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was talking abour ltaly, and about COVID, By i worth o
same question of the United States—not about COV|p i, ing the
the racial injustice and violence we have lived wich and suﬂ'em;i f“t aboy,
who knows how long. There are many dtprcssing answers 1, hmm'
tion, especially when it comes to interracial relation ships, ME‘“-1: IS Queg.
photos from the past six years tell a different story. They d i:upou]m"
scenes of intergenerational and interracial love and Spport, :Edt Efzuvin
tween parents and children, employees and customers, the livj uding b,
dead, artists, neighbors, friends, and lovers, including Mareq g and ¢},
Walker themselves. They conjure a world in which Black mic';im
culture feel primary, while wagering that others are welcome tl ity and
ute, witness, and play. If one answer to “what becomes of huma: mﬂt-l‘ib«
ships” during this deeply painful, deeply disruptive tirne cap hl'tl:flbn-
in this patient, democrarized, often joyous record—wel] hat e foung
news 've heard in some time. : the beg
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AND WITH TREES

Conversation with Eileen Myles

MAGGIE NELSON: [ was so happy to see the article in the New York Times
the other day.

£1LEEN MYLES: Oh, yeah.

stz Whar did you think?

M: I mean I'm so sick of the public account of who I am. It's not like 1
think I'm a household name, but those same details have been trotted out

so many times—it's like sitting through a boring introduction of your-
self at a reading,

mN: Did you want it to be mare abourt the issue at hand? Because [ felr
mixed, like, I see that they're running the same career narrative of you
that they've run before, but now they're running it through the question
of why Eileen cares so much about the trees. [ liked reading it, bu [ ger
why it might have seemed boring to you.

This conversation with poet, novelist, and art journalist Eileen Myles was conducted over Zoom, then tran-
scribed and edited for pubBication in an lssue of Women's Studies devoted o Myles's work, The caring atout
the trees® referenced here has to do with the activist campaign in which Myles has been invalved to save
Manhattan's East River Park—along with its 991 trees—fram demelition.

mn
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va: Instead of Why Lileen cares about the trees why doesn’y

the Ne,
. wY,
Fimes care about the wees? | mean in New York, Because ; ork

fucking year for most of the trees to be cut down before you Cﬁwrﬂdu::;

ane Did they approach you about the piece?

pat: Alex, the writer, started showing up at our events and he Was nice

M: : 2t a
immediately was very excited about prnhhng me rﬁmgxf, this, | fely . nlnd
embarrassed is all, because this, the fact of the city's togq] dtmnlltignt:

our green space, is the thing that’s really important,

wx: Well, | get all that, I can see all that. Then, of course, as your

| was just like, Yay, what a beautiful picture of Eileen h“ﬂsiﬂg 2 tree fo,

us to immediately put on our refrigerator.
gm: Oh, sweet. | like being on your refrigerator.

mn: To talk to you today, I reread For Now, which 1 reall

y love, And it was
interesting because you told me that for this conversari

1on you W to
talk about time—and then in the New York Times piece you ralk aborye

how one needs time if one’s going to gert arrested, time 1o waste. And i

For Now you say that you don't consider literature a moral project, save
) ) \
in its capacity to waste time, | love thar,

EM: Yeah.

M~: But also, I would just say char, again, while I understand the badness
of the Netw York Times approach to the trees, since I've known you for a
long time, it was interesting to me to hear this new, updated recitation of
vour life—like, when I met vou, you were like, “I've lived in this neigh-
borhood for twenty years.” And now vou're like, “I've lived in this neigh-
borhood for forty-four years.” It gives me this feeling of tumbling through
time with you, and Betting to see you tumble through time.

EM: Right, right,
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v Writing about time through time, And | thought, wow, wha an
Jonor for me to have heard you thinking abour time for

the past thirry
ears, You know what I'm saying,

. Yeah. A thing that's weird abour time is there’s this inclination to be
inaking a judgment about i, like is it a good thing? Whether it’s living in
a space for twenty years, then forty years, then fifty years, Is thar good or
i, that bad? How do you feel about it> How do you feel about me? How do
you feel about time? The thing that's so great is it doesn't matter what we
think or say, it’s just constant movement. | chink probably the thing thar
was so disturbing about what happened in the park was the trees are that
wo. They're this incredibly beautiful collective austere rendition of time
that we live among and around. And a park is one of the many studios of
the writer. For me thar's always been one of the puzzles about whar we are
and what we do, Where is that place? It does and it doesn’t exist, because
it's language, but it camps out in the world in all these various places, and
there are some places thar are more conducive to that camping out than
others. In some parts of your life, it’s a bar, in some parts of your life, it's a
lover’s apartment, and in some parts of your life, it's a mountain, a beach,

a park. But all these places, they’re holy, because thar's what held you
while you did some parr of the work.

