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How long have you been writing? 

b seems I've been writing all my 
&-I can't remember an interval 
since I learned to write that I 
k m ' t  tried to write. i started in 
@ade school when everyone writes. 
I would sanetimes like to reverse 
'that question and ask, "When did 
everybody else stop?" Everybody 
mites during school years, and I 

just kept on, due largely to family 
encouragemerit. The major works 
just naturally grow out of little 
things. Notes and letters become 
essays; essays become books. 

Do you keep a journal? 

In effect, yes; it is a Ioose leaf, and 
I use typing pager. I start a new 
page each morning, and I save 4 
those pages. I have bores of &em 
at home from as early as the 2940s. 
But they're not redly the same as 
a diary, because I don't always 
write just daily occurrences. 

What's usually on those p a p ?  

Almost invariabIy it's a date. To 
anyone dse, and even s o m a h a  to 
me, those pages look quite aimless; 
sometimes the words put down are 
phrases, sometimes sentences, some- 
times whale paragraphs. Bur often 
they are fragments, and they can 
be very exotic, spotty, and un- 
accountable. 

Por instance, I triLed to write this 
morning; for some reason I thought 
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of ink blots. I began to imagine that 
I was being given an inkblot test. 
I gave the doctor hundreds of dif- 
ferent interpretations, he selected 
the ones that were symptoms. I 
wrote them down, I studied his 
diagnosis. In other words, I began 
to treat him as a patient-and then 
I began to slowly bring him into 
m y  universe. Sometimes a simple 
bunch of ideas like that can evolve 
into a poem. 

what seems to be a real "writer's 
block." I believe it's because their 
standards are too high. They simply 
believe that what's occurring to 
them every day is not good enough. 

But for me, writing is a process 
of coasting the periphery of your 
thought, whatever the thought is. 
I don't regret where that periphery 
is; I just record where it is, and it's 
always there. You can't stop thinking. 

'Writing is a process of coasting the periphery 
of your thought, whatever the thought is." 

Is there an example of work you've 
generated out of these writings? 

Yes; a spectacular example would 
be the time I read on the college 
bulletin board that a meteorite had 
hit the hill above campus. I got on 
my bicycle and looked for the 
meteorite for some time, and then 
I returned home and sat in the 
backyard and began to write a 
poem. It was eventually titled "The 
Star in the Hills." I wrote the poem 
almost the way my feelings came to 
me at the time, and it all started 
with the note on the wall that said 
"a meteor hit just above campus." 
Actually, I never found that 
meteorite or the site where it landed. 
But in my imagination I went on to 
search, to find something; the poem 
just spun off from there. 

Do you ever have mental blocks? 

No. I've felt a little awkward some- 
times. Many writers I know tell me 
writer's block is a real menace. I've 
never in my life felt it. It's one of 
their dreams as far as I can tell. 
Perhaps some writers do experience 
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Some people conceptualize writing 
as a process of recording something 
worthy. I don't have that concept. 
I believe that writing is a process 
of recording what happens, and 
something always happens. I've 
never forgotten how to record what 
happens. Having a writer's block 
is like forgetting how to form the 
letters, and I've never forgotten 
how to form letters. I still remember. 
So I'm not making a claim for ac- 
complishment; I'm just making an 
assertion about how I view the 
activity. 

Do you ever feel that what you're 
writing isn't good enough? 

I don't ask myself whether it's any 
good; that's the wrong reaction to 
look for, even from yourself. That's 
like asking, "Am I breathing right?'' 
If it feels all right, it's right. I 
believe that what one does when one 
writes is to converge somehow with 
the living edge of one's conscious- 
ness. To distort that in any way 
is to make a mistake, and you may 
distort it by trying to anticipate 
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what others want. You may distort 
it by having taken a position ahead 
of time about what you're going to 
believe, or what someone eIse ought 
to believe. You're no longer doing 
the job of following where con- 
sciousness goes when you do that. 
The job of a writer is just to be 
good company for the self. 

Some writers want to change their 
writing before they change the self, 
which leaves them without any 
guide. You don't become a good 
writer by learning a skill. I think 
you relax on an zctuality. 

