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Interview with Denise Low

On the afternoon of May 8, 1998, I sat with Denise Low, in her backyard in Lawrence, Kansas to talk with her about her writing and about writing in Kansas.

WS:  Could you talk about how you found your way to writing, and poetry specifically?

LOW:  I’ve thought about that, writing in general.  I grew up in a small town in Kansas—Emporia—where there weren’t a lot of distractions, but there was a lot of respect for books and reading.  I didn’t have television until I was twelve.  My parents, by these days’ standards, certainly sheltered me.  I was at home most of the time, or carefully taken to certain things and brought back, but really, there weren’t after-school activities like now.  Actually, I was pretty athletic.  I would have loved to have been involved with sports, but there were none for young women or girls.  So, we were at home, we were in the neighborhood.  A big event was to go to the library.  One of the other things, too, in the background of that milieu of, you know, lack of stimulation [chuckles] from the outside world was that William Allen White’s memory was still in Emporia. His son was running The Gazette, and he was having his career as a novelist, writing the memoirs, Journey for Margaret.  You’d see his editorials in the paper every week.  I only met him a few times, but it was the sense that, “Wow, that’s a good thing to do.” He seemed—my parent’s filtered this to me—that he had the most prestige.  The president was out there somewhere [chuckles], but the idea of being a writer...  Well, he was the most famous and influential writer of all.  I think there is that kind of reverence for letters, belles lettres, in the background that influenced me.  I though that that would be a neat thing to be.  If there were other areas, maybe I would have been directed into those.  As I said, I was kind of athletic and I would have done that if I’d had a chance.

WS:  How about poetry?

LOW: And there I think you do just have kind of a turn of mind for it.  Because although my grandmother had written poetry, she wasn’t around doing that.  She’d come into town and do other things with me.  As a teenager, I do remember her bringing Tung dynasty poets and some of the Japanese poets—she really loved Asian poets—and that was an influence which is better than say the Jerry Springer show [laughs]—sitting around watching that with your grandmother.  But even before that, it was just kind of a turn of mind.  I mean, that wasn’t until high school or college that those influences really came in.  I think it’s just a turn of mind, and some good English teachers.

WS: Do you remember a point at which you felt like, “Hey, I’m a writer now”?  Was there a threshold at all?

LOW:  It’s more a yearning.  And maybe I still have that.  Maybe that’s something that keeps me still a novice, with still a sense of learning about life through language, which I think poetry really is in many ways.  But I do remember Jim Williams, my junior year in high school English teacher, bringing in “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” and that in order to be cool or something, I should be able to know what that was.  He presented it as something kind of exciting. And I liked the modernist themes.  You know I’ve always attracted to—not just the traditional patterns, but that kind of twist on reality that certainly comes into the modernist works.  He’s now at Johnson County Community College, and I was able to keep in touch with him.  He was a fine teacher.  He didn’t condescend.  He didn’t just teach us Ogden Nash, who was really popular then, but he showed us that poetry was beautiful, serious.  

And then there’s the turn of mind.  I like doing crossword puzzles, and I think that poems, in a way, are giant puzzles, riddles with maybe more stretch of metaphor than crossword puzzles [chuckles], but there’s still that kind of rumination that goes on, and associations.  

WS:  I mentioned earlier today that you’d been awfully busy—of course with your writing, but you’ve also been working as an editor.  You have pretty extensive editorial experience.  Has that been beneficial to the writing?

LOW:  Oh, very much so.  As I said, I just had this yearning, as much as anything, and through my undergraduate years at the University of Kansas, every year I would go sign up for the poetry writing or creative writing classes, and every year they would be filled.  And I didn’t have the chutzpah to go into someone and push and say, “I really want to... I deserve to...” and try to get a mentor.  And as a young woman, especially as an English major in that department, I did not have a mentor that would be effective for that.  Then, I got a master’s in Literature, and again the same thing.  Then I had a couple of children.  When I was getting the second one out of diapers, we’d moved back to Lawrence.  And I said, “Okay, now I’m going to do it.”  I went to Bob Greene, who that time was editing Aux Arcs magazine here in Lawrence.  I said, “Okay, Bob, I’m ready to be a poet now.”  Of course, it was terribly naive with all the misconceptions that a person can have about talent, and luck, and just not knowing how much craft is work.  He looked at the first poem I had written, and he very politely said to me, “Well, you know, they’re looking for readers on Cottonwood Review.  Why don’t you go over there and see about that?”

And that began one of the best, the quickest ways to learn the structures, and what bad poetry is.  And then when the good poems come into a pile this high [raises her hand], they do stick out.