MN: In For Now, at the very start, you talk about the way you've amassed
various philosophies, but the point is to be here in the present. And then
you ralk abour writing as a technology for that. And I wonder . . | like, |
believe in that, philosophically . . .

eM: Uh-huh. [lzughs] I'm very excited by this hesitance.

MN: | guess in my lived experience of writing, writing has become much
weirder, maybe less “present,” over time. When I was younger, it felt like
1 was really inhabiting the present by scribing—scribing felt like a way of
being there, being here, more thoroughly. I don't feel so sure about thar
anymore. I thinka lot of us begin writing as a way of getting privacy, and
fecling free, and feeling alone. And then, the more books you write, the



M4 Like Love

more intense the struggle becomes 1o play dumb th

At you're nog
this for public consumption in the future. There’s

time, the other-
time, that you're spending energy keeping ar bay in
with the writing in the now. This could just be a pary
of being in the presenc in general, But | find it all de
and complexity as | go along,

. Writip

. S{)mﬂhmg aboy, 5

playing dumb process that takes me out of time, becayse therey t
) o i

this other time, the postpublication ays

People’s
order to Pl'csem
ble o the difficulyy
Cpening ip “hautngg

TEch*‘Dn-h

EM: Yeah, 1 feel like success is like g shitty edifice. Tt really be

a place that’s so antithetical. 1 love what you were sa

dumb, you kind of have to do that. Like here,

which is a residency, where a number of people a
and be mentored by me. | hate

Comes such
Ying aboy, playin,

in the situatipp
Pplied to worl

that language, becg
from such a kind of a casual place w

I'm in,
wi:h Me
use | feel like I came
Youand | gpe friends,
Oh Maggie, | Mentore
But, nonetheless, here in this residency
we do this collective writing, which is my favorire thing, We OCCUPy these
YOU went to the Rady, e

here, you know,
We came from friendship. | would never say,

Maggie. You know, it's like, no,

spaces here and we agree on silence. | think
treat. Did vou do thae

MN: Yes, thar was the best part, the sile

nt hours of writing in the morning,
EM: That's where | gor the idea. I was like, oh,
we need to be in agreement. And that a

roots have to do with being in church, a

we don't need 1o be apare,
greement is so sweet, For me, its
nd then, later in life, in Buddhist

meditation, where something makes us sit together silently, and 1o get to
a place where writing does that is such 3 gift. But, nonetheless, they are
all making new work. | realize that continually what ['m doing is rewrit-
ing something, Something that didn't g0 here and should go there is get-
ting tweaked, or oh, | have 1o look at that again. A novel that I wrote in
the "90s (thar | lly being installed into a larger

m working on now, so that I'm having to look at my
robably haven't reread it enough so I haven't crossed over
understanding it /5 my writing, [t f

eels other. I just want to run and

didn’t publish) is hopefu
novel structure tha I

back-pages. | |

nio
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(he present and future dark and write something new. [ do
LLL! into fhRe

ot in a while, but it feels perfunctory because the larger struc-
phag OAIEe E2

' hiaking and calling to me. Even the larger structure of time—
e She

1 that | keep wanting to be vague about my age now. Not becayse
;;-l.. *bout being seventy-two, but 1 just would rather be saying some-
L ]\I'Lt' “well I've been here for a while.” Like a stray dog that came
':'Ill:.-'l.lc x]ldl.f.‘r. Well we think it's about six but we don’t know. I like that
- I.\L- the specific fact of time means that | pmbab]yunl}'gﬂw‘mkﬂﬂ
..‘.:-.-.Iu h, and so I feel quietly crushed by some of those structures.

