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HW: What do you mean when you talk about yourself as a Dahomey Woman? What 
does that mean? 
 
LC: Well, my ancestors - I was fortunate that I come from a family of story tellers who 
do tell; I come from a family of people who like to tell stories and from a people who 
tend to be oral historians who talk about these things. So what I know is that my 
foremother, who was brought to this country in 1830 which was after the slave trade was 
outlawed in the English-speaking ports and so she was brought to New Orleans and 
walked up from New Orleans to Virginia and she came from – she said - she died when 
my father was eighty years old – he remembered everything. She said that she came from 
“among the Dahomey people”. Now, she didn’t say she didn’t say “I come from 
Dahomey” but Dahomey then was where Benin, that country is now. And so we think she 
might have been Euraba or something like that, anyway, “from among the Dahomey 
people”. And Dahomey, I was very excited to hear, first of all that Audrey Lord is also 
from “among the Dahomey people” – her ancestor was Dahomey – and they were the – 
that was the land of the first Amazon army. And many of them, Audrey Lord in one of 
her books has two women – two of the last of the Amazon women – who would cut off a 
breast so that they could better aim arrows – they used bows and arrows . And with my 
mastectomy, when I had cancer, I felt very close to my Dahomian place. The things my 
father used to say to me were, he said “You can do what you want to; you’re from 
Dahomey women”, and I went for it, you know, which is pretty weird. And he seemed to 
think nothing was impossible for a woman from Dahomey. And he used to say about my 
mother “She is not a Dahomey woman, but she is the mother of one”, you know, which I 
thought was kind of interesting – some kind of power chant, or something. 
 
HW: That’s a wonderful poem, the one about – talking about the breast removed and the 
Amazon woman with the spear; it’s a wonderful poem. 
 
LC: Well, it was a way to talk about it, or to think about it that was not difficult, you 
know, because I think of the things I’ve had – and I’ve had several physical challenges – 
health challenges – the mastectomy was one that was difficult. They’re all difficult, more 
or less, but I’m not unaccustomed to difficult things. However, that one I had to 
remember that there were women who had one breast and during those years they would 
try to get you to have them both removed so you might not - you would surely not get 
breast cancer again. I don’t believe in, like, what might happen and what might not, I’ve 
got to mutilate myself for that reason. So that was helpful for me to know that there were 
women who do this to increase their power of some sort, in some way. I’ve had breast 



cancer twice, I’ve had kidney failure – I was on dialysis. The thing I hated of all the 
things I’ve had was dialysis; dialysis was difficult. And cancer, and a kidney transplant – 
my youngest daughter gave me her kidney – I rented, I always say; I paid for it, too. And 
renal cancer; renal cancer is the one that you would be afraid of. The renal cancer was 
after the kidney transplant. Because I thought when you have a kidney transplant they 
take out your kidneys – because people can live with one kidney – and they just stick one 
in, but they don’t – they put in the healthy one on top of one of your bad ones, and they 
both have to be bad for you to have this. I felt guilty because my daughter – my youngest 
daughter – was a personal trainer who was giving up her kidney. And I felt…I don’t 
know. I didn’t know what was going to happen. And then renal cancer, the renal cancer, 
they say, has a fifty-fifty chance of coming back. And what happened was the kidney that 
was left inside – maybe they’ll rethink this procedure – because the one that was left is 
the one that developed renal cancer. And I had renal cancer when I won the National 
Book Award and that was the one where the surgery was scheduled and I said “no” – I 
had this really nice dress, you know what I mean? And I thought “I’m gonna wear my 
pretty dress to the National Book Awards and [I’m a short-listed person] (unclear), and I 
did win that year. And don’t think anybody knew that I [unintelligible], so it wasn’t a 
pity thing, I’m pretty sure. That one was scary because you don’t know if it’s gonna come 
back and with breast cancer it’s all kinds of stuff. But with renal you don’t know. Then I 
have arterial…fibruation? Something like that. My heart, because I have a shunt in my 
arm – which is why I wear long sleeves all the time – the shunt, in rare cases, can lead to 
heart failure, can lead to the heart being…whatever. So I have that, now. And I’d wanted 
the shunt removed for years because it’d never worked. I’d never in dialysis dialysized 
through this shunt in my arm. I dialysized in my neck. So I had a little thing stickin’ up 
there - three times a week I went. I’ve had interesting things happen. One of the stories 
that I think is funny is they gave us, when I first started dialysis, they gave us a little talk 
of what to do if the place catches fire. And they said “Disconnect your machine – now 
your machine, that’s your blood in there! – Disconnect that and go out to the parking lot, 
bringing your machine and if you need trans…what do you call those things when they 
give you more blood? Whatever. 
 
HW: Transfusions? 
 
LC: Yes, thank you. If you need that, we’ll give it to you in the parking lot. But I said – 
no, they said leave your machine in the place, that’s right. And I said “I don’t leave my 
blood, like, wandering around in a fiery building. I’m sorry; can’t be done. So I knew 
there’d be no fire because Lucille is not leaving her blood in a burning building; just not 
what we do. Anyway. And still, still I rise.  
 
ES:  I’d like to ask you…in what way is poetry a spiritual practice for you – the writing 
of poems, and I love especially those “married” poems. They really just kind of give me 
the shivers and I just feel that your language in those poems breaks through the curtain of 
mundane reality and some raw nerve of the sacred is exposed in these poems. And I just 
wonder how the writing of poetry, has it been a spiritual practice for you? 
 
LC: It has been for me, in that I hope that I write out of spirit. I don’t think I’m religious 
at all. People keep telling me I’m religious; some people have insisted, you know, “yes 
you are!” but I keep thinking “but I know!”, I think that’s one of the things you know. 