Back to your question: "Do you 
ever feel that what you're writing 
isn't good enough?" Yes, all the time. 
I guess I never have a feeling that 
if's good enough. On the other hand, 
I never feel that it's too bad. Later 
when I look at my writing I may 
evaluate it. 

I like to keep separate in my mind 
and in my life two operations: one 
is faith in what's happening; the 
other is a close look at something 
once it's written. I ask, "Would 
anyone else want to see this?" If I 
find a part that is vaguely dissatis- 
fying to me, I revise it-sometimes 
over and over again. Finally I either 
abandon it or I decide it's all right. 
But that judgment part is kept 
strictly separate from the writing- 
down part: the writing-down part 
is blind trust. 

Do you think that writers should 
write for a market-in other words, 
consider their public, what the 
public's desires and interests are, 
and how to meet their needs? 

One of my impulses is to deny all 
&at, so maybe we ought to explore 
that question briefly. Think of what 
a frightening world you are creating 
when you assume that a writer does 

that kind of thing. It's a world in 
which anything you read is a cal- 
culated attempt to skillfully engineer 
your feelings, your convictions, and 
your actions. I don't like that kind 
of a world; I don't like the feeling 
that I'm surrounded, in effect, by 
people running for office and selling 
things to me. 

I like the feeling of being in a world 
where I'm in a joint venture with 
others. They share with me their 
discoveries; they feel free enough to 
confess doubts, hesitations, and 
alternatives; and they are not sup- 
pressing either (in their minds or 
in their utterances) those things that 
would detract from their maximum 
engineering Ieverage on me. So as a 
writer, I abandon that world of 
competition, that world of engi- 
neering; I do not presume myself 
to be bringing about a change in 
another person that is not totally 
congruent with a11 my thoughts and 
feelings. I would rather be ineffective 
and valid in the compiled joint 
enterprise we have than to be ef- 
fective at the cost of breaking 
communion with other people, 

The way to get communion with 
other people is to abandon that 
engineering attitude toward com- 
munication-when we talk with 
friends we assume that they will 
not be calculating. The best way 
for communion to happen is by 
implication and sincere conversation. 

Do you think the practical side and 
the poetic side are potentially 
congruent with each other, or are 
they hazardous to one another? 

I think they are potentially congru- 
ent with each other. The most 
effective people and the most ef- 
fective communities are the whole- 
hearted, open-communication ones. 
To me this is the way to be as a 
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writer and as a person. Somehow a 
Walt Whitman who was conniving 
(and this happened in Whitrnan 
sometimes) is not nearly so win- 
some and effective, to me, as one 
who had the audacity to forget and 
violate what was happening in 
American poetry. 

As you learn to communicate open- 
ly, your company will be the best 
people, and your life will be full. 
And your writing can get better and 
better. But if you learned a tech- 
nique you are locked into whoever 
taught you and you will never be a 
productive, cooperative member 
of society. 

Do vou think an Emerson or a 
~ho ieau  could survive in our 
world today? 

Yes. The people who are the most 
interesting to all of us have an 
element of audacity and integrity 
in them. People who try to wall- 
paper over every part of what 
they're doing and who try to man- 
age society and their lives by an- 
ticipating a kind of Harris poll 
beforehand are in Watergate trouble. 
Doing what the poll says people 
want you to do is a terrible viola- 
tion of what leadership is all about. 
For instance, if I even get a faint 
whiff that some leader of mine isn't 
really leading, my faith is entirely 
gone. I think it's pretty hard to hide 
that kind of thing. The validity of 
talk and action is as apparent as it 
ever was-it's more scary now, in 
fact, because even temporary 
deviations can be so devastating. 

Some writers are afraid that if they 
follow their own impulses in their 
writing they won't be able to survive 
in the commercial world. The real 
hazard is exactly the opposite: it is 
the blight of poems and stories that 
are written to formula by people 
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who are afraid to follow their own 
originality. This is especially evident 
in poetry. The real danger is when 
you try to do that impossible thing 
of Shakespeare, without really being 
Shakespeare. But learning the 
technique to become Shakespeare 
doesn't hurt. 