. And do you feel like the rewriting, instead of the writing off into .;he
.. L is it because it feels like there are agitating problems thar are asking
.l-u w0 hgure them out, that have to do with larger structures?

idpoi i ight? Where
I think there’s probably midpoints in making bocks,rrlght
- 're just writing. Definitely, a couple
vou feel like there’s a part where you're just writing e itia T
ot vears ago, | was writing a lot. And, here and ﬂlﬂ’ﬂv Im.:s; Ay
| was writing mmtthing this week ﬂﬂ.t.s part ofl;;‘ gla iy long
ing with earlier material that 'm ﬁttil‘lg- into mm‘:' Ing uﬁmfonabk_
while 1 might be working with a 'iud idﬂ ?:::::::hu Yl
Sumetimes it's not even writing. It's waiting. i m——
cditing, 1 chink I'm just super ;mrc.afﬂ'lt Pj“::” sy bt b,
residency)] are having, of not knowing vhere al. You're in the distance.
g e e e O mmlfv:a.camr is that thac is the
| think that part of the struggle when you
think thart pa . L
upen space you're trying o

iting that I've done in the past sev-
u: 1 feel like the small mﬂ;ﬂ":‘;&ﬂ:ﬁ the file and then sa'fr'mg it andd
cral months, 1 can only do.' at it again. I¢'s like I'm raking private tueds
slltlttiﬂg it and never lﬂOkl:fI el e sbout cw:r_lookmig, I:
and then burying them. @ excited, when [ was younger, 0 write at Tﬂi_ :
the pile. ] used t:Ft.r:nB:he pext morning. But at the moment, it’s
and behold all I'd wrt

need to keep its0 o
it’s entombed of

hat it’s actually literally dumb, it's not speaking,
t . g 0w | Fc:hl'lng you get
this is just a norma \
thing. Maybe

T e e e e e ———r . -+
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L] W
after the public exposurc ofa hDDk——}'uu re tired “thﬂ]m
world, from intimate to not intimate people, have to say,
0 recreate this private space, cven if you know it's kind

8 with why, the

You're strygor;
UFQ I‘u..c.u.EBI hg

ent: Well, ic's interesting because you think about those Writers who
to seem inexplicable, like . D. Salinger. Maybe he stopped wrjg;

he definitely stopped being J. D. Salinger. There's 2 way in which s
appealing. [ definitely think that, because I'm (rYing to write i 5
big now, wh ich 1 feel like only strikes fear in the hearts ﬂfedimn I::

.lglfﬂi-‘--

wmn: Whatever it is it's going to be huge—

gm: —and problematic, and too expensive. And whag if it suckg? There'

% . . i
so many questions about it, and yet for some reason that's what I've de.
cided to do with this moment in time.

mx: That sounds great,

Es: It is when I'm deep in the pleasure of being lost in ir. But, actually,
the most fun part lately was hcing with these younger writers, | map.
aged to creare feigned dumbness. There was a book | was kind of obsessed
with that | read a year ago, a nonfiction book that I wanted to use for this
book. I underlined like crazy, and all year it was propped out waiting to
be done, I was going to have to type up those undetlines and see whar this
all added up 0. Normally if I'm writing a piece thatr would be my pro-
cess. 50, though it is my book, it’s the same deal, So, | finally got around
to that but | was doing it around these other writers. And | was transcrib-
ing by hand, so | was sitting there with legal pads, writing in a scrivener-
like way. Again very excited abour wasting time. I just was trying to drag
itout and make it as bodily as possible, that was the only way. 1 was pre-
tending o write to be with them., Kinda. But the thing that started w
happen was that 1 started 1o go off in journalistic, diaristic ways about
what was going on in the room and out the window and in my head and
in my other reading, And | thought oh my god, | think it's becoming a
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e ‘That was not the plan at all, but something started to happen. I feel
|r,l|:k- the present sort of stole me in a way. And that was exciting. I finished
cyping i last night, and of course [ go in and out of thinking chis sucks,
his is not anything but no it is something. Because the real wants you,
. some way. And what's funny is thar the real has come to mean the real
(1t of actually nakedly writing,

wx: This is a different subject, but I've been chinking a lot during the pan-
Jdemic about the everyday and magic. I was rereading Joseph Cornell's di-
aries, and he would go out around New York hum:ing for whart he called
the “spark.” The spark was in a poster of a starlet or something he saw in
the garbage or whatever. When I came to New York, your poetry and
your teachings all seemed to be abour how to go out hunring for the
spark. This sounds clichéd, but after the everydayness of being mostly in
the house for cighteen months of pandemic time, the spark became pretry
hard to find. To find magic, do you need to go outside? Was it in other
people? Was it in contingency? Thoreau said it’s not what you look ar,
it's whether you see. If I looked long enough at a piece of bamboo in my
backyard, would magic come back? Maybe what I'm describing is just de-
pression, | don't know. But | started to think maybe I just wasn't playing
dumb enough with my life. Maybe I need to play even dumber.

EMm: It totally makes sense. It's like the pandemic created a problematic new
studio for all of us.

MN: Righe.