WS:  Did you have a sense, even then, of the difference between what was working and what wasn’t?

LOW:  No, I was pretty unstructured and unfocused.  But I’ve always been blessed with a good basic education, a good sense of grammar, a lot of reading experience, and a good vocabulary from that.  And then, after a year on Cottonwood, I began to get much more of a sense of language and what poetic structures need to look like, the symmetries necessary, and then the surprises and the variations within those symmetries that make for energetic, exciting language.

WS:  Now that you teach creative writing, is that a process that you find has any influence on your own writing?

LOW:  Teaching in general to me, whether it’s creative writing or literature, is a chance to engage in that kind of meditative contact with someone else’s language—which always feeds me and energizes me—as well as be involved with other people.  You know writing can be pretty lonely [laughs].  I’m really kind of stuck having a lot of needs for solitude and a lot of needs for people, and for me, teaching is really a good balance.

WS:  That’s about as good a way as I’ve heard that explained.  I mentioned earlier today that I sort of fell prey to the myths of geography and dreamed of moving away.  It was only when I came back to Kansas that I could appreciate things I’d always sort of known.  In your books, it’s obvious that you not only have a conscious, very knowledgeable, appreciation of this state, but also a very spiritual awareness of the state, too.  Was that something that was developed, do you think, or have you always had an affinity for this place?

LOW:  I think that place is something that somehow in my family we did admire.  My father was kind of rebellious, anti-establishment in his own way.  He was a Democrat in Kansas.  You understand what that means.  And so I was encouraged to look at things on my own.  And actually, I was brought up in a Congregational Church, which also encourages individuality and more of the intellectual—you know, the Scripture, if it’s metaphorical, what does that mean? How does that apply to your life?—rather than a fundamentalist way or ritualized way.  And I kind of missed that ritual.  You know, I’d go into a Catholic church, and boy it was so lush and beautiful.  I missed the aesthetics.  I’d go into my church, and the ceiling was flat and white. I do have a poem about that [laughs].  And I’d think, “Wow, there’s really a different concept of the heavens and the firmament when you look up at the white, flat ceiling.”  But that also, again, was an indirect way to start building my own way of looking at the history around me, and my own relationship with it.

WS:  You’ve commented that Kansas does not give its writers any special rewards.  [Low laughs.]  Can you talk about that?

LOW:  Well sure.  Sure. I think there’s a real Colonial sense in Kansas, not of being colonized by the English, but being colonized by the East Coast intellects.  And even in Lawrence and Kansas City, people don’t buy artworks by local artists.  They go to New York and buy prints of Picasso, you know, second-rate prints of whomever?  When I was growing up in Emporia, Kansas, one of the things I point out, through all twelve years of school, I never read William Allen White.  I still need to read him; I’ve done just a little bit on my own.  We talked about how little is known about William Stafford, though he lived here until he was in his thirties, and wrote a great deal about Kansas, got a National Book Award, and so forth.  And I think that is typical.  Now the good side of that is you don’t get that awful condition for any Kansan, swell-headed [chuckles].

WS:  Your father’s term, right?

LOW:  Right.  So, there’s a good news and bad news side to that.  People expect writers to be regular citizens.  And you know when William Burroughs was living here in Lawrence the last ten, fifteen years of his life, I think he came to appreciate that side of Kansas indifference, or anti-intellectualism, and he was just the guy down the street who had cats to his neighbors, as much as anything.

WS:  Your publication has often come through local presses.  Is that in part a sense of loyalty on your behalf, or is it just the regional nature of the work is more appealing to those publishers?

LOW:  Well, there are several things involved in the answer to that.  One is that although I have been able to have children and a stepdaughter, been able to live near my parents, worked full-time—I’ve had it all in some ways—I haven’t had the energy really to push and to knock on the doors of the big presses or make the phone calls or schmooze or network or spend a summer in a writers’ colony really working on a manuscript and getting mentoring.  And I’ve missed that, in the isolation.  I’ve just been too busy.  On the other hand, I have liked having personal relationships with my publishers.  Often I’ve been blessed with publishers who had really strong aesthetic senses and added photography or drawings or so forth.  And also, I feel like being a writer is being part of a community, and my community and who I’m writing for is mostly in this region.

WS:  You mentioned in Midwest Quarterly, in 1995, that “I do not set out to write about this particular place, but because of my commitment to writing in dialogue, not monologue, I explore what is around me.  Therefore, images of this region appear in my work.”  Can you explain that notion of dialogue, as opposed to monologue, and what you’re up to?