But I’m spiritual, I think. Anyway, somebody else said about me once – people are 
always saying things about me – that I can find human in the spiritual and spiritual in the 
human. Well, I think that’s true of all of us; that we are all mixtures of these things and I 
have some poems – some newer poems I’m working on that you might like - because 
they are poems in the voice of Mary and the voice of Eve and the voice of Mary 
Magdalene, but in the voice of them as they were, that is to say, on an African continent. 
They were not white girls over there in Israel as we think of it, as we think of European 
girls. And so it’s in their voice; Mary’s name was not Mary. Surely it must have been 
Muriel, you know? Eve was Chava, surely. These were Hebrew people, and why pretend 
that they weren’t? Anyway, I like to think of them as how must it have been for a girl in 
these stories, I don’t whether my belief system is these are actual stories or are these 
stories that are metaphor and all of that? How would it feel to suddenly have something 
tell you you are about to bear a child? And “I have known no man”, you know, and 
“Well, you’re gonna do it anyways”, this is scary, actually. And the one poem about 
Anna, her mother, she must think “This is awful, what did she do?”, you know, and just 
try to feel my way into another human. And I think you can only do that if you feel them 
as human – that is, wonderful, spiritual creatures as I think all humans, perhaps all living 
things, are spirit and matter. And it’s okay to think of it that way, you know? I have some 
about Eve when she says “Joseph is an old man”. This is Eve – no, Adam – he doesn’t, I 
have some about naming, Even naming  – because Adam is an old guy, he doesn’t know 
what’s going on. He wakes up and there’s a woman and she kind of pretty. Theoretically. 
And he doesn’t know where she came from or anything, you know. In one poem she calls 
him, what, “Slowfoot”, or something, I don’t know. He eats clay; Adam eats clay. I try to 
take the whole possibility of language  - that is to say definition and history and baggage 
and all of that  - and use it to the whole possibility of these ones so that they and I and 
you are spirit and flesh, you know? The word was made flesh and interestingly it is that 
dwelled among men. Who were these people who were there for them to come and dwell 
among? It’s interesting. You notice if you look at the bible the only white people are 
[language unclear here] and Jesus. And that seems odd. You know, one of them I think 
wasn’t, I don’t know which one.  
 
HW: One thing I noticed about you, with what Elaine was asking, also, the way that you 
enter into – become – Mary or Anna or Clark Kent or buffalo soldiers or foxes. When 
you enter and become a voice, then your poems come in bunches.  
 
LC: That’s true. That’s really true.  
 
HW:  It’s like a bunch of grapes, you have three or four poems about that voice. That’s 
interesting about you. You’ve got Clark Kent poems, you’ve got buffalo soldier poems, 
you’ve got fox poems, you’ve got Mary poems. How do you… 
 
LC: I think when I start thinking that… let’s see. Sometimes this is difficult for people to 
understand. Especially wonderfully liberal people like to think I’m just like them. I come 
from a premise: they’re just like me. And that’s different, you know? And so how 
different is Mary from Lucille? How different is the fox from Lucille? Not very. She 
wants to eat. She wants to love. She wants to have a warm place, you know? And I know 
what that feels like for me, so I can have some small feeling of how that is for them. I do 
not meet trees as strangers, you know? Now why, I have no clue why I’m like that, I 



really don’t have any idea. But I try to meet life on it’s terms. I do not meet living things 
as strangers. Except I’m afraid of things; people think “Lucille loves all creatures” and 
everything – I’m petrified of a whole lot of stuff, including electrical storms, I’m scared 
to death of those storms. I’m from a family that when it was lightning and stuff we used 
to go in the closet and close the door. But for me, this is what I do. Which doesn’t mean 
it’s completely like “Woooooo!” that sort of thing. Nor, not intellectual. I enjoy intellect. 
I love to hear certain intellectual people talk. I was married to an intellectual person. But 
that’s not all that one is. That’s not the only validity, which is what sometimes people like 
to think; that you’re only valid if you have a PhD. And there are valid people with PhDs 
and then there are people who are idiots with PhDs. I’ve met some of both. And the 
reverse is also true. You’re judging, otherwise, don’t you think? You’re judging people. 
And I don’t wanna be judged. I really don’t, because that would be really something and 
so I try not to judge, though I can be very self-righteous, sometimes. But I’m aware of it. 
I tickle me, sometimes.  
  
ES: In one of your interviews you said something like “I’m always felt the presence of 
the others” can you talk a little bit about what that means? 
 
LC:  Well, I have always been able to feel the presence of the others, how ‘bout that? I 
didn’t know that others couldn’t, or didn’t open themselves to doing so. I don’t think 
anything I do is different from what anybody else does. But I can feel sometimes the 
living and the dead. I really can. And it’s my own experience that allows me to say that 
with some certainty because I am not a person who goes around believing what people 
say. I’ve seen spirits. I’ve never seen a ghost – I don’t believe in them going 
around...why wear a sheet? That’s the silliest thing I ever…but I have had experiences 
with – I had experiences with my mother. My mother died a month before my oldest 
child was born. And my children have known my mother and I guess she was present if I 
needed her to be but certainly not for the first ten years after her death, she was not. But 
she has been present after that. That sounds silly, doesn’t it? But this is just for myself, 
my own experience teaches me something about what to believe and what to understand.  
 
ES:  I think that’s in your poetry so often I feel that your language is sort of breaking 
through to another world, the other world, you know.  
 
LC: You know what…wouldn’t it be interesting if it wasn’t even the other world, it was 
this one. Only we don’t look at that part of it. And I understand that, you know. I’m 
scared of things, too. My father to always say: “Always be scared of what’s living. The 
dead, you know, they’re fine but be nervous about your neighbors; very strange.” You 
know, but I think I – to attribute it to something – I attribute it to – I was born with twelve 
fingers, my mother was as well. And my oldest daughter was, as well. And there’s a kind 
of thing in that, I’ve thought. Or maybe I’m just so stupid that I’m open to – what’s 
Truman Capote say? “Other voices, other rooms” – I don’t know. But spirit is a part of 
my life. And one doesn’t have one or the other, you know. My mother used to speak to 
me much more than now. Now she doesn’t very much. But I’m – I am open to those 
voices as I am open to poetry. I think that I – because I write a fair amount, people say, 
though I don’t think I’m prolific at all. I know what I’m not writing, which is quite a lot. 
But poetry knows that I am receptive. Poetry knows that I will not say “no” when it 
knocks at the door. And so it comes. You know, it seems very simple to me. And while 



that may not be true of anybody else, it is true for me. That’s all I can know. I never 
thought I would publish a poem in my life. I’d never heard of such a thing. But see how it 
all turned out!  
 
