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'InkiNq rhr Cnnds You'RE Denlr nnd
Bui[diNq n House": AN lNrrnvirw wirh
Rirn Dove
Robb St. I-owrence

tLrittg the tueek precedtng Hallottteen o,l'2005, Rita Dotte-f'ormer

US poet Laureale artd current poet laureate oJ- the Comrnortutec.ltlt o-l-

Vfrginla-uisited the campus o-f WeslerrL Washingron Urtiuersilt/. On llie

euenirtg ojOctober 27th-ttuo dcryls.follouttrrq the death o-[ ciutl ri.gitts pio-

rrer:r Rosa Parlcs-Ms. Doxe reacl -/iom Or-r the Bus '"vith Rosa Parks.

selections JronL her last collection. American Smooth, ctrtcl cL nell prose

poem. "Prose in a Small Space. " Tlrc audience u,as the largesl I'ue seetr

aL a poetry reading. and ct pctlprtble cfutrge Jilled tlv roorn. Tlrc trottglts

o,f qtLiet that -follotued each poent held JaLlrcrns. Tlt<z.l'ollott:irtg cLliernoort.

I aLtended a O & A sessiorr roitlt Ms. Doue. lrcIcl in cortfiittcrion ruilh art

ttndergraduale class at Wr:slern-lhe -same atlentit.'cr1ess, the scrnter

clrtrqe. held llrc atr itt Lhctt space. Ms. Doue rlla.s (r tlrcrotLghlll enqaged

and entertcrirtit'tg spealcer. antd qll.erttarcls ue droL'e rc lhe Fairhauen dls

Lrici of Bellirtgltant. uttere ute settlecl in al l/re Hcrrr-i.s Auerttte Cql€. Irt cr

coztl tuittdotc, seat. ueu set up shop and spokt: -[or cut hotLr be.Jbre uallcing

dotun t.he street to Ms. Doue's hotel ond cleparlb'111.

Ritct Doue has pr-rblished ntore than seuetr colle'cliotrs of poe:try. a

book o.f short stories. a rrcuel. abook o-f'essa.t7s. ct 1tlcLr,1. arrc1 a soncl c-t1cle

-for soprano. Her most recenL poetrg colk:ctutrt. Auerican Sntooth. rlas

ptLblished h SepLember 2OO4 bt1 Norton.

Robb St. Lawrence: The epigraphs t.o the sections in Americatt

Smoot/r-can you talk a little bit about those?

Rita Dove: The epigrarphs :rre all remarks made by Tuvok the Vulcan

in the fi/ series Star Trek !'oyager. I am a 
-lrekkie 

. I adtrtit it tieelv

rnostlv Next Generation. br-rt I did r'"'atch Voyager ancl Enterprise. I

admire the Star Trek universe fbr the rvay it has ah.vavs encapsulal.ed

our social structures ancl put them on spaceships. and I love the rvay
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thev disregard race and other "difl-erences." There are all sorts of rnter-
species love affairs; you can even harre a black Vulcan-so rvhat?-they
clon't make a big deal out of it. It's fascinating hou' easily that goes over
with the American public. when I was putting together American
Smoolh. I wanted epigraphs. I like using epigraphs; I like leading the
reader into a new section not by direct proclamation, but by casting the
mood. It started with just one Tuvok quote, something that had been in
my notebook. Then I thought: why not have all the quotations be liom
Turrok? For me, the character of Tuvok emboclies another aspect of
what I consider to be Amencan Smooth-that is, the way the Voyager
series was able to knit the idea of a dispassionate. black vulcan into the
star Trek universe. After all, he runs against type-l mean, normallv one
would not automatically associate a dispassionate temperament with a
black man.

RS: Like the Kl ingons...