LOW:  Yeah, there’s a kind of writing that I admire, but that is about flourish.  You see a writer who impresses you with all kinds of technique.  And that’s great.  And that’s kind of coming from the inside out. What I want to do is look around me and, in Stafford’s sense, listen and hear what is inherent in the objects.  Reality is so strange and surprising, and I see language as a way to mediate or try to sort through what is around me.  It is a very careful, structured way of listening.

WS:  When I read that, it made me think of the first line of your poem “Mastodon Treasure,” in which you begin, “Sometimes the backyard frightens me.”  That notion of the ordinary or the everyday being strange.  And also that tone there is conspiratorial, almost in that sense a dialogue.  The reader feels a sense of this voice beside him.

LOW:  Great, that’s what I hoped for, that that is a dialogue with the reader, and reader is also listening and adding from his or her own experience what they can to that experience of reading the poem.  Again, I don’t want to be that preacher that gets up there and just amazes you with magical flourishes and cadenzas and words because then you walk away from that, and you’ve really just been a spectator.  But I really hope to engage a reader in an active process.

WS:  When you talk about Kansas writing styles, you’ve suggested that there are three general characteristics that you can put your finger on, and one of those intrigued me “a belief in infinite mystery.”  I suppose somebody in a heavily wooded state might say that infinite mystery is found in those woods.  How do you mean that in Kansas?

LOW: Well, I think the sky.  You know what it’s like to get out in the Flint Hills, or in the flat places.  You can see so many miles.  And then there is that little, thin band just where you almost but not quite see horizon, and that’s the place where that mystery and infinity become a tangible experience.  It’s not an imaginary thing.  It’s real.  You go out there and say, “Well, I can see twenty miles, but that twenty-first mile, you know, am I really out there?”

WS:  The other two characteristics that you mentioned were self-deprecation and unpretentious language, an avoidance of swell-headedness, I guess.  And I noticed that in a lot of Kansas poets who have spent a lot of their lives here, there is a tendency toward concision in their work, a compression that you don’t necessarily see elsewhere.  It seems to me that in journals you’re starting to see a lot more longer poems, but often Kansans seem to write these much more compressed pieces.  Is that an accurate observation do you think?

LOW:  I think so.  If you look at William Stafford, Steven Hind, Harley Elliott, myself, I think those are accurate.  Maybe if you set them all up on a computer, get a database, run through how many syllables, how many lines... But I think we would agree that there isn’t a sense of embellishment.  There is getting to the pith of something.  I would guess—I mean it would be really hard to scientifically prove this, although it might be possible—that if anyone ever did a really good analysis of the dialect of the English that is spoken out here, that there is that sense of concision, of getting to the point.  And I argue, I speculate, in one of my essays that there is a lot of influence... Kansas was Indian Territory.   There are a lot of people with [Native] ancestry, and all that has some sort of impact on the experience of a culture.  And again, I think there’s a certain kind of listening.  It’s the opposite of what you see is what you get.  It’s highly contexted.  A lot of layers suggested by a word or phrase or experience.

WS:  Do you think that—I don’t know if “hurts” is the right word—is that a stumbling block for readers outside of the area?

LOW:  Oh yes.  It took me a long time to realize that people thought I was kind of stupid [laughs].  There’s a very fine writer I know in Texas.  I always knew she was a very nice person.  Then I finally realized that she was brilliant.  She’s a very brilliant woman, but because of that drawl and slowness of talking, I had never taken her as seriously as I should.  And then I realized that probably people had been doing that to me too.  Either that or they were just being condescending for the fun of it, which is also possible [chuckles].  But they’re also I think condescending to William Stafford.  You’ve heard that criticism of his work, that he’s not complex enough.  But then once you get into the meat of his work, there are all kinds of complexities.

WS:  I’ve always been interested in the notion of ... Well, you mention the poems of Steven Hind and Harley Elliott.  They work a lot like the landscape, it seems to me.  They’re somewhat reflective of it.  People see that levelness.  They don’t know that most of the prairie is below ground.

LOW:  I think that’s a very good way of putting that.  There’s an awful lot underground, including all our past histories.

WS:  And that certainly has affected your work greatly, that layering I suppose.

LOW:  Absolutely.  I remember there being a house down the street...  When I was a kid, you could sort of roam the whole neighborhood.  You’d just be “the neighbor kid.” You’d be out poking in someone else’s shed or something, or out in their yard.  You were sort of like a neighborhood dog.  It wasn’t a big deal.  Or there’d be a whole pack of kids running around.  I remember there was one garage that was sort of a pathway to one of the fields where we’d play ball, and there were some wonderful, perfectly preserved mussel shells that were fossilized and ferns.