EM: | mean Thoreau would have gotten out a tape measure and measured
the house.

mn: Totally.
gm: And even today's work—rtoday, we're going to go on a ficld trip to,

among other things, the bar that Aileen Wuornos was arrested in. It's
called the Last Resort.

D (_L
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id>
wn: Oh my god- gasps] They did?

M [
| r-l'f QJIH] J“"f P n 1' i't. ! J 1 ii Il: ::tst End B
EM: W G -
hMI out [ht‘]’l_‘ .;I.“ (i-;.\r ].Ullg- -SU were g[)lllg to gD ':htl't and W
ang r

is really funny.

5 People
ite, whic,

¢ai: 1 should read you the [rejection]. I'll read it o you, it’s so amazing, It
was really one of those rejections where its 2 beautiful description of whar
cou do, and they were like, but we don’t do thar. You gort us very close 1o
the experience of doing the walk in a poetic way. And we like an arc and

\in: That is definitely notany field trip that T could have hag in ming, by, frcestanding narrative pieces. We don't know how to edit this, And chie

it's so good.

em: And there is some great tree. This was not my initiatory desire

there are some great old trees in Florida that are really bea
j :

went to one last week and we're going to go to another one

the tree and Aileen . . . but I'm also going to be lookin

desire
utiful, 5, e

today, §o, With
g ar this -I]"Wﬂu
writing i, [ the
write a similar piece. So | asked everybody on the planet if | could wri;

about |Cape Cod| basically redoing Thoreau's walk and nobody Wanmd:
5o | did the walk, 1 didn't write the piece, but I wrore a handfy| ﬂFpoenu
round gpg
it, I'll lgoj

I was pouncing on
body. saving let me write about it, And just like Cape Cod, “c‘bOd-]'W(m]d

ler me write about the park. Finally Argﬁ:-mm did. But in the midst of
that, this same journal goes we'd like that Cape Cod piece now, 1t was sor
of weird, it wasn't the right time, and I'd hurt my ankle, so we put it off
until this spring. [ went down there in April, and 1 did the Thorqu-ﬂlk
and it was amazing. It was many things, inciuding that I still had ap in-
jured ankle, so my foot was part of the story. Thoreau had never been 1o
Cape Cod when he began, whereas I have many friends there., Instead of
the Wellfleer Oysierman, I'm going to talk to Larry Collins and Michael
Carroll and Helen Wilson. T wrote the piece, and because he did the walk
several times with different surges, so he didn’t end ir all at once, | quasi-
ended it and then | got back o New York, and that's when 1 got arrested

with the trees. And that was the end of the piece. And I gave it to this
magazing, and they killed i,

picce—I had this topsy-turvy publishing experience
sineties. | read Thoreau’s Cape Cod and 1 loved the

And recently | choughe U'll write it now. I started Pitchin_g "
this one editor said he wouldn't commission it, bur “if you do
atit.” Then when the park started heating up,

killed the piece.
mn: Well now you have the piece, I guess.

em: 1t's like now I have this time frozen and this kind of voyage. And of
course itll go into a book. And yeah somebody else is going to publish
it. And they are grear. What's amazing abour this whole saga is thar the
original journal’s kill fee is better than most other places’ fees.

mn: 1 was going to ask. Great, that's fantastic,

em: It's probably going to turn into its own little book. I'm going to keep
doing the walk. I wrote too much. I wrote fifty pages. So, I'll rake it
to one hundred. But I learned so much, I chink this is wha criggered
me—1I learned so much about Thoreau on the way. He's queer, he’s abso-
lutely queer, and I suspect that was part of what they didn't like me ralk-
ing about. Not because they are homophobic. But because it's not a facr.
It’s specularive, It feels right. And thar's what it feels like to be in a queer
world. It’s its own place. And so many of the men who have done that
kind of work, so many of them are gay. Alexander von Humboldr, he's
the guy that first discovered plate tecronics and the relationship berween

heat and climate change and trees. Stuff we know today, bur he was the

first guy to say it. He was totally gay, you know, ir's just funny. Bur thac

otherness is a research tool. If you're all buttoned up about sexuality can
you really think abour climare.

mn: Yeah,
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eat: | lcarned that Thoreau was a surveyor, [ didn't know thar He
kL (T

h

im is
ally prewy great. But he was just out there with his mfﬂﬁuring s Til-:[u-
who he was, and that’s what he did. And his joke aboyg hi“'l!rtlf'u,;. I'-:l:
traveled a great deal, in Concord. as [y,

ally made his money 5urvr:§."|ng farms. The new hiograph}r of

NN lhght.

eat: Back o the pandemic and staying still, he kind of did.