RD: Ah, the Klingons, who are dark and r.,iolent-though the1, do have
sharp noses! Then there are the Ferengis-they are more problematrc,
I agree...But Tuvok was an inspired bit of casting. Ancl because he,s
supposed to be objective and logical, he's ailowed to say things that no
one else can say. His is this voice of wisdom tinged rvith irony, but irony
that has no malice in it. That tone of rroice is r.vhat I wanted to intro,
duce each section. I did not credit ruvok on the section page because I
clidn't want the reader to leap up at the first whiff of popular culture as
if to say, what's this doing here? I didn't want the distraction of pC-

belles lettre stuff like that-just listen to what he says, OK? And yet I
wanted to pique your interest. to have you wonder: ..Where are these
quotes coming from? They don't sound like the poet." So I put the
acknowledgments and notes at the end ol'the book.
RS: Coming from a similar place of surprise and interest, I have to ask
about "Meditation at Fifty Yards, Moving Target," which is a poem
dealing with our relationship to guns. There's this great line: "you could
wound the burglar and kill your child / sleeping in the next room all
with one shot," rvhich has that fantastic enjambment on "you could
wound the burglar and kill your child." I'm curious about what
motirrated the placement of that poem in the manuscript?
RD: It was a very difficult poem to position in the book, for several rea-
sons. Primarily because of rather common reactions to the topic, of
course-many people register revulsion. "What is this doing in a poetry
book?" they want to know. They don't want to hear about guns in an
artistic context. And then. once you've read the poem, it's very hard to
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Ieave it behind. So it put me in a tough spot. One thing I knew for cer-

tain: I did not want this to be the last poem read. even in a section. Its

placement was determined mostly by',vhat I didn't want it to do; I did

not want to give its impact a chance to settle: I wanted that discomfort

to carry over into the next poem, to keep niggling at you. Interestingly

enough, it was always in the lirst section o[ the book; I i'elt that the

sooner it appeared, the more time would remain to let its politics inlbrm

the rest of the book. Nowhere in the collection did I want complacency

to develop: "Look what we do in America, we laugh, we dance, we make

our own music called jazz: isn't it wonderful?" The guns had to appear

before the World War I soldiers and as closely as possible to the

Charlton Heston poem-that was my little joke. Actually. "Meditation"

needed to appear after "Tr,vo lbr the Montrose Drive-ln" and not before-

hand, otherwise one would be thinking only of Heston as the NRA guy.

He's another paradox, along with Tuvok. Even the Good is laced with

a touch of Evil. In "Two lbr the Montrose Drirre-In." I wanted readers to

encounter Charlton Heston as he was in those great Biblical movies.

young and valiant and righteous-followed by the guns ol'"Meditation

at Fifty Yards, Moving Target" to remind you that the NRA is waiting on

the far end of the trajectory...yet again, guns and warfare are part of

our social identity. That's what American Snooth is all about-our

social identity.

At this point, the interuieu: is ittternLpted tuhile lhe rrraitress comes to

take our order. I order a blueberry muffin. and Rita Doue orders a turLa

melt. We each ask-for some co;[fee as taell. On tlrc tape, a greaL cLaLLer

sourrdsrlrom the backgrotind, as a small cltild cries out and pans raltle

in the kitchen. While all this is going orL, *ne discuss tle use oJ sectioning

in the corrstntction oJ her manuscripts, and this Leads into conuerso.tiort

about a specilic sectlon qfAmerican Smooth.

RS: I do want to talk about the "Not Welcome Here" section, the section

with the soldiers. What draws you to World War I?

RD: The initial pull was occasioned by something quite small, a detail-

in a library book a photograph of the 369th, the legendary black

regiment, marching in the 1919 victory parade in New York City. Well,

my father had been a soldier in World War II and had had some pretty

weird experiences in the segregated U.S. Armed Forces-yet here was

this photo of black soldiers taken a quarter century earlier...and it was

a startling picture because they were so absolutely erect and rigid in
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their finery. The caption read. "The Harlem Hellfighters Jazz Band." and

I thought: Well .  look at them. they're in perfect s1,ncl 
' fhat 's 

how it

started. The more I read up on them. the nrore insane i t  got: how the

U.S. Armed Forces relused to cleploy black troops because of the

se,g,regation laws, so thev rvere linally put under Fretrch command and

earned French commendations. etc. No one could har,e predicted. least

of all me, that I r.vould end up writing abolrt lvar-it certainly u,'asn't a

topic I  fel t  precl isposed to explore. But their si tuart ion intr igued me:

What did one soldier l-eel. I rvondered. marching out there to fight lbr

this country thal didn't even r,vant him. to fight lor an ideal his counLry

clarimed to espouse, a claim he knew to be blatantlv lalse-."vhat could

thzrt have been like? Then the first poems began to emerge. I read more

about World War I and lhese solcliers: I founcl some wonderful

testimonies. actual accounts in their own rvords. The project grelv or1

me. impressed i tself  upon me. I  started out rvi th one poem, I tvrote

another. rvhich led to the next and beibre lon{.. .