WS:  Well, continuing that image of the prairie root system, I’d mentioned earlier today that I’d found it difficult to pull specific poems out of some of the collections because as I wanted to do that that I’d have to drag a whole group of them with it.  Your books seem to work that way.  They seem fairly complete, but they also seem to be interwoven in their ideas.  As you’re in the writing, are you that focused, or is it something that happens later when you’re compiling your poems, or do you find yourself writing along the same theme typically?

LOW:  If things go well, which they do sometimes, there’s a whole marriage between the unconscious and conscious mind that goes on in writing poetry for me, and I will just follow the direction and then notice, invariably, whatever the influences are: life stage, humidity, El Nino, or whatever.  I will notice that my dreams will start to get synchronized with the writing’s images and subjects, and even when I’m just writing randomly, then after a few months they seem to kind of coalesce.  And that’s really wonderful.  I like living this way.  I like having that part of myself alive.  It’s a real privilege to be able to express that and get these nice, cohesive little clumps of word-nests hooked together.  And it makes me feel very secure and happy [chuckles].

WS:  Well, I find that especially true with Starwater, and the theme of that book would suggest that sort of melding of ideas I suppose, and as I was thinking about which poems [to use], it was hard to say, “I want to talk about this poem” because I wanted to talk about large groupings, but I’ll try anyway.  Would you want to read “Summer River”?

LOW: Sure, sure.  I will confess that after I notice a direction, I will kind of push it, sure.  [Reads “Summer River.”]

WS:  The image of the sofa in that poem really tackled me because I suppose anybody who has ever spent anytime on river has run across that.  It’s startling when you do.  And, I thought it was interesting, the movement from the natural things that the river brings to the things that have been dumped there.

LOW:  And how the river naturalizes them after a time.

WS:  Yeah, there’s a sort of inclusiveness in all of that isn’t there.  Another of your poems, from a different book, from Spring Geese, the first one, “Panorama Walrus,” has that sort of inclusiveness too, and I was wondering if that is set there as a sort of clue as to how to read the book, and maybe your poetry in general.

LOW:  I think that’s a good comment.  Absolutely.  And with it some humor.  We are those kind of ugly walruses bumping around.

WS:  Yes, there is that image of the sacks with eyes.  We feel a sort of empathy for those walruses.

LOW:  Right.

WS: You mention in the introduction of that book that it was at the point that you were taking your sons to the history museum that you started to really pay attention to what had happened geologically and historically in this state.  And that seems to have had a tremendous effect on your poetry.

LOW:  I think things are better now, but I do kind of regret the educational system I went through.  You know, all the way through my Masters, and beyond maybe, ignores what’s around.  And I think English departments are notorious for [being] very concerned with the European past and the American past, but they really don’t look over where we are now, and get involved with that history of where we are at now.  And that seems to be a sort of odd mind/body split in Western European culture.  I think there’s a here and now split [chuckles].  Then and now. Our culture just has not looked at and taken root in this geography.

WS:  You tell an interesting story in an interview you did with Karen Hellekson of going to the dentist and having the dentist dig through layers of filling, and remembering each trip.

LOW:  Each dentist.

WS:  Each dentist, yeah.  And the slow drill of the first dentist.  That sort of everyday archeology is awfully important in your work, isn’t it?  It’s not just digging say on the river somewhere.  That sort of archeology seems evoked in a lot of your work.

LOW:  Absolutely.  And it’s also a process of...  Whatever sanity I can claim, it comes from being able to integrate. And I have the almost unique experience of living in one town for thirty-one years, one state for all my life.  And I still go back to see my mother regularly in Emporia, so I see all the changes.  So, I’m really fascinated by all the events that are separated only by time.  They’re all in one place.

WS:  I’m interested in the—I’ve said inclusiveness—but also the connectedness.  In Starwater you link up water and people, who are, of course, made up so much of water, but in Tulip Elegies there’s a really intricate weaving it seems of plant and animal, of life and death, and a very fine line between those two states in that book, in the sense that in one poem I think make some mention that living really begins when the body starts to decompose.  And there’s also the archeological and anthropological takes in Spring Geese, where you look at layers of the whole.  This may be a tough question, but was there a moment, or series of moments, do you think, when you became aware of that sort of interconnectedness?

LOW:  I think that those were the moments of writing those poems.  I couldn’t get through the day, walking around and buying groceries, all the basic parts of life, in that state of mind.  I wish I could.  And some times I try, but I bump into things.  I do think there was a profound moment when I went to the basement—not the main floor, not the second floor—but stuck in the corner of basement of the Natural History Museum [on the University of Kansas campus]—and saw the stuff they’d pulled out of the Kansas River.  And I thought, my gosh—this mammoth head, this tusk, this giant beaver (and they’ve gone extinct)—why aren’t they front and center?  Why are we not exploring this thing that’s down the block?  It’s part of our daily lives.  Why do we have the polar zones and the tropical zones as the first thing you see and learn about?  And I started to think, “What is the sensibility that is suppressing the local history and imposing, really, a whole different schema on how we think?”