MC:  I have a question. 
 
LC: Sure. 
 
MC: You have six children have you ever thought about writing a poem that was titled – 
I noticed how you say 7, 5, 4, 3, 2, 1 – have you ever thought about naming a poem that 
and writing about your experiences starting out as a poet with such young children? 
 
LC: Well, I have poems to my children. That…I don’t know, is still the truth. My 
experiences, - I once wanted to write a book about how to have a lot of children when 
you’re poor. Because my husband was in grad school when our kids were little, and you 
don’t have when – he was on the G.I. bill, which, I don’t guess it happens anymore. And 
somebody said we had so many kids because the G.I. bill increases every month if you 
keep having another kid; I don’t think that was it, but it could have been. And those 
experiences have kept me very close to humans. And very…you know. I’ve learned not 
to think too much of myself because really the kids are what – I’m a mothering kind of 
person – so the kids were what mattered to me. I have poems to my youngest daughter 
who gave me the kidney, I have poems to my – I have one - my eldest son and my second 
daughter both died within the last five years and I have some poems about that. But they 
were mostly just kids the way kids are. We talk about things that they’ve done and funny 
things all the time because I was very, very sure and very conscious that I didn’t have, 
like, a group; a troupe. I had six only kids. You know. And they used to do things like – 
the teacher said I was the meanest person in America – because they couldn’t eat on 
Fridays and that was because I wanted them to understand, after a certain place – and that 
only lasted about a year, a year and a half – I wanted them to understand that everybody 
had to give up a little so that there were people in the world could have almost enough. 
Not even enough. So they didn’t eat; they wouldn’t get a lunch on Fridays, the teacher 
said [language unclear here]. Didn’t have anything to do with poetry, just had to do with 
how I want these people to become. What kind of humans. We were very poor – my 
husband was on the G.I. bill when they were young…by the way, my youngest daughter 
used to always say  “Why are we doing this again?” and I would say “Well, we have to 
think about there are people in the world who don’t have what we have” and she would 
say “Freedom! Oh, I know they feel! Oh, it must be awful!” We used to do a lot of that 
sort of – what I see now as social doing. But it was just what I thought I wanted them to 
understand, quite often. And we were very close. People used to call us the Waltons. The 
kids were, you know, they were six and a half years apart. And two of them are the same 
age for three weeks and then two are the same age for a little over a month. So when they 
brought in – when they brought my baby – I was now about forty, when they brought her 
in the doctor said “Mrs. Clifton, you have a baby”. And I said “I already have one!” – I 
had a one-year-old and one between the one-year-old and the newborn. And I had no idea 
how – well, it’s one of those things you have to think – you can’t think about them, you 
cant do it,  - but I just, you know, what I know is keep them - that’s what I told my 
daughter when she just had a baby, her first child, she’s forty-one. And I said, you know, 
“Keep ‘em warm, keep ‘em dry. Feed ‘em. You’ll be fine”. And it’s not such a deal. To 



be a decent human. But we like to tell stories to the kids about [unintelligible] so they 
know all the history of our family and we like to talk about things and my youngest, as I 
say, she’s the one who gave me her kidney, and I tried not to have her with every method 
known – legally and illegally – and she said to me, you know what, she said to me “If I 
had been able to talk I would have said ‘Give me thirty years, you’re gonna need me’” 
And indeed. And she’s the joy of my life, she’s one of the many. But there’s so many 
things to consider when…I’m just not concerned with abstractions though to illuminate 
the large you deal with the specific. You know, to write about love as this noble, huge 
thing hovering in the trees, but write about a leaf and that will lead us to love, and then 
trust the reader; is one of the things I tell people all the time.  
 
MC: I learned that through Walk Whitman. 
 
LC: Ah, Whitman was alright.  
 
MC: Alright. [unintelligible] 
 
LC: You like Whitman? 
 
MC: Yes. 
 
LC: Oh, I spoke at the beginning of the Whitman – uh, I can’t remember what the thing 
was – celebration. About three years ago. We had a reading at The Church of St. John the 
Divine and I think there was about a half dozen of us reading. And it was remarkable 
because they had found a recording of Whitman reading and it was my self, William J. 
Smith, I think Sharon [unintelligible] Ellen Ginsburg, and I’m probably leaving someone 
out, forgive me. But [unintelligible]’s voice intoning, and then Ellen – and when Ellen 
Ginsburg started to read, a grey bat flew out of the [unintelligible] cathedral and the 
[unintelligible]…I mean it was really quite amazing and wonderful. Who’s to say it was 
not Whitman? What else? 
 
HW: You know, when I come looking more specifically just to your poetry, the way it 
sounds, when I just look at one of your poems it seems like it is so simple but when I hear 
it and the more – I have to keep hearing it, and one of the things that just amazes me is 
the way you use repetition, or incremental repetition, you get refrains with variation and 
it’s like the poem keeps starting over again. And I have some specific examples, the 
poem that you have, say “One Year Later”, “What, if then” that keeps happening and the 
birth of language; “did it”, “did he”, “did his”…you do that, you tweak the way a phrase, 
you use it and then you reuse it…is that part of – is that intuitive? Is that your oral 
tradition? 
 
LC: I think it’s quite intuitive in a lot of ways. I think I have a very good ear for the 
[unintelligible] poet, and I have a good ear for – I didn’t even know that, by the way, 
until fairly recently – I think I have a very good ear for the sound of the language, 
particularly the oral language. And I think that I listen to it  - music and poetry are very 
connected, of course, cousins or something – and there is a music in that language and I 
hear it. I think with – forgive me, Lord, but people know I feel this way – that the MFA 
program has done a little something to poetry, in that it has become a matter of the eye. 