RS: There is a great moment of col l is ion. behveen Lieutenant Jarnes

Reese Europe-the bancl leader-and this clance troupe... Which seenls

so lbrtuitous, but just a lor.ely moment in historv where ."ve har.e these

stulled coats, basically. having a ragtime orchestra plaving fbr them.

ancl 1'ou have that line. "...who don't knorr,. horv to hear us."

RD: Yeah. who don't knotv how 1o hear.

RS: Stumbling upon i l  in research would be such a fantastic ntontent.

RD: Oh, yes i t  was. These soldier poems had been a long t inte in the

making-it hacl been at least fifteen vears since I rvrote the first of them:

then, after a llurry ol ideas ancl inspirations, I had seyeral poems. just

sit t ing there...  "What am I going to do '"vi th these?" I  thoughl: eventual lv

I turned to other, unrelated poems. all the r,vhile painfullv aware of

these soldier poems in the background. I t  wasn't  unti l  I  started danc.ing

that things began to cohere. When the t i t le of the manuscript

materialized-Americant Smooth not just as a clance ternt but as an

umbrella concept. rvhat i1 means to smoolh or.er disjunctures ancl

create something more beauti ful than the isolated parts-the soldiers

fbr-rnd their home.

Because of my dancing I knew o1'Irene ancl Vernon Castle: r,vhen I

researched further, I discovered that James Europe-whom I had

written about as a military bancl leacler-had plaved for them in the

prewar years. What a weird kind of rightness: to start with the World

War I soldiers but abarndon the project, then take r-rp a terriblv frivolous

hobby vears later, only to find that I'd circled back to encounter one of
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the soldiers on the clance floor. Il r,vas fhbr-rlous. a great nronrent.

RS: You're an avid bal lroom dancer. l las an attention to clancc at al l

changed the attentioD )rou bring to poems. or macie anythir-rg di l ' f 'er

entlv expl ici t?

RD: I'm quite sure it has infl,,renced my relationship to poetry :rnd the

rvay language rvorks in poetrv. although I prefer to ar.oic'l cleh'ing too

cleeply or inl .el lectual lv into speci l ics here-l '11 learre that rtp lo scholars.

The poems in American Smooth are more playlul than most o1-nrv ear-

l ier lvork: lhere's looser synt:rct ical cohesion. No1 that thev :rre lal l ing

apart at the seams-there's just :r rangier line. Ancl thal r:omes liou't

dance. an actual physical appreciat ion o1'trving to express otrersel i . .  Let

nre put i t  Lhis ' ,va-v: Verbal expression engages the inlcl lect; nrttsical

expression engages the ear :rnd brearth: i t 's physical to sotttc extent.

though taste and sight are no1 inrrolrred. But rvhen vou dance, the u'hole

body is engaged; vou have to breathe. Inovc i l t  t inte to the music that

you er-nbody...and i t 's visual as u'el l .  bccause vou are creati trg : t  r t tot ' i r ' ,

so to speak. Dancers talk aborrt str iking vour l i r te; i f-someonc rvere to

snap a photo at a gi\ren instant, lvi l l  you have goocl leg l ines. shoulclcr

to-lingertip extension, torso torclue, he:rd posc: rvill it be :r pictlrre

mornent? Picture noments anr sort ol ' l ike har. ing intarges in poetry:

ri,'anting your image to lte gorgeous and piercing. to strike the reader

breathless-and at the same t ime. kno."ving that the poent has to kecp

morrin€. Legato: it has to trlove on. I don"t knor'v quite horv. but this con-

cept has alTected the way the lines lilt in nrv rvork.