WS:  Maybe I could just get you to read a couple of poems in Spring Geese.  They’re back to back: “Glacial Till” and “How to Look for Arrowheads.”

LOW:  [Reads “Glacial Till.”] You know, that was from the time that I started to go on some of the public education trips of the Natural History Museum, and it was a fossil hunt.  And I thought, “Ah, they’re going to take us out somewhere.”  Then I realized the rocks right next to us, in their front yard, had all kinds of exotic mushrooms in them.


“How to Look for Arrowheads” is maybe naive.  I had not worked at Haskell [Indian Nation University], I had not made the obvious connections with the continuity of the history of people on this continent, in this place.  The other thing that is just astounding is you walk along any small stream or watershed, anywhere there is a water supply, you’re going to find tools, mostly tools and some arrowheads.  I went on one of these trips, and I found this gorgeous, beautiful work of art in this arrowhead.  And they said we had to leave everything on site, and so I did because I’m a good Kansan.  I left it there, but I took it away in my mind.  And I’ve always regretted leaving it too [laughs]. 


[Reads “How to Hunt for Arrowheads”]

WS:  You mention that [poem] being naive.  How has working at Haskell changed your views?

LOW:  Well, I’ve just come to appreciate more fully the selective amnesia non-Indian people have used when it comes to relationships—historical, cultural, political, everything—with the native, indigenous peoples of this continent.

WS:  In your introduction, you mention Gary Snyder’s remarks on the poet being able to genuinely imagine herself back to that point.  Do you feel like that was happening to you in these poems?

LOW:  Well, it depends on if you believe in time or not.  Now, if one does not believe in time, in the linear sense, I don’t think that humans, with our brains and other senses, can really perceive life accurately, or anything, accurately.  But sure.  I think that you get into some kind of relationship with that history.

WS:  I keep coming back to a notion—something that poets are obviously concerned with—that takes on so many metaphors—the interconnectedness of water, and what you’re doing with bulbs in Tulip Elegies.  In the essay in Touching the Sky, “Quiltmaking,” you say, “Quiltmaking is an apt metaphor for art, and the poetry that I like best, in fact, is a synthesis of everyday objects and events, chosen from a ragbag stockpile and transformed by human touch.”  It seems like your poetry, in various metaphors, works with those sorts of connections, those linkages we’ve been talking about.  And I’m going ask you to generalize about your process.  Do you often have those linkages in mind as you start the work, or do they come in process?

LOW:  They emerge from my subconscious.  It’s sort of like having a wild horse inside, and once in a while you can get a saddle on it and ride it and name it.  I think like any person, I full of all kinds of influences.  I don’t understand or control it that well.  The classic example is Tulip Elegies.  I didn’t like tulips.  My mother always said, “You should plant daffodils because they come back every year.”  Tulips just seemed very foreign to me.  All these things kind of float around in the periphery, and then one day, the spotlight was on that tulip.  I was influenced by Susan Bromberg Schaefer’s poems about tulips, by Sylvia Plath’s poems.  You know, there are some associations through my imagination, through reading.  And one day, I sat down and wrote the start of a sequence of poems about tulips.

WS:  In Spring Geese, your poem “Bulb” seems to prefigure those poems: “As our dead settle in their graves, bulbs nourish themselves, at home in the world.”  There is a sort of connectedness there.

LOW:  You know, I’d forgotten about that poem.  I was kind of looking back at things for a selection of poem and I found that.  I said, “Oh, gosh.”  You know, some times I think that in Spring Geese, everything I was ever going to write is there already, and I’ve just been taking the pieces out and looking at them.

WS:  Since we’ve mentioned Tulip Elegies, you bring in the subject of alchemy.  And I think somebody who had not read Tulip Elegies might still be aware of that as a sort of influence.  I was struck by how many times I found myself encountering earth, air, fire, and water in the poems and the essays.  Can you explain alchemy in your work?

LOW:  One of the parts of my life that I cordon off and try not to bring into public too much is my background in astrology.  I learned astrology when I was sixteen, and I worked with it all through high school and college and into my twenties.   And it’s not the horoscope in the newspapers. Alchemy is the earth-level set of metaphors of occult wisdom and teachings, and astrology is the sky-level.  The metaphors are very similar.  I probably never will write an overt poem about astrology, but the four elements are of course critical to the way set of metaphors works, as well as the triad of initiatory, fixed, and the breaking up part of a sequence—cardinal, fixed, and mutable.  That has really been a set of metaphors I’ve worked with for a long time.