Ht wen;
2 5 4
at night, listened to the birds. It's a conceptual thought. out

s When | wok classes with Annie Dillard, who, thDl'e you
i Was
only person | had ever taken a writing class with, y the

lha[ was ]jcr
thing. you go out, and it doesn’t matter if you're looking ag trash ang

cans, just stick around for a while and just kr.'cp writing aboy wh
: s at yoy

see in front of you, vou just keep doing it, you keep scribing, Angd
then |

mes Square, Bug
lot of abstrace ideas. There's
this other part of me that feels ideas 4
concrete things that I'm moving around in my head, bur i’s very B
labor and doesnt really involve that kind of journalistic or even po::l:ﬂ
tention. It involves a different pare of my brain, -

met vou and it was a similar ethos, but you took us o Ti
1 also have this part of me that works with a

2 scriber in me, and then there's

Ext: Which pare® [ chink T almast understand, you mean
or the abstract?

Writcabou:d-‘jny

sy | ust el like with all writing the easiest way to make i berter s 1p
make it |'I-'.LZ-|L' specibc. Bur vou have this ﬂ.trm}' line in For Now, Whmrnu
sy something like, "T'm really abstract,” |!aughs] And | feel like there’s a part
of e, the 1 it reads a lot onhilnmphymdmﬁ;

locks of ideas, like things that I start mov.
turniture. And then I'm arranging ideas, the same way you
might be loaking ar an assemblage of shit in the guter, bue they're all in my
head, reading, I'm doing this other kind ofurgmimiuu,

well, juse say it how you saw it” kind of an answer.

'Ii.'\||._-. .|ln|[.1t_l. Part, am
then starty imagiming these b

g aroind as

]
pulled from o

to which there's not 2
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Pk Right, right.

.. | have to invent a scaffolding—ir's just it’s a different process, and
s different solutions for how to make it feel alive, | guess,

(e | just think we're so different in tha way, because I feel you are so
such more comfortable with those abstract ideas than [ am, $o also think
(it when you come back to the real, you get o much bang for your buck,

LN Hﬁngfi:] Yeah, righl:,

i You're very comfortable in that place, but you still have that poet’s need
1o get the fuck out of there too.

sisi: For sure, | feel like each book [ write is a kind of refuge from what-
ever mental space the last one had me in, like I can't stand tha space any-
more and now | want to fly away and do something very different. But it's
hard because [ know, as a reader and as a teacher, how much purchase the
“real” has. So, when people might say, “oh, why doesn’t Maggie get back
to talking about her body, thar felt so much more real?,” I get very bristly,
because | feel like I get that, I know that, maybe I've even given that ad-
vice to someone else. Bur while [ know I could write an essay on my toes

this morning, and it would have a lot of purchase in some way, thar's not
the only thing in me atall.

im: Yeah. Though I think the interesting way you subverted that in On
Freedom is how you got to the planet as your body.

mn: Right.

em: | mean you use your son—I don't mean you wse him—bur there fe
was. And then there ir was. And then it just kept becoming a bigger and
bigger disaster flm.

mn [Laughing] Yeah.

. W
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I F |‘|d !_U‘I.IS Bﬂd P[CSCiCnt ln tht wa t—h T
E‘M: It Wias \ifr}‘ S-Ca. a }r lt “ }
1 m‘

ting worse.

\x: You mean writing about climate change?

et Yeah, | mean some of the stuff you had there was the most
I've heard anywhere. The guy who said we have l‘-h'lrty years, stuff

mn: Guy McPherson.

gm: ['ve been using that, that was one of my constant “kelway. fro
your book. It’'s a very loaded nugger. m

sn: | think 1 kind of move off him and that attitude in the
Maybe the link to what we've been talking abour,

chapeer,

about attentivenegs |
that | think some people have the idea that the moment “now” is to ta]:

that attentiveness and turn it into a kind of death doula Practice, Y,
know, attentiveness to the earth dying. [ don’t know thag we kﬂWwI:

we're doing as much as that. [ think for some people that orienes them
to-

ward a feeling of possibility and purpose, It doesn’t do thar for me. So
can't make thar turn ar present. -

EM: Yeah. Though I like dying a little.

Mz L ean getinto it ifit's a kind of Buddhist thing where attending to liv.
ing is attending to dying, awtending to dying is attending to living, but ]

don't like thinking of it as a kind of switch from one to the other because
life is bigger than thar, I think.