How do you think an editor would 
respond to that? 

The editors I know are intelligent 
people; they need the help of writers, 
of someone who can take them 
someplace they haven't been before. 
An editor's job is to find the best 
material he can for his readers. And 
if he is the kind of editor who has 
already downgraded his reader- 
decided just what the reader is like 
and anticipated what the writer 
should write-then he's not an 
editor. He's got to be a discoverer 
to be an editor. A writer also has 
to be a discoverer! 

What about the practical consider- s 
ations of a person who faces the 
future of supporting a family or 
making a living-what kind of 
prospects does he or she have? 

Well, the prospects you have in 
the commercial world in any en- 
deavor depend so much on the 
market. I hate to say that anyone 
who coasts the periphery of self and 
consciousness would make a good 
living writing, because many selfs 
don't have coasts in the right place. 
But it's the only coast you've got, 
and to try to fake another one is 
an alternative you shouldn't even 
consider. 

But you cannot count on success 
in writing. In fact, it just takes a 
lot of luck and the right conditions 
in your own life and mind and the 
way you think. But you can't give 
up the valid connection between 



WILLIAM STAFFORD 

your feelings and thoughts and the ours, someone who can teach has 
wMds you write. The best way to something already. Others make a 
became a significant writer is to good living by lecturing and 
h e l o p  the kind of independence giving readings. 
I%e been talking about. 

order to make a living you can Can you cite some fairly well- 
submit material to all kinds af known examples? 
publications. And there are a whole yes. ~~b~~~ *light for instance, 
hazard of people who Ive on a kind lives on a farm in ~ i ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ .  M~ 
Gf i n t ~ ~ ~ a l  m u d .  They're not and his wife decide how 

and don't get money they need for the next year; 
anything. can go the he accepts public speaking -age- 
shelves at the airport and read ments up to that amount of money, 
A*od- That's a whole dead md and then he , e m s  home to the 
of its own. It's a kind of delirium. farm to write. 

%hut do you think about a person Someone like Galwood Canal would 
wh's really interested in writing be another great example. I have 
s w central part of his life work? been in the room with him when he 
Ifs, there danger or is there wlue in has decided he wants to go to some 
Wng another source of income? part of the country, has cded same- 

one in that area, and has said, 1 lhink it depends so much on the going to ,be in your part of the 
wvidual' Most at least country. Is there a meeting for me?" Itl he hirmr~ English Literawe# He immediately has air fare thee h e  b m  people who had incomes and back. 

elsewhere. If you read through 
#& English literature m&ology you The amount people like that take 

long enough to starve. be invited if they weren" good 

'The job of a writer is just to be good 
company for the self. Some writers want to d w g e  

their writing before they change the self, which 
leaves them without any guide." 

Where do you see your place as a 
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A question like this is a trouble- 
some one to me because usuallv I 
try to keep from asking myself 
whether I'm doing anything valuable. 
I don't really have an opinion about 
my writing. I feel pretty neutral 
about it. But as for the process I'm 
involved in- the coming alive to 
one's feelings, and the individual's 
individuality of experience-I think 
that's very important. That's what 
life is all about. The important thing 
about my writing is that it is my 
own little local manifestation of 
something that is utterly important 
to me. I separate the objective 
evaluation of my poems or stories 
from the evaluation of the way of 
life that's embodied in those poems 
and stories. 

realize the values of other people's 
lives. It is a liberating kind of thing. 

How do  you feel about the Mormon 
community as a base for a person 
interested in creative writing? 

In some ways I envy it because I 
myself have been a part of different 
groups who have had a sustained 
group feeling. I sense among the 
Mormons a consciousness of their 
own society, commitments, and 
values. 

I've lived in groups like this for 
forty years of my life. I was a con- 
scientious objector during World 
War I1 and was put in concentration 
camps. In some ways life in those 
camps was a strangely liberating 

"I sense among the Mormons a A of 
their own society, commitments, and values . . . 

great advantages for a writer." 