WS:  It seems to work awfully well in Tulip Elegies.  If I could, could I get you to read a few of those poems for me? 

LOW:  Sure.

WS:  I’ve marked them, Elegies II, VII, and IX.  Here’s an instance, though, when I’d be happy just to hand you the book and have you start at the beginning.

LOW: [Reads “Tulip Elegy II.”]

WS:  It strikes me in that poem that there’s something, I suppose, that is more overt than in some of the other poems, but there is the implication that we would all do well to pay attention to those stars, to pay attention to what’s going on around us.  There’s a sort of quiet call in that poem, it seems to me.  Is that something that you were up to, do you think, in that poem?

LOW:  Sure. The texture of our lives is so influenced by the other parts of the world around us.

WS:  In medical terms, occult means hidden.  What strikes me about a lot of these is the things that are hidden are often hidden because we’re not paying attention to them.

LOW:  I think that’s accurate.

WS:  Do you feel a sort of “mission” to wake people up to what’s going on around them, in this state and in its history?

LOW:  I think most of all I’m trying to wake myself up [laughs].  And again, what social structures, what cultural structures do we have that are really satisfying?  I was raised as a Congregationalist.  There are aspects of Christianity that are ways into real self-discovery.  And this book also is about that and about Easter and resurrection, and that’s another implicit influence in this set of poems.  There are, of course a lot of negative aspects of Christianity, but I think that there are these positive things that we look for, but that you really have to dig for.  It’s not given to you easily in this culture that’s so influenced by commercialism.

WS:  Things that get in the way of our seeing. “Tulip Elegy VIII” deals with resurrection very overtly.

LOW:  There’s where I do kind of come out of the closet.  You know it is kind of interesting—there’s this real split between English literature and literary criticism and the poets and religion.  Almost everyone of my generation was raised... You went to church, or you went to synagogue, or you went to something. You hardly ever read about it.  You know, Jewish writers write about their religion, but with Christians it’s not cool, but whether you like it or not, it’s there.  So this is a book where I came to terms with some of that.  [Reads “Tulip Elegy VIII.”]

WS:  Resurrection’s not what we think always?

LOW:  It has to happen every year.  

WS: I flashed upon the poem “Thanatopsis” when I read that, you know, that bit about “resting with kings.”  

LOW: [Reads “Tulip Elegy IX.”]

WS:  There is that constant dichotomy throughout of life and death, rebirth and death, but again that sort connectedness. It’s hard to separate out a moment when one of those things begins and the other ends.  You wrote those poems, you’ve discussed, as a reaction to your father’s stroke.  You mentioned Vonnegut’s reaction to reading as a sort of Western meditation.  Were these in themselves a sort of healing trance, a sort of healing meditation?  Did you find that that helped, the writing down of these poems?

LOW:  Absolutely.  It helped distract me.  You notice I don’t write about those hospital visits.  And maybe that’s part of my process, for good or for ill, keeping a certain kind of distance from those things that are so painful, but kind of working it out figuratively, in a way I could handle, while also kind of dealing day-to-day with the loss.

WS:  Is that something that is particularly Kansan do you think?  You talk about the lack of confessional poets in this state.

LOW:  [Laughs.]  I think so.  I think so.  My husband, Tom Weso, has talked to me about how when you drive out through these Kansas roads and you look at a farmhouse, it’s all out there.  I mean you see what their laundry looks like, you see what their garbage looks like, you see what kind of cars they drive, you see what kind of cars they drove twenty years ago, and all the implements in between.  Instead people build the kind of walls that we carry around.  Our sense of privacy, I think, is something we construct.  Collectively, a community knows what your house looks like and everything about you, but then you maintain that privacy in another way.

WS:  One of the things that is interesting is that I got to the last of the poems and there’s this hopefulness not long after that, and I immediately thought of William Carlos Williams’ “Spring and All,” that in the midst of all this cold there are these things reaching down to grab hold.  And you mention Williams’ “no ideas but in things.”  Was he running through your head at all?

LOW:  Not really.  He is someone I’m aware of, that I’m grateful to for some of the directions he has made possible for poetry in America today, and particularly to the English-speaking world, I sure, but he isn’t someone I read.  And this is something purely idiosyncratic and personal, but I don’t find any kind of depth that I want to hang onto in his work.  I guess I want ideas that live longer, or something.  I’ve read his work, but more for structure and form.

WS:  Who would you say are your influences, some that you do hang onto?