EM: For me, the urgency of that thought, thar we could be that close o

|.|'IL' L‘dé_'ﬁ. ll!'lil“-llt.']:.' iUS[ ﬂii}fl me ba(.k iﬂlO tht pl’l.‘Sﬂ'lt muulim lm‘
]
]1[}\'-"]1L'1L' LLH] E.JU.

i 2 o3 :
tN: Tknow, right, where is there to go?
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. Though any knowledge I have about the larger crisis is in relation-

ship (o the specific litcle plo of fifty-seven actes [of East River Park] that
v been so obsessed with for a few years. To understand chis park's ela-
donship to chis larger struggle became really, really interesing to me. You
L now, this is not just my problem,

wn: | was going to ask you how it felt. Was there any conflict, or did it

ieel like it was the right thing to narrow down on this fifty-seven acres as
where you could make your mark or make your stand?

¢u: Tewas so liceral. It was like being a Palestinian. Like, oh my god, the
settlers seem to think that my house is their house. I just think it was that
close. But again, it did throw me onto all these things, including how
much I realize that trees have been in my work since—

m: I've noticed that too! I was just chinking about that. Obviously way
before Sorry, Tree, but I was thinking about so many encounters, specifi-
cally where you're talking to trees.

em: Righe!
mu: Or even saying, “Can | come out to a tree?” A lot of companionship.

em: | mean they are so interesting; they're sculprural, they're vertical.
When you're the last man standing, you're not, because there’s a tree. It's
sort of like they're always this echo. Because we are. Somebody lately—I
don’t know the science—said we're actually 50 percent tree. | don't know
what that even means, but it seems right. There's that wonderful book by
that Irishwoman about speaking to trees [Diana Beresford-Kroeger's To
Speak for the Trees), and she’s way steeped in Celtic lore and is a scientist
as well. She is so good at explaining how trees just absolutely created the
condition for us to live, There actually could be no oxygen. The planet was

dominated by plant things before there were ever human things, and ic's
like they adjusted the atmosphere to an extent that we could become. So,

it's so literal what their destruction means, just how insane that is.

o e .
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win: Do you feel like loneliness is assuaged by trees,

or do yoy feel like it

3 ?
not that kind of enmeshment?

en: Now | think that's completely, literally, and ahsulu:ciy true. There:
no words besides yes because I fecl like they've juse been such a o
ence. What's better generally means trees. And i's always anecdoy

too; when 1 was a kid, there was a chestnurt tree oug my wi a

: ndaw of m
house. We just had a shitty backyard, a litdle gravel backy,

rd between
C© Convers,.
B Up, warch.
g thins‘. and
any rituals jp.
Cr came ip and

two family houses, but there was this tree, and it was th
tion, the syntax, the seasons, the cvcrylhing ofmy growin
ing the tree change. My mother loved plants and growin
she was particularly aware of the tree and we had so m
volved with the tree. When she remarried, my stepfath
cut down the tree,

mu: Oh gt:-d. Did he not know the cliché that he was living, ofc““ins
down all that was prior to him ct)ming into your f:mi]y?
em: | mean | think thac was a piece of who he was. He was
ting down both of their families. He was really a nice
many ways. We didn't really ger along, [laughs) But 1 ¢
of his mission, perhaps. To end things.

Pmbihl'y cug-
BUY: a great guy in
hi hk tha! was Prt

MN: You were saying that reading the New York Times piece was like sit.

ting through a boring introduction of you. And
“I'm sick of my history.”

you write in For Now,
" Then you have a bunch of stuff in there thar |

really love and really relate to, when you're railing against this proprietary,
self-important concept we have of “MY WRITING," you know, the big
deal it of it. You talk about how we get bored and want things to change
and we're tired of the same old thing, but we're also having these thoughes
while tying our running shoes against this same old tree, and we can only
tell it’s 2 new thought because ir's happening against the old tree. Have
you thought about how those things move together? The boredom and

the restlessness, alongside thar which stays or bears witness?
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iz | was just getting really lost at what

ning because it’s so absolutely beaurify] that you 80 through all these
phases of your life in discontent with it and fixation with it and discard.
ing 16 and there just kccps btiﬂg this th}'thm of this oth
s not other, that is really such a part of us. I do feel jr’s part of what we
began talking about in the beginning, this kind of playing dumb and
1l that has to do with wanting some parts of the particularity of what-
cver our journey is to be gone. To make space. My therapist is always
1alking about sanding off the details and getting past the particular and
gerting into the larger principle because thar's what's driving me and
that's whar's happening, and how do we affect that. Before we talked,
all I could think of was time because | just wanted to get big as hell,
and as far away as | can from the particular horizon of tiny details thar
I've been identified with as a writer, or I have been used to being com-
fortable with. To get beyond that. OF course, the scary thing is: What
is beyond thar? I don’t know, I don't know. And yet | can't help feel-
ing like it's this Ind;.dmp. not just for me but for everybody, something
about how and where we live, and how we live with it, and coexistence
in some way. We don't know where the world is going. Whether that
means something that happens in my writing or something that hap-
pens in my life is something that | know I care about. Much more than