RS: 'Ihere also seems to be a dilTerent altention to the lbrr.r.r of the cl:rnc'e

poems themselves. especial l l '  "Bcl lero" or "I lhuntbar.^'

RD: In those poems I was tnring to rencler the essence o1.e:rch part icu-

lar dance lbrm. Rhumba. for insternct:" is c:rllecl the clantre ttf ittve. ancl

mv poem "Rhumba" is supposed 1o be er lote story. at drama bcllve'cn a

man and a \r 'oman. opposites who keep bouncing o1f of cach other ot-t lv

to come together again, the push and the pLrl l- i l 's a seclt tct i t tn. t l r t  i t 's

:r seduction that 's quite serious. str ious and intense. \ \ t l l ,  votr c.:rn' t  1cl l

a lor.e story in rhird person omniscient! Let's look at the lrvo people

dancing: \Vouldn't  i t  be great i f  we could be ir t  eaclt  of their heacls.

inside their thoughts. clartcing back ancl lbrth'? So I optecl lbr trvo points

of vie-,v. side-by sicle-a cl i t f icult  lorm. not least bet::rusc i t  looks so

clever on the page. Which is one rc'asorr lbr the epigraph liorl Conrpitv

Segunclo-to remind the reader th:rt this is all about lovc.

But I  also decicled vou shoulcl be able to reacl the poenr :rcross thc

voices-that is, each l ine l tom the lel i-hand poernt shoit lcl  tnttkc sense
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rvhen linked up with its right,hand counterpart-erren as each voice has
its own narrative so that vou can read the poem differently each time.
You might decide that you don't want to do all that jumping around, so
you opt to read just the left-hand side to see how the female der.'elops-
or perhaps try seeing it liom the male point of view, running down the
right half of the page-so each side has to make its own sense.
Hopefully. after navigating one side, the reader might be compelled to
go back and read the other side. then trv jumping back and forth.

The Jood arriues, to our great happtness. As ure begit to eat. LDe chatJor

a tohtle about trauel, hoto Ms. Doue Jirst cclme Lrpotr Bellitqham. antd the
dlff'ererrce beLtueen NorLhwestern .food and .food in other pcLrts oJ the

country. As ue-finish up, we return to her taork, and I ask lrcr to speak
crbotLt tlte relaLionship she sees bettueen dramct cntd poetry.

RD: Quite a few of my poems are almost dramatic monologues. I say
"almost" because the poem may not be spoken by the protagonist-in

the case o[ Thomas antd Beulah, for example, even though every poem

is written in third person, there's a first-person l'eel about the book. a

sense that you are in their skin, utterly. I guess it's just something I

tend to do. I haven't analyzed it; I haven't stopped to question why I like

that trope, though I do feel there's nothing more conl'incing than hear

ing something lrom a character's own lips. But I also believe in the old
model of a poem not being heard but overheard. This is the nature of

the compromise the dramatic monologue makes-even while you listen

to lhe speaker's declaration, there is a sense that you are overhearing

their thoughts. and that's the edge, the tightrope I clelight in rvalking

quite a bit  of the t ime. I t 's just what I  am, who I am: but i t 's not a sim-

ple equation. Although I have lyric elements in my poems and they can

be very lyrical, I'm not a lyric poet; conversely, I don't consider myself a

narrative poet even though there are very strong narratir.'e lines in my
poems.

My play "The Darker Face of the Earth" is written in lines, as a
poen: a verse drama. I found the transition from poetry to drama quite

easy-which suggests that my poents are, on some level. quite

dramatic. I can't provide a clearer answer except to add that drama is

a genre where I feel strong. I won't sav comfortable: just strong, as in:

I can do this. After all, I believe that a poem has to hat'e the human

r.oice moving through it. You need to hear that voice-in lrour head or

talking aloud, confessing or whispering or proclaiming-the \roice has
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to be there.