LOW:  I’d have to say that though I haven’t read him as much lately, Gary Snyder influenced me great deal, as far as seeing what a poet could be in a community, and what kinds of materials a poet can look at.  And for that, also Charles Olson.  I know that’s someone who’s working in very different forms, but the topics he brought up are important— local history, archaeology.  And then Rilke, you know for soul.  That’s the guy that really could just make the ordinary magical.

WS:  Many of your books are illustrated, and your chapbook Quilting is actually a box of these individual poems on this fine paper, and it’s an art object in and of itself.  You mentioned earlier the drawings and fine photographs in Touching the Sky.  Has that been a sort of mission of yours or has it just come about?

LOW:  It’s come about, and the glib answer is I just have good karma [laughs].  I may not have New York publishers, but I do have publishers who have done beautiful things.  The truer answer, perhaps, is that I think of myself as a failed painter, and I think that my work is very visual.  I mean I do count syllables, I do do some of those things, but I mostly just try to get them to read smoothly.  I’m not an aural person, but I do want to make things visually vivid, and that is my aim when I put them together in a poem, as much as anything.  Although that’s not entirely true, that’s significant.  And I’m clumsy with my hands.  You’ve seen my handwriting.  So I’m really kind of painting with words.

WS:  I noticed when you read one of the Tulip Elegies, you read the word “locket” and later the word “clock,” and I don’t think I noticed the rhyme until you read it aloud, but it was very soft.  It wasn’t calling much attention to itself, but you mention that notion of having the artifice submerged in your work.  I suppose it’s another instance of avoiding swell-headedness?

LOW: Right.

WS:  You’re not showing off.  At what stage in the process do you start worrying about that [sort of sound]?

LOW:  Well, I used to write everything out in longhand first, and still I prefer to do that.  Every once in a while I’ll do a first draft on the computer.  Even before the computer, I used to go through fifteen or more drafts, then put it away, then come back for another five or six.  So these are pretty chewed over.  Not always, but often.  To be honest—not

that I should be [laughs]—my sense of what it should sound like comes from Harley Elliott, wanting to make it just as smooth.  I want it to sound smooth without a jarring stop.  And I think to me end rhymes are really jarring, and I want to present an idea, not rhyme or rhythm that’s ta-da, ta-da, ta-da and so forth.  I’m really looking for ideas and an experience of life and consciousness.  So I need to have control of language to be capable and to impose my ideas in my poems.  I owe it to people to have control of the language.  It’s not like I’m going to go through a whole poem and make sure there are a lot of long ā sounds in every line, but that may be nice if it’s just there without it being obvious.

WS:  If you don’t mind talking about it, what current writing projects do you have?

LOW: Poetry.  I’m very frustrated right now because I have a lot of things I want to get to. One of them is a collection of essays that were given at the Flint Hills Literary Festival.  I’d like to collect those essays in honor of William Stafford.  The poetry I’m doing lately...  I really feel like I’ve reached another level, another vein I’m working with.  I’m really excited, and it has to do with place and pulling together... They’re kind of like poem postcards.  I find myself traveling around a lot.  I mean there are incredible things.  I was just down on the Ninnescah River this last weekend, and it’s remarkable.  I never really knew it was there, and I want to commemorate that place with a poem, and I hope that’s coming.

WS:  Well I wandered, in looking at the draft copy of the new manuscript you gave me, an in reading Touching the Sky, some of the pieces [in the draft] seem almost prose poems in that collection.  Is that something you’ve started doing?

LOW:  Yes, this next one, Daybook of Interiors, is almost entirely prose poems.  And now, since that’s at press—I don’t know when that will be out—I’m kind of moving back into the lyric more formally, and that’s just purely instinct.  Goodness knows it’s not lucrative or commercial [laughs], or anything sensible, but it’s just something I’d like to do for a while, and just try express some things in this set of scenes from Kansas really.

WS:  Well, good luck to you.

LOW:  Thank you.

WS:  Thank you.

The following is from a brief email interview with Denise conducted January 7-8, 2007:

WS:  First, congratulations on being named Kansas Poet Laureate.  Since our interview, you've been awfully busy.  Your New and Selected Poems came out in 1999.  Another collection of poems, Thailand Journal came out in 2003, you co-authored Langston Hughes in Lawrence with your husband Tom Weso, and last year you had a collection of prose pieces, Words of a Prairie Alchemist published.  You've also brought out other
writers through, Mammoth, the small press you run, and you serve as an editor for Woodley Press.  You seem to become increasingly productive all the time.  Does it feel that way to you?
 