And I taught at Columbia for a while, and that the idea of having a poem something more 
than just what you look at was almost foreign sometimes. You had to [unintelligible] to 
understand that you do it with your whole self, with your senses, it needs to sound a 
certain way, it needs to look a certain way. It’s not just a matter of what’s printed, you 
know, and I’m a print person but poetry existed before print and it is something for the 
ear, for the eye, for the odor, for the touch, I really am very sensitive to the language and 
to the music of the language, you know, it’s not just something that I want to appeal to 
the intellect. The intellect that – I’m very…I admire intellect very much. I like smart 
stuff, I really do. Some poets who I think are very intellectual who are friends, I used to 
love to hear Robert Cleary (?) talk because he’s so smart, you know, and I don’t know if 
that is the greatest poetry I’ve ever read, but I loved the mind; I loved the mind, but I 
think for me, at any rate, poetry has to be a matter of the senses – all of them – to appeal, 
then to the senses of the reader. Now, readers have become just readers, you know. They 
just look at the words, see how they look, and they think of the words as the whole thing, 
where words are more than their definition, for me. Words are, for me, their history, their 
baggage, their music, all of that, and I try to use a word for all of it’s possibility, for the 
whole possibility of the language. So it takes more than intellect, for me, which is lucky, 
to write a poem. And I think that is the work that will last. It’s like for people who are 
fine artists, I often talk about how there is some art that is photographs and sometimes 
photographs go over into paintings, you know, when one sees the thing and then starts 
feeling about what they see, etc. And I think poetry ought to do that, too. Though I think 
it’s very interesting that poetry is not included in, like, in school for the arts; poetry is not 
there. Literature is art! You know, what I think. I’m not the only person who thinks that. 
Poor poets, we just sit [unintelligible] and we whine. But I think that words are our – 
words are the tools we use. Words are our tools to get this out. But we get mixed up in 
our culture with the words and what the thing is, the thing itself. I have a poem about – 
my husband died, my husband was a yogi and was a brilliant man and just an interesting, 
odd person. And the poem about when he died is something about he saw at last not just 
the forms of things but the things themselves. And I’ve always thought that labeling and 
naming, you know, I know the bible says [unintelligible], but I say this is table, I don’t 
know what it says. I don’t. I call it table, and it stays there and allows me to put stuff on 
it. You know what I mean? But I am aware of other possibilities. That’s why I taught that 
course about affronts against humanness. Because I wanted students to not be able to say 
they never heard of it. Now what they did with stuff I don’t know, I don’t care – exactly, 
I care (not that much) – but I want them to not be able to say – because I’ve heard so 
many students say “Well, I’ve never heard of that” and at least you heard somebody say 
“There is another way of looking at it” and you heard somebody say it. It seems to me 
that – I use as an example – the cow, when I say to students “the cow is kind enough to 
let me call it ‘cow’”. What it calls me, I don’t want to know because I know especially 
me – the hamburger queen of America, Jack the ripper– I really try to be aware of all of 
those possibilities. Now why, I have no idea. I’m like this. I’m just bored, what can I do.  
 
ES: I think sometimes maybe the best definition of poetry is “poetry is the art of silence” 
and you’re kind of using language to say something that language can’t say. And I’m just 
thinking that in your poetry there’s so much space and there’s so much not said and 
there’s so much kind of emptiness, and yet that’s also meaningful.  
 



LC:  I was trying to – I think I was trying to say that, that all language is translation. To 
say “I love you” doesn’t hit the…you know, doesn’t hit it. All language is trying to get as 
close as possible to what is. Whatever that is. It’s tricky.  
 
MC: [unintelligible] feel like you’ve written your best work, will you ever feel like 
you’ve written your best work? 
 
LC: I hope not. 
 
MC: I study philosophy in my MLA major, and Dr. Werneke is, you know, professor of 
philosophy, he’s teaching us Aristotle, which talks a lot – and henna art – both talk a lot 
about the means to get to an end and once you get to that end there’s yet another end you 
got to meet. And when you said that it made me think of that lecture so I’m wondering 
will you ever write that great poetry, I think it’s nice that you say the poetry that you’re 
writing now is the great poetry up until - but you’ll never get to that “until” and I’m 
wondering do you think you may? 
 
LC: I doubt it. No, I doubt it. And I was married to a philosopher for…oh, well, years. I 
was saying earlier in the class that the way to win an argument – if you’re married to a 
philosopher – after he finishes all his pontificating, to say “So what?” And it just would 
throw him every time. But I hope not. I hope that I will always feel that there’s something 
I can do here; something is calling me. Richard Wilbur has a poem called The Writer and 
it’s about his daughter’s in her room – you know this poem? – the daughter’s in her room 
writing and a bat comes into the room and he’s trying to get the bat out of the room and it 
ends that it is always life or death, as I had forgotten. Every poem is the one you know? 
That’s why sometimes I think going to conferences and things – I don’t want to be the 
one that they say “She used to be able to write pretty well”. [unintelligible] You know, I 
don’t hit every time. One thing I do is the best I can. And this thing I’m faithful. But I 
hope I don’t ever think that because how awful to be complacent. I think for a poet, when 
you start repeating yourself, that’s the worst possible thing. Somebody who does deal 
with repetition – like myself – am I repeating myself? How many times have I said this? I 
might just be writing one poem over and…or maybe three, over and over and over. But 
you know, it isn’t as thought-out as all that. It isn’t as logical as all that. You know, I 
mean, poets have to get up and feed the kids and the kids couldn’t care if you’re named 
Shakespeare, really. Well, he had a wife, lucky stiff.  
MC: Have you gotten – do you feel like your poetry has gotten better, that you’ve been 
writing? 
 