I care about the particular pieces—the thing about being a lesbian or
no, I'm trans now. Or life in this place, not that. That's only interesting
as it becomes vaguer and vaguer to me. | think with life, what happens
isn't that it becomes vaguer, but it does become more general, because

it starts 1o be about movement itself, and how am 1 in sync wich that or
not. And how [ find ways to hold it. Because that’s the only difference
between me and death.

You were saying in the begin-

er thing—that

And a tree is always there. A tree is always there, you know.
w: When you say what is beyond that, you mean whar's bevond the

hedding of signifying derails that have clustered around a life, rendered
it legible?

D
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eat Yeah, and make it feel so known that you're sick of wor

ki"g there,

Because L am, | know Tam. And sometimes just by Stating th

a, [ Star
S : ; ; _ t
come up in a different relationship to it all, Bur it's true, [ juse find fo
, : : ; ; Myse]
longing for something beyond. I've had passions and | o

nterests thy, have
nd I love standip,

stand there With othe.
2 T
y “and with trees”

cropped up in my life that feel like chey're beyond, a
there and finding people to stand there with, (o

people. But | can't help but keep continuing to sa

sx: Yeah, and with trees. 1 gave my studencs this semester yoyr e
flossing [from The Importance of Being Iceland). And | was thinking abo

it when | was reading For Now, in which you talk aboye yout, or ﬂm:
one’s, Selecred Poems as being like a good full

scan of the corpse. And they,
vou'e talking about an ex and what she thinks aboyg bcing in yoy
l r

pers in the archive and you say she was already imagining her ﬁn:urep.a—

in

about the skull, aboy, death
in lite. which has always been in your work. But [ guess whart's interegy.
ing 1o me is that most people, even if :hcy'rc as young as John Keat;,
when they start writing, they im mediately sense thar something aboy;
writing is about death, or at least abour death in life. | remember reqd.

saying—and I'm

into the book—
always been abour death in life
in a kind of romantic way, and then when HIV came along, it gave this

prior impulse its content. Anyway I was just thinking abour the way
that all writing has that good full scan of the corpse aspect, and how,
it you get to keep living, your writing records changes in the scan, bc:
cause you're in a different relationship to morrality ar different moments

on

the crypt. In the fossing piece, there’s a lot

ing Cynthia Carr’s book on Wojnarowicz and she was
paraphrasing here. and maybe I've projected this read
that Wojnarowicz's early writing had

in your life. | wonder how you feel now when you look back at earlier
writing of yours thar may have fele at the time like j's writing from the
turure crypt—like, do you

: look back and go, “oh,1d
then,” or do vou feel like, “oh, I w
and life that [ feel now™

idn't know anything

as feeling the same continuum of death

EM: L thi wher o
t: I think when | began | thought thar was subject matter. I just thought

l.:'..‘.r_ VOILL o o 3
You went to the heaviese. deepest, darkest stuff. Trauma was the ter-

And With Trees 327

ory. And 1 thought my relationship to that was what | had thar was

nieresting:
u: Did you do that consciously? Would you have said that then?

e | said it in my poems for sure. And then really gor educated away from
that by my particular avant-garde writing school, unil I gained permis-
sion by proving that I was any good, to then figure out how to bring it back
in. Of course, it returns always. It’s interesting, there’s so much trauma
bashing right now as well as trauma promoting. Because I think we're in
a multitude of global states of panic. But, of course, trauma is always with
us, which is death and dreams, and what your particular relation is to
that—where you sat when you first discovered that, and where you're sit-
ting now, and then mapping that for the rest of your writing life. I think
that part of what I'm struggling with and whar I feel like we've been talk-
ing about in this conversation is what I don’t want death to be is a pile of
lictle tchorchke things about me. I don't want that in the room. And I'm
trying to figure out what the room is withour that sitting here, while really
being artendant to the wily magical place that death always holds.