What would you say to an aspiring 
young writer? 

First, a person who would ask me 
about writing would already have 
some motivation, so my response 
would assume that this person prob- 
ably has enough interest to commit 
to it, to deserve as clear a view as I 
can give of what it's all about. 
Writing makes your life more vivid. 
It's .like living your life several 
times. To let the actual feeling of 
living experience reverberate with 
itself as it does in the arts is a great 
multiplying factor in one's life. 

Writing is one of the arts, and the 
arts are like a great discovery for 
mankind. Art sort of separates us 
from the vegetables, and it feels 
good. Writing might even help you 
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experience, especially as we felt 
kinship-not with any geographical 
group, but with an absolutely limit- 
less group over the whole world. 
Our allegiances were not so much 
geographical or ethnic, but were 
the relation with those of like mind 
that went everywhere. Sort of the 
Quaker inner-light feeling. Later I 
taught at the Church of the Brethren 
College, where we had what seems 
to be very much like the feeling I 
sense among Mormons. 

I think the writer in such a group 
has both disadvantages and advan- 
tages. You have disadvantages in 
the sense that you are deliberately 
somewhat out of step with some 
things happening in the society in 
which you are embedded. You must 
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just accept that. Then there comes 
the advantages: it's a distinction, 
d distinction these days is often 
something very much worth cultiva- 
ting. I wouldn't feel at aU blanked 
or alienated or stalled by king part 
of a group that's somewhat different 
from the mainstream of society. It 
bdps dramatize in your life what is 
aetually true, or ought to be true 
b r  every individual. 

What are some of the problems o f  
writing in an exclusively Marmon 
group? 

One hazard would be that you 
might begin to plume yourself on 
Merences that don? make any 
Merence, or very much difference. 
You might sort of count on an 
already organized public that would 
q t  anything you 30. That's very 
brad. We're under no obligation to 
like someone's talk or poem or story 
because they're in our conscientious 
objector camp or church group or 
college. H m a n  life is larger than 
b e  distinctions. One of the dangers 
would be that you'd begin to treat 
these distinctions as justification for 
;31 kinds of shortcuts and lapses. 

Hgeo does the climate fox Mormon 
~ & e r s  compare with the climate 
f ~ r  the rest of the people in the 
,munt?y? 

Well, one part of me switches im- 
mediately back to envy. There are 
vivid, almost universally recognized 
reference points in society that are 
cohesive. Because of this, there 
could be great advantages for a 
writer (md anyone in the arts) to 
bave a living structure of beliefs, 
images, legends, myths, and con- 
victions. It's the kind of thing Henry 
James felt he had to go to England 
br. America didn't have it-this 
d h r a l  overlay. 

What would you like to see the 
Mormon writing community 
produce? 

I think I would be most interested 
in the flaurishing and the welcom- 
ing of the residues of history of the 
group. It's surprising how available 
stories and poems are to people with 
different histories. And you don't 
reaIly have to have footnotes. We 
have read about the Creeks, the 
Hebrews, and all kinds of groups 
who have special histories. What 
I would like to see come out of any 
group is a welcoming, an embracing 
of distinctions. Not a31 exaggeration, 
but not a down-play. Just an accept- 
ing of the flourishing of the feeling 
of the society. 

I feel that many peopIe share a 
revulsion about American culture. 
Wherever the correctives to that 
revulsion come from, I'm interested 
in them. Mormonism's one of the 
possibilities. 

What do you think of the idea 07 
wing one's talents to serve i-he 
Lord? Is that a good thing? 

This is a part of my life. It's not a 
surprising issue because of my as- 
sociations and my natural way of 
thinking. Ultimately one's decisions 
come from many sources: from what 
others tell you, from traditions that 
you've shared in, and from intel- 
lectual introspectian that you per- 
form right there on the spot. And 
if you give up the aid of people 
around your and the use of the 
immediate intelligence that you're 
capable of in the situation because 
of some kind of prior commitment, 
maybe wen when you were younger, 
impressionable, or overwhelmed in 
some way, you've given tip part 
of life. 