LC: I don’t know. I hope so. It’s gotten a little different – longer. People used to want to 
know why I was writing longer poems, now, well my kids are older. I wrote short poems 
I had four kids in diapers. Barbara Kingsolver has a thing in one of her books where she 
says she went to a reading [unintelligible] and she thought “I was going to give this really 
intellectual and literary thing about short poems”. She said “I’ve got six children, I can’t 
be writing long poems”. I can’t keep them all in my head, which is what I had to do. But I 
would like to think so. But I have some poems written when I was a girl – I started 
writing poems when I was twelve, thirteen – and what’s interesting to me is that they 
have some of the same concerns that I have now. You know? Like there’s one about 
Jesus, because I get interested in the bible, and it’s about the neighbors were saying he 



was a bastard - and I was, like, thirteen - and I think it was kind of interesting that he was 
in [unintelligible]. “In life it’s always been the same, the bastard children bare the 
blame”. But I hope that – the thing like that that I have is that I’m insecure, like a lot of 
people, so that I worry about “Why did they tell me I can write? I can’t write”, you know. 
And there are a lot of people whom I admire that I wish that I could do – like I used to 
always say that “I want to write like [unintelligible]” I read a note about that at her 
memorial. Because she’s so fierce. And I don’t think of myself as fierce at all. And 
somebody told me “You’re fierce” – but I always go, I used to always think, “Why can’t 
I write like so-and-so and so-and-so?” But others don’t write like me, either. Somebody 
said that they could tell a poem of mine a mile away and I don’t know if that was good or 
bad.  
 
ES: You talked about having started to publish in your thirties; do you think that you 
were lucky, in a way, that you were in your thirties when the things would have 
happened, as opposed to being younger, maybe? 
 
LC: Probably. Though I just – I was not – I didn’t even think about publishing. Young 
people now think about publishing. They want to be a poet. But I wrote long before it 
ever occurred to me that that could happen and it was something of a fluke and I was 
tremendously embarrassed that now people were going to think I think of cute – you 
know that kind of thing you do – and I had my kids to think about. Maxine Cumen and I 
talk about how we’re two of the few female poets who write under our married names, 
you know? I was not a Clifton and she was not a Cumen. And by and large women poets 
do write under their maiden name. We have to find a new word for that – your “maiden 
name”. I don’t think so! But, whatever. I think it might have been lucky because I already 
had settled my priorities, an idea about what the world was like; I’d lived some. I’d 
learned a lot. And I’m a good learner. I’ve always been a good learner.  
 
ES: Where do you think you got your courage? You’ve said in interviews that you’ve 
never been afraid of the truth – where do you think that came from? 
 
LC: Well, I was making that up! No, I will stand and face the truth. I will stand and face 
the truth. What else are you gonna do? I mean, there it is. You know, and I recognize it 
when I hear it. I’m afraid of lots of things, but that’s what courage is. Courage is – you 
know, it’s not courageous to not be afraid and meet something head on, but to be afraid 
and meet it anyway; that’s courage. And I’ve always admired courage greatly. And I 
don’t mind saying what is so, and I don’t care who’s listening, you know. I don’t think 
I’m going to get shot or anything. And if I am, I’m the oldest living member of my 
family. My family is very short-lived; my mother was forty-four when she died, my 
husband forty nine, my father fifty-something, my son thirty-nine, my daughter thirty-
eight or something, my family’s very – since slavery, those days our family lived a long 
time, which is not a hint to people because I prefer it this way. But I’m the first one to 
ever get social security, I’m the first one to have entered my sixties. That’s kind of 
amusing, to me. Because I think I’m young.  
 
HW: Thinking that you’re young, one thing that fascinates me is when someone like you 
– a poet – writes both for children and for adults and I sort of wondered is there – in 
thinking of children as your audience, that childhood thinking, is that a way you stay 



young, do you think? How do you move back and forth in writing a poem for us or 
[unintelligible]? 
 
LC: Well, fortunately I had – and kids draw kids. So around our house there were 
always, like, a million children. And I like them and I don’t – you know – I do judge 
them but I realize I’m the grownup. I wrote for children because there was a lack of 
books for children with kids that looked like my kids. And that was not coincidence, 
either. I think that I was very interested in, uh – I think every kid and every adult, for that 
matter, needs mirrors and windows. This is a concept by, uh…oh dear, please don’t hate 
me when you read this – Sims, is her last name. And she talked about every human and 
every child, particularly, needs a window through which he can see the world, and a 
mirror in which he can see himself. And in those days, when it was primarily black and 
white in our culture, white children had mirrors and that’s all they had – they were 
disadvantaged because they didn’t see anything but mirrors. And children of color had 
only windows, and they were disadvantaged so they didn’t see anything but others. And 
so it seemed to me that books and them – for all children, I write my books, they have 
black young people in them, they’re not only for black children. They’re certainly – I, in 
fact, like them; I am pleased. Because I wanted to have something like that for my kids, 
too. Everybody needs something like that. But for white children, too. And they have 
learned the lesson slowly because their parents tend to not get them books that have black 
characters. Except Ezra Jack Keats’ books and some of them think Ezra Jack Keats is 
black because this character - you know, Snowing Day, Whistle for Willy, all of that - 
had black children. But they were a design thing for – I knew Ezra Jack Keats and they 
were a design factor for him. But I think it’s important for everybody to have a view of 
themselves as part of this world and a view of the others in this world. Now I think about 
native children a lot because they don’t exist in books unless they are on the reservation 
someplace. But I think of the growing all kinds of children in the world and it seems to 
me important – all kinds of people – it’s important that there are people I can look at and 
see myself reflected in some way; it is possible for them, so it is possible for me. And I 
grew up in the – I didn’t grow up in the south. I was born in a town called Buffalo,. New 
York – called DePew, New York, just outside Buffalo, primarily Polish. And so the 
people I saw were mostly Polish people. I understood Polish until I was a big girl. And I 
worked as young girl in the Polish office of unemployment insurance in Buffalo because 
I understood the language. But I was trying to be nice to people – I didn’t care if they got 
unemployment insurance; I thought they should have. In those days it was $50. Some 
people would begrudge them $50? Please! You know? And so the people came and 
would look for the - they would always say “Where’s the Polish colored girl?” And that 
was me; the Polish colored girl. Because I tried to be nice to people, you know? But 
when I first went south I was petrified. [unintelligible] Jackson State with Margeruite 
Walker. I was so scared because I thought – I was pretty sure we were going to be killed. 
Though I didn’t realize that Buffalo wasn’t, like, we’re not in Eden in Buffalo, New 
York, either. Which is where my sister is. But anyway.  
 