Mn: A few years ago | asked some students in a questionnaire whar they
would most like to take a future class on, and over half said “trauma
studies.” T was like, “What do you think we just read together?” [laughs]
It seems to me it’s not so much that the literature differs—so much litera-
ture always circulates around trauma—but rather the psychologized or
medicalized ways we talk about life, which change era by era. The literary
question, it seems to me, is How do we make our writing address things
in such a way that it moves beyond, or will last beyond, the diagnostics
of any given moment.

em: Right. Because it seems crucial that you do make your own map.
Bcwnﬁ isa rtl'ldfﬁ“E'

wn: Yeah. And the literary scems like a place where you have ro allow the
parrative o surprise you—it can’t just reinforce a predetermined map.

D Y
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en: In part because I think there are other people, and they're al talkin
stories, you know. All I have to do is visit somebody thar | haven seen ﬁ::
a long time who I've had a past relationship from this place, ang theyre
someplace so different now, and you wind up either mlkinﬁ them off the

cliff, or seeing that their extreme experience is like an amazing demeg
stration that something else is possible. I feel like other lives totally knock

that are affecr.
til | find ghcm‘

me out of orbit. I feel like there always are all these planets
ing my orbit, and I don’t know whar or where they are un

mn: You've said you're interested in the question of how somﬂhins b
comes a book. Can we talk about thar a little? Whar do you think 4 book
is? It strikes me now that I was probably very influenced, carly on, by yous
sense of what a book is. The book as container. It's become difficul; for
me to write something that's not book length, besides individual
or art catalog essays. My mental holder is always “this will be a book " ['
never think, “this will be an essay.” I'm trying to change that 5 licele, be.
cause [ ger moored up in books for years, and end up saying no to

thing else in the meantime because I'm like, the book, the book, the
book. I can't do anything else but the book.

eM: That's great, and [ envy that. Ac this point in time I feel like I'm try.
ing to conceprualize a book that will be a cabiner that will hold all these
other parts. Because it's the book, and it's not the book. And it’s like,
what would these speedy litdle boats do if they come into the book, you
know. What would the book become. 1 like these problems, otherwise I'm

bored by the book when I'm writing it. Plus I enjoy being ourside it,
ing other things.

writ-
M: The thing is, being in a book is really grear and also really boring, And
here we are, back o the pandemic studio—you have to keep hunting for
the spark. I think a lot about how writing is just like life in general. You
complain endlessly abour “oh, this is dragging me off the main thing,”
and it’s like, no, all of it is the main thing. You never really know what's
the main thing and whart's a digression. We just have the pretend idea that
the real work is somewhere, and it never is. There's no there there.
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_ui: Yeah, the great mistake ;¢ think

: ing, “oh, | w;
 .ould stay here” when that was che 8 wish thar

; would sto
th.lng thar was miiung e P so

g just unnecessary sufferings

pui: I don't know. I think my bt:rdm
o be over, and then mmﬂhjng dis

em: Right, and almost like anything else you can do with your body
brings you backtnkmthiscnmplmtyodw way.

wn: 1 think about it a lot as a parent. | think parents are reall
o kids because they always want their kid to be doing something other
than what they’re doing. When you g0 up 1o your kid and you're like,
“oh, are you hungry?” and they're like, “no, I'm fuckin' reading a comic
book, I don't want to think about ‘am | hungry?™ But you're always try-
ing to service them, and be like, “are you cold? do you need a swearshire:”
And they're like, can you just get away from me. You're trying to care for
them, but you're also making a bid for connection, but you fail 2 lor be-
cause you don't know how to do it. And in part you don't know how w0
do it because you're this adult and it’s no longer natural to you to connect
by just sitting down on 2 beanbag. Often I'm like, I'm fifty, I don't wane
to sit down on & beanbag in the middle of my day, thar's not where I'm a.
Bue I do want to connect, you know?

¥ annoying

-




330 Like Love

EMm: Just the fact of that must make you think all the time ki
to do something about that, and you don't, that yoy Neegd

mn: You're right, I dont. But also, sometimes 1 wil| sit dow
to be there, and my son will be like, “why are yoy just Siuinn all:d Just
I'm like, “oh, I'm just trying to be.” Sometimes nothing th] e‘:c?!' and
cluding not trying! It’s hard, to let nuthing be quite right €els right, iy,
EM: Uh-huh, and there’s always an unhappy li :
Py little author i ¢,
e l'h')us.c.

Mz Exactly! Is it him or is it me?

EM: That is the question. Alright, [ love you, I have to go 1o Al
tleen’s,

(2023)