RS: You'r'e talked about finding the music in languitge. is there a
relationship do you think between the spoken rvorcl. bt:lrveen language,
and instrumental music? A lot is made of blues poetry' .  or jazz poetry.
and that strikes me as almost a false analog. in a lot ol rvtrvs. betlveen
music and words. I wonder where you lind the rnusic in l:rr.rguage?
RD: If I'm looking lor the music in language. I c:rn never lorset that I'm
dealing with language, and not music. Language l-r:rs its orvn music. I
agree that there's something intrinsically thlse arbout c:rtcgories like
"blues poems" or " jazz poems." These so-cal lecl blues pocnrs-most o[
them just si t  there on the page looking l ike something trving to imitate
a blues song. Why? Because they don't have the ntusic behind them,
and for a blues to work you need that guitar wailing, you need the
three-line repetition and the linal line to extet-rd the image...ancl thal
type of litany is extremely difficult to render on the page without the
reader becoming impatient. The musical backdrop and the vocal inllec-
tion provide variations on the line that poetry cannot chart. This is so
intrinsic to the blues. and poems seeking to emulate the precise form
of  the  song ly r i c  a lways  seem spur ious .

On the other hand there's a way of incorporating into a poem the
rhythms of speech, which are a source for both music and poetry. I'm
thinking in particular of Langston Hughes. who could pull out the
flavor of bebop and render it linguistically. You know: "Goocl monting.
Daddy! / Ain't you heard / The boogle-woogie rumble / O| a dreanr
deferred?" He didn't  try to make the poem into music: rather. he took

the rhythms of a parlicular musical style, found the equir.alent rlyllpg

in the language spoken in his neighborhood. and ntade it into poetry.

Now that's the way to do it.

Because I 've been a musician since I was 10. music has formecl a
Iarge part of the way that I relate to the world. I mean relate to the rvorld
in lerms of structure. Until I took up the cello and began to see hor.v
music was put together-what a measure was, hor.v triads resonated as
opposed to augmented chords, what kinds of emolions tvere aroused by
a dominant chord or minor chord-until then. ntusic was something I
enjoyed passively; but when I began to parlicipate in music, I became
prir,y to the ways in which music affects us r.iscerally. Norv: Poetry has
an element of musicality, but it is not music. Poetrrr has langr-rage. it is
made of words-and the history of words. and the texture of those
r,vords. and the way the syntax moves to create balance under the
rhythms-all that is being played against our perception of what lan
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euage is and how rve receive it...and thrrt's where the effect of poetry
comes in. That's the diflerence betr.veen poetry and music.

For otLr -final Jeu questions. Ms. Doue and I speak brieJTtl trt cttt ctbctt-

doned caJ€ attcLched to her holel's Lobbtl. We sil in crn emplll roorn. on

clrairs that had hours ago been placed onto table-t.op.s. ancl tuork lhrough

aJbtu lasL questions. In stLmmartt I nsk her about. t.he tuayl Lhctt. people

haue taken up talkitrg to her abotLt American Smooth. lhe kinds q/qrre-s

ttor-Ls people ask.

RS: Being such a public poet, you'r'e definitelv talked to a lot of people

about this book. My question would be, are t.here questions that rrou

don't get asked when you wfite a manuscript like this, that vou feel

should be asked?

RD: You've already touched upon them. What exactlv is 'American'

about the subjects of the book? The way our melting pot rvorks. hor.v

jazz works-both very dillerent amalgamations. but both so rrery

American-that's rvhat I rvanted to acldress in the book. We dor-r't talk

about these things much. The target practice in "N{eclitation at Fifty

Yards, Moving Target" is a piece of pure Americana. but at the same

tin.re there's Lieutenant James Reese Europe ancl his ragtime bancl

bringing jazz to Europe, and how cool is it that this black nlan's name

is Europe?-you just go r,vith the florv until you nrake it into sonrething;

no matter rvhat ironies you encounter along the way. vou make do unti l

\rou can make it sing. You can find a remarkable llexibility sometimes-

I ernphasize the "sometin.res"-in this country, a kind of joyous aptiLude

1br adaptation. for taking something and bending it to make it r,r'ork for

you. The best examples are in music-the way .jazz came out o1 blues

came out of country music came out of spir i tuals and a feu' other thinqs

thror,rm in, until we end up with several brancls of uniquely American

rnusic, just by pulling and stretching and tucking and pinning. That's

the acid test of improvisation-taking the cards you're clealt ancl build-

ing a house.