The tape is turned over here and picks up on some conversation not preceded by a 
question caught on tape. I’ve typed up that dialogue, even though it is out of context. 
 
HW: [Li Young] just takes me to these ethereal realms. You do, but I’m still on the 
ground.  



 
LC: I think that’s good. But Li Young is so funny. Because he says things like – people 
are asking questions – and he says things like “You believe that?” So I like to – we go 
Dutch, at the same time quite often, and we like to give our little talks one right after the 
other and we’re close together. Because I feel I’m fortified, Li Young is here; it’s okay, 
whatever I say comes out all right. And he just flies. And then he says “They believe me, 
Lucille!” We all believe you. 
 
MC: There’s a period where poetry was defined – well, to me, the way it reads in this – it 
had colors. You could tell if a poem was written by a certain color person because it came 
through those eyes. Do you ever feel like your poetry came from a colored page or a 
negro page or an African American page? 
 
LC: Well, yes, dear, that’s what I am. I write out of who I am. But that’s more varied 
than people think. That was a time when you had to use dialect, for instance, you had to – 
that’s what a lot of [unintelligible] I love you, Russell Simmons, wherever you are! But 
on the other hand I’m not a big fan, sometimes. But you write out of who you are. And 
my – it is a fallacy and self-defeating to believe that my poem about anything would be 
the same as Elaine’s; it just would be - though actually, my sister’s name is Elaine and 
yes it probably would – you know, but they would be alike but they’re from different 
eyes. Another way to look at it. But all valid; all valid. A white person’s view of 
something isn’t going to be the same as mine. I think that 9/11 was something like that. 
9/11 was something like that. I have a poem some of us knew we would never be – we 
have never been safe. You know. And I think that that’s a valid way of looking at it. 
Nowadays, I can – and I’ve judged a lot of contests, and I’m supposedly pretty fair, so I 
do judge; I’ve judged the national boards, I’ve judged the Pulitzer centers, a lot of 
[unintelligible], and generally I can tell by content or language the color the person is 
who wrote it. There are few people – do you know a poet El Neilson? – El Neilson writes 
a lot. He lives in – I think a native of Minnesota, he is white, you’d never know it from 
his work. So he gets in anthologies all the time, it’s funny. He’s a very dear, good, sweet 
guy; he’s not coopting anything, he writes out of who he is. But on the other hand, then 
people might say that Jay Wright – you know that poet? – Jay Wright’s a black guy and 
he won a McArthur recently, and he writes in a very, somewhat classical kind of way, uh, 
Rita, Rita by her content you would know what she probably is because is [unintelligible] 
as anybody else. There is not a way white people are and a way black people are. You 
know? And I think you can still, to some degree, but it depends on the person more. A 
person who’s from, uh, I think it’s pointless. I think that Savion Glover, for instance, he’s 
a dancer. He, in some places he sounds much more high falutin’ than he does on the 
block. We’ve come to think we’re supposed to do that. You know? And that’s pointless. 
Plus I can never remember. That’s the truth. 
 
MV: What about gender? Can you tell when you’re judging poetry if it’s a male or not? 
 
LC: Sometimes. Quite often. I judged one book – one contest, one time – and the winner 
was a book called Black…oh, The Black Book, I think. I don’t know. And it was – I 
thought it was the first book that I’d ever seen that was written as a whole book. You 
know how you write a poem and another poem and a poem and then you’ve got to string 
them together. This felt to me as if it were something that someone set out to write a book 



and this was the plan and these were the poems. It was wonderful – it’s a wonderful 
book. That form alone made me think maybe a male wrote this. And it was Susan 
Gardenier; she teaches at [unintelligible], I believe. I absolutely had never suspected that 
a female wrote this book. Just by the content and all that stuff. I think maybe nowadays 
you can tell that less. But if you write out of who you are how are you gonna… you 
know, these are not disguises – unless they are, of course – and they’re not puzzles. I tell 
students that all the time: a poem’s not a puzzle. I think I’m literal. People don’t think so 
but I never think about metaphor. I use metaphors, but I don’t think about them. Shaw 
said – when somebody asked George Bernard Shaw how he got his ideas – he said “I 
have to kick them out of – when I get up in the morning I have to kick them away from 
the bed” because they’re always there.  
 
HW: I think there’s a trickster in you, though. Really, somewhere in an interview you 
talk about Lucille means light, as does Lucifer. And I hear a kind of desire to bring light 
or illuminate in a way that angels would be better off if they were mortal, or the fall is 
fortunate, I think that you – I think you play with the Christian myth  - and I say that in 
[language unclear here] way, “The Christian myth”. You’re playing with sort of the 
conventional way of responding to that. You confound us.  
 
LC: I hope so. I think I’m not very – I’m not somebody people can know easily. 
Sometimes I don’t like that, you know. Sometimes I want to be [language unclear here], 
etc…etc…I do play with ideas and play with language because I get a kick out of them. 
Sometimes I play to see what’s going to happen.  
HW: You’re Lucifer, too. 
 