LOW:  Absolutely. My husband Thomas Weso is very supportive, which helps. And from 1993 to 2003 I was caring for my parents as they became ill and eventually died, so the last three years I have not had this extra family responsibility. During summer of 2005 I took time to collect miscellaneous writings, presentation notes and reviews, and that become two books, Words of a Prairie Alchemist, and another one of literary criticism about Midwestern writers. Backwater Press of Nebraska will bring out this book critical, yet untitled, in 2008 or 2009. 


I’ve also gotten more curious as I’ve gotten older, and that leads me to different kinds of writing, like the Langston Hughes book. So many histories interest me, as well as deep mapping. I’m doing a collaborative project with artist Paul Hotvedt, Three Voices, which has been shown in the Morgan Gallery in Kansas City, on the web, and we hope to develop a publication around this as well. So I’m thinking about various topics, and they interact with each other. Maybe I should just drink more and not keep pestering people with so many words. 

 
WS:  I know that you’ve also taken on some additional administrative duties at Haskell Indian Nation University, yet you seem to find a balance between your academic career, your promotion of other writers, and your own writing.  Can you talk a bit about that balancing act?
 
LOW:  I have a lot of voices in my head to balance. Maybe the mixed family heritage is a factor—I’m always on the edge of things, not really fitting in, watching, and so I’ve learned to hang onto my own identity at a nexus between private and public activities. My family runs to ambidextrous people—I’m able to use left and right hands almost equally. And I’m a classic ambivert. Writing alone for a living would be too lonely for me. Teaching only would be too many people-oriented hours in the day. I’m also greedy and want to do it all and not give up any part of my interests.


I enjoy the administrative job because I am able to advocate for a humanities and arts faculty and support their programs. As a good Kansan, I’m community based, and the arts help bring people together to develop culture and identity. Balance really is the right word. I also like to go back into my garden and ruminate and process. But all of it returns to promoting community through arts activities.

WS:  The poet Steven Hind said he thought you the perfect choice for Kansas Poet Laureate given your energy and your history of supporting and promoting Kansas writers.  What are your goals for your tenure as Laureate?
 
LOW:  Steven is generous, and I thank him. I hope to continue to help people awaken their minds through poetry and other word arts.  


To me, words are a path, in the Tao sense of the word. If one follows the possibilities and boundaries of words, one becomes a better person. Improving one’s language creates improvement in every way we are human. A limited, oppositional vocabulary reflects a person incapable of understanding subtlety. Experiencing literature nourishes the mind.


I remember myself as a bundle of impulses until, at the age of nineteen or so, I took Biology 101 and learned to organize my thoughts into sequences. This was while I was writing a lab report with clear section heads. It changed my life. I was still emotional and disorganized in many ways for many years, but I began to have a way to articulate and sort my own life choices. 


Poetry is more demanding than a lab report, but similarly, logical patterns underlie it. Poetry requires incredible discipline to have the ability to compress and to organize and to recreate experience with no other tools than words. In addition, these words can evoke mental and corporal processes. So poetry is pretty powerful. It’s hard to be a simplistic person or simplistic thinker if one writes poetry seriously for a few years even. Victor Contoski in my first poetry classes at the University of Kansas used to say that the very act of writing poetry was a political act. I believe that.


Specifically, as Poet Laureate, I plan to present a different Kansas poet to the public once a week—with short biography, a sample poem or two, and brief discussion of the poetry--through electronic media. This electronic broadside can be printed out or posted or used in classes or archived or however anyone wishes, as long as they are respecting intellectual property rights. At the end of the two years, the Center for Kansas Studies at Washburn, in cooperation with Thomas Fox Averill, will publish the collection.


I am so indebted to Averill for nominating me for poet laureate and collaborating with this project. I also appreciate the example and mentorship Jonathan Holden has provided. Greg German has been invaluable as the electronics wizard and poet manager. 

WS: What do you see to be the state of poetry in the United States, and

especially in Kansas?

LOW:  It just will not die. People are so compelled to communicate. Poetry is one of the most primary language arts, and it morphs into rap, bumper stickers, poetry slams, video files on the web, and other expressions. Young people create their own generational language like whales change tunes during each season’s migration. I do not expect poetry to be exactly like what I read as a youngster in anthologies of beat writers. That does not mean that poetry is dead!


I think there may be fewer book readers, but this is poetry’s ace: it also is an aural form. MP-3s now hold e-book files. I’ve been listening to the CD that came with Donald Hall’s latest book White Apples and the Taste of Stone all week as I drive around town. How amazing to hear the poet’s voice repeated as many times as I wish in my car-theatre. There’s so much to learn. Poetry instructs in so many ways. 