LC: We all are. All of you Lucille’s. Lucifer had some Lucille; I have some poems about 
that. That I had to write, knowing that on the one hand Lucifer was the most beautiful 
angel in heaven, the brightened morning star, one of God’s favorites. And as Lucifer says 
in the poem, “Illuminate I could and so illuminate I did”. And then he played his part. I 
do like to play with accepted ideas, that sort of thing. That’s why…these poems I’m 
writing is a section in a book, I think it’s going to be called Colored Women, and it’s 
about people that are given – that we’ve come to accept a certain thing about them – and 
that’s not true at all. Like Mary and Merriam, you know. My goodness, Little Miss 
Jewish. Nobody else of that whole place was called Mary. Probably Marianne and Mary 
Lou, something like that. I mean, nobody else’s Hebrew name was Mary. Now, perhaps, 
but not in those days. One of the poems is called Matta Ocha (?). Matta Ocha was the real 
– the given name of she who is called Pocahontas. I like things to be what they are. I have 
a poem about Aunt Jemima. I like that, I’m gonna read it this evening. I don’t know about 
these new poems, but Aunt Jemima talks about how white folks say that I remind them of 
home. I who have no home except for kitchen shelves. You know, and about how she 
wants to have a home. She would like that. Just poems that might shake up the easy and 
accepted way of looking at things. You know? I hope so.  
 
HW: That one line about the [unintelligible] returned no longer at ease… 
 
LC: Oh, right. Oh right. And like the one “how have you fallen from heaven”, isn’t that 
on the bill? They were less…something. Less sure. Because obviously, if the brightest 
light leaves, heaven’s all in shadow without you, you know? It’s dark. That has – that’s 



true of everything physically, it’s true of everything else. Um…yeah. I hope so. I would 
like to challenge the status quo.  
 
HW: You trickster. You wonderful trickster.  
 
LC: That’s what comes from not finishing school. You had to learn what’s supposed to 
be so. And I’ve noticed, you know, I notice things. I’m supposed to notice things; I’m a 
poet, that’s my job.  
 
MC: You say that things in life, or when you set up the lecture in your class when you 
talked to students about some of the pictures that called them, do you feel like poetry 
called you and that – I know you said that you know this is what you’re supposed to do in 
life – did you hear a voice say something to you one day that actually said “This is what 
you’re supposed to do” or it just happened?  
 
LC: No. I might have said – my mother wrote poems. My mother wrote very traditional 
iambic pentameter verse. She did not, she - I think she graduated from the eighth grade; 
that was as far as she went in school. It might have been -  my kids say that when I give 
interviews my mother gets dumber and dumber so that, you know, eventually this woman 
never entered a classroom. But she did. I think she might have…about the sixth grade. 
And she wrote poems. And she recited poems. I grew up hearing Paul Lawrence Dunbar, 
who has the same birthday as I have. So I guess that’s why she did, I don’t know. And all 
kinds of…my mother’s – [unintelligible] – do you know that poem? I would recite it, but 
it’s my mother’s – the poem that my mother loved and recited all the time. Another poem 
called “The House by the Side of the Road” – “I want to build a house by the side of the 
road where the races of men go by, men who are good and men who are bad; as good and 
as bad as I” and she goes on from even then. So I grew up hearing that sort of thing. And 
I grew up – you know you grow up around what you notice. My mother, I have some of 
my mother’s books and my mother was born in 1914. And she loved [unintelligible]; she 
loved anything to do with China. My mother never saw a living Chinese person in her 
life. Never. Now, that’s interesting. You know, she never – but she loved to hear about 
and read about China. My father was a great reader. He could go on for days about 
Biblical things. He was a big church guy. That sort of thing. But my father was extremely 
bigoted, also. My father would say things in front of people that were amazing. I used to 
– now, when I was a girl I belonged to the Jewish center in Buffalo – where you could get 
plays – I love theatre and they did a lot of plays – and then people would come to pick me 
up and my father opens the door – they knock on the door – my father opens the door and 
says “Ooh, here’s these white people I don’t like!” and I’m looking down like “Who is 
this old man?” and I’m leaving and he says “I told you, they don’t mean you no good”. 
And you know, “yes, Daddy, thank you”. But he was a great debater and talker about 
biblical things, that sort of thing, and story teller. About the south and what he 
remembered. That sort of thing.  
 
MC: Do you think about the stove that your mother burned her poetry in?  
 
LC: I do. I wish I had a – I wish I had – there’s no remnants of that poem; of those 
poems, rather. No things that she kept. I wish she had. But that was a lesson for me 



because I knew I was not going to be stopped. And that “stopped” is from writing, not 
from publishing, but from writing.  
 
MC: So you could care less if you ever were published, it’s just… 
 
LC: No, I like being published. Don’t get me wrong! 
 
MC: But it was just the writing itself. 
 
LC:  But it was. Yes. And still. It had never occurred to me to be published, that I would 
be published. And I liked…trust me, I really do. But I wrote for years without even 
thinking about being published. And then I published, uh, I published some short stories. 
One of them, the first award given to a magazine for prose, for short fiction, was given to 
Redbook, which was unusual, this was oh, forty years ago, and it was given – the citation 
read “as exemplified by a story called The Magic Mama by Lucille Clifton” – this was, 
like, you know there were all these literary journals out there and Redbook received that 
award. But I think I had – I was published in the Atlantic, and a couple of other places. 
And I think – I think that got so interesting to me that I never wrote another short story. 
Something like that. My daughter always wants me to do something like that, but I’m not 
much – except for children’s books, which children’s books is stories.  
 
MC: [unintelligible] 
 
LC: Well, I’ve lived a life I never expected. Very unexpected. In very – in a number of 
worlds, you know, in numerous worlds. I sometimes wonder what I’m doing in my life. 
You know, what are you doing there? I have many friends who do what I do, but I have 
friends from all kinds of places. You know, Barach is a friend, have you ever heard of 
[unintelligible], you know he introduced Kwanza – first introduced Kwanza in his 
country – [unintelligible]. He, um, he’s very dear. And he’s a friend. I went to his place 
one time and everybody’s vegetarian – my husband was a very strict vegetarian – 
everybody’s vegetarian but me. I’ll eat – you know, somebody said “Walk a pig through 
there, she’s grab it”. But I was sitting as they were having breakfast and everything, and I 
was liking it because I liked him. But on the other hand I wanted some coffee so much, 
you know? So I was fidgety. And he said “Lucille, what is it?” and I said “I just want 
some coffee” and he said “Girl, stop suffering!” and they went and got me a cup of 
coffee. I was so happy. Lovely man. And another time when my kids were little and 
Hakid [unintelligible] was at the house and – I wanted, everybody had to behave, you 
know, people are over you’ve gotta behave, and I wanted them to be extremely militant, 
or nationalist, or something, I don’t know. And my son comes – my oldest son who’s 
now deceased – comes skipping into the house saying “Hooray! Christmas is coming! 
Christmas Hooray!” and I’m thinking “Oh, dear, how are we gonna live through this?” 
but [unintelligible] cracked up, so I thought it was funny. But trying to be something 
other than what I was, which was sort of a combination of a lot of stuff. And I’ve known 
some people I thought were very, were really nice; people don’t think Sonja Sanchez is as 
funny and fun as she is, you know, she’s amazing. She’s my good buddy. Sharon, Sharon 
is a school teacher which you’d never think so because of her content. But she’s moving 
right along, nowadays. I just heard her the other evening and Sherman Alexi, who I 
adore. And [unintelligible] is a Native American man, but he does a stand-up routine; 



he’s a comedian as much as anything. He’s a fine writer. He had his kids – he was in DC 
– and he had his kids there and he said “I’m taking them around to show them the 
monuments to Indian-killers.” And we stop at this one and we see that this man killed all 
these infants. And his sons look at him…Or Lee Ann Lee’s story about – Lee Ann Lee’s 
wife Donna is not native and he said his son came into him one day and said “Dad, are 
we Chinese or are we regular?” [unintelligible] He said “We’re both, son”. Oh dear. 
Funny things happen. 
 
MC: I asked you, ‘cause you know all these great people, and I was wondering 
sometimes, do all these people that are so recognized by the world in the public eye, do 
they ever get together and just ask each other “How did this happen?”, you know? How 
come I’m Oprah, how come I’m Lucille Clifton, how come I’m Sonya Sanchez, and it’s 
just, I don’t know. I’ve been kind of curious as to how come some people were chosen to 
be entertainers, writers, poets… 
 
LC: That’s an interesting way to put it. Who knows if they were chosen? Who can say 
why? And people get together all the time and try and figure out “Why am I me?” you 
know, I don’t know. What does it mean, really? By and large I don’t think it means 
anything. There’s something I would say, but we could edit it out. Is that all right? 
 
HW: Sure. 
 
LC:  It’s just that when certain females and I get together – and they’re names you’d 
know – we talk about, like we’re all widowed, or something. “Where are the men?” you 
know? “What’s going on here?” We talk about that a lot. I have a friend who – somebody 
had arranged for them to have this date and she got a new black dress, and the person 
who had arranged it she trusted a lot and she was so excited. And the guy turned out to be 
a jerk and she was so…we talk about the stuff everybody talks about. But sometimes… 
 
MC: You ever think about that? That’s kind of a question that you don’t need to ask. All 
the time. 
 
LC: And people who do these things, I mean it’s a…it’s, you don’t know who it’s going 
to be; you know, somebody, or somebody people think is somebody. My son had to write 
a – my younger son – had to write something for school one time, he had to write about a 
famous poet. And he said he didn’t know any. Now this boy has been in a house 
[unintelligible] okay? And he said “I don’t know any poets, I don’t think I can write 
about this”. And his sister said “Well, you can write about Ma” and he said “Her?” he 
said “What should I write? She has this ratty robe that she puts on every day” and she 
said “That would be good to write about, something” [unintelligible]. But I think one, 
you know, your…whatever you are and what other people say may not be what is so 
about you. Who knows why somebody is, why the public says “This one is something, 
this one is not”. You just don’t know. Hopefully you don’t go out – though now some 
young poets do try to go out trying to be poets. And be famous. But they want to be poets 
more than they want to write poems. And that’s a mistake. They want to be poets. And 
they don’t want to do the work – the hard work and hard understandings that come from 
writing poems. I certainly – I don’t have the kind of beginning that many of the other 
poets I’ve come to know have. None of them, Stanley Kunitz said this to me, that my 



career was unique. Why, I have no idea, you know? I really don’t know. But I’m always 
mindful that as I was, somewhere in this country there’s a lady with a lot of kids. And 
she’s sitting down at night and writing poems. And they’re better than mine. And I know 
it, you know? I don’t know her, but I know that’s what’s happening. So I try to be 
mindful. Try to be mindful for that lady. And I try also to be a door for, uh, I read a book 
called Lives of the Poets I think…what’s her name…I forgot her name but it’s Lives of 
the Poets. And she talks about people who are my friends. Merwin is my good friend. 
[language unclear here] she lives in Santa Cruz, still lives in Santa Cruz. A lot of these 
people who are well-known people and nowhere in the book is there a mention of a 
person with color. And that made me very sad. Eileen Simpson is her name. Because I 
am their age, here, it’s not like I was so young or anything and I think that for myself I 
have attempted to be – and I think it may be true – a door for people who look something 
like me, through which to enter, to know that there is a room in the house of poetry that 
looks like us. Because I would not have known it. Even, these are my… [unintelligible] 
is my dear friend. Our daughters – our children – had cancer at the same time and hers 
survived; mine survived for a while too but her son is still alive. Merwin, who wondered 
he and [unintelligible] were roommates at Princeton and they were robbed once and there 
wasn’t anything to take. One of them was embarrassed, the other one was mad. Because 
[unintelligible]. When he won the Tanning, the first Tanning, he said “Things like this 
don’t happen to me, I’m a preacher’s son!” But who knows why.  
 
HW: I don’t know, other than to say “Thank you”.  
 
LC: Oh, you’re welcome. Thank you.  
 
MC: Thank you so much. 
 
LC: Thank you very much. I hope it works out. My candy’s melting in my hand, and 
now I’m going to eat it.  
 
HW: And now you can rest! 
 
 
 
 


